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2. nine critical Features of Strong Districts

A “system-wide focus on achievement” is one of the 
most salient aspects of what districts do to support 
district-wide improvement efforts in the context of 
the values held by the communities they serve.

 

Two sources of evidence are used to identify and describe 
nine characteristics or critical features of strong districts. One 
source of evidence is the exemplary district research used 
to develop the District Effectiveness Framework (DEF) now 
included as part of the Ontario Leadership Framework. Studies 
providing this evidence are listed in Appendix A; this first 
source of evidence also includes studies undertaken in Ontario8  
and Alberta9 (subsequently referred to simply as the Ontario 
study and the Alberta study) to test and further contextualize 
what had been learned from research largely conducted 
in U.S. districts. Point-form summaries of strong district 
characteristics in this section (2) of the paper are largely based 
on this first source evidence.

The second source of evidence used to help describe critical 
features of strong districts comes from additional empirical 
research and synoptic reports of relevant evidence, much of it 
published after development of the DEF10 . This second source 
of evidence is used to extend, further explain, or exemplify the 
point-form summaries of strong district characteristics. 

The nine characteristics described in some detail in this section 
of the paper are as follows:
1. a broadly shared mission, vision and goals founded on 

ambitious images of the educated person;
2. a coherent instructional guidance system;
3. deliberate and consistent use of multiple sources of 

evidence to inform decisions;
4. learning-oriented organizational improvement processes;
5. job-embedded professional development for all members;

6. budgets, structures, personnel policies and procedures, 
and uses of time aligned with the district’s mission, vision 
and goals;

7. a comprehensive approach to leadership development;
8. a policy-oriented board of trustees;
9. productive working relationships with staff and other 

stakeholders. 

1.  A broadly shared mission, vision and goals 
founded on ambitious images of the educated 
person 

Evidence used to develop the DEF indicated that strong 
districts have widely-shared beliefs and visions about 
student learning and well-being that have been transparently 
developed with the engagement of multiple school and system 
stakeholders. These direction-setting features of strong 
districts fall within the parameters set by the province. In these 
districts the beliefs and visions held by members include a 
focus on raising the achievement bar, closing the achievement 
gap, and nurturing student engagement and well-being. These 
beliefs and visions for students, understood and shared by all 
staff, provide strong districts with a moral purpose11. A “system-
wide focus on achievement” is one of the most salient aspects 
of what districts do to support district-wide improvement 
efforts12 in the context of the values held by the communities 
they serve13.

Strong districts in the Ontario study had developed a vision, 
mission and set of shorter-term goals that was widely endorsed 
by trustees, as well as by district and school-level leaders. Few 
members of these districts had any doubts about the importance of 
these directions and just about everyone had a firm understanding 
of what their district was attempting to accomplish. 

The processes through which such wide-spread knowledge, 
agreement and commitment were developed typically began 

8Leithwood (2011) 
9Bédard and Mombourquette (2013) 
10A noteable exception is the Campbell and Fullan (2006) study reported in 2006. The features associated with 8 effective Ontario districts in this study share 
much in common with the 9 characteristics described in this paper. 
11See Campbell & Fullan (2006) 
12 Johnson & Chrispeels (2010) 
13Ontario policy stipulates that the mission of Francophone districts also includes protecting and enhancing the French language culture by preparing their 
students for participation in the development of a strong French-language community (see, for example, Ontario’s Aménagement linguistique Policy (2004); 
Table nationale sur l’éducation. (October 2011). École communautaire citoyenne : document de fondement. Maintaining and increasing student enrolment is also 
central to the mission of Francophone districts). The mission of Catholic districts includes ensuring that the Catholic faith is present in all of their work.
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in some formal goal-setting process associated with strategic 
planning. Two of the strong districts in the Ontario study had 
adopted a “policy governance” or “corporate” model to guide 
trustee work, along with a strategic planning process that was 
largely responsible for both the clarity of district directions 
and for the development and maintenance of both trustee and 
staff commitments to those directions. The outcomes of such 
direction setting actions increased in importance among district 
members as steps were taken to embed the directions in annual 
improvement plans, monthly principals’ meetings and leadership-
initiated interactions in schools. The mission, vision and goals 
were “brought alive” and sustained through their consistent use as 
decision- making tools and as beacons for the future.
  
2.  A coherent instructional guidance system

When a district’s curriculum standards and frameworks, 
instructional practices, professional development emphases 
and assessment tools are all focused on achieving the district’s 
mission, vision and goals, the district is providing “coherent 
instructional guidance” to its schools, an important part of 
what strong districts do14. Within such a coherent system, 
strong districts encourage their staffs to be innovative and 
support to schools is differentiated in response to variability 
in student performance15. The coherent system is intended 
to establish some legitimate boundaries around what can be 
done without stifling the innovative efforts of staffs to improve 
their practices and the achievement of students. This feature 
of strong districts reflects evidence about the importance 
of focusing “on the core function of the organization as the 
primary driver of success”16. 

Strong districts encourage their staffs to be innovative 
and support to schools is differentiated in response to 
variability in student performance.

Evidence used to develop the DEF indicated that strong districts:
•	 support schools’ efforts to implement curricula that foster 

students’ deep understandings about “big ideas”, as well 
as to develop the basic skills students need to acquire such 
understandings. 

•	 work together with their school staffs to help provide all 
students with engaging forms of instruction. 

