
1

CRITICAL SUCCESS FACTOR (CSF) PLANNING GUIDE 
IMPROVING ACADEMIC
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CALL TO ACTION

CSF PLANNING 
GUIDES ARE 
INTENDED TO

BEFORE GETTING 
STARTED

• Present supporting research that strengthens your knowledge and 

understanding of the CSF.

• Provide examples of processes and/or strategies to support your 

implementation of the Texas Accountability and Intervention 

Strategies (TAIS) framework to strengthen the CSFs on your campus.

• Assist with strategies to determine your strengths and weaknesses 

for each CSF.

• Identify specific next steps to implement on your campus.

• If you are working as a group, designate someone to take notes 

during the discussions to collect ideas and thoughts for your next 

steps. 

• Assign an individual to lead the action plan for use  of improving 

academic performance. 

• Use the activities in the Next Steps section to gather data, identify 

problems, and determine root causes. 

• What new knowledge do I have about this CSF and how does this 

information influence my thinking?

• In what ways are the practices at my district/school aligned with 

strengthening this CSF? 

• What do we want to improve and what plan of action is needed to 

improve? 

Throughout the guide, there are Calls to Action. These may include 

statements for reflection and questions for group discussion. Use these 

for guidance and direction to develop a plan to address the CSF.  

Develop a working understanding of the CSF

• Organize an instructional leadership team meeting.

• To understand the team’s current understanding of this CSF, ask 

team members what they know about it and record their responses.

• Read this guide using a jigsaw or other text discussion protocol.

• Respond to questions or discussion prompts listed throughout the 

guide.

AFTER REVIEWING 
THIS GUIDE, 
RESPOND TO THE 
FOLLOWING
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• At an instructional leadership team meeting, record the responses 

to the following question: 

 − What do I know about the Critical Success Factor: Improve 

Academic Performance? This will provide a foundation for 

checking the current level of understanding the team has for this 

CSF.    

• Determine how you want to initiate learning more about the CSF 

in relation to the TAIS framework. For instance, you could assign 

team members to read and facilitate the discussions for the different 

sections of this guide.   

• Utilize the TAIS Guidance Documents at www.tcdss.net as a 

resource. They include details and specifics for the process. 

Activities for a review of this planning guide:

• Organize an instructional leadership team meeting.

• Read the text using a jigsaw or other text discussion protocol. 

• Respond to questions or discussion prompts listed throughout the 

guide.
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ACADEMIC
PERFORMANCE
The TAIS framework for school improvement states: 
“Improving academic performance is the foundational 
Critical Success Factor. By ensuring the Critical Success 
Factors of teacher quality, effective leadership, “data 
driven” instructional decisions, productive community 
and parent involvement, efficient use of learning time 
and maintaining a positive school climate, campuses 
can increase performance for all students. All of these 
research-based measures, when taken as a whole, are 
key to continuous school improvement.”

As stated in the description above, improved academic performance 

is indeed the result of effective use of learning time, utilizing data to 

determine and improve teacher quality, effective leadership, positive 

climate, and actively engaged family/parent/community partnerships.  

This planning  guide addresses the components of academic performance 

identified in the TAIS framework—data-driven instruction, curriculum 

alignment (both horizontal and vertical), and ongoing monitoring of 

instruction—in these four sections:

• What does it mean to improve academic performance?

• How to improve academic performance?

• Reflection

• Next steps

Improving academic performance requires that educators at all levels 

function with effective practices and thinking. In a meta-analysis based 

on thousands of studies, Hattie named six “signposts” of excellence in 

education:

1. Teachers are among the most powerful influences in learning.

2. Teachers need to be directive, influential, caring, and actively 

engaged in the passion of teaching and learning.

“It is students themselves, 

in the end, not teachers, 

who decide what students 

will learn.  Thus we must 

attend to what students are 

thinking, what their goals 

are, and why they would 

want to engage in learning 

what is offered in schools” 

(Hattie, 2009, p. 241).1

SECTION 1
WHAT DOES IT MEAN TO 
IMPROVE ACADEMIC
PERFORMANCE?



5

3. Teachers need to be aware of what each and every student 

is thinking and knowing, construct meaning and meaningful 

experiences in light of this knowledge, and have proficient 

knowledge and understanding of their content to provide 

meaningful and appropriate feedback such that each student moves 

progressively through the curriculum levels. 

4. Teachers need to know the learning intentions and success criteria 

of their lessons, know how well they are attaining these criteria for 

all students, and know where to go next in light of the gap between 

students’ current knowledge and understanding and the success 

criteria of “Where are you going,” “How are you going,” and “Where 

to next?”

5. Teachers need to move from a single idea to multiple ideas, and to 

relate and then extend these ideas such that learners construct and 

reconstruct knowledge and ideas. It is not the knowledge or ideas, 

but the learner’s construction of this knowledge and these ideas that 

is critical. 

6. School leaders and teachers need to create school, staffroom, 

and classroom environments where error is welcomed as a 

learning opportunity, where discarding incorrect knowledge and 

understandings is welcomed, and where participants can feel safe to 

learn, relearn, and explore knowledge and understanding.1 

What Hattie is stressing in these signposts is that when teachers 

engage with each other in conversation, reflection, and evaluation of 

their practices and student progress, student academic performance 

improves. As emphasized in the planning guide for the CSF Teacher 

Quality, it is teacher quality that has the greatest impact on student 

learning.  The CSF Increased Learning Time is paramount for increasing 

teacher quality by providing more learning time for teachers to have the 

dialogue, reflection, and evaluation of their instructional practices.  

Using Hattie’s signposts as a guide toward excellence in education, 

respond to the following questions or statements:

• Identify behaviors of a teacher who is “directive, influential, caring, 

and actively engaged in the passion of teaching and learning.” 

• What strategies might help a teacher understand what students are 

thinking and knowing?   

CALL TO ACTION
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• What are the district/campus expectations for improving academic 

performance through feedback provided to students?

• What strategies do teachers in your district/campus use to 

determine the gap between what students know and what they are 

to be taught?

• What does it mean for students to “construct” their knowledge and 

ideas relative to the intended learning? 

After discussing the above statements and questions, talk about the 

impact that the CSFs Increase Learning Time, Use of Quality Data to 

Drive Instruction, and Teacher Quality have on Improving Academic 

Performance. Specifically, consider what conditions prompt teachers to 

make poor decisions about:

• What is best to teach next (perhaps without attending closely to 

what students already know)

• What materials to choose (with no regard to any evidence that these 

are optimal materials)

• How to keep students engaged and busy (without ensuring that they 

actually learn)

• What activities provoke the most interest, instead of asking what 

leads to students putting in effort (it is the effort, not the interest 

level, of the activity that is important)

• How to maximize the challenge of the learning goals and create 

structures for students to learn via the challenge, rather than 

structuring the material so that it is easy to learn3 
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Improving academic performance relies on effective data-informed 

instruction, a climate of high expectations, and a learning environment 

that is collaborative and reflective. The foundation for effective instruction 

is to ensure a viable curriculum (the “what”) that is aligned with state 

standards and effective instruction (the “how”). Academic performance 

improves when sufficient time and energy are devoted to curriculum 

alignment, instructional improvement, and assessments that support 

learning.4 The three components of the Texas Essential Knowledge and 

Skills (TEKS), the state curriculum, are:

• Written Curriculum—The TEKS, the district scope and sequence, 

as well as other written materials that are used to determine and 

support what is taught

• Tested Curriculum—The state assessments: STAAR, district 

benchmarks, teacher checkpoints, etc. 

• Taught Curriculum—The TEKS that are taught each day and that 

follow a scope and sequence aligned with the written and tested 

curriculum 

The “climate” in the school and the district affect the application and 

implementation of the curriculum. A climate of high expectations for all 

staff as well as students is key to improving student performance. Lemov 

argues that high expectations surface consistently as the main ingredient 

in student achievement. In his book, Teach Like a Champion, he discusses 

the importance of setting high expectations for academic standards and 

provides concrete actions for teachers to implement.5  

Having high expectations for students is demonstrated by the level of 

the learning tasks that the students engage in consistently. One of the 

greatest predictors for how students will perform on an assessment is 

the level of the task they complete each day6. Paying attention to what 

students are actually doing rather than what the teacher is teaching 

is a shift in the way classrooms have been observed. When students 

are assigned a low-level task, the unintentional message is one of low 

expectations for the students. 

The underpinning for having high expectations for all students is 

grounded in one’s theory of intelligence. Do you believe intelligence is 

fixed or malleable? If you believe that ability is effort based, you are of a 

growth mindset.7  Mindsets influence how we teach and the expectations 

that we have for learners. Schools that are successful at helping all 

SECTION 2
HOW TO IMPROVE 
ACADEMIC 
PERFORMANCE?
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students to achieve have a growth mindset.  They believe effort creates 

ability and, as a result, that hard work will make you smarter. Having high 

expectations that all children can achieve will help students understand 

that intelligence is not a fixed trait but one that can be developed. 

When students realize that their effort creates their ability, they are more 

motivated to learn. Lauren Resnick explains:

For more than twenty years, psychologists and other students of the 

human mind have been experimenting with ways of teaching the 

cognitive skills associated with intelligence. These include techniques 

as varied as generating analogies, making logical deductions, 

creating and using memory aids, and monitoring one’s own state of 

knowledge (metacognition). Early experiments on teaching specific, 

isolated components of intelligence yielded a common pattern of 

results: Most of the training was successful in producing immediate 

gains in performance, but people typically ceased using the cognitive 

techniques they had been taught as soon as the specific conditions 

of training were removed. In other words, they became capable of 

performing whatever skill was taught, but they acquired no general 

habit of using it or capacity to judge for themselves when it was useful.

As a result of these findings, cognitive researchers began to shift their

attention to educational strategies that immerse students in 

demanding, long-term intellectual environments. Now, positive 

results are coming in. In experimental programs and in practical 

school reforms, we are seeing that students who, over an extended 

period of time, are treated as if they are intelligent, actually become 

so. If they are taught demanding content and are expected to explain 

and find connections as well as memorize and repeat, they learn more 

and learn more quickly. They think of themselves as learners. They are 

able to bounce back in the face of short-term failures.  

