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ne of the biggest management

challenges anywhere is how to 

improve student performance in Amer-

ica’s urban public schools. There has

been no shortage of proposed solu-

tions: Find great principals and give

them power; create competitive mar-

kets with charters, vouchers, and choice;

establish small schools to ensure that

students receive sufficient attention –

the list goes on. While these approaches

have had a dramatic impact on individ-

ual schools, they have failed to produce

a single high-performing urban school

system. Despite these initiatives and a

doubling in annual public spending on

education over the past 30 years, to ap-

proximately $450 billion in 2005, no one

has figured out how to achieve excel-

lence on a broad scale – at every school

in a district. One reason is that educa-

tors, researchers, and policy makers

often see the district office–the organi-

zation headed by the superintendent

that oversees and supports all the schools

in the district – as part of the problem

and not as a crucial part of the solution.

This is a mistake.

School-based solutions, while impor-

tant,aren’t enough.If they were,and low-

performing schools could heal them-

selves, urban systems today would be

chock-full of highly functioning schools.

Achieving excellence on a broad scale

requires a districtwide strategy for im-

proving instruction in the classroom

and an organization that can imple-

ment it. Only the district office can cre-

ate such a plan, identify and spread best

practices, develop leadership capabili-

ties at all levels, build information sys-

tems to monitor student improvement,

and hold people accountable for results.

One of the main reasons reform efforts

haven’t scored any districtwide suc-

cesses is they have neither helped the
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Big-city school systems

aren’t businesses and can’t

be managed like them.

They need their own

framework for creating

successful strategies and

coherent organizations.
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district office play this role nor created

a viable substitute.

To serve in this capacity, district of-

fices will have to transform themselves.

Business leaders, who care about their

communities and know that their com-

panies need well-educated workers in

order to be competitive, have a big stake

in assisting with this transformation.

They have been extremely generous

with money and counsel for urban dis-

tricts,only to be frustrated by the results.

As some corporate executives are begin-

ning to realize, urban school systems are

vastly more complex than businesses,

yet the knowledge about how to man-

age them is amazingly sparse.

What does an organization that can

support a strategy for improving teach-

ing and learning throughout a district

look like? How do district offices build

the critical structures, systems, and cul-

tures unique to public education? There

is no management model. Many cor-

porate executives have exhorted super-

intendents and school boards to run

their districts more like businesses –

apply the same management, leader-

ship, and organizational approaches.

Public school districts, however, are not

businesses. The differences between the

two are greater than their similarities.

Public schools have a mandate to serve

all customers (students) regardless of

their interest or prior academic achieve-

ment. Educational systems receive capi-

tal from government (local, state, and

federal) on the basis of formulas that

are disconnected from school or district

performance. Like businesses, they are

accountable to diverse stakeholders (in-

cluding parents and elected officials)

who are often at odds over what success

looks like and how to achieve it. But pri-

oritizing the competing demands is

much more difficult for school systems,

and the voice of the customer (the stu-

dent) often gets lost in the din.

To help leaders of urban school sys-

tems develop and implement a man-

agement model, 12 faculty members

from Harvard Business School and Har-

vard Graduate School of Education in

2003 launched the Public Education

Leadership Project (PELP). The project

focused on urban school districts for

an obvious reason: They are the biggest

problem in U.S. education in terms of

numbers of students and achievement.

Only about 70% of U.S. students gradu-

ate from high school, which puts the

United States tenth among the 30 mem-

ber countries of the Organisation for

Economic Co-operation and Develop-

ment (OECD) and behind such coun-

tries as South Korea and the Czech Re-

public. On a mathematics test given to

15-year-olds in OECD countries, Ameri-

can students placed 24th out of 30.

They scored below students in coun-

tries of comparable wealth, such as

Japan, France, and Germany, as well as

students in less-developed countries,

such as Slovakia and Poland. Students

in the United States’ urban districts

lag students in the nation as a whole

in achievement and graduation rates.

Urban schools educate a dispropor-

tionate share of the country’s African-

American and Hispanic students, who

by age nine are already three grade lev-

els behind in reading and math. Only

half of these minorities make it through

high school; those who do read at only

an eighth-grade level, on average.

In the past few years, the PELP team

has strived to identify effective leader-

ship and management practices from

both the business and nonprofit sec-

tors that might be relevant if adapted

to the unique context of urban public

school districts. In addition, the team

has studied the accomplishments and

failures of urban school districts them-

selves. It spent hundreds of hours ob-

serving 15 districts across the United

States, with student populations rang-

ing in size from 7,900 to 434,400. (See

the exhibit “School Districts Involved

in PELP.”) After years of stagnation,

most of these districts had started to

score some noticeable gains in student

achievement, although the average lev-

els in each were still low.

The PELP team has drawn from what

it has learned to create a framework for

developing an effective strategy for

achieving high student performance

across an entire school district and for

building a coherent organization that

could implement that strategy in a sus-

tainable way. Using this framework to

guide them, nine of the 15 districts, in-

cluding Chicago, partnered with the

PELP team to test and refine the new

management approaches. (See the side-

bar “Chicago Public Schools: Aligning

Strategy and Organization.”)

It is early in the process, but the re-

sults so far are extremely encouraging.