•	 work together, district and school staff , to help establish 
ambitious but realistic student performance standards.

•	 include teachers in instructional improvement work, and 
assist them in developing sophisticated understandings 
of powerful instruction for students; collaboration for 
this work is extensive, ongoing and involves all key 
stakeholders.

•	 demonstrate “in-classroom” leadership. District and 
school level leaders are frequently in classrooms acting as 
instructional leaders and providing “just-in-time” or job-
embedded professional development.

A coherent instructional guidance system most often emerges 
from district and school improvement planning processes and 
their implementation. For example, over the five-year period 
of interest in the Ontario study, approaches to improving 
curriculum and instruction by the strong districts in this study 
changed quite significantly. These changes included greater 
collaboration across the system for school improvement 
purposes, greater consistency in priorities and expectations 
and significant increases in support by system leaders for 
improvement work in schools - all clear indications of the 
development of coherent instructional guidance. These 
changes also included much greater use of systematically-
collected evidence for decision making and more precise 
targets for school improvement. 

One of the strong Ontario districts, for example, used 
student achievement trends evident in multiple data sources, 
along with Ministry priorities, to aggressively develop a 
board improvement plan which included “SMART” goals. 
Principals and their staffs were expected to explicitly 
acknowledge and build on district plans as they created 
their individual school improvement plans, an example of 
how reasonable boundaries are established by a coherent 
instructional guidance system. Increasingly, as well, schools 
were encouraged to focus their improvement efforts on 
the needs of individual students, not only whole school 
initiatives. Schools in this district made considerable efforts 
to break down the isolation in which teachers often found 
themselves with more collaboration and collective effort. This 
collective effort, furthermore, was more focused on the types 
of instruction that would be useful to achieve the targets 
specified in the schools’ improvement plans.

14Bowers (2008), Elmore et al (1997) 
15Louis  et al (2010) 
16Murphy & Hallinger (1988)
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“Coherence”, however, is not the only key feature of an 
instructional guidance system. The content of the curriculum 
and the nature of the instruction included in the system are easily 
as important. The Ontario provincial curriculum increasingly 
stresses the importance of higher level, more complex goals or 
“big ideas”17, as mentioned above18. So strong districts in Ontario 
have an obligation to reflect this focus in their instructional 
guidance systems, an obligation justified by policy19.

A district’s instructional guidance system should also be aimed 
at influencing the use of instructional practices supported by 
the best available evidence and considerable work has been 
done by the Ministry to highlight those practices for districts 
and schools. Both “differentiated instruction” and “pedagogical 
content knowledge” are examples of concepts that suggest wide 
variation in approaches to instruction depending on individual 
student capacities and the unique nature of the disciplinary 
content to be learned. Nonetheless, there is now an emerging, 
evidence-based consensus about the central features of most 
forms of powerful instruction, no matter the student or the 
content. It is these central features that strong districts capture 
in their instructional guidance systems. “Focused Instruction”, 
the term used here to capture those features, reflects both direct 
and constructive approaches to teaching, including very active 
engagement of the teacher with whatever more specific teaching 
techniques are used in the classroom. A teacher engaged in 
focused instruction is the antithesis of the “guide on the side”.

Focused approaches to instruction are explicitly goal-directed 
and transparent about what students are intended to accomplish. 
There is constant monitoring by the teacher of what students 
are doing and direct interventions by the teacher to help ensure 
that students are actively engaged in meaningful learning as 
much as possible, including careful control over the timing and 
pace of instruction. As much time as possible in the classroom 
is academically engaged time and this often depends on the use 
of effective classroom management strategies by the teacher. 
Hattie’s (2009) conclusions, from his synthesis of research on 
instruction, extend this conception of focused instruction: 

The major messages [from this research] are the 
importance of learning intentions, success criteria, 
a classroom environment that not only tolerates but 

welcomes errors, attention to the challenge of the task, 
the presence of feedback to reduce the gaps, and a sense of 
satisfaction and further engagement and perseverance to 
succeed in the task of learning (p. 199).

Focused approaches to instruction are explicitly goal-
directed and transparent about what students are 
intended to accomplish. There is constant monitoring 
by the teacher of what students are doing and direct 
interventions by the teacher to help ensure that 
students are actively engaged in meaningful learning 
as much as possible, including careful control over the 
timing and pace of instruction.

3.  Deliberate and consistent use of multiple 
sources of evidence to inform decisions

Encouraging the use of systematically-collected evidence in 
district and school-level decision making has been at the centre 
of all accountability-oriented policies introduced in Ontario 
and elsewhere over the past 15 years. But this widespread 
enthusiasm for district promotion of more evidence use in 
districts and schools should be tempered by two caveats. 
First, the vast majority of existing research about evidence use 
inquires about how to encourage more of it in schools. Very 
little of this research examines the effects of more or different 
forms of evidence use on student learning. Furthermore, what 
little research there is about this key issue reports mixed and 
not particularly compelling results20. So the strength of the 
advocacy for evidence use has as much to do with the ideologies 
giving rise to educational accountability policies in the first 
place, as it does with results of available research.