The good news is that people’s beliefs about intelligence aren’t 

immutable. They respond to the situations in which people find 

themselves. This means that it is possible to help students develop 

learning-oriented goals and an incremental view of intelligence and 

thus set them on the upward spiral by which they can become smarter 

and deliver the kinds of high-level academic achievement everyone is 

hoping for. To do this, we need to create effort-based schools in which 

academic rigor and a thinking curriculum permeate the school day for 

every student.8
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Resnick’s article (referenced in the endnotes) can serve as a tool for 

discussion and thus increase the knowledge and understanding of your 

staff regarding student learning and the ability to achieve high standards. 

The beliefs of the teachers and administrators within a school greatly affect 

the CSF Academic Performance. 

Discuss the adult behaviors that reveal the beliefs held regarding 

intelligence (do they have a fixed or growth mindset?). What influence 

could data have on changing a person’s belief about student ability? 

Feedback has been a researched-based practice that has worked effectively 

for over 40 years. It is an integral part of an instructional dialogue between 

teacher and student (or between students). Black et al. cite three essential 

elements of what they term enhanced feedback9: 

1. Clarity of the learning goal for the students

2. Evidence about the prior learning and current understanding of the 

students 

3. Understanding how to close the gap between the two 

Feedback gives the student a road map for how to get from his/her 

current level of performance to the learning goal. When students a) 

clearly understand the standards for the task they need to master, b) 

have ongoing feedback through the process, c) have opportunities to 

use the feedback to edit and revise their work, and d) submit it ready to 

be measured against the standard. Wiggins refers to this cycle of model-

practice-perform-feedback-perform as the cycle to academic excellence.10 

The process is not only effective for advancing student learning, but also 

for advancing student learning, but also for assessing student learning 

each day.

Discuss what you think the impact on increased academic performance 

would be if every teacher in your school or district embraced Wiggins’s 

practice of authentic feedback as outlined above.

CALL TO ACTION

CALL TO ACTION

THE ROLE OF FEEDBACK 
IN IMPROVING ACADEMIC 
PERFORMANCE
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Read the quote below and discuss the type of feedback students routinely 

receive in your district/school.  Consider the power of providing students 

with effective feedback.

“Academic feedback is more strongly and consistently related to 

achievement than any other teacher behavior. This relationship is 

consistent regardless of grade, socioeconomic status, race, or school 

setting. When feedback and corrective procedures are used, most 

students can attain the same level of achievement as the top 20% of 

students.”11 

This planning resource identified that timely feedback to students yields 

impressive results for student achievement.12 It is also applicable to 

feedback provided to teachers for improving their practice.13 Feedback 

advances learning for students, teachers, and all educators. 

In addition, high expectations were identified as significant for improving 

academic performance. Communicating high expectations for the learning 

and practices of the adults also yields improved learning for students. 

What prevents the practice of timely feedback and high expectations for 

students from being the norm in all schools? Educators frequently search 

for what they need to know in order to improve student learning. DuFour et 

al. contend that schools should turn what they already know into what they 

do (action).14 Schmoker argues that if educators consistently focused on 

effective practices that we know work, significant improvement in student 

learning would occur.15 It is important that the organization take time to 

assess the following: What do we want? What do we believe? And what 

do we know? All of these influence what we do. Often we start with the 

“what we do,” without discussing and communicating our wants, beliefs, 

and what we currently know.16

In the Next Steps section, there are suggested practices that are probably 

familiar in your school or district. Utilize the TAIS framework to guide you 

through the process of developing targeted goals that prompt the action 

needed to increase academic performance.  

SECTION 3
REFLECTION
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SECTION 4
NEXT STEPS

Use the chart below to classify your school’s or district’s learning 

environment. Developed by Downey et al.,17 it promotes a collaborative, 

reflective way of working that engages the staff in thinking about learning 

in order to improve student academic performance.

• Read each column, and complete the third column with practices that 

define your current learning environment. 

• Review both types of Learning Environments identified in the table, 

and place a check mark by each one of the practices that align with 

your current status. Describe the evidence that supports your check 

mark. 

• Based on the Collaborative Reflective Learning Environment side of 

the chart, on a scale of 1 to 10 (10 = fully implemented), rate your 

campus for each item. Cluster the areas in three sections: those in 

which you are close to full implementation (8–10); at a midpoint (4–7), 

and at the lowest level (0–3). Use data to support your rating. 

• If some of the practices are at full implementation, determine 

why this is so. Is it leadership expectation? A result of professional 

development? Something else?

• Identify why practices are in the midrange and low range.

• Based on the TAIS data analysis needs assessment and continuous 

improvement planning processes, identify and prioritize the practices 

you wish to strengthen, develop problem statements, conduct a 

needs assessment to identify root causes, and create a targeted 

improvement plan.

TRADITIONAL LEARNING 
ENVIRONMENT

COLLABORATIVE REFLECTIVE 
LEARNING ENVIRONMENT

YOUR LEARNING 
ENVIRONMENT

• Teacher growth 
and development 
is primarily left up 
to the initiative 
of the individual 
teacher.

• While yearly goals 
are required as part 
of the development 
of a professional 
improvement plan, 
these are often too 
general in nature.

• The principal and 
teacher work much 
more in unison 
to promote each 
other’s growth.

• There is ongoing, 
informal dialogue 
about areas 
for growth, a 
mutual sharing of 
information, and 
frequent visits to 
the classroom. 
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• Teachers must seek 
feedback about 
progress during the 
year.

• Principals provide 
comments at the 
end of the year, 
usually in writing 
and the process 
begins again.

• Classrooms remain 
generally as they 
have over the years.

• Instruction is 
closely dictated by 
the textbook.

• The propensity 
exists to use lots 
of worksheets, and 
the most common 
instruction is direct 
and addressed to 
the total class.

• Students are 
passive, doing what 
the teacher directs 
them to do with 
little thought as to 
why. 

• Students hand in 
work and teachers 
grade it.

• There is little 
connection 
between the next 
assignment and 
the work just 
completed. 

• Little is written 
down in a 
formal sense, 
but the depth 
of conversation 
is thoughtful 
and focused on 
connecting practice 
to improved 
student learning.

• There is ample 
evidence of 
differentiated 
instruction to meet 
the individual 
needs of students.

• Materials are varied 
and keyed to a 
variety of learning 
styles and levels.

• There is evidence 
of student self-
assessment as well 
as frequent teacher 
feedback.

• Students are 
active in selecting 
learning goals, 
seeking resources, 
and taking 
ownership of the 
products they 
produce.

• There is frequent 
and varied use 
of data to inform 
practice.

• Students and 
teachers rely 
on data to 
earmark specific 
instructional goals 
and determine 
progress toward 
those goals.

TRADITIONAL LEARNING 
ENVIRONMENT

COLLABORATIVE REFLECTIVE 
LEARNING ENVIRONMENT

YOUR LEARNING 
ENVIRONMENT
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• Students generally 
do not have an 
opportunity to 
speak to the 
teacher about 
errors or receive 
more guided 
support. 

• Students are 
often apathetic 
and approach 
the learning 
environment with 
a half-hearted 
commitment.

• There are few 
questions from 
students about 
assignments, nor 
are they given 
opportunities to 
choose how an 
instructional goal 
will be achieved.

• School reform is 
given lip service, 
but actions tend 
to be directed 
at the need for 
change in family 
structures, parental 
support, and school 
discipline.

• Students are able 
to track their 
progress over time 
through the use 
of scoring rubrics, 
test scores, and 
reflective journals.

• Feedback is 
seen as a critical 
component in the 
learning process. 

• Teachers and 
students feel 
in control of 
the learning 
environment.

• Students know that 
they can seek help, 
and resources will 
be provided.

• Students and 
teachers learn to 
critically assess 
what they are doing 
and look for ways 
to improve.

• Questions about 
strategies and 
techniques are 
welcomed and 
can lead to critical 
problem solving. 

• School reform is 
taken seriously.

• Educators seek 
solutions that 
change the internal 
functioning of 
schools and 
classrooms.

• Teachers accept 
students as they 
are and change 
practice to meet 
their needs. 

TRADITIONAL LEARNING 
ENVIRONMENT

COLLABORATIVE REFLECTIVE 
LEARNING ENVIRONMENT

YOUR LEARNING 
ENVIRONMENT

Downey et al., 2004, 
pp. 139–140
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MAKING 
CONNECTIONS
TO OTHER CSFS

NOTES
Page numbers corresponding to the 
citations are forthcoming

• Improve Academic Performance 

• Increase the Use of Quality Data to Drive Instruction 

• Increase Leadership Effectiveness 

• Increase Parent and Community Involvement 

• Increase Learning Time 

• Improve School Climate 

• Increase Teacher Quality

As you review each of the CSF resource guides, notice how they 

intermingle, interact, and blend together. When the organization 

improves academic performance, other factors are involved: data is 

used to determine performance. Effective leadership, increased parent/

community involvement, teacher quality, data use, and school climate 

are all factors critical to improving academic performance. Discuss other 

examples that show how each factor affects the others. Identify the other 

CSFs at work on the Collaborative Reflective Learning Environment side 

of the chart located in the Next Steps section of this planning resource 

guide. Comprehensive school improvement measures require that all the 

CSFs be incorporated into the work of the school. 

1. John Hattie, Visible Learning: A Synthesis of Over 800 Meta-

Analysis Relating to Achievement. (New York: Routledge, 2009), 241.  

2. Hattie, Visible Learning

3. Ibid.

4. Steve Chappuis, Carol Commodore, and Rick Stiggins, 

Assessment Balance and Quality: An Action Guide for School Leaders, 

(Portland: Pearson Education, Inc., 2010).

5. Doug Lemov, Teach Like A Champion: 49 Techniques That Put 

Students On The Path To College. (San Francisco: Josey Wiley & Sons, 

Inc., 2010).

6. Elizabeth A. City, Richard R. Elmore, Sarah E. Fiarman, and Lee 

Teitel, (2010). Instructional Rounds in Education: A Network Approach to 

Improving Teaching and Learning, (Cambridge: Harvard Education Press, 

2010).
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7. Carol Dweck, Mindset: The New Psychology of Success. (New 

York: Random House Publishing Group, 2008). 

8. Lauren Resnick, “Making America Smarter. Education Week 

Century Series,” Education Week 18, no. 40 (1999), http://www.edweek.

org/ew/articles/1999/06/16/40resnick.h18.html.

9. Paul Black et al., Assessment for Learning: Putting it into 

Practice, (Berkshire: Open University Press, 2003).

10. Grant Wiggins, Education Assessment: Designing Assessment 

to Inform and Improve Student Performance, (San Francisco: Josey-Bass 

Inc., 1998). 