Of the 15 districts studied, the 12 that

have been tenaciously pursuing sys-

temwide managerial and organizational

excellence are making real, sustained

progress in improving their students’
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Urban school systems are vastly more complex

than businesses, yet the knowledge about how 

to manage them is amazingly sparse.
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School Districts Involved in PELP

Over the past four years, the Public Education Leadership Project, a joint project 

of Harvard Business School and Harvard Graduate School of Education, has stud-

ied the successes and failures of 15 school districts across America. Nine of the 15

districts partnered with the PELP team to test and refine the new management 

approaches. All figures cited below are from 2005.

Districts studied Students Staff Annual expenditures

Aldine 56,255 7,700 $441 million
Texas

Anne Arundel County* 74,500 8,100 $724 million
Maryland

Boston* 57,900 8,302 $852 million 
Massachusetts

Charleston* 48,500 3,700 $548 million
South Carolina

Chicago* 434,400 45,000 $4.16 billion 
Illinois

Denver 73,018 13,452 $741 million
Colorado

Duval County 130,000 16,000 $792 million
Florida

Harrisburg* 7,900 1,100 $117 million
Pennsylvania

Long Beach 92,000 8,000 $814 million
California

Memphis* 119,000 16,500 $776 million
Tennessee

Montgomery County* 146,200 17,900 $1.76 billion
Maryland

Philadelphia 217,405 22,000 $1.90 billion
Pennsylvania

Portland 47,000 4,000 $388 million
Oregon

San Diego* 132,000 14,555 $1.06 billion
California 

San Francisco* 56,236 6,344 $556 million
California

TOTAL 1,692,314 192,653 $15.63 billion

* denotes PELP partner districts

resources, conflict with one another, or

all of the above. Consider the following

examples:

• During her six years as superintend-

ent of the San Francisco Unified School

District, Arlene Ackerman raised stu-

dents’ performance on standardized

state tests from fourth to first place

among urban systems in California,

both in gains and overall. Nonetheless,

the school board forced her to resign

during the 2005–2006 school year be-

cause of personality conflicts and her

insistence that classroom instruction

performance. That is, the reading and

math proficiency of their students at

different grade levels has steadily in-

creased for at least the past three years.

Schools Are Not Businesses
Stop and think how difficult it is to cre-

ate high-performing businesses where

everyone agrees what success looks like

and market forces are aligned around

achieving results. Now imagine leading

a public school system, where forces

just as powerful as the market pull you

in different directions.

First, consider the sheer complexity of

the system, its students and their needs,

and its performance issues. Boston, a

typical midsize urban school system,

has almost 58,000 students and about

8,300 employees and spends approxi-

mately $850 million annually. Students

frequently change neighborhoods and

schools during the year. The students

come from 114 countries; 17% are learning

to speak English for the first time; and

74% are from low-income families. Con-

siderable disparity exists in leadership

capability and student performance

across Boston’s 145 schools. For example,

70% of the students across the district’s 

54 elementary schools who took the state

reading test in 2005 were graded “pro-

ficient.” However, the proportion of

proficient students in individual schools

ranged from 44% to 92%. In four of the

schools, 85% of the students scored at or

above the proficient level. In five other

elementary schools in the district, less

than 55% of the students did so.

Second,U.S. schools have very strong –

and vocal – stakeholders whose views

are often divergent. Parents have differ-

ent ideas about what it takes to educate

their children. Donors, who contributed

more than $1 billion to public education 

in 2005, earmark support to their favor-

ite panacea du jour. Unions adhere to

work rules in labor contracts that make

it difficult to assign high-performing

teachers to the struggling schools that

need them most.

Meanwhile, elected local, state, and

federal officials pursue policies that

are disconnected from student perfor-

mance, are unrealistic given available



take precedence over the board’s pet

causes. (For example, she refused to 

release classes for a daylong protest

against the Iraq war that the school

board had authorized.) 

• In 2002, the Florida legislature

passed a constitutional amendment to

reduce class sizes, which required dis-

tricts to expand their teaching staffs

dramatically. The mandate ignored the

fact that some large districts, including

Duval County, where Jacksonville is lo-

cated, were already struggling to find

qualified teachers.

• To achieve the goal of making all

students in the United States proficient

in reading and mathematics by 2014,

the federal No Child Left Behind Act

of 2001 requires districts and individ-

ual schools to set annual targets for

raising students’academic performance.

Schools that do not meet their targets

face sanctions, including losing federal

funding or students being allowed to

transfer to higher-performing schools.

However, the act allows each state to

set its own educational standards and

design its own tests. Schools in states

whose tests are rigorous, such as Mas-

sachusetts, run a greater risk of sanc-

tions than do schools in states whose

tests are much less demanding, such as

Arizona. Moreover, the superintend-

ents in states where standards are low

and whose tests focus on basic skills

must choose between educating stu-

dents at high levels or aligning their

curricula to focus on basic skills in order

to produce the outcomes required by

a subpar state assessment.

To make matters worse, district offices

are often dumping grounds for adminis-

trators and teachers who performed

poorly in the schools, and even bright,

highly motivated individuals generally

lack the training needed to perform well
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in district office jobs. Schools of educa-

tion and state certification programs

rarely require proof of leadership and

management skills. In his 2005 report,

“Educating School Leaders,” Arthur

Levine, then president of Columbia

Teachers College, “found the overall

quality of educational administration

programs in the United States to be

poor.” He wrote that “the majority of

the programs range from inadequate to

appalling, even at some of the country’s

leading universities.”