The second caveat about promoting evidence use in schools 
is the typically singular focus on evidence about one thing - 
student achievement. Even researchers who are deeply engaged 
in issues of evidence use in schools and districts seem only to 
think about this focus for evidence21. While such evidence, 
used well, helps diagnose strengths and weaknesses in student 
learning, it provides no direct clues about what to do about 

17Originating in the Ministry’s Literacy and Numeracy Secretariat (LNS) and the work of its student achievement  officers, these goals also have become a priority 
for the Leading Student Achievement: Networks for Learning (LSA) project. 
18Also see Michael Fullan’s (2013) proposal for the future goals of education in Ontario. 
19Ontario’s Francophone districts also have an obligation to ensure high levels of bilingualism among their students as well as a strong cultural identity and sense 
of belonging.  
20A sample of this evidence can be found in Mehrens (1998), McNeil (2000) & Carlson et al (2011). 
21See, for example, Wayman et al (2012).
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those strengths and weaknesses. District and school staffs 
often spend considerable time and effort on disaggregating and 
parsing this type of data for diagnostic purposes and then rely 
almost solely on the professional judgments of those “at the 
table” about what to do. 

While professional judgment is a necessary ingredient in 
deciding what to do, it is by no means sufficient. Relying only 
on existing professional judgment about what to do almost 
completely ignores the vast amount of evidence about best 
practices that has accumulated over the past 30 years. That 
such evidence about what to do had been largely ignored by 
significant numbers of Ontario educators, at least until quite 
recently, was nowhere more obvious than in the reaction of 
many teachers, principals and district leaders to John Hattie’s 
(2009) synthesis of this evidence when it was introduced into 
provincial conversations several years ago; Surprise! Shock! 
Dismay! Regret! 

Relying only on existing professional judgment about 
what to do almost completely ignores the vast amount 
of evidence about best practices that has accumulated 
over the past 30 years.

Why didn’t we know this sooner?

Why are we working so hard to individualize instruction 
when our students would benefit much more from 
improving the feedback we give them?

Evidence used in the DEF to describe what strong districts do to 
encourage effective data use in schools suggests, in sum, that they:
•	 provide schools with relevant and accessible evidence 

about their performance in a timely manner; 
•	 make effective use of existing research to guide policy 

making and planning; insist on a careful reading 
of  relevant research evidence as the starting point 
for decisions about what to do to improve student 
performance; 

•	 assist schools in using evidence to improve their 
performance, including frequent, job-embedded 
opportunities to learn about productive evidence use 
and the provision of time to interpret and act on what is 
learned through those opportunities;  

•	 create collaborative structures and opportunities for the 
interpretation and use of evidence in schools; 

•	 call on expertise from outside the school system for help 
with data interpretation when needed; 

•	 implement computerized information management 
systems that are easily used by school and district staffs 
and that allow for the integration of all or most of the 
information available within the district;  

•	 use appropriate evidence for accounting to stakeholders. 

One recent, methodologically sophisticated study of district 
effects on student achievement22  provides additional 
justification for the actions outlined above. Results of this study 
argue for a “balanced approach” to evidence use, one which 
acknowledges its value only under quite specific conditions. 
One condition (listed above) is the use of multiple sources 
of data about student achievement, not just the evidence 
provided by provincial test results. A second condition, related 
to the importance of collaboration (also listed above), is the 
development of networks for learning23  across district schools 
that focus on improvements in curriculum understanding 
and teaching. A third condition is collaborative work among 
teachers in learning communities within schools (PLCs) for 
the purpose of improving instruction. 

Collaborative district cultures nourished by networks 
and PLCs stimulate the learning of new forms 
of instruction and support staff members as they 
struggle to implement what they learn.

Collaborative district cultures nourished by networks and 
PLCs, according to this study, stimulate the learning of new 
forms of instruction and support staff members as they struggle 
to implement what they learn. Finally, this study found that 
a focus on setting targets for improving learning and uses of 
evidence for monitoring progress toward those targets, in the 
absence of such collaborative district cultures, actually had 
negative effects on student achievement. 

So careful data use for diagnosing weaknesses, setting targets, 
and monitoring progress? Absolutely! Multiple sources of 
data about both achievement and improvement strategies? 
Very important! But in a collaborative and supportive district 
context? Essential! 

22Lee et al (2012) 
23LSA’s Principal Learning Teams is an Ontario example of such networks.



- 15 -

For a host of reasons, no district in Ontario at this time can 
avoid using some forms of systematically collected data in its 
decisions, especially provincial test data. But as successful as a 
district might be in establishing effective data use as standard 
practice within the district and across its schools, by itself this 
is likely to be only one of the many actions required to improve 
student achievement; it is a “building block” not a “silver 
bullet”. So struggling with the meaning and possible uses of 
data should not be allowed to overwhelm the time and energies 
of those engaged in improvement efforts.

4.  Learning-oriented organizational 
improvement processes

Improvement processes at the district level typically begin 
with some formal planning activities – strategic planning and, 
in Ontario, board improvement planning. Almost all Ontario 
schools base their improvement efforts on school improvement 
plans developed in a wide variety of ways. Ikemoto and her 
colleagues24 also found that strategic planning was a key 
characteristic of strong districts across the U.S. Such planning 
identifies goals and strategies for their achievement at the 
district and school level and aligns structures, staff and fiscal 
resources in support of such achievement.