11. Jerry Bellon, Elner C. Bellon, and Mary Ann Blank, Teaching 

from a Research Knowledge Base: A Development and Renewal Process, 

(New York: Macmillan Publishing Company, 1992).

12.  Robert J. Marzano, What Works in Schools: Translating 

Research into Action, (Alexandria: Association for Supervision and 

Curriculum Development, 2003). 

13. Paul Bambrick-Santoyo, Leverage Leadership: A Practical 

Guide to Building Exceptional Schools, (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass Inc., 

2012). 

14. Richard DuFour et al., Learning By Doing: A Handbook for 

Professional Learning Communities at Work, (Bloomington: Solution Tree 

Press, 2010). 

15. Mike Schmoker, Focus: Elevating the Essentials To Radically 

Improve Student Learning, (Alexandria: ASCD, 2011). 

16. Charlotte Danielson, Enhancing Student Achievement: 

A Framework for School Improvement, (Alexandria: Association for 

Supervision and Curriculum Development, 2002).

17. Carolyn J. Downey et al., The Three-Minute Walk-Through: 

Changing School Supervisory Practice One Teacher at a Time, (Thousand 

Oaks, CA: Corwin Press, 2004), 139-140.
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CALL TO ACTION

CSF PLANNING 
GUIDES ARE 
INTENDED TO

BEFORE GETTING 
STARTED

AFTER REVIEWING 
THIS GUIDE, 
RESPOND TO THE 
FOLLOWING

• Present supporting research that strengthens your knowledge and 

understanding of the CSF.

• Provide examples of processes and/or strategies to support your 

implementation of the Texas Accountability and Intervention 

Strategies (TAIS) framework to strengthen the CSFs on your campus.

• Assist with strategies to determine your strengths and weaknesses for 

each CSF.

• Identify specific next steps to implement on your campus.

• If you are working as a group, designate someone to take notes 

during the discussions to collect ideas and thoughts for your next 

steps. 

• Assign an individual to lead the action plan for the use of quality data 

to drive instruction. 

• Use the activities in the Next Steps section to gather data, identify 

problems, and determine root causes. 

• What new knowledge do I have about this CSF and how does this 

information influence my thinking?

• In what ways are the practices at my district/school aligned with 

strengthening this CSF? 

• What do we want to improve and what plan of action is needed to 

improve? 

Develop a working understanding of the CSF

• Organize an instructional leadership team meeting.

• To understand the team’s current understanding of this CSF, ask team 

members what they know about it and record their responses.

• Read this guide using a jigsaw or other text discussion protocol.

• Respond to questions or discussion prompts listed throughout the 

guide.

• Determine how you want to initiate learning more about the CSF 

in relation to the TAIS framework. For instance, you could assign 

team members to read and facilitate the discussions for the different 

sections of this guide.   

• Utilize the TAIS Guidance Documents at www.tcdss.net as a resource. 

They include details and specifics for the process. 
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USE OF QUALITY 
DATA TO DRIVE 
INSTRUCTION
The TAIS framework for school improvement clarifies 
the means and value of the Use of Quality Data to Drive 
Instruction: 
The use of quality data to drive instructional decisions 
can lead to improved student performance.1 This CSF 
emphasizes the effective use of multiple sources of 
disaggregated data. However, it is not necessarily the 
amount of data utilized to make decisions that improves 
instruction and learning, but rather how the information 
is used.2 An essential use of both summative and 
formative data that can improve academic achievement 
is for teachers to create regular opportunities to share 
data with individual students.3 Therefore, it is not only 
the use of data to drive instructional decision making 
that is significant but also the ongoing communication of 
data with others that provides the greatest opportunity 
for data to have a positive impact on student learning 
outcomes.

“Data on purpose leads not 

only to first-order, direct 

changes in classroom 

practice and individual 

student achievement, 

but also to second-order 

system-level changes 

in school culture that 

ultimately benefit all 

students” (White,  Ahead of 

the Curve,  2010, p. 207). 4

This guide will address the use of quality data to drive instruction through 

the following seven sections: 

• Why are data used?

• Examples for how data may be used

• Structures that support data-driven decisions

• What students gain by using data

• Challenges to implementing the use of quality data to drive 

instruction

• Thoughts for reflection 

• Next steps
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SECTION 1
WHY DATA ARE USED?

That effective use of data has a direct impact on learning cannot be 

overemphasized. Researchers and practitioners agree on the profound 

impact of data-driven instruction. Correspondingly, Platt et al. emphasize 

that lack of effective data use undermines learning. They say “data free” 

improvement efforts are characterized by “the 3 F’s: flailing around, 

flaunting ignorance, and fogging up the mirrors so we don’t have to take 

a critical look at the effects of our work.”5 

To set the stage for your thinking around this topic, can you identify efforts 

in your school or district that are not informed by data? Are any of the 3 

F’s influencing your improvement efforts? If so, why do you suppose data 

are not used? How would you go about changing a culture from one that 

makes decisions without using data to one that does?

Information is a powerful tool for helping students succeed. It also serves 

as a lens to bring into focus outmoded practices that impede learning. 

Plat et al. list six inefficient practices that can be improved by using data. 

As you read these, consider the practices in your school: 

• Strict adherence to standard operating procedures and business 

as usual without evidence that those procedures actually improve 

student learning

• Substituting attention to actions for attention to outcomes

• Willful, persistent disregard of the effects of actions and decisions on 

learners

• A habit of focusing blame, explanations, and solution-finding almost 

exclusively on external factors

• Large, random expenditures of effort (and sometimes funds) on 

activities and initiatives that are not clearly linked to data-driven 

learning goals or learning needs

• Inability or unwillingness to ask hard questions about your own 

practice or resorting to “edubabble” in response to hard questions6 

Multiple sources of data can guide inquiries to determine if current 

practices are effective. The table below may be used to identify your current 

status regarding the use of quality data to drive instruction. What other 

data sources could be used to identify problems? The TAIS framework 

includes a data analysis tool that recommends multiple sources of data 

such as those listed below. Make a list of the data sources that your school 

CALL TO ACTION

CALL TO ACTION
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or district uses for improvement planning. The TAIS Needs Assessment 

Guidance resource identifies a list of data sources that are available for 

use. It can be downloaded at www.tcdss.net/tcdss/docs/tais_needs_

assessment_guidance.pdf.

NARROW FOCUS: SINGLE 
SOURCES OF DATA USE

EXPAND TO INCLUDE BROAD FOCUS: MULTIPLE 
SOURCES OF DATA USE 
(TAIS PROCESS INCLUDES 
A BROAD FOCUS FOR DATA 
USE)

Focus on summative tests and Multiple formative 

assessments to balance with 

summative assessments 

(TAIS-data analysis)

Externally driven from 

administration 

and Collaboratively collected 

and developed from 

classrooms such as PLCs, 

student/parent/teacher 

surveys, etc. (TAIS-data 

analysis)

Quantitative measures and Include anecdotal 

qualitative measures (TAIS-

data analysis and needs 

assessment)

Inspection, correction, and 

compliance

and Ownership, trust and 

deep problem solving 

(TAIS-developing problem 

statements and root cause 

as well as quarterly review 

monitoring and data 

informed adjustments)7

There are a variety of systems and processes for data use; the key is 

selecting a coherent system that is understood and adopted at the district 

or campus level. TEA and TCDSS have introduced the TAIS Continuous 

Improvement Process to guide the practice of using data to inform 

decisions. The TAIS guidance documents have been developed to provide 

specific details for the effective use of data. 

SECTION 2
EXAMPLES FOR HOW DATA 
MAY BE USED
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The key to improving student learning is to identify which data have the 

greatest impact and using them to inform decisions. There are school-wide 

data sources such as state assessments, special programs, attendance, 

classroom observation and discipline, as well as teacher-generated 

sources such as grades, progress reports, formative assessments, student 

work artifacts, and student input through surveys. Bambrick-Santoyo 

identifies these keys to successful data-driven instruction: 

1. Assessment: Define the roadmap for rigor

2. Analysis: Determine where students are struggling and why

3. Action: Implement new teaching plans to respond to this analysis

4. Systems: Create systems and procedures to ensure continual data-

driven instruction8

The details and practical value of this model for data-driven instruction 

are worth exploring, and they directly align with the TAIS continuous 

improvement process. Another resource used by schools and districts 

is the book, Data Wise. The Data Wise process provides a model for 

continuous improvement using data to inform instruction.9

We will now outline two examples of processes that can be used to guide 

data use. Both examples align with the TAIS continuous improvement 

process.

The Data Wise process cycles through three stages: preparation, inquiry, 

and action. Boudett et al. list the steps below to guide the process. These 

steps align with the TAIS data analysis, needs assessment, problem 

identification, determining root cause, and improvement planning rubrics, 

as noted in parentheses. The Data Wise cycle below aligns to sections of 

the TAIS Resources found at www.tcdss.net/tcdss/tais.html.

Organize for Collaborative Work 

(Step 1 of the TAIS resource Improvement Planning Guidance)

• Create a data inventory using multiple sources

• Create time for regular collaborative work 

• Establish norms for collaborative work

• Use protocols to structure conversations

EXAMPLE 1
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Build Assessment Literacy 

(Create clarity and a common language as explained in the TAIS Data 

Analysis resource)

• Identify the variety of assessment (formative and summative)

• Ensure understanding regarding the  different types of assessments 

• Familiarize data team with key concepts and vocabulary around test 

data

Create Data Overview 

(The TAIS directive to make the process visible) 

• Decide on educational questions

• Create simple displays

• Display important comparisons

• Utilize displays for data-informed dialogue

Dig into Student Data 

(Identify the root causes of problem areas, Step 2 of the TAIS Improvement 

Planning Guidance document)

• Utilize quantitative and qualitative information to identify a “learner-

centered problem”

• Challenge assumptions

• Triangulate data sources

• Develop a shared understanding of the knowledge and skills 

students need

• Develop a common language for discussing learner-centered 

problems

Examine Instruction 

(Identify the root causes of problem areas, Step 2 of the TAIS Improvement 

Planning Guidance resource)

• Link learning and teaching

• Conduct calibration walks to examine practice and instructional data

• Develop shared understanding of what effective instruction looks like

• Analyze current practice and how it relates to the identified effective 

practices
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Develop an Action Plan 

(Set goals, Step 3 and 4 of the TAIS Improvement Planning Guidance 

resource) 
• Decide on instructional strategies to address student needs

• Agree on a common plan for instructional expectations

• Document the plan with the team members’ roles and responsibilities

• Identify the data that will determine if the plan is working 

Plan to Assess Progress 

(Implement and monitor as per the TAIS Implementation and Monitoring 

Guidance resource)
• Identify the assessments to be used to measure progress

• Identify when the data will be collected

• Identify who will collect and keep track of the data

• Determine how the data will be communicated

• Identify the student improvement goals

Act and Assess 

(As discussed in the TAIS Implementation and Monitoring Guidance 

resource) 

• Implement action plan and evaluate progress10

Victoria Bernhardt developed a comprehensive process for using data 

that includes a list of questions to guide data gathering, analysis, and  

the development of a response plan.11 This process also aligns with the 

TAIS Improvement Planning Guidance document, specifically with Step 

2, establishing priorities aligned to core values. This document can be 

downloaded at www.tcdss.net/tcdss/tais.html.
• Who are we?       