Operating under these conditions and

lacking a management model to guide

them, superintendents find it difficult

to create and implement strategies for

steadily improving student perfor-

mance throughout their districts. In-

stead, they pursue the latest hot ideas

for transforming education and make

decisions that are politically expedient

rather than managerially sound. The

result: District offices wind up with a

slew of unrelated initiatives that col-

lectively consume massive resources

and go nowhere fast; superintendents

either burn out or are pushed out. The

average tenure of urban superintend-

ents is fewer than three years.

No wonder a broad range of critics –

from academics and business execu-

tives to principals, teachers, and par-

ents – have argued that the only way 

to improve student performance in

urban school systems is to radically

downsize or even eliminate the district

office. In the past 15 years, efforts to

decentralize authority have gained

momentum.

One of the biggest manifestations of

this sentiment is the charter school

movement. Charter schools are legally

independent public schools that operate

outside the district office’s authority.

Since 1992, nonprofit and for-profit orga-

nizations have created more than 3,500

charter schools, most of them in urban

areas. While approximately 20% of the

charter schools in the United States

have produced dramatically positive

outcomes in terms of student achieve-

ment, they, too, have a poor track record

in achieving excellence on a large scale.

Student-achievement levels have var-

ied greatly across all charter schools; as

a result, their average performance is

only slightly better than that of all tra-

ditional U.S. schools. In response, oper-

ators of charter schools are wisely cre-

ating central organizations to build

and administer accountability systems,

share best practices, and recruit and re-

tain teachers. Like the senior teams of

urban districts, the leaders of these

new organizations have no place to turn

to learn the management practices

they need to perform these functions.

They, too, need a framework for devel-

oping solid strategies for improving

student performance districtwide and

for aligning their organizations with

those strategies.

New Role for the 
District Office
One of the fundamental flaws in the ini-

tiatives to transform urban schools in

the past 25 years has been their ten-

dency to focus on a specific – often struc-

tural – solution. For example, the Bill &

Melinda Gates Foundation spent more

than $1 billion in the past few years cre-

ating small schools in more than 400

cities across the United States. As the

foundation itself acknowledged, these

efforts fell short. Student performance

hardly improved.

To succeed, reform efforts must be

much broader. They must address all as-

pects of a district’s organization. Cer-

tainly, the most important work going

on in urban school districts is the daily

interaction between teachers and stu-

dents in the classrooms. However, to

strengthen that interaction, schools

must create conditions that enable

teachers and students to consistently

perform at high levels. District offices

are uniquely positioned to increase the

ability of all schools, not just some, to

District offices wind up with a slew of unrelated

initiatives that collectively consume massive

resources and go nowhere fast.
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do so. Specifically, district offices must

carry out what we call the strategic func-

tion –that is, they need to develop a dis-

trictwide strategy for improving teach-

ing and learning and to create an

organization that is coherent with the

strategy.

The term “strategy” is widely used in

public education, but our research sug-

gests that it generally doesn’t mean

much. About one-third of the districts

PELP studied at the beginning of the

project in 2003 did not have explicit

improvement strategies. Another third

trotted out thick binders that they

called their strategic plans, which were

loaded with pages of activities that

lacked rhyme or reason. The remaining

third of the districts had valid strate-

gies, but their plans had not been widely

communicated; only the superintend-

ent and a few senior managers could

articulate them.

The PELP team also found that dis-

trict leaders had a weak understanding

of the connections between a strategy

and all the various organizational ele-

ments critical to carrying it out. When

asked about barriers to implementing

strategic initiatives, all districts cited the

following five: 

1. executing the strategy consistently

across schools with different character-

istics

2. creating a coherent organizational

design in support of the strategy

3. developing and managing human

capital

4. allocating resources in alignment

with the strategy

5. using performance data to guide

decisions and to create accountability

Most district leaders, however, saw

each challenge as a separate problem to

be addressed and did not understand

that they are linked. Few realized, for

instance, that effectively developing

teachers’ skills involves using timely,

detailed student-performance data to

highlight areas in which teachers need

to improve their instruction techniques.

Similarly, few district leaders recognized

that allocating resources in ways that

are aligned with students’ specific learn-

ing needs is instrumental to ensuring

that a strategy is consistently imple-

mented across schools with different

characteristics.

District leaders must come to view

their organizations as integrated systems
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whose interdependent parts are di-

rectly linked to the work of teachers

and students in classrooms. Putting a

districtwide strategy into practice re-

quires building a coherent organization

that enables people at all levels to im-

plement their piece of the strategy.

Creating a Coherent
Organization
We’ve developed a framework to help

district managers understand how their

cultures, systems and structures, re-

sources, stakeholders, and environments

reinforce one another and support the

implementation of strategy across

schools.

Strategy for teaching and learning.
At the heart of the framework is the in-

structional core–a term we use to describe

the critical teaching and learning that

goes on in the classroom. In order to im-

prove student achievement, a district of-

fice must continuously strengthen this

core by increasing teachers’ skills and

knowledge, engaging students in learn-

ing, and ensuring that the curriculum

challenges students academically.

To achieve these goals, a district office

must develop a coherent, clearly com-

municated strategy to help people de-

cide what to do and what not to do. In

business, strategy is usually a response

to external conditions: Forces, including

competitors, suppliers, and customers,

drive a company’s decisions about its

people, resources, and activities. In edu-

cation, however, most external forces

pull public school districts away from

their focus on student achievement.