Evidence about organizational improvement processes used to 
develop the DEF indicated that strong districts:

•	 have a coherent approach to improvement which usually 
includes a small number of key improvement goals 
consistently pursued over sustained periods of time; 

•	 proceed in manageable stages using the early stages as 
learning opportunities;

•	 do not overload schools with excessive numbers of initiatives;
•	 make considerable effort to build the capacities needed by 

school staffs for successful school improvement;
•	 encourage improvement efforts in schools guided by 

explicit and well-tested frameworks, policies and practices, 
as well as widely shared goals that permit local adaptation. 
All stakeholders have clearly defined roles to play in this 
approach to school improvement;

•	 integrate new initiatives into existing routines and 
practices. Established structures and procedures are 
maintained and built. Care is taken to ensure continuity 
and extension of core values. 

Strong districts in the Ontario study made the most 
of well-designed externally-developed procedures for 
stimulating carefully targeted improvements (e.g., TLCPs, 
SEF, SIM). They also developed their own improvement 
procedures or guidelines to supplement those which had 
been externally developed. 

Evidence from both the Ontario and Alberta studies 
indicated that the ongoing monitoring and refining of 
school improvement processes was enabled by monthly 
meetings of school and system leaders, meetings largely 
devoted to assessing and refining improvement plans, along 
with relevant professional development25. All schools in 
these studies had created leadership teams intended to act 
as “professional learning communities” on behalf of their 
schools. Superintendents were a significant presence in most 
schools, a finding consistent with other evidence26 and their 
focus was invariably on the schools’ improvement plans, the 
improvement of instruction and evidence that would help 
illuminate the challenges and progress being made with 
such improvement. Lack of progress was detected and acted 
on quickly. 

Superintendents were a significant presence in most 
schools, a finding consistent with other evidence and 
their focus was invariably on the schools’ improvement 
plans, the improvement of instruction and evidence 
that would help illuminate the challenges and progress 
being made with such improvement. Lack of progress 
was detected and acted on quickly.

As this evidence suggests, approaches to district and school 
improvement which encourage communication between and 
among districts and their schools and which provide generous 
opportunities for networking are a powerful source of job-
embedded, strategically directed professional learning. These 
approaches aim to accomplish the tasks for which staffs are 
held accountable and provide significant opportunities for 
staff to shape both the improvement efforts and the learning 
that accrues from such efforts. As a consequence, both the 
means and ends of district and school improvement processes 
stand a much-increased chance of reflecting the organization’s 
collective capacities.

24Ikemoto  (in press) 
25Campbell and Fullan (2006) also found evidence of this approach among their 8 effective districts. 
26See Honig (2012), and Honig et al (2010)



- 16 -

5.  Job-embedded professional development for  
all members
 
Evidence used to develop the DEF indicated that strong 
districts:
•	 devote very little time to routine administrative matters 

in meetings of teachers and principals. Meeting time 
formerly used for such matters is now devoted almost 
entirely to professional development.

•	 most professional development is carefully aligned with 
board and school improvement initiatives.

•	 differentiated professional development opportunities are 
provided in response to the needs of individual schools, 
administrators and teachers.

•	 extensive opportunities are provided for both teachers and 
administrators to further develop their expertise.

•	 almost all schools provide time for collaborative work 
on instructional improvement initiatives. Schools are 
provided with the resources they need to provide this 
time and leaders are provided with training in how best to 
facilitate such work.

•	 all system-sponsored professional development is closely 
aligned with the best evidence about how people learn.

Extensive professional development was provided for 
teachers and school leaders by strong districts in the 
Ontario and Alberta studies. This included a wide 
variety of opportunities, both in and out of school, but 
with the greatest proportion of PD resources devoted 
to school-embedded opportunities usually provided 
in the context of some form of “learning community”.

Extensive professional development was provided for teachers 
and school leaders by strong districts in the Ontario and Alberta 
studies. This included a wide variety of opportunities, both 
in and out of school, but with the greatest proportion of PD 
resources devoted to school-embedded opportunities usually 
provided in the context of some form of “learning community”.

One of the strong Ontario districts, for example, had made 
two significant changes over about a five year period in its 
approach to professional development, changes in content and 
changes in delivery of PD. The change in content was from 
some combination of centrally-determined and/or preference-

based PD content to content aligned with the capacities needed 
to achieve district and school priorities. Identification of the 
capacities to be developed usually arose from examinations of 
evidence about what was working and not working, with PD 
initiatives aimed at remediating what was not working. 

The PD delivery change was from the provision of PD, 
particularly for teachers, primarily in locations outside 
of schools, to a much larger proportion of PD being “job-
embedded – undertaken in school or school-like contexts 
where newly acquired capacities had to be implemented if PD 
was to make much difference. All formally assigned PD days 
were school based, for example, and schools controlled most 
of the agenda for those days. Schools’ professional learning 
communities were frequently cited as key locations for teacher 
PD and school coordinators were expected to be important PD 
resources for each school.
 
All of the strong districts included in the Ontario and Alberta 
studies, as alluded to earlier in the paper, treated monthly meetings 
of principals as significant forms of job-embedded PD for those 
who attended. These meetings aimed not only to provide PD 
aligned with system and school priorities but also to further 
the improvement plans of schools and the system. Authentic 
engagement by participants in solving the district’s improvement 
problems was the mechanism for accomplishing both of these 
purposes. As well, the close partnership-like relationship that 
principals enjoyed with their superintendents in their school 
improvement efforts provided principals with an “at-the-elbow” 
form of coaching in the exercise of instructional leadership, a 
relationship cited as important in other studies, as well27.