• How do we do business? 

• Where are we now?

• Why do we exist? 

• Where do we want to be? (Where are the gaps? What are the root 
causes? How can we get to where we want to be? (improvement 
planning process strategies, interventions with data monitoring) 

• How will we implement it? (Improvement Planning: developing 
interventions to support goals)

• How will we evaluate our efforts? (Improvement Planning: ongoing 

and quarterly monitoring and adjustments)  

EXAMPLE 2
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“Information becomes actionable knowledge when data 

users synthesize the information, apply their judgment 

to prioritize it, and weigh the relative merits of possible 

solutions” (Marsh et al., 2006, p.3) .12

You can explore and adapt the example processes outlined above—or 

even try other recognized models—to establish a data use process that 

is appropriate for your school or district. The bottom line is that having a 

viable process is essential for using quality data to drive instruction. 

The TAIS continuous improvement process outlines four simple steps for 

using quality data to drive instruction. The two examples above provide 

specific actions and questions that can be paired with the TAIS continuous 

improvement process to strengthen your campus’s protocol for making 

data-informed decisions.

Evaluate the two example processes. Discuss which, if either, or perhaps 

a hybrid of the two, would be best suited for your school or district. Are 

there other processes you are aware of that might be more suitable? 

Teacher learning communities that use data to inform their instruction and 

are supported by strong leadership have been found to have a significant 

ability to improve student learning.13, 14 The ongoing use of meaningful 

data promotes a culture where evidence-based decision making becomes 

the norm.15 Still, while school leaders may recognize that this is true, they 

may also wonder why it can be difficult to create this kind of culture. One 

reason for this is that school cultures are often vague and intangible. 

The abstract nature of school culture can make it difficult for leaders to 

nurture the conditions that result in the routine use of quality data to drive 

instruction.16 

Researchers have found that distributed leadership is key to creating 

structures conducive to dialogue about increasing the use of data.17, 18 

So teacher involvement is important in promoting data-based decision 

making.19 Developing data literacy and a culture of inquiry are also 

critical to the process.20 Wayman and Stringfield found that teachers are 

receptive to findings resulting from data analysis and are eager for new 

ideas that emerge from a culture of inquiry.21 As teachers have productive 

collaborative experiences with other teachers, the foundation to build 

learning communities is reinforced. 

CALL TO ACTION

SECTION 3
STRUCTURES THAT 
SUPPORT DATA-DRIVEN 
DECISIONS



10

CALL TO ACTION

Creating this culture of quality data use requires a purposeful strategy. It 

is not achieved by adding a few organizational structures. Though these 

structures may alter the culture somewhat, they aren’t likely to permanently 

change and improve instructional practice.22

What is needed to create a purposeful strategy? The literature emphasizes 

that it requires transforming the way teachers and principals engage 

and work with one another.23, 24, 25 First, principals must see instructional 

leadership as their top priority. And it is critical that school leaders build 

the learning capacity of teachers in their schools.26 Structures that provide 

time and support for collaborative dialogues about using quality data to 

drive instruction are a must. Without them, a school leader will not achieve 

results.

In sum, building a culture of collaborative inquiry where data are the 

basis for decisions is vital for effective instruction.27 In such a culture, 

where leadership is distributed, data become the spark for action and the 

foundation for collaboration. The research makes clear, however, that a 

principal with a purposeful strategy must be the driving force behind any 

effort to increase the use of quality data to drive instruction. 

1. Think about and discuss how the following concepts, as mentioned 

above, relate to current practices in your school or district: 

• Teacher learning communities 

• Distributed leadership 

• Data literacy 

• Culture of inquiry

• Teacher involvement

• Collaboration with other teachers

• Purposeful strategy

• Culture of data use

• Transformation in teacher engagement/collaboration around 

instruction

• Increased learning time for students and teachers

• Data as basis for decisions

• Principal as driving force behind data use
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2.  Rate your current status for the indicators listed below. For any 

indicator where your status rates less than advanced, suggest the 

actions you think would be needed to reach an advanced rating. 

INDICATORS 
FAVORABLE TO 
EFFECTIVE DATA USE

NOVICE INTERMEDIATE ADVANCED

Designated Time for 
Collaboration

Teachers have no 
scheduled time to 
meet and discuss 
data. Some staff may 
elect to work with 
colleagues on topics 
of mutual interest.

Time for 
collaboration is 
scheduled during 
the school day, 
and teachers 
are assigned to 
teams. Guidelines, 
protocols, and 
processes are 
established.  The 
focus is moving 
toward topics that 
will improve student 
learning.

The collaborative 
process is a part of 
the school culture 
and deemed an 
important part of 
continuous school 
improvement. The 
process becomes 
embedded in 
professional 
development as 
members learn from 
one another and 
identify and solve 
problems of practice.

Developed Culture 
of Inquiry

Teachers routinely 
meet to review 
student progress. 
The focus is often on 
topics that do not 
reflect on teaching 
and learning. 

Protocols are 
followed to ensure 
there is a focus 
on teaching and 
learning about 
and identifying 
indicators of student 
progress and their 
relationship to 
teaching strategies.

Connections are 
made between 
teacher practices 
and student 
learning.  There is 
a clear relationship 
between inquiry 
focus and school 
practices where 
all stakeholders’ 
voices have merit 
in developing, 
communicating, and 
implementing the 
effort that identifies 
the most important 
work.

Shared/Distributed 
Leadership

Decisions are made 
by one or very few 
people. Systems are 
not fully developed 
but are in the 
process to manage 
reform work.

Teacher roles 
broaden, and they 
are included in more 
leadership roles in 
the reform work.

Ownership of the 
reform work is 
established among 
most of the faculty 
whereby a “collective  
efficacy” strengthens 
the work of all.
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Established 
Professional 
Learning 
Communities

Teacher 
community and 
the development 
of norms for 
collaboration are in 
process.

Norms of 
questioning and a 
shared language 
of instruction 
that advances the 
learning of the 
group are in place.

An established 
data-driven 
learning community 
focused on 
improving practice, 
responsibility for 
student learning, 
and accountability 
to the learning 
organization is in 
place.

The individuals for whom the use of data is most meaningful are students 

themselves. Teachers empower students when they engage them in 

managing their own learning data. Giving students the responsibility for 

their own learning motivates them to improve. It helps students realize that 

effort creates ability and that increased effort results in increased success. 

They learn that the capacity to learn is not fixed, but that it is malleable and 

they have some control over it. 

When students are involved in the assessment process and empowered 

with their own learning data, they are motivated and learning soars.28 The 

gains are so substantial that Black and William describe it as the most 

significant single intervention schools can implement.29 Rick Stiggins 

concurs:

“I have come to see that students also read, interpret, and most 

importantly, act on the data we generate with our assessments about 

their achievement. They make crucial decisions based on those data. 

I have come to understand that the decisions they make as users 

of assessment results exert far greater influence on their success 

as learners than do the decisions made by the adults, the parents, 

teachers, administrators, and policymakers around them.”30 

Lead4ward.com offers Learning Reports for every grade level to help 

students understand and use data about their learning. In these reports, 

students set goals and monitor their progress on improving their readiness 

and meeting TEKS standards. Students can identify their areas of strength, 

areas to improve, and get suggestions for what they can do to improve. 

SECTION 4
WHAT STUDENTS GAIN BY 
USING DATA
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Data from formative assessments provides teachers and students with 

information to accelerate learning.31 The day-to-day gathering of the 

ongoing flow of student progress data yields the greatest return in student 

learning. How Teachers Can Turn Data into Action, an ASCD publication 

by Daniel Venables, is a resource to guide the use of data to inform 

instruction. It provides tools for teachers to identify critical gaps in student 

learning, collaborate on solutions to close those gaps, and determine the 

next course of action.  

If effective data-informed instruction is so important, what prevents it from 

being the norm in all schools and districts? One dilemma facing school 

leaders is identifying which data to use and which changes to make.32, 33 

School leaders must be able to formulate predictions about performance 

on high-stakes testing. Consistent monitoring of performance data, 

combined with strategically matching the correct intervention with the 

correct student, eliminates guesswork. 

School leaders may grasp the importance of effective data use, yet 

still face barriers in implementing it. Some of the factors that impede 

implementation include cultural factors, such as the structure of the 

organization; technical factors, such as the skill level of the school leaders 

and the availability of data systems; and political factors, including the 

public accountability system and fears of reprisal.  

Four cultural factors that influence data use are

1. The influence of loosely coupled systems

2. A shift in focus from teaching to learning

3. Using data as opportunities for dialogue

4. Using data for inquiry and calibration

Of these, the first is most important. Loose coupling refers to the traditional 

isolation of classroom teachers, resulting in their near total discretion in 

what and how they teach. 

For decades, teachers had the freedom to choose their curricula and 

outsiders had limited influence on classroom practice.34 Furthermore, 

loose coupling meant teachers and administrators did not collaborate in 

decision making based on school-wide or classroom data. The tradition 

and culture of loose coupling is the key reason that reform efforts to 

introduce new, more effective teaching practices have difficulty taking 

root.

SECTION 5
CHALLENGES TO 
IMPLEMENTING THE USE 
OF QUALITY DATA TO DRIVE 
INSTRUCTION
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When teachers are isolated in this way, implementing the use of data to 

guide instruction is much more difficult. Devoid of structures that provide 

regular feedback, loosely coupled organizations are not conducive to 

collaboration based on the use of data.35, 36, 37 For this reason, reform 

efforts based on accountability are often seen as a threat to teacher and 

administrator autonomy. 