Thus, a district must develop strategy

from the inside out and begin at the nu-

cleus of its organization: teaching and

learning.

Even though the goal of strengthen-

ing the instructional core in order to

raise student achievement may be the

same from district to district, strategies

can differ in approach. The strategies of

the San Francisco Unified School Dis-

trict and Montgomery County Public

Schools in Maryland illustrate this point.

San Francisco embraced a decentralized

approach. It sought to empower princi-

pals and teachers to make important
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San Francisco Is Leveling the Playing Field 
for All Students    

The San Francisco Unified School District took a decentralized approach to 

managing its schools, empowering principals to make decisions about the pro-

gram changes and resources they needed to improve students’ performance. The

district leadership held the principals accountable, however, for realizing gains 

in student achievement. Improving the performance of minority students was 

a particular goal. As the chart below suggests, the change in strategy paid off.
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decisions and to improve student per-

formance in all grades and subjects at

once.By contrast,Montgomery County’s

strategy was more centralized. The dis-

trict office drove the agenda and focused

on a much narrower set of priorities.

When Arlene Ackerman arrived as

the superintendent of the San Francisco

Unified School District (SFUSD) in the

summer of 2000, the overall perfor-

mance of the district’s 64,000 students

had stagnated, and the gap between the

achievement of Hispanic and African-

American students and that of the rest

of the student body was widening. For

each school, the district office had been

dictating the academic program and

the number of teachers in each grade

level. Ostensibly, the district office used

the number of students to determine

how many teachers should be assigned

to each school. But a task force ap-

pointed by a federal judge monitoring

the implementation of a desegregation

order found that the district office was

not strictly operating in this fashion. In-

stead, the district tended to allocate

more resources to higher-performing

schools with fewer minority students,

whose principals were often adept at

working the system. Frustrated by the

lack of control over their programs and

resources, principals and teachers at

schools with large minority enrollments

lowered their expectations for students.

They dumbed down their curricula, for

example, and many teachers were not

pushing students to excel academically.

Ackerman and her team created a

strategy to level the playing field. Be-

lieving that the adults closest to the stu-

dents had the best information and

motivation to make decisions, they gave

the schools much more authority. Prin-

cipals would receive money according

to a formula based on the learning

needs of each student, which took into

account factors such as the child’s prior 

academic performance and the fam-

ily’s income. The principals would then

be allowed to spend the money on the

instructional activities and staff they

thought would best fit their students’

needs. In exchange, the schools would

be held accountable for their students’
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Montgomery County Reading Scores Soar

In 2000, Montgomery County Public Schools developed a strategy that would be

driven by the district office. It called for improving principals’ and teachers’ skills,

knowledge, and access to student-performance data – with an initial focus on 

improving reading skills in grades k through 5. As the chart below indicates, the

team succeeded in its efforts: African-American and Hispanic elementary school

students in the district made solid progress in their reading skills.

progress each year. This was a signifi-

cant departure: In the past, there had

been no formal accountability system.

The strategy was rolled out rapidly to

all 115 schools in the district in the

summer of 2001. Over the next five

years, SFUSD’s rate of academic im-

provement (as measured by statewide

tests) consistently outpaced Califor-

nia’s as a whole. The district’s African-

continued on page 64
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Chicago Public Schools: Aligning Strategy and Organization

For decades, critics have written off

Chicago Public Schools, the third-largest

school district in the United States, as

unmanageable. No more. On July 11,

2006, school superintendent Arne Dun-

can and Chicago Mayor Richard Daley

announced unprecedented gains in read-

ing and math for all the city’s ethnic

groups. Although the percentage of

Chicago’s 434,400 students who meet or

exceed the state standards for reading and

math is still lower than the percentage of

students statewide in this category, the

gap is closing. (See the exhibit “Chicago

Students Are Starting to Catch Up.”) 

This dramatic progress shows what

can happen when an urban district 

focuses on teaching and learning in

all – not just some – of its schools, devel-

ops a strategy to achieve excellence sys-

temwide, and overhauls all the compo-

nents of its organization so they are

pulling together to execute the strategy.

When Duncan was hired in 2001, the

district office had a sorry reputation.

Principals, teachers, and parents alike

saw it as a consumer of vast resources that 

provided little value in return. Schools

jealously guarded their autonomy. They

enjoyed almost total freedom in hiring

principals and selected their own curric-

ula – which explains why there were

more than 85 different reading programs

in use throughout the district. School 

administrators resented any attempts by

the central office to provide direction.

State-mandated school improvement

plans were filled with vague intentions

and were rarely used by schools, let alone

the district, as bona fide action plans.

Six regional education officers were

supposedly accountable for performance

in the district. But with each responsible

for instruction at more than 100 schools

and little information on student perfor-

mance available, they could do little to

influence the quality of education at

their schools. By the time Duncan took

the helm, the officers’ main role seemed

to be helping the principals navigate the

district bureaucracy to fix a leaky roof or

deal with some other infrastructure

problem.

It didn’t take long for Duncan and

his leadership team to realize that

the district office was a barrier

to improvement. In those early

days, they did not have 

a clearly articulated strategy

(although one would follow),

but they did have a vision: to im-

prove teaching and learning in class-

rooms systemwide and build the capac-

ity of principals to lead change. They set

about revamping the district office so it

could help them achieve this mission.