Strong districts approach professional development as 
a key function of their improvement efforts and craft 
forms of professional development for both teachers 
and administrators consistent with the best available 
evidence about effective professional development. 
The close monitoring of progress toward improvement 
goals by strong districts creates an indirect but 
powerful means of holding staff accountable for 
actually applying the capacities acquired through PD; 
this goes some distance toward solving arguably the 
thorniest challenge facing professional development –
transferring learning into practice. 

27Honig (2012)
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As this description makes clear, strong districts approach 
professional development as a key function of their 
improvement efforts and craft forms of professional 
development for both teachers and administrators consistent 
with the best available evidence about effective professional 
development. PD is an integral part of both school and 
system improvement problem-solving processes. The close 
monitoring of progress toward improvement goals by strong 
districts creates an indirect but powerful means of holding 
staff accountable for actually applying the capacities acquired 
through PD; this goes some distance toward solving arguably 
the thorniest challenge facing professional development –
transferring learning into practice. 

6.  Budgets, structures, personnel policies and 
procedures, and uses of time aligned with the 
district’s mission, vision and goals

Evidence used to develop the DEF indicated that strong 
districts have:

•	 systematic and ongoing process to continuously align their 
budgets with goals for students; 

•	 explicit procedures for continuously aligning personnel 
policies and procedures with goals for students;

•	 systematic and ongoing processes to continuously align 
organizational structures with staffs’ instructional 
improvement work;

•	 adequate amounts of both the time and money to allocate 
for the professional development of both leaders and 
teachers.

Several recent reports and studies support and modestly 
expand the meaning of alignment beyond these four important 
sets of actions. One of the four strands of district conditions 
nurturing the capacities of principals in the Ikemoto report 
was “alignment among the goals, strategies, structures and 
resources of both district and schools”. Beginning with their 
strategic plans, strong districts set a small number of ambitious 
goals for students and used each goal to “develop aligned 
and specific school and department level goals” 28, along with 
strategies for their achievement. These districts allocated 
resources to schools in support of their strategies for goal 
achievement and schools allocated those resources where they 
would have the greatest leverage.

This same report claimed that strong districts “enable 
principals to effectively manage talent at the school level”29. 
This means allowing principals the relatively rare autonomy 
to hire, evaluate, promote and reallocate staff best suited to 
achieving the goals and strategies included in their school 
improvement plans. Such autonomy seems likely to increase 
the alignment of staff capacities and dispositions with the 
school’s improvement challenges.

Allocation of resources within all the strong districts in the 
Ontario study was impressively aligned with the districts’ focus 
on improving instruction and student achievement. Almost all 
principals in those districts believed that their systems provided 
them with as much support as they requested. In almost all 
cases, principals’ requests for additional resources were not only 
approved but provided very quickly. These districts also aligned 
their personnel resources around their main priorities as, for 
example, the assignment of itinerant teachers to all schools to 
build instructional capacities in math and literacy. 

Allocation of resources within all the strong districts 
in the Ontario study was impressively aligned with 
the districts’ focus on improving instruction and 
student achievement.

Finally, a recent review of intra-district resource allocation30 
research examined alignment from an equity perspective. 
While studies examined in this review were all conducted 
in U.S. districts, the results of the review shed light on issues 
faced by Ontario districts attempting to align their resources 
to help close gaps in student achievement.  Equitable, in this 
context, means that disadvantaged students who typically 
underperform at school should have access to the benefits of 
greater-than-average educational resources. Strong districts 
use the alignment of resources to help close achievement gaps 
by ensuring that those students struggling the most have 
disproportionate access not only to financial supports but also 
high quality teachers, and successful peer models, all of which 
make a demonstrable contribution to student achievement.

District alignment, along the lines recommended here, 
demands the coordinated work of all members of the district’s 
senior leadership team including those responsible for finance, 

28Ikemoto (in press, page 14) 
29Ikemoto (page 17) 
30Houck, 2011.
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personnel, operations and academic programs31. Indeed, the 
knowledge of those senior leaders responsible for finance is 
pivotal to the success of district alignment efforts.

Strong districts use the alignment of resources to help 
close achievement gaps by ensuring that those students 
struggling the most have disproportionate access 
not only to financial supports but also high quality 
teachers, and successful peer models, all of which make 
a demonstrable contribution to student achievement.

7.   A comprehensive approach to leadership 
development

Recent research has pointed especially to the important 
contribution to student learning made by the development of 
effective school-level leadership.32 This emphasis is justified on 
several closely related grounds: the relatively modest number 
of school leaders in a district makes them a more manageable 
focus for direct influence and support than the much larger 
number of teachers and other education professionals; school 
leadership is second only to classroom instruction as an 
influence on student learning33; school leader development is a 
“high-leverage” strategy since small numbers of school leaders 
can potentially influence large numbers of teachers and; school 
leaders are clearly part of district “management”, not typically 
unionized, with unambiguous responsibilities for achieving 
district goals. 

Evidence on which the DEF was based indicated that strong 
districts:
•	 have well-designed and carefully implemented procedures 

for identifying, recruiting, selecting and appraising school-
level leaders;

•	 implement procedures for transferring school-level leaders 
that does no harm and, whenever possible, adds value to 
improvement efforts underway in schools.

•	 ensure that the most skilled leaders in the system are 
placed where they are most needed.