Outdated district information technology systems and principals who 

have inadequate skills using data also impede the implementation of 

data-driven instruction. Schools frequently get inaccessible or unusable 

data from the district, or they are poorly trained in using data. Principals 

may not have efficient data collections systems, and they seldom have the 

personnel to assist in these efforts. School leaders commonly complain 

that they lack the support, resources, time, and training they need to 

implement the use of quality data to drive instruction.

Political factors often lead to fears that make it difficult to create a positive 

and constructive culture around data use and instructional decision 

making. When using data is new at a school, facts can surface where myths 

may have long prevailed. This can threaten the social norms and traditions 

of the school. School performance ratings are now public knowledge, 

and school rankings can be compared within and across districts, creating 

fears of excessive outside scrutiny. Anecdotal examples of data being 

misinterpreted in teacher and principal evaluations heighten these fears. 

Lachat and Smith stress that effective data use should be motivated by a 

culture of inquiry, rather than a culture of fear.38

The table below, adapted from Wellman and Lipton, lists shifts that 

are driving school change. Within a school, individual teachers and 

administrators are often at different stages of each shift:

SHIFT FROM SHIFT TO

A teaching focus A learning focus

Teaching as a private practice Teaching as a collaborative practice

School improvement as an option School improvement as a requirement

Accountability Responsibility39



15

These shifts highlight the need to engage in dialogues about using data. 

These conversations can drive the development of a culture of inquiry. 

Principals and teachers can collaborate on strategies to define student 

work and learning standards, common rubrics, and instructional practices.

Discuss the three factors (cultural, technical, and political) that impede the 

use of quality data to drive instruction and identify those present in your 

school or district. Use the table below to do a SWOT analysis to identify 

strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats accompanying each of 

these challenges. Determine how your strengths and opportunities can 

significantly overcome areas of weakness and threat while realizing that 

it may not be possible to overcome them completely in the short term. 

Focus on strengths and opportunities to guide your work. 

STRENGTHS (INTERNAL FACTORS) WEAKNESSES (INTERNAL FACTORS)

OPPORTUNITIES (INTERNAL FACTORS)  THREATS (INTERNAL FACTORS)

“When one is open to critically examining assumptions, data 

can be a catalyst to discarding old frames of reference and 

embracing new ones” (Love, et al., 2008, p.12).40

It takes focused leadership to ensure that data are used effectively to 

measure and improve student learning. A significant barrier for data use 

is a lack of coherent vision within the school. This void may result from 

the lack of clear expectations regarding how data should be used, which 

data should be used, and which processes should be used to integrate 

data into a school’s decision making. Without a vision for organizational 

learning and structures to support collaboration, teachers may see these 

activities as voluntary and optional.41, 42, 43 The absence of a clear vision 

for teaching and learning creates an obstacle for generating a culture in 

which quality data drives learning. Once a clear vision is in place, systems, 

structures, and processes for effective data use must follow, to advance 

learning for all staff and students. 

What is your vision for using quality data to drive instruction?  If you do not 

have a clear vision, the next section will help you develop one. 

CALL TO ACTION

SECTION 6
REFLECTION
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SECTION 7
NEXT STEPS

In collaboration with your instructional leadership teams, use the following 

list to create a vision for using quality data to drive instruction in your 

school or district:

• Determine your current practices for using quality data. 

• Identify the systems and structures in place that support the use of 

quality data.

• Is leadership distributed in your school? Are teacher leaders involved 

in developing a vision for using quality data to drive instruction?

• Review the processes discussed in this resource. Which, if any, of 

these could bolster your current process for data use?

• How are summative assessment data used to identify and inform 

future instructional needs, curriculum revisions, programmatic 

improvements, and professional development?

Additional questions to consider are found in Appendix B of the TAIS 

Needs Assessment Guidance document.  

Using the TAIS framework, develop or enhance your plan for using quality 
data to improve instruction. The plan should include: 

• A vision that promotes data use

• A school- or district-wide process for data use

• A process for communicating the expectations for data use 

• A plan for monitoring the implementation of the use of quality data to 

drive instruction

• Improve Academic Performance

• Increase the Use of Quality Data to Drive Instruction

• Increase Leadership Effectiveness

• Increase Parent and Community Involvement 

• Increase Learning Time

• Improve School Climate

• Increase Teacher Quality

MAKING 
CONNECTIONS
TO OTHER CSFS
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As you go through the Resource Planning Guides, you will notice that the 
CSFs interact. Learning time, teacher quality, and leadership effectiveness 
all increase when the organization increases the use of quality data to drive 
instruction. These factors are critical for improving academic performance, 
and, as a result, school climate improves. Discuss examples that show how 
each factor affects the others. For example, how might increasing the use 
of quality data to drive instruction increase learning time?
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CALL TO ACTION

CSF PLANNING 
GUIDES ARE 
INTENDED TO

BEFORE GETTING 
STARTED

AFTER REVIEWING 
THIS GUIDE, 
RESPOND TO THE 
FOLLOWING

• Present supporting research that strengthens your knowledge and 

understanding of the CSF.

• Provide examples of processes and/or strategies to support your 

implementation of the Texas Accountability and Intervention 

Strategies (TAIS) framework to strengthen the CSFs on your campus.

• Assist with strategies to determine your strengths and weaknesses for 

each CSF.

• Identify specific next steps to implement on your campus.

• If you are working as a group, designate someone to take notes 

during the discussions to collect ideas and thoughts for your next 

steps. 

• Assign an individual to lead the action plan for leadership 

effectiveness. 

• Use the activities in the Next Steps section to gather data, identify 

problems, and determine root causes. 

• What new knowledge do I have about this CSF and how does this 

information influence my thinking?

• In what ways are the practices at my district/school aligned with 

strengthening this CSF? 

• What do we want to improve and what plan of action is needed to 

improve? 

• Organize an instructional leadership team meeting.

• To understand the team’s current understanding of this CSF, ask team 

members what they know about it and record their responses.

• Read this guide using a jigsaw or other text discussion protocol.

• Respond to questions or discussion prompts listed throughout the 

guide.

• Determine how you want to initiate learning more about the CSF 

in relation to the TAIS framework. For instance, you could assign 

team members to read and facilitate the discussions for the different 

sections of this guide.   

• Utilize the TAIS Guidance Documents at www.tcdss.net as a resource. 

They include details and specifics for the process. 
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LEADERSHIP 
EFFECTIVENESS
The TAIS framework for school improvement states: 
Leadership effectiveness targets the need for leadership 
on campus to exhibit characteristics and skills known to 
promote and implement positive educational change. 
Of the elements proven to have the greatest degree 
of impact on student achievement, school leadership 
is second only to classroom instruction. Examples of 
successful school turnaround efforts without effective 
leadership are rare.

“Leadership is not about 

personality; it’s about 

behavior” (Kouzes & Posner, 

2007).1

The expectations for America’s public schools have never been higher. 

In the past, public schools served as “sorting machines,” where only 

a few students were prepared for a postsecondary education, while 

most received a basic skills education.2,3 But the basic skills needed in 

the twentieth century will not prepare citizens for success in the twenty-

first century. New standards and accountability pressures are forcing 

leaders to think about implementing changes to school organization.4 

The transition of the primary function of the school leader from glorified 

building manager to professional learning leader is well documented. 

Within school organizations, research shows that leaders are second only 

to teachers in influencing learning.5 

This planning resource addresses leadership effectiveness in these six 

sections: 

• What is leadership effectiveness? 

• What do effective leaders do?

• How do you measure leadership effectiveness? 

• How do you increase leadership effectiveness? 

• Reflection

• Next steps  
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SECTION 1
WHAT IS LEADERSHIP 
EFFECTIVENESS?

According to Reeves, “Educational Leadership is more than a spot on a 

hierarchical organization chart.”6 Failing to consider leadership beyond the 

organization chart blinds us to what effective leadership truly is. Consider 

the following points taken from source material devoted to educational 

leadership. As you do, look for any common themes that emerge: 
• Sergiovanni argues that leadership is not about a specific individual 

and his or her traits. Rather, it is the norms, beliefs, and principles that 
the staff commits to and uses to form the culture of the school.7

• The successful educational leader today must understand that 
building a teacher learning community is necessary to reform the 
current system.8, 9, 10 

• A deeper concept of leadership distributed across the expertise of 
the district/school builds the learning organization.11, 12, 13 

• The “hero model” prevalent in our image of school leadership is not 
sustainable. Establishing collaborative teams provides the structure to 
support sustainable school improvement.14

• Donaldson offers a leadership model that is built on a collective 
relationship whereby each person in the school grows and learns 
from the others. Leadership is based on a relationship that mobilizes 
team members to accomplish the goals and purpose of the school or 
district.15  

• Linda Darling-Hammond stresses that the new professionalism in 
schools is building collective relationships and replacing the lone 
individual as the core of leadership.16 

• Knapp et al. define leadership for learning improvement as shared 
work and commitment that connect the effort and energy of multiple 
leaders to influence the direction of the school.17 

Consider and discuss these statements and questions:

• What common themes were identified regarding effective 

leadership? 

• What leadership behaviors or practices on your campus or district are 

in place to build relationships to mobilize the staff? 

• Describe the current behaviors or practices that indicate your staff 

members are not only responsible for their individual jobs, but share 

in the responsibility over school-wide concerns. 

• In what ways do your campus or district leadership practices align 

with thoughts on leadership effectiveness reflected above?

• How could leadership be further developed and distributed in your 

organization?

CALL TO ACTION
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A growing number of studies highlight that leadership practices better 

meet the needs of twenty-first century schools. These practices complement 

reform efforts in which active research guides the conversation and staff 

members are willing to try new practices to replace ineffective ones.18 

In this culture of inquiry, data becomes the spark for action and the 

foundation for collaboration. And in these kinds of learning communities, 

leadership is shared. 

Leithwood et al. identify three sets of practices that make up the core of 

successful leadership:19 
• Setting directions 

• Developing people  

• Redesigning the organization 

In the next few paragraphs look for examples of these core practices. 

In his book, Leverage Leadership, Bambrick-Sontoyo asserts that two 

major practices move schools: The first is a relentlessness about spending 

time on the most important things. The second is doing things obsessively 

well.20 Wagner affirms this second point: “Choose a priority and stay 

relentlessly focused on it.”21 Bambrick-Sontoyo describes seven “levers” 

and explains how they correspond to the fundamental question of what 

effective leaders should do, and how and when they should do it. These 

levers also apply to district leadership.22 

The Seven Levers

INSTRUCTIONAL LEVERS

1. Data-driven instruction. Define the road map for rigor and adapt teaching to meet 

students’ needs.  