Duncan and his team replaced the six

regional education officers with 24 area

instructional officers and made each re-

sponsible for 18 to 44 schools, depending

on the range of student needs. The area

instructional officers would work closely

with principals on improving teaching 

in their schools, and both groups would

be held accountable for raising student

performance.

To provide the information needed to

benchmark students’ progress, the dis-

trict office overhauled its information

systems. The upgrades are helping the

district’s leaders change the culture of

compliance: Previously, meeting state

and district regulations dominated life.

Now, working together to improve stu-

dent performance is the core value. In

the past, information, such as scores on

assessment tests, had been used to spot

problems – for example, struggling chil-

dren in third grade who should be held

back. In the new world, area instruc-

tional officers, principals, and teachers

also use the data to identify the root

causes of such problems and to measure

the effectiveness of possible solutions –

for instance, implementing reading pro-

grams in earlier grades in order to re-

duce third-grade retentions. People in

the district are coming to view schools as

self-correcting enterprises.

Duncan’s team discovered that an-

other barrier to changing the culture

was the process for producing the use-

less state-mandated improvement plans.

In an attempt to turn a negative into 

a positive, the district office enlisted

principals and the area instruc-

tional officers to change the

process into a collaborative

one that would result in 

a plan that principals and

teachers could actually use.

Plans now contain numerical ob-

jectives for student achievement,

attendance, graduation rates, and so on.

In a departure from the past, each

school’s starting position is taken into

account, which results in more realistic

goals. Area instructional officers and

principals meet quarterly to review

progress and to discuss possible reme-

dies for areas of concern.

In another major move, Duncan’s

team is rolling out business service cen-

ters whose purpose is to take over ad-

ministrative tasks so area instructional

officers and principals can devote more

time to strengthening instruction at

schools. The centers provide support in

such areas as budgeting, purchasing,

contracts, facilities, and security.

Even as Duncan has strived to enlist

district employees in the cause, he has

wooed parents and other key external

stakeholders. In response to parents’

complaints about a lack of decipherable

information on schools, the district office

sponsored focus groups to identify the

information that parents felt they

needed to choose schools. Last year, the

district issued an easy-to-read scorecard

for all of Chicago’s 107 high schools. It

features 17 indices – including graduates

enrolled in college, students’ gains on

standardized tests, and the percentage of

students in advanced placement classes –

and gives a district ranking in each cate-

gory to show how the school stacks up.

Similar scorecards for middle and ele-

mentary schools were slated to be rolled

out in the 2006–2007 academic year.

To engage the business community,

Duncan’s team stepped up district 

efforts to actively manage its relation-



YY
EE

LL
MM

AA
GG

CC
YY

AA
NN

BB
LLAA

CC
KK

november 2006 63

How to Manage Urban School  Distr ic ts •  B I G  P I C T U R E

Chicago Students Are Starting to Catch Up 

Source: Chicago Public Schools

3rd grade 5th grade 8th grade

Percentage of students 
meeting or exceeding 
state standards

2001

2005

3rd grade 5th grade 8th grade

CHICAGO STATE OF ILLINOIS

3rd grade 5th grade 8th grade 3rd grade 5th grade 8th grade

Percentage of students 
meeting or exceeding 
state standards

2001

2005

20

60

80

100

40

0

Percent 
Improvement 8.2% 17.6% 7.3% 5.2% 12.1% 4.3%

Percent 
Improvement  6.1% 9.4% 11.4% 4.6% 3.8% 6.7%

�
Reading  

�
Math  

20

60

80

100

40

0

ship with companies. The goal was not

merely to do a better job of tapping com-

panies’ knowledge, products, and money

but also to do it in an organized fashion

so these contributions would provide

maximum support for the district strat-

egy. For example, some 300 companies

partnered with individual schools, pro-

viding them with computers for class-

rooms, money for special projects, and

managerial assistance in such areas as

budgeting and hiring. Approximately 100

companies joined local individuals and

foundations in raising more than

$20 million for the Chicago Public Educa-

tion Fund, which supports principal-

preparation programs and other efforts.

Involvement in these initiatives is giving

business leaders an understanding of

just how complex Chicago Public Schools

are to manage.

Despite its impressive progress, the

Chicago school system has a long way to

go. Half its fourth graders and 70% of its

African-American eighth graders still

read below the basic level as measured

by national tests, and only 51.9% of its

high school students graduate. Given the

district’s size, complexity, and immense

challenges, maintaining the rate of

progress will be extremely difficult. That

said, the situation has changed from

hopeless to hopeful. The senior leader-

ship understands that continuous im-

provement rooted in a strategy is the 

answer.



American and Hispanic students racked

up double-digit gains, which narrowed

the achievement gap. (See the exhibit

“San Francisco Is Leveling the Playing

Field for All Students.”)

Montgomery County Public Schools

(MCPS), which serves about 146,200

students in 199 schools, adopted a sub-

stantially different approach to boost

student achievement. The district serves

Rockville, Bethesda, and other Mary-

land towns. In the 1970s, the district’s

student body was more than 90% white

and fairly affluent. Thirty years later

the proportion of white students had

shrunk to 43%, while the proportion of

low-income students had reached 25%,

and the proportion of Hispanic and

African-American students had grown

to 42%. Minority students in MCPS, like

those in all urban districts, scored lower

than their white counterparts on state

reading and math assessments, even

though overall student performance

was higher than the state averages.