•	 encourage school-level leaders, when useful, to supplement 
their own capacities with system-level expertise;

•	 expect school-level leaders to be knowledgeable about the 
quality of their teachers’ instruction, a central criterion for 

selecting school leaders and for their performance appraisal.
•	 have well-designed and carefully implemented procedures 

for identifying, recruiting, selecting, and appraising 
system-level leaders;

•	 keep both the community and the central office staff 
focused on learning and support principals and teachers 
in their efforts to improve instruction and ensure high 
levels of learning for all students. These districts assume 
responsibility for significantly improving instructional 
leadership in schools;

•	 expect the behavior of both district- and school-level 
leaders to reflect the leadership practices and personal 
leadership resources identified in the Ontario Leadership 
Framework, as well as such other practices considered 
critical for local board purposes; 

•	 encourage coordinated forms of leadership distribution 
throughout the board and its schools.

Considerable support for such efforts to improve leadership 
at the school level is provided by two recent reports which 
draw on the findings of a large corpus of evidence, most of 
it developed with the support of the Wallace Foundation. 
These recent U.S. reports34 conclude that strong districts have 
effective performance management systems for school leaders 
based on clear and explicit conceptions of effective school 
leadership practices, along the lines of the OLF. The performance 
management systems for school leaders in strong districts also 
reflect most of the qualities initially captured in the DEF; they 
create large pools of well-qualified potential school leaders 
and provided on-the-job support for them once they had been 
selected and appointed to school leadership positions.  

The performance management systems of strong districts 
include effective pre-service and in-service training and the 
matching of leaders and schools based primarily on the needs 
or challenges faced by the schools. Strong districts typically 
assign their most skilled leaders to the schools most in need 
of improvement. Strong districts support their school leaders 
with well-developed and implemented performance appraisal 
procedures, provide them with mentoring, and encourage them 
to focus their efforts on instructional improvement. 

Strong districts avoid excessive school leader turnover and 
plan for orderly leadership succession, in part, by encouraging 
the distribution of leadership for improvement efforts within 

31See Campbell & Fullan (2006) 
32Coffin & Leithwood (2006), Leithwood, Strauss & Anderson (2007); Orr and Orphanus (2011) 
33Leithwood et al (2004) 
34Mitgang (2013) and Ikemoto (in press)
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schools35. Indeed, encouraging the development of leadership 
teams in schools, with substantial responsibilities for data 
interpretation, school improvement planning, and other key 
functions, is widely advocated as a means of developing future 
leadership, fostering collective learning, reducing excessive 
demands on those in formal leadership roles and allowing for 
seamless leadership succession. 

Those directly supervising principals in strong 
districts, superintendents of schools, for example, 
develop partnerships with their principals toward 
the improvement of student outcomes and provided 
regular feedback to principals about how they might 
improve their practice. This information is used 
by districts, as well, to adjust professional learning 
opportunities for principals. Those responsible 
for supervising principals in strong districts have 
relevant, well-developed knowledge and skill, along 
with the time needed to select, develop and provide 
feedback to school leaders.

Those directly supervising principals in strong districts, 
superintendents of schools, for example, develop partnerships 
with their principals toward the improvement of student 
outcomes and provided regular feedback to principals about 
how they might improve their practice. This information 
is used by districts, as well, to adjust professional learning 
opportunities for principals. Those responsible for supervising 
principals in strong districts have relevant, well-developed 
knowledge and skill, along with the time needed to select, 
develop and provide feedback to school leaders. 

Strong districts support their school leaders with 
well-developed and implemented performance 
appraisal procedures, provide them with mentoring, 
and encourage them to focus their efforts on 
instructional improvement.

Evidence from the Ontario and Alberta studies of strong 
districts36  parallel most of the findings described in the two 

U.S. reports. In addition to the importance attached to a 
comprehensive description of school leaders’ capacities and 
dispositions, such as the OLF provides, these strong districts 
gave priority to sub-sets of those capacities and dispositions 
based on local circumstances at particular times as, for example: 
•	 the ability to communicate the system’s vision for students;
•	 the ability to help craft the directions for improvement 

work and a capacity for, and disposition toward, helping 
others with this work;

•	 the need to be an exemplary teacher able to model good 
instruction to others;

•	 the willingness to participate in inter-school collaboration; 
•	  transparency in one’s decision making (a norm embedded 

in the district’s culture).

8.  A policy-oriented board of trustees

Evidence from one of the only comprehensive reviews of 
research on trustees37, along with several recent original 
studies conducted in the U.S.38 and Ontario, associate strong 
district performance with elected boards of trustees whose 
patterns of practice adhere closely to a “policy governance” 
model - a model now captured in Ontario’s Bill 177. Growth 
in student achievement and well-being is encouraged when 
elected boards of trustees focus most of their attention on 
board policy and concern themselves with ensuring the district 
mission and vision drive the district’s improvement efforts. 
More specifically, as the DEF indicated, the board of trustees 
contribute most to district goals when they: 

•	 participate with its senior staff in assessing community 
values and interests and incorporate them into the school 
system’s mission and vision for students; 

•	 help create a climate which engages teachers, 
administrators, parents and the wider community in 
developing and supporting the vision; 

•	 help create a climate of excellence that makes achieving 
the vision possible; 

•	 use the district’s beliefs and vision for student learning and 
well-being as the foundation for strategic planning and 
ongoing system evaluation; 

•	 focus most policy making on the improvement of student 
learning and well-being consistent with the system’s 
mission and vision; 

35Mascall & Leithwood (2010). 
36 Leithwood (2011); Bédard & Mombourquette (2013). 
37Land (2002) 
38Saatcioglu et al (2011) and Leithwood (2011)
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•	 develop policies and support staff decisions aimed at 
providing rich curricula and engaging forms of instruction 
for all students and eliminating those that do not. 