2. Observation and feedback. Give all teachers professional, one-on-one coaching that 

increases their effectiveness as instructors.

3. Instructional planning. Guarantee every student well-structured lessons that teach the 

right content.

4. Professional development. Strengthen both culture and instruction with hands-on 

training that sticks.

CULTURAL LEVERS

5. Student culture. Create a strong culture where learning thrives.

6. Staff culture. Build and support the right team for your school.

7. Managing school leadership teams. Train instructional leaders to expand your impact 

across the school. 

SECTION 2
WHAT DO EFFECTIVE 
LEADERS DO?



6

The seven levers and tools for implementing them are addressed 

individually in Bambrick-Santoyo’s book. Note the alignment with the 

TAIS framework’s tenets of data analysis to drive instruction, improvement 

planning for instruction and professional development, as well as the 

CSFs to improve school climate, increase teacher quality, and increase the 

use of quality data to drive instruction. 

The process of building shared leadership teams is often called distributed 

leadership.23 The idea is that leaders should be distributed throughout the 

school. If leadership is influence, then dispersing leadership would mean 

more people are wielding influence to support reform efforts throughout 

the school. 

Distributed leadership requires abandoning the hero or charismatic model 

and relying on the concept of influence to rally the school around the goals 

for meaningful change.24,25 Research supports the value of distributed 

leadership. Spillane et al., Copland, and Wagner, however, caution that 

the process takes time.26,27,28 It starts with small groups of teachers talking 

about curriculum and student work, moves to observing other classrooms, 

and then moves to using data to inform changes in classroom practice. 

Again, there are specific leadership practices that will influence and guide 

this development. As shared leadership expands, the faculty should come 

to “own” the work of reform, rather than merely “buying in.” Wagner 

says leaders need the skills to create an atmosphere for all of the faculty 

members to gain a new understanding of their craft.29 They create the 

work, and as a result, they own the work.

Effective leaders also adopt a learner-centered approach that 

acknowledges the significant influence quality teaching has on student 

learning.30 The findings on learner-centered leadership can be divided 

into two sets: behavioral and organizational. Behaviors that characterize 

learner-centered leaders are modeling, monitoring, and dialogue. These 

behaviors are what teachers say they value and expect in an effective leader. 

The organizational aspects are defined by the structures and systems that 

the leaders design and deploy to ensure that the learning organization 

created in the school is sustainable.30 Fullan says that leadership training 

for teachers can be more effective when the principal participates as a 

learner, too.31 
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CALL TO ACTION
Consider these questions to guide a discussion about how effective 

leadership relates to your school’s or district’s situation: 

• What specific research-based practices can be developed in school 

leaders?

• How do you think distributed or shared leadership would work in 

your school?

• Of the leadership practices in your organization, which are effective 

and which could be strengthened or more fully developed?

• Which practices discussed in this guide might be worthwhile for your 

campus or district to adopt?

• How do you think learner-centered leadership could increase 

leadership effectiveness in your school?

• What would be needed to build the practice of distributed/shared 

leadership at your school? (Examples might be shared time, meeting 

spaces, or other resources.)

The Texas Center for District and School Support (TCDSS) and The Texas 

Education Agency (TEA) developed the Principal Retention Framework. 

Though its primary purpose is to evaluate the behaviors and practices 

of principals at schools with an “improvement required” rating, it offers 

effective guidelines for improving leadership effectiveness in all school 

leaders, regardless of school rating. (You can download the document 

at www.tcdss.net/tcdss/docs/TAIS%20Multi%20Year%20Training%20

Materials%202014/ACCT_Principal_Retention_Framework.pdf. It is 

crucial that districts develop and support these practices to foster school 

improvement and success.

The Principal Retention Framework addresses the TAIS CSFs as well as the 

Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) Turnaround Principles. 

School performance profiles and outcomes (and thus leadership 

effectiveness) are measured through:

• Academic measures: Include STAAR, EOC, and Curriculum-Based 

Assessment (CBA) and/or Benchmark Results.

• Teacher Effectiveness: Includes the extent to which the principal 

takes actions (as described in the framework) to initiate dramatic 

improvement efforts in the school.

• Key Turnaround Leader Actions: Include the extent at which the 

principal has engaged in specific actions defined in the framework. 

The Turnaround Leaders Actions include: 

SECTION 3
MEASURING LEADERSHIP 
EFFECTIVENESS



8

DRIVING FOR RESULTS

Concentrate on Big, Fast Payoffs in Year 1: Turnaround leaders concentrate on a few 

changes to achieve early, visible wins. They do this to achieve success in an important area, 

motivate others for further change, and reduce resistance by those who oppose change.

Implement Practices Even if They Require Deviation: Turnaround leaders depart from 

organization norms or rules when needed to achieve early wins. In a failing organization, 

existing practices often contribute to failure. This shows that changes can lead to success.

Require All Staff to Change: When turnaround leaders implement an action plan, change 

is mandatory, not optional.

Make Necessary Staff Replacements: Successful turnaround leaders typically do not 

replace all or most staff but often replace some senior leaders. After initial turnaround 

success, staff members who do not make needed changes either leave or are removed by 

the leader.

Focus on Successful Tactics and Halt Others: Successful turnaround leaders quickly discard 

tactics that do not work and spend more money and time on tactics that work. This pruning 

and growing process focuses limited resources where they will best improve results.

Do Not Tout Progress as Ultimate Success: Turnaround leaders are not satisfied with partial 

success. They report progress, but keep the organization focused on high goals. When a 

goal is met, they are likely to raise the bar. Merely better is not good enough.

INFLUENCING INSIDE AND OUTSIDE THE ORGANIZATION

Communicate a Positive Vision: Turnaround leaders motivate others to contribute their 

discretionary effort by communicating a clear picture of success and its benefits.

Help Staff Personally Feel Problems: Turnaround leaders use various tactics to help 

staff members empathize with–or “put themselves in the shoes of”—those whom they 

serve. This helps staff members feel the problems that the status quo is causing and feel 

motivated to change.

Gain Support of Key Influencers: Turnaround leaders gain support of trusted influencers 

among staff and community and then work through these people to influence others.

Silence Critics with Speedy Success: Early, visible wins are used not just for success in their 

own right, but to make it harder for others to oppose further change. This reduces leader 

time spent addressing “politics” and increases time spent managing for results.

MEASURING, AND REPORTING (AND IMPROVING)

Measure and Report Progress Frequently: Turnaround leaders set up systems to measure 

and report interim results often. This enables rapid discarding of failed tactics and 

increasing successful tactics essential for fast results.

Require Decision Makers to Share Data and Problem Solve: Turnaround leaders share key 

staff results visibly to highlight those who do not change and reward those who do and 

succeed. This shifts meetings from blaming and excuses to problem solving.
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Source: School Turnarounds: A Review of the Cross-Sector Evidence on 
Dramatic Organization Improvement, Public Impact for the Center on 
Innovation and Improvement (2007), and Turnarounds with New Leaders 
and Staff, Public Impact for the Center for Comprehensive School Reform 
and Improvement (2006).

Districts committed to raising student achievement make an 

equally strong commitment to finding and developing skilled 

school leaders. They identify competencies for practice and 

use those competencies to shape supervision, evaluation, 

and professional development.32

• Discuss the turnaround practices identified in the Principal Retention 

Framework. Identify behaviors that would be evidence for each 

indicator. 

• Which practices or behaviors listed in the framework are employed at 

your school or district?  

• How do the practices identified in the framework align with the TAIS 

framework?

• The framework focuses on the principal. How might shared/

distributed and learner-centered leadership assist in meeting the 

indicators listed? 

School improvement is not a single transformative event; it is a process. 

Effective leaders understand the importance of this process. John Kotter 

studied leaders and organizations for over three decades and found that 

effective leadership is rooted in eight stages of change that build on each 

other to form a process for leading transformational change. Kotter also 

identified the predictable pitfalls that can undermine each stage.33 The 

following table presents Kotter’s Eight Stages of Change. An additional 

column highlights actions in the TAIS continuous improvement process 

that align with each stage. Review the table and then see the Call to Action 

that follows.

CALL TO ACTION

SECTION 4
HOW DO YOU 
INCREASE LEADERSHIP 
EFFECTIVENESS?
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KOTTER’S STAGES ACTIONS NEEDED TAIS ACTIONS PITFALLS

Establish a sense of 
urgency.

Examine market 
and competitive 
realities for potential 
crisis and untapped 
opportunities.
Convince at least 
75% of your 
managers that the 
status quo is more 
dangerous than the 
unknown.

Understand the 
state accountability 
system and the rigor 
of STAAR relative 
to your current 
performance.

Collect data and 
conduct a data 
analysis.

Conduct a SWOT 
analysis (Strengths, 
Weaknesses, 
Opportunities, and 
Threats) and develop 
problem statements.

Underestimating the 
difficulty of driving 
people from their 
comfort zones.
Becoming paralyzed 
by risks.

Form a powerful 
guiding coalition.

Assemble a group of 
people with shared 
commitment and 
enough power to 
lead the change 
effort.

Encourage them 
to work as a team 
outside the normal 
hierarchy. 

Organize a group of 
people with the will 
and skill to lead the 
change.
Identify problems, 
perform a needs 
assessment, and 
identify root causes.

Distribute and 
share leadership 
to increase 
effectiveness.

No prior experience 
and or norms for 
teamwork.

Create a vision. Create a vision to 
direct the change 
effort.

Develop strategies 
for realizing that 
vision.

Create a vision and 
develop annual 
goals and strategies 
to achieve the 
vision (the TAIS 
Improvement Plan).

Creating/presenting 
a vision that’s 
too complicated 
or vague to be 
communicated in 5 
minutes.

Communicating the 
vision.

Use every vehicle 
possible to 
communicate 
the new vision 
and strategies for 
achieving it.

Teach new behaviors 
by the example 
of the guiding 
coalition.

Utilize the team to 
model behaviors to 
reach the goals.

Constantly 
communicate the 
vision, goals, and 
strategies through 
ongoing monitoring 
and data displays.

Undercommunicat-
ing the vision.

Behaving in ways 
antithetical to the 
vision.
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KOTTER’S 
STAGES

ACTIONS NEEDED TAIS ACTIONS PITFALLS

Empower 
others to act 
on the vision.

Remove or alter 
systems or structures 
that undermine the 
vision.

Encourage risk taking 
and nontraditional 
ideas, activities, and 
actions. 

Implement and 
monitor strategies 
aimed at reaching 
goals (the TAIS 
Improvement Plan).