Until 2000, schools in the district had

been free to use a variety of curricula,

and teachers had limited information

on individual students’ performance

and progress. Superintendent Jerry

Weast and his senior team decided to

change course that year: They devel-

oped a strategy that would give the

district office a powerful lead role. The

office would design a curriculum that

all schools would have to adopt. This

would ensure that teaching at all

schools was aligned with the state’s test

and that students in one grade were pre-

pared for the next – goals not easy to

achieve with multiple curricula.

Two of the strategy’s other priorities

were helping teachers better under-

stand the needs of individual students

and holding instructors and princi-

pals accountable for students’progress.

Accordingly, the district office would

establish and oversee an aggressive

professional-development program for

teachers and principals. In addition, it

would create a districtwide information

system for tracking student perfor-

mance by school and, more specifically,

by classroom. Principals could then set

goals with their teachers and monitor

their progress, and the district could do

the same with the principals.

In contrast to San Francisco’s broad

attack, Weast and his team chose to

work first on improving reading skills in

the first through fifth grades. This effort

entailed training programs for teachers

that focused on literacy and investing

in new technology – including specially

programmed Palm Pilots – that allowed

a teacher to quickly track a student’s

progress in reading and obtain possible

ways to address his or her needs. As a re-

sult, African-American and Hispanic

students in the district’s elementary

schools have improved markedly in the

past few years. (See the exhibit “Mont-

gomery County Reading Scores Soar.”) 

In subsequent years, MCPS intro-

duced additional priorities. They in-

cluded increasing the enrollment of

African-American high school students

in advanced placement courses and en-

suring that 80% of all students take al-

gebra in the eighth grade.

The lesson from San Francisco’s and

Montgomery County’s progress is clear:

A variety of strategies can produce re-

sults, as long as they focus on strength-

ening teaching and learning, have clear

objectives, and establish accountability.

Success depends on the degree to which

the strategy is implemented consistently

across an entire system over several years.

Doing this requires the creation of an

organization whose culture, systems and

structures, resources, and stakeholder

relationships support the strategy.

A performance culture. The public

education sector has long had a culture

that values effort more than results.

The attitude, particularly in urban edu-

cation, has been: “This is a tough job

that does not pay well, but everyone is

trying hard, which is all we can ask.” At

its worst, this type of culture breeds de-

featism among teachers (“I taught it,

but they didn’t learn it”), which makes

it difficult to implement districtwide

strategies that depend on teachers and

principals working together to criti-

cally examine data to improve their own

performance.

Instead, urban school districts must

establish a culture of collaboration, high

expectations, and accountability. There

are many paths to get there. Texas’s Al-

dine Independent School District, for

instance, chose to focus first on chang-

ing the working relationships among

teachers, while the Long Beach Unified

School District in California initially tar-

geted its principals for culture change.

Aldine is an urban school district ad-

jacent to Houston that serves some

56,000 students; 77% come from low-

income families, and Hispanics and

African-Americans account for 91% of

total enrollment. For a long time, the

district’s culture valued teachers who

worked hard and seemed to care about

kids, but it did not encourage them to

take responsibility for students’ perfor-

mance, either individually or collec-

tively. In 1996, after two years of low

scores on new state achievement tests,

then-superintendent M.B.“Sonny”Don-

aldson felt compelled to develop a turn-

around strategy. He recognized, how-

ever, that the established culture would

make it incredibly difficult for him to

implement it. He sought to instill a

new culture that encouraged teamwork

and accountability for raising students’

performance. In a major first step, Don-

aldson empowered groups of teachers

in each subject area and from each

grade level to create a districtwide cur-

riculum aligned with the Texas test stan-

dards. Organized by the district office,

these groups sought input from teach-

ers around the district. By the time the

curriculum was adopted, the teachers

felt they had a hand in creating the con-

tent they were being asked to teach.

Next,the principals appointed “teacher

leaders” in their schools. Some were in-

formal leaders – say, teachers who were

highly respected by their colleagues but

who held no formal leadership titles.

Others were formal leaders – for in-

stance, the chair of the English depart-

ment or the chair of the third-grade

classes. The teacher leaders helped their

peers learn how to deliver the new cur-

riculum and use student-performance

data to identify which instructional

techniques were the most effective. As

a result of the collaborative learning en-

vironment this created, teachers began
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to routinely visit one another’s class-

rooms to share ideas and offer advice.

For example, a third-grade instructor

might observe another instructor teach

a math lesson she was going to teach

her class the next day. These practices

helped uproot the old culture. Teachers

in Aldine now feel a deep responsibility

for their students’ learning, and collab-

oration is a way of life.

Long Beach Unified School District

took a different approach to nurture a

culture of collaboration and account-

ability for improving student perfor-

mance. The district has 92,000 students,

67% of whom are African-American or

Hispanic, and 66% of whom come from

low-income families. Since the mid-

1990s, the district office has rotated its

principals across its 89 schools approxi-

mately every six years.

In most urban districts, successful

principals stay in their schools for many

years and often for entire careers.

Though this can promote stability, it can

also lead to fiefdoms, stagnation, and

isolation, which had been the case in

Long Beach. Carl Cohn, the superintend-

ent from 1992 until 2002, saw rotating

the principals as a way to break down

such walls. Imagine you are a principal

in an elementary school, and you know

that the struggling middle school across

town might be your next assignment.