•	 contribute to the development of productive relationships 
with and among senior staff, school staffs, community 
stakeholders and provincial education officials; 

•	 provide systematic orientation opportunities for new 
members and ongoing training for existing members; 

•	 develop and sustain productive working relationships39 
among members of the elected board; 

•	 respect the role of director and senior staff in their 
responsibilities for school system administration;

•	 hold the director accountable for improving teaching and 
learning in the school system; 

•	 hold its individual members accountable for supporting 
decisions of the board, as a whole, once those decisions 
have been made.  

Growth in student achievement and well-being is 
encouraged when elected boards of trustees focus 
most of their attention on board policy and concern 
themselves with ensuring the district mission and 
vision drive the district’s improvement efforts.

9.  Productive working relationships with staff 
and other stakeholders

The relationships that matter most and that are the focus of 
development in strong districts lie within the central office 
and between the central office and its schools, parents, 
local community groups and the Ministry of Education. 
Communication throughout the system and within schools 
is nurtured by structures which encourage collaborative 
work40. The school system encourages its schools to engage 
with parents in both the home and school and helps staffs 
become more skilled in parent engagement; schools are held 
accountable for developing productive working relationships 
with parents (Gordon & Louis, in press). Local community 
groups are routinely consulted and recognized for their 
contribution and support. The school system is in regular and 
two-way communication with the ministry and encourages 
ministry collaboration in achieving board goals and directions.

Internal District Relationships 

Evidence on which the DEF was based indicated that in strong 
districts: 
•	 Central office roles are interconnected; work is 

undertaken collaboratively in the service of a widely 
shared set of purposes. Communication among staff is 
frequent and cordial.

•	 School staffs often participate in system decisions, are in 
frequent contact with central office staff for support and 
assistance. Central office staff is in schools frequently and 
know most school staff members by name.

•	 Networks and PLCs are well established at both school 
and system levels and have become the established way of 
solving problems and taking care of other business.

The relationships that matter most and that are the 
focus of development in strong districts lie within 
the central office and between the central office and 
its schools, parents, local community groups and the 
Ministry of Education. Communication throughout 
the system and within schools is nurtured by 
structures which encourage collaborative work.

District leaders in the Ontario study described relationships 
among themselves as “very strong” (or dense). All of these 
district leaders believed their relationships with principals 
were open and collaborative (or reciprocal); they aimed to be 
very accessible to principals and most principals agreed that 
they were. School leaders in these strong districts portrayed 
their relationships with district leaders as “phenomenal”, 
“very close”, “very good”, “excellent”, “great, and “very open”, 
for example. District leaders adopted a service orientation to 
their schools aiming to quickly provide whatever reasonable 
supports and resource requested by their schools. Principals 
described their relationship with their district colleagues as 
supportive, professional and collaborative.

These types of relationships are also associated with strong 
districts in another recent report41. Strong districts described 
in that report developed a “culture of joint responsibility” 
for goal achievement. Similar to the results reported in 

39In particular, see Saatcioglu et al (2011) for evidence that the internal “bonding” of board members contributes much more to a district’s student achievement 
than efforts by the board to develop relationships with agencies and groups outside the board (“bridging”).  
40See McLaughlin & Talbert (2003) for example. 
41Ikemoto (in press, page 14)
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the Ontario study, “Central office staff work in service of 
schools and are responsible for providing quality services and 
developing the capacities of school leaders to implement their 
improvement plans”. Schools reciprocate with their districts 
so communication flows freely between schools and districts, 
creating the essential conditions needed for organizational 
learning. Continuous learning in the interests of improving the 
success of all students becomes a foundational premise of the 
organization’s culture. 

Another recent study provides quantitative evidence about 
the effects of these collaborative district cultures on student 
achievement; developed through networks and PLCs, such 
cultures have significant indirect effects on student learning 
mediated by their direct effects on the quality of classroom 
instruction, the “focused instruction” described in an earlier 
section of this paper42. 

Relationships with Local Community Groups 

In strong districts, community groups are routinely recognized 
for their contribution and support and are consulted on almost 
all decisions affecting the community. School and district staff 
is regularly members of these groups themselves. In the Ontario 
study, examples of these community groups included Children’s 
Aid, the police, the Catholic Women’s League, local service 
clubs, several different health agencies and children’s services.

Strong districts in the Ontario study often opened up their 
schools for community use through formal community 
agreements, the work of the board communication officers and 
the Special Education Advisory Council (SEAC). Strong and 
vibrant community relations were the corner stone for many 
programs and initiatives, especially in francophone districts 
which depended on them for maintenance of the French 
language and culture. 

These community connections are common in many districts 
no matter their strength. More unique to strong Ontario 
districts, however, was the sense of importance both district 
and school leaders attached to their relationship with these 
local community groups as part of their efforts to accomplish 
the district’s mission and vision. The label “community 
schools” was widely used in these strong Ontario districts in 
reference to their organizations. Access to schools by such 
community groups as scouts, ladies volleyball, square dancing 

groups and the like was expected. There was much less social 
and psychological distance and more reciprocity between these 
districts, their schools and the communities they served than 
was the case in weaker districts. As with parent engagement, 
however, the Ontario study suggests that the school rather 
than the system may be the most productive locus for engaging 
external groups for most purposes. 