Use successes to 
reinvigorate the 
change process.

Encourage risk taking.

Failing to remove 
powerful individuals 
who resist the change 
effort.

Plan for and 
create short-
term wins.

Define and engineer 
visible performance 
improvements.

Recognize and 
reward employees’ 
contributions to those 
improvements.

Monitor effective use 
of data.

Celebrate all progress 
and recognize those 
who are making the 
progress.

Leaving short-term 
successes to chance; 
failing to score 
successes early 
enough.

Consolidate 
improvements 
and produce 
more change.

Use increased 
credibility from 
early wins to change 
systems, structures, 
and policies that 
undermine the vision.

Hire, promote, and 
develop employees 
who can implement 
the vision.

Reinvigorate the 
change process with 
new projects and 
change agents. 

Utilize successes 
to inspire needed 
progress in each of 
the Critical Success 
Factors.

Build and recognize 
teacher quality.

Declaring victory 
too soon, with the 
first improvement. 
Allowing resisters to 
convince “troops” that 
the war has been won.

Institutionalize 
new 
approaches.

Articulate connections 
between new 
behaviors and 
corporate success. 

Create leadership 
development and 
succession plans 
consistent with the 
new approach.

Articulate connections 
between new 
behaviors, adult 
learning, and 
students’ success. 

Use TAIS improvement 
plan quarterly reports 
to examine the impact 
of the interventions.

Increase leadership 
capacity.

Not creating new 
social norms and 
shared values 
consistent with 
changes.

Promoting people into 
leadership positions 
who don’t personify 
the new approach.
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Thoughts and questions for discussion:

• Compare Kotter’s Eight Stages of Change to the characteristics of a 

turnaround leader identified in the Principal Retention Framework. 

What concepts overlap?  

• Describe areas of strength at your school/district that will support 

turnaround practices aligned with Kotter’s Eight Stages of Change. 

• How might the Eight Stages of Change and the turnaround 

characteristics support increasing leadership effectiveness? 

• Which of the pitfalls Kotter lists might be encountered in your district 

or school? 

Discuss the following quote as you think about the change process and 

the current situation in your district or school. How does addressing the 

CSF to increase leadership effectiveness address the challenges noted in 

the quote?  

“To lead is to live dangerously because when leadership counts, when you 

lead people through difficult change, you challenge what people hold 

dear—their daily habits, tools, loyalties and ways of thinking—with nothing 

more to offer perhaps than a possibility. People push back when you 

disturb the personal and institutional equilibrium they know. And people 

resist in all kinds of creative and unexpected ways that can get you taken 

out of the game; pushed aside, undermined, or eliminated.”34 

Doug Reeves stresses the value of building networks of teacher leaders 

within the school. He asserts that principals who develop such leadership 

networks realize that effective leadership is about influence and not 

job titles.35 Teachers don’t just have influence over students; they have 

influence over fellow teachers and school leaders as well. Teacher leaders 

are the seeds that help schools grow beyond the “lone ranger” approach 

to leadership to a more effective model centered on collaborative teacher 

learning communities. Schools that are dependent on the principal as 

the sole leader are vulnerable if the principal should leave. If a principal 

builds leadership capacity, the organization continues to thrive even 

if the principal leaves. In other words, shared/distributed leadership 

increases the sustainability of healthy collaborative learning communities. 

Spillane, Halverson, and Diamond support the view that developing 

distributed leadership is the most appropriate way to develop leadership 

effectiveness.36 

CALL TO ACTION

SECTION 5
REFLECTION
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CALL TO ACTION
Read the quote below and discuss its relevance for your school or district:

“The principal’s role is to lead the school’s teachers in a process of 

learning to improve their teaching, while learning alongside them 

about what works and what doesn’t. The nature of this new, much 

more powerful leadership role is becoming increasingly clear.”37

• Review the Principal Retention Framework and Kotter’s Eight Stages 

of Change. 

• List the practices outlined in them that are present in your school or 

district and those that you wish were present.

 − Prioritize and list those that you plan to improve or implement.

• Review the prioritized list you created and identify the top two or 

three priorities. 

• Use the TAIS resource guide to complete a needs assessment to 

determine your root causes.  

• Based on the root causes you identified, determine an overall strategy 

and then establish an annual goal.  

• The Improvement Planning Template provides a tool for determining 

interventions to support achieving your goal. Refer to the Guidance 

for the Texas Accountability Intervention System: Improvement 

Plan Guidance as a resource. It includes details and specifics of the 

process. The resource can be found at www.tcdss.net.

• Improve Academic Performance

• Increase the Use of Quality Data to Drive Instruction

• Increase Leadership Effectiveness

• Increase Parent and Community Involvement

• Increase Learning Time

• Improve School Climate 

• Increase Teacher Quality

SECTION 6
NEXT STEPS

MAKING 
CONNECTIONS
TO OTHER CSFS
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CALL TO ACTION

CSF PLANNING 
GUIDES ARE 
INTENDED TO

BEFORE GETTING 
STARTED

AFTER REVIEWING 
THIS GUIDE, 
RESPOND TO THE 
FOLLOWING

• Present supporting research that strengthens your knowledge and 

understanding of the CSF.

• Provide examples of processes and/or strategies to support your 

implementation of the Texas Accountability and Intervention 

Strategies (TAIS) framework to strengthen the CSFs on your campus.

• Assist with strategies to determine your strengths and weaknesses for 

each CSF.

• Identify specific next steps to implement on your campus.

• If you are working as a group, designate someone to take notes 

during the discussions to collect ideas and thoughts for your next 

steps. 

• Assign an individual to lead the action plan for increasing learning 

time. 

• Use the activities in the Next Steps section to gather data, identify 

problems, and determine root causes. 

• What new knowledge do I have about this CSF, and how does this 

information influence my thinking?

• In what ways are the practices at my district/school aligned with 

strengthening this CSF? 

• What do we want to improve, and what plan of action is needed to 

improve it? 

• Organize an instructional leadership team meeting.

• To understand the team’s current understanding of this CSF, ask team 

members what they know about it and record their responses.

• Read this guide using a jigsaw or other text discussion protocol.

• Respond to questions or discussion prompts listed throughout the 

guide.

• Determine how you want to initiate learning more about the CSF 

in relation to the TAIS framework. For instance, you could assign 

team members to read and facilitate the discussions for the different 

sections of this guide.   

• Utilize the TAIS Guidance Documents at www.tcdss.net as a resource. 

They include details and specifics for the process. 



3

INCREASED 
LEARNING TIME
The TAIS framework for school improvement states: 
Research promotes a three-pronged approach to 
increased learning time that includes the following 
elements: (a) increased academic learning time, (b) 
increased enrichment activities, and (c) increased teacher 
collaboration and professional development. Increased 
learning time necessitates strategies that maximize the 
number of sustained, engaging instructional minutes-- 
the result of which is “higher academic achievement, 
especially for disadvantaged students.”2,3 To be utilized 
successfully, increased learning time must be applied 
strategically. Effective strategies include providing a 
rigorous, well-rounded education that prepares students 
for college, thus improving teacher training; improving 
and aligning the curriculum; reducing distractions, year-
round schedules, and block scheduling; using the time 
for teachers to thoroughly analyze and respond to data; 
and setting aside time to coach and develop teachers 
in ways that continuously strengthen their instructional 
practices.

“Common sense tells us that 

when it comes to learning, 

time matters. An individual 

simply cannot become more 

proficient in any given area 

without committing a certain 

amount of time to grasping 

new content, practicing 

and honing skills, and then 

applying knowledge and 

skills to realizing specific 

aims. Think of the chess 

master who plays match 

after match to improve 

his game or the scientist 

who toils long hours in her 

laboratory to unlock the 

mysteries of an intricate 

phenomenon. For them, 

becoming more adept in 

their chosen field is the 

result, in large part, of the 

time they invest.”1

The past decades have witnessed the evolution of the standards 

movement from a focus on basic graduation requirements to a focus  on 

robust curriculum efforts, standardized testing, new standards for teacher 

qualifications, and an emphasis on monitoring student learning. The 

national on the performance of public schools has triggered a growing 

interest in changing traditional school practices to meet the demands of 

the new standards. Mandates and standards from the federal and state 

levels are intensifying the pressures on schools for all students to learn at 

a high level.

Education policy has shifted. Now school and district leaders are 

expected to place less emphasis on personnel management and more 

on accountability and responsibility for student academic performance. 

These new expectations have transformed education. As noted by Levine, 

“This turns the world of schooling upside down: Universal standards 
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replace universal processes; learning becomes more important than 

instruction; and the student takes center stage from the teacher.”4 In turn, 

these pressures are prompting schools and districts to consider how 

schools are organized and how to change policies and procedures to 

increase student achievement.5

As a result, learning time is now viewed in new ways and with new 

acronyms: extended learning opportunities (ELO), out of school time 

(OST), extended learning time (ELT) and increased learning time (ILT). 

Regardless of the acronym, the assertion behind extended learning time 

is simple: to improve student learning, you need to increase learning time 

for students and teachers. 

School leaders may relate to Michael Altshuler, a motivational speaker, 

who said, “The bad news is time flies. The good news is you’re the pilot.” 

As a school leader, you are indeed flying the plane. 

This planning guide addresses increasing learning time in these seven 

sections: 

• Time as a focus for reform

• Research review

• Promising practices

• Utilizing time as a reform tool

• Assessing effectiveness

• Reflection

• Next steps

Although the focus of this document is increasing learning time, the 

seven CSFs overlap and intermingle as a school or district moves toward 

continuous improvement. For example, effective use of quality data is 

vital for determining how time is utilized. Effective leadership and teacher 

quality significantly influence the effectiveness of learning time, resulting 

in improving academic performance. A deeper understanding of the 

influence of each CSF will increase your awareness of how these factors 

work together.  
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There is a growing body of research that supports what seems like common 

sense to most educators: the more time students spend on a topic, the 

more learning occurs. Well before A Nation at Risk was published in 1983, 

there was evidence that the traditional school calendar did not meet 

the needs of impoverished children.6 There has been a rising interest 

nationwide in expanding learning time, particularly in schools with high 

rates of children living in poverty. Elena Silva identifies the current school 

calendar “as antiquated and limiting in providing the depth of learning 

students need to raise their level of achievement.”7 In the 1960s, most US 

schools followed a schedule of 170–180 days and 6 ½ hours. The majority 

of schools adhere to this conventional schedule today. Children living in 

poverty often begin school with learning gaps that only widen over the 

years. According to Silva and Headden, we should not be surprised by 

the growing achievement gaps; the current design of the calendar almost 

guarantees a gap.8 

 

Public school and district data have increased concerns about educational 

equity and accountability. Newer types of external accountability data 

(e.g., campus ratings by the state, graduation rates aligned to National 

Center for Educational Statistics standards and NCLB performance data) 

has furthered calls for change. A 1994 federal report, “Prisoners of Time,” 

triggered several learning time reform initiatives.9 But these random efforts, 

adding tutoring time or extending time for various subjects, yielded little 

data that showed any difference had been made.