The knowledge that the middle-school

principal’s problems might well become

yours is a powerful motivator to lend

a helping hand–for instance, by sharing

approaches that have worked for you.

As a result of their rotating assignments,

principals in Long Beach now see the

problems in one school as everyone’s to

solve. Informal sharing of ideas across

schools is common. In addition, princi-

pals from each type of school in the dis-

trict – elementary, middle, and high

school–convene at formal “key results”

meetings every month to review school

performance data, work on common

challenges, and discuss best practices.

Leaders of urban school districts

often view culture as something amor-

phous that defies management. Aldine

and Long Beach have proved otherwise.

They’ve demonstrated that by taking
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specific actions, such as redefining roles

or relationships, altering performance

expectations, and using job assignments

in creative ways, leaders can upend an

entrenched counterproductive culture.

Systems and structures. These in-

clude reporting relationships, roles and

responsibilities, compensation and re-

source allocation methods, training

programs, and mechanisms for ensur-

ing accountability. Most urban school

districts develop their systems and struc-

tures haphazardly to support genera-

tion after generation of reform efforts.

They tend to endure long after fads

have passed from the scene. As a result,

they do not reinforce one another, and

they often constrain, rather than enable,

high performance. To support a strat-

egy, structures and systems often have

to be reinvented.

This was the case in San Francisco.

Before the district created and imple-

mented its new strategy, which pushed

authority and accountability to individ-

ual schools, principals were required

to submit improvement plans to the

district office each year. These plans con-

sisted of long lists of activities that were

not connected to specific performance

targets. The district office had no process

for evaluating whether principals had

successfully implemented their plans or

whether they were effective in raising

the levels of student achievement. Now,

principals set their goals using student-

performance data. They identify the ac-

tivities that will help achieve those

goals, and they are required to link their

budgets to their academic plans. For in-

stance, a middle-school principal would

use student-performance data to iden-

tify reading as a probable challenge for

his incoming sixth graders. Working

with his teachers, he would then create

concrete targets for scores on the state’s

sixth-grade reading tests, along with a

detailed description of what teachers

would do to meet the targets. As long as

the school budget (now based on stu-

dents’ learning needs) covered the costs,

the principal would be free to decide

how many and what types of teachers

the school needed to implement the

plan. At the end of the year, the district

office would evaluate the principal on

the basis of the school’s success in hit-

ting its targets and his management of

the staff and financial resources in sup-

port of the plan. In San Francisco, at

least, the long lists of disconnected, un-

funded programs are gone.

Resources. To implement their strat-

egies, district offices must carefully man-

age assets such as people, money, tech-

nology, curricular materials, and data.

Montgomery County Public Schools’

investment in technology, mentioned

briefly earlier, is a case in point. The

district’s strategy depends heavily on 

increasing its teachers’ ability to use 

student-performance data to improve

their instruction methods. Until two

years ago, elementary school teachers

had to rely on paper, pencil, and a stop-

watch to manually track frequent and

complicated reading assessments.To help

them diagnose and respond to individual
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students’ learning needs in real time,

MCPS created a joint venture with a tech-

nology company to develop a wireless ap-

plication that runs on Palm Pilots and al-

lows teachers in their classrooms to enter

and access student-performance data.

A second-grade teacher, for example,

in just a few minutes can assess a stu-

dent’s ability to read by listening to the

student recite a short passage and enter-

ing the results of the exercise into the

child’s electronic file. The teacher can

then obtain an on-the-spot report that

shows the student’s progress over time

and highlights individualized areas for

improvement. With a few additional

clicks, the teacher can call up suggested

instructional activities that may address

the student’s needs.

This technology is rapidly becoming

an indispensable resource for imple-

menting Montgomery County’s strategy.

It also generates another important re-

source–money. As part of the joint ven-

ture with the technology company,

MCPS receives a royalty every time the

company sells the product to another

district. The revenue is plowed back into

additional technological innovations

that support the districtwide strategy.

Stakeholders. A district has numer-

ous constituencies that have a legiti-

mate interest in the system and can in-

fluence the effectiveness of its strategy.

They include teachers’ unions, parents,

school boards, community and advo-

cacy groups, local politicians, and policy

makers. Managing stakeholder relation-

ships in a way that complements the

strategy is especially challenging be-

cause stakeholders rarely agree on what

success looks like. So the district office

has one of two options: Either persuade

a majority of stakeholder groups to back

the strategy, or, at the very least, secure

support from one or two groups with

enough power to prevent the others

from becoming a disruptive force. One

obvious target is the school board.

Urban superintendents often point to

their school boards as sources of constant

misery that require them to spend an

enormous amount of time on issues un-

related to student performance. In most

districts, the management team devel-

ops plans, which the board might reject

for political reasons, resulting in heavy

revisions and arduous negotiations.

Carl Cohn decided to address this

challenge when he was appointed su-

perintendent of the Long Beach Unified

School District. Cohn developed a pro-

cess for engaging board members in

developing and then supporting initia-

tives. He instituted retreats at which

the district’s staff and board members

hashed out new plans. During one of

these retreats, the attendees constructed

a radical plan for reforming the district’s

50 elementary schools so they would

focus more intensely on literacy and

mathematics. Once the group unani-

mously adopted the plan, it was de-

scribed as a “board initiative”and intro-

duced to the community by the board.