Relationships with Parents

Evidence on which the DEF was based indicated that strong 
districts:

•	 Provide school staffs with helpful opportunities to acquire 
the capacities needed to productively engage parents in 
schools;

•	 Provide school staffs with helpful opportunities to acquire 
the capacities they need  to assist parents in creating 
conditions in the home which support the success of their 
children at school;

•	 Have a formal policy on parent engagement and conduct 
periodic audits across schools about the extent to which 
that policy is being implemented. School staffs and parents 
are asked for evidence as part of these audits. 

All school and district leaders on the Ontario study believed 
strongly in the importance of engaging parents in the education 
of their children. Leaders in all of these strong districts 
encouraged such engagement through their schools, as well 
as through district-wide initiatives directed toward parent 
engagement. For example, one Ontario district held parent 
workshops with a focus on character development in three sites 
around the district with a speaker at each event and established 
a parent engagement grant that schools could apply for to use 
on their own parent engagement efforts. 

Whether or not district efforts such as these were successful 
in the short term, they did have a longer term influence 
on principals’ beliefs about the priority awarded to parent 
engagement by their district leaders and their high expectations 
for parent engagement initiatives by schools. These beliefs 
are crucial, for example, to the cultural and linguistic aims of 
Ontario’s francophone districts which are strongly encouraged, 
through provincial policy, to “expand and enrich the 
Francophone environment through solid partnerships among 
the school, the family and the community as a whole”43.

42Lee et al (2012) 
43Ontario’s Aménagement linguistique Policy (2004)
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Evidence about the relative value for student growth of 
different forms of parent engagement has rarely taken districts 
into account. A compelling source of advice for districts aiming 
to close achievement gaps, however, this evidence indicates that 
forms of parent engagement typically favored by schools make 
almost no contribution to student learning; these forms of 
engagement largely involve parents in the school in some role. 
In contrast, student learning is most influenced by the nature of 
parents’ engagement with their children in the home44. 

Considerable evidence suggests that family background 
accounts for a substantial proportion of variation in student 
achievement45. “Family background” is a multi-dimensional 
concept that includes some features which are largely 
unalterable in the short- to mid-term, such as family income 
and parental education. Other features associated with family 
background are malleable, however; together, these malleable 
features are often referred to as the family’s “educational 
culture”. The educational culture of the family consists, for 
example, of parental expectations for children’s work at school, 
direct instructional support for school learning (e.g., parents 
reading with their children at home), active parent interest 
in the school’s curriculum, and the monitoring of children’s 
engagement with their schoolwork46. It is these features of 
a child’s family environment that directly provide or fail to 
provide children with much of the social and intellectual 
capital they need to be successful at school. 

A family’s educational culture is often strongly associated with 
parental income, education and other relatively hard-to-change 
family features. While some families with low incomes and 
only modest parental education have managed to develop very 
strong educational cultures in their homes, this is difficult to 
do and is clearly the exception without some kind of help from 
others. School staffs, research now demonstrates47, are capable 
of being the “others” who assist those parents to build stronger 
educational cultures in their homes48. Indeed, initiatives by 
school staffs aimed at helping those families struggling to 
build productive educational cultures in their homes is one 
of the most promising strategies for closing achievement gaps 
evident between advantaged and disadvantaged students. 
Strong districts should encourage their schools to focus much 
more directly on helping improve the educational culture of 
the homes of those students who are disadvantaged by their 
existing home cultures.  

Relationships with the Ministry of Education

Very little empirical evidence is available about this set of 
relationships. Summing up the results of that evidence, the 
DEF indicated that strong districts: 
•	 communicate regularly with the Ministry, both formally 

and informally, about board goals and directions;
•	 clarify with the Ministry of Education how it can be of 

most help to the board;
•	 encourage Ministry collaboration in achieving board goals 

and directions;
•	 provide feedback to the Ministry about the relevance of its 

initiatives to board goals and directions.

Significantly shaped by provincial policies and structures, 
relationship between Ontario districts and the Ministry of 
Education are unique to the province, in many respects, and 
common across all districts in province. Evidence from both 
the Ontario and Alberta studies demonstrated, nevertheless, 
significant variation in the value districts attached to their 
relationship with the Ministry, ranging from very helpful to 
more problematic. 

Ministry relationships added value to the work of strong 
districts when they: clarified and usefully limited the goals to 
be pursued by districts; yielded additional financial resources 
that could be used to support district priorities; supplemented 
the capacities needed by district staffs to achieve the district 
goals; and provided useful “outsider” perspectives and feedback 
on the districts’ improvement work. Strong districts worked 
proactively to nurture relationships with the Ministry that 
result in such value-added consequences.

Relationships with the Ministry detracted from the 
improvement efforts of strong districts when they made it 
more difficult to keep the focus of improvement efforts on key 
district priorities by exerting pressure on the district to adopt 
excessive numbers of new initiatives or initiatives unrelated to 
the district priorities. Strong districts find ways of deflecting 
much of this pressure but not without squandering time and 
energy that would better be spent moving the district forward. 

44See, for example, Jeynes (2005) for a review of this evidence. 
45Coleman et al (1990) 
46Hattie (2010) 
47Bolivar, J., Chrispeels, J. (2011) 
48See, for example, Leithwood (2006)