This unified front reduced opportuni-

ties for other stakeholders – unions,

community activists, local politicians –

to exploit divisions among the board’s

factions and distract the district’s senior

leadership from its focus on improving

student achievement. People in the dis-

trict cite the relationship that Cohn

built between the district office and

the school board as a critical factor in

Long Beach’s sustained incremental im-

provement in student performance over

the years.

Environment. The environment in

which public school districts operate in-

cludes the various public and private

sources of funding that are available;

the political and policy context at the

city, state, and national levels; the collec-

tive bargaining arrangements in place;

and the characteristics of their particu-

lar communities. School district leaders

have little direct control over their envi-

ronment, but they must spend signifi-

cant time trying to manage its effects in

order to consistently implement a dis-

trictwide strategy. Because of budget re-

strictions, for instance, district leaders

feel pressure to accept grants from pri-

vate foundations. In many cases, how-

ever, foundations have their own agen-

das that may not be aligned with the

district strategy.

Tom Payzant, the former superin-

tendent of Boston Public Schools who
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has led several urban school districts

and who served as a deputy secretary 

of education in the Clinton administra-

tion, has been a master at dealing with

these pressures. With its large student

body and its nationally known superin-

tendent, the Boston school district has

been a draw for national philanthro-

pies. From 1995 to 2005, it secured more

than $100 million from private sources.

Payzant made sure the money sup-

ported, rather than diluted, the district’s

efforts to implement its strategy, which

centered on improving teachers’ instruc-

tional practices and engaging families

and communities in their public schools.

Before accepting any money, Payzant

met with representatives of the poten-

tial donors, explained the district’s strat-

egy, and made it clear that he would not

accept funds that distracted the district

from carrying out its strategy. In some

instances, this meant turning down

money. In others, however, he was able

to persuade foundations to interpret

their missions more broadly and to sup-

port initiatives they otherwise might

have rejected. For example, he con-

vinced a foundation heavily involved in

promoting small schools that the dis-

trict’s plans to redesign its large high

schools – by reorganizing the curricula

and the way students and teachers inter-

acted, but without breaking up the

schools – was consistent with the spirit

of the foundation’s general mission: to

focus on rigorous content, the applica-

tion of student learning to the real

world, and strong relationships between

school staff and students. Thanks to

Payzant’s resolve, private donations 

accelerated the implementation of the

district’s strategy.

No Quick Fix
While it is probably impossible for a dis-

trict to move on all fronts simultane-

ously, it is crucial that all the elements in

our framework be addressed over time.

All the districts we have cited are at-

tempting to operate in this integrated

fashion. Montgomery County, for in-

stance, sees innovative resources (its

Palm Pilots) as only one of several keys

to success; it also has redesigned many

of its systems and structures to rein-

force its strategy. Aldine has radically

redesigned its organizational structure–

in addition to developing a collabora-

tive culture – to support its approach

to improving teaching and learning.

Our framework can help district leader-

ship teams keep track of all the moving

pieces of their organizations, so strate-

gies can be implemented consistently

across entire school systems.

We are not suggesting that our

framework is a miracle solution for all

that ails urban school districts; it is

merely a tool. Nor are we suggesting

that better leadership and management

alone will suffice. Conflicting federal,

state, and local policies must be aligned.

Corrosive politics that punish leaders

who produce results – such as Arlene

Ackerman in San Francisco – must end.

States and cities that shortchange urban

districts must work toward providing

adequate funds – and making sure that

the dollars are spent on improving class-

room instruction.

Superintendents cannot tackle all the

challenges on their own. They need al-

lies in their communities. Business lead-

ers should offer their management ex-

pertise on strategy and organization but

must understand that school systems

are fundamentally different from busi-

nesses. Companies and philanthropies

should resist the temptation to push

silver-bullet solutions and instead

should financially support long-term

holistic efforts rooted in a strong strat-

egy. Colleges and universities must

begin the arduous task of dramatically

upgrading their programs for training

district and school administrators,which

includes contributing to the currently

inadequate body of knowledge on the

ways that urban districts can build ro-

bust strategies and coherent organiza-

tions. Business schools have a role to

play in this endeavor.

All stakeholders must demand that

unions, members of school boards, and

other local politicians with authority

over school budgets and policies make

strengthening classroom instruction and

raising student achievement – rather

than pet projects or self-interests–their

predominant priorities. Our cities need

a critical mass of citizens to unite in this

cause. Otherwise, the dysfunctional

forces that pull leaders of urban districts

away from the hard work of implement-

ing their strategies will prevail.

We are not naive. We recognize that

turning troubled school districts into

high-functioning organizations is a

long, difficult journey and that there

will be plenty of frustrations and set-

backs along the way. Because the cur-

rent achievement levels of students are

so low, it will probably take decades to

transform our urban school districts. All

the more reason district leadership

teams should establish aggressive but

realistic goals and hold themselves and

their staffs accountable for attaining

them. Starting to make systemwide

progress and then building momentum

is the key. As an executive in the

Chicago Public Schools noted, if every

teacher in the district raised just two

children in every classroom to the next

level of achievement each year, it would

be enough for the district to maintain

its impressive progress.

Achieving excellence in every corner

of even the largest urban districts is pos-

sible. Understanding what good man-

agement of an urban school system

looks like, redefining the leadership

role of the district office in creating 

a strategy for strengthening teaching

and learning, and building an organiza-

tion coherent with that strategy are

the first steps.
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