In 2009, the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act (ARRA) brought 

“more time for learning” to the front of the national education reform 

agenda again. Increased learning time became an eligibility requirement 

for certain federal grants. Several states and cities are instituting different 

models for expanding time as a result. Although adding learning time 

appears to be simple, the relationship between time and learning is 

complex. Paramount to the time and learning relationship is addressing 

the following: quality (what we do with time) as well as quantity (how much 

time) and recognizing the educational and the political ramifications of 

using time as a reform tool. 

Consider and discuss these questions:

• How can schools provide learning opportunities for children in 

poverty that replicate the experiences more privileged children 

receive?

CALL TO ACTION

SECTION 1
TIME AS A FOCUS FOR 
REFORM
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• How can time be used differently to serve the needs of impoverished 

students?

• Why are most states, districts, and schools resistant to changing 

school calendars? 

The literature makes clear that just adding time will not make a difference 

in student learning.10 Several researchers note that adding time only 

makes a difference if it is used to engage students in academic learning 

aligned to their needs. This section will highlight key research on efforts 

aimed at increasing both the quality and the quantity of learning time.

There is abundant research to support extended learning time. The 

following highlight the key research findings with the references provided 

for further examination.

• Targeting low-income students is the most cost-effective and 

beneficial focus for time reform. These students are in need of 

additional learning opportunities.  Additionally, wealthy parents do 

not favor extended time in schools as do low-income parents.11

• A study of charter schools identified that 300 hours of additional 

instructional time and high-dosage tutoring were strong predictors 

for advancing student achievement.12 

• Data from several studies demonstrated that the more time spent in 

reading and math classes, the higher the scores; Increased time spent 

engaged in learning predicted 36 percent of test score variance 

among the lowest performers.13

• Through focus groups, teachers in schools that extended learning 

time identified the following benefits:

 − Coverage of more material and examining topics in greater depth

 − Completing, reinforcing, and extending lessons

 − Setting context and repeating content, if necessary

 − Answering students’ questions

 − Discussing and reflecting on lessons14 

Despite the limitation on research to measure the effect of increasing 

time for learning, the examples above, as well as other studies, provide 

information that adding time has the potential to advance student 

learning.15, 16

SECTION 2
RESEARCH REVIEW
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SECTION 3
PROMISING PRACTICES

Research and practice specify that adding time can benefit students if the 

following are in place:

• More time devoted to enrichment classes and activities that enhance 

students’ educational experiences and engagement in school. 

• More dedicated time for teacher collaboration and job-embedded 

professional development that enable educators to strengthen 

instruction and develop a shared commitment to high expectations. 

(Details are provided for increasing teacher learning time in the 

following CSFs resource planning guides: Increase Leadership 

Effectiveness, Increase Teacher Quality and Increase the Use of 

Quality Data to Drive Instruction.)

The following examples, taken from Wallace Foundation National Forum’s 

Reimagining the School Day: More Time for Learning, illustrate how several 

schools are increasing learning time in innovative ways:17

THE FIFTH QUARTER

By Memorial Day, most public school students are starting to wrap up their studies and 
looking forward to a summer break that can stretch beyond Labor Day. Not so in Cincinnati. 
To arrest learning loss and provide a seamless transition from one grade to the next, the 
school district has added four weeks to the school year. The Fifth Quarter, as the bonus time 
is known, runs for a full school day, from 7:45 a.m. to 2:15 p.m., but it’s a very different 
kind of day. In the morning, students focus on core subjects like reading, language arts and 
math. The afternoon brings enrichment programs including art, music and environmental 
education, as well as activities that reinforce reading and math. The schools look to the 
community to help program the afternoons, often with outdoor activities like exploring 
neighborhoods or working in a community garden. 

Cincinnati is jump-starting students on the other end of summer, too: Students in 
the district’s four lowest-performing schools head back to the classrooms two weeks 
early in August. Teachers are paid extra for the work, and before school ends in June 
students are given plenty of reminders of the schedule, including T-shirts. “We have 
tried every gimmick we could think of to get them to show up,” Cincinnati Public Schools 
Superintendent Mary Ronan said. By September, students are ready to go and already 
familiar with their teachers and with the goals they are expected to reach. 

The Fifth Quarter program is taking place at 16 low-performing schools and unlike summer 
school, it isn’t viewed as remediation. Rather, it’s seen as a boost to learning, even an 
academic acceleration. Attendance, though voluntary, is strongly encouraged. 

The Fifth Quarter was originally funded by the federal Title I program for high-poverty 
schools as well as by other federal, state and local programs, and donations from local 
businesses and community groups such as the United Way. Government funds pay for the 
morning program, and the private groups pay for the afternoon. In summer 2011, private 
funds were expected to pay for 40 percent of the program. 
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Although the district is still evaluating the Fifth Quarter, attendance numbers so far 
are encouraging. In recent years, generally no more than 750 students signed up for 
traditional summer school, Ronan said. Last year, the Fifth Quarter attracted 2,000 
students.

SCHOOL OF ONE

Time has long been a constant in K-12 schools. Most follow a schedule that was designed 
100 years ago and measures progress by the hours sitting in a classroom. An innovative 
middle school math program in New York City turns this concept on its head, making time 
a variable and pacing instruction around students’ individual progress. At the School of 
One, each student gets his or her own lesson plan. Students are assessed every day, and 
based on the results, they either move ahead or spend more time mastering what they 
need to. Lessons are tailored to their strengths, weaknesses, interests and learning styles. 

Joel Rose, the program’s former CEO who is now leading an independent effort to spread 
the concept nationally, offers an example of how the concept works. Students report to 
a big open math lab and check for their names on overhead monitors that look like the 
screens displaying flight schedules at the airport. They then go to one of about 15 different 
stations, with locally inspired names like “Statue of Liberty” or “Staten Island” where, 
based on their individual progress, they might engage one-on-one with a teacher, do a 
worksheet, play a computer math game or be tutored in a group. 

School of One’s built-in efficiency results in costs that are not necessarily higher than a 
traditional classroom’s. Now operating in three schools, the program is funded by nearly 
a dozen private and government funders, including a $5 million Investing in Innovation 
grant from the United States Department of Education. A small 2010 evaluation comparing 
students who participated in School of One’s after-school and in-school programs with 
those who did not, found that, on average, School of One students “significantly” out-
performed the others.

BOOKS AND CYBERSPACE: UNCHAINING LEARNING FROM TRADITIONAL SCHEDULES

Not all designs for expanded learning are about stretching the school year and school 
day. Some involve learning unchained from scheduling or place. One such effort is 
Project READS (Reading Enhances Achievement During the Summer), which supplies 
disadvantaged elementary school children with summer reading books matched to their 
reading level and interests, along with end-of-the-school-year reading help from their 
teachers, with an emphasis on parental involvement and other features. Early research 
on this relatively low-cost program, developed at Harvard University, suggests it can help 
stave off summer learning loss in reading. 

Digital technology holds promise as well. New York’s pioneering School of One, now 
aiming for expansion with a $5 million federal grant, customizes math instruction around 
students’ individual progress. Students are assessed with a short online quiz every day, 
and based on the results and other factors, such as how individual students learn best, 
they either move ahead or are taught the same content the next day with a different 
method. They may be directed to engage one-on-one with a teacher, do a worksheet, play 
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a computer math game or be tutored in a group. “This is about changing what teaching 
looks like and what learning looks like,” said School of One founder Joel Rose, who is now 
leading a national organization to replicate the concept. “It’s about changing the whole 
design of delivery.” 

Public television, long a player in education, has been expanding its reach by making the 
most of the latest technology. Ted Libbey of the PBS Foundation said the organization is 
creating games, iPad applications and other after-school-friendly materials that include 
videos, like one of former Beatle Ringo Starr offering a short history of drumming. 

Whether they rely on old-fashioned books or the newest apps, expanded-time programs 
can rise or fall based on the content of their materials, so program leaders must choose 
their teaching tools well. One key to Project READS, for example, is the distribution of 
books that kids genuinely like to read.

Forum participants said that digital content in particular often disappoints, amounting to 
little more than textbooks put online. “We need to be more student-centered,” said Randy 
Barth, CEO of THINK Together, a leading California after-school program provider. “The 
power of technology is to flip that.” How do you decide on content? How do you match 
content to standards? And how do you know how well it’s working? These are all questions 
awaiting answers.

Gaberieli identifies ten strategies essential for successfully expanding 

learning time, particularly for students of poverty:18 

1. Allot a sufficiently large amount of expanded time.

2. Integrate expanded time into a redesigned overall schedule.

3. Allocate expanded time to a balanced program.

4. Prioritize and focus expanded time.

5. Change the schedule for all students.

6. Engage in a school-wide planning process.

7. Focus on strengthening core instruction and personalizing learning.

8. Offer engaging enrichment and opportunities for both exposure and 

mastery.

9. Promote effective teacher collaboration and professional 

development.

10. Change student and teacher beliefs and behaviors. 

For additional information, visit the National Center on Time and Learning 

at www.timeandlearning.org. The site offers information to bolster learning 

for school leaders, including videos, articles, school profiles, tools, and 

publications for assisting K–12 schools. 
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Organize the key stakeholders, teacher leaders, parents, and community 

members and use the following table to guide discussion, reflection, and 

thoughtful decision making. (Table retrieved July 23, 2013 from “Extended 

Learning and Time,” www.mass2020.org.)19

HOW IS TIME CURRENTLY 
USED?

One common thread in increased learning time is that 

time in and of itself is not the solution. More time does 

not necessarily lead to more learning. What the program 

does with the time is the critical variable. This means that 

conversations about extended learning time should start 

with an introspective look at how time is used currently. (For 

example, how much time do students spend on tasks? How 

much time is spent on non instructional activities?)

WHAT DO STAKEHOLDERS 

THINK ABOUT 

INCREASING LEARNING 

TIME?

Different communities have different needs and preferences 

when it comes to increased learning time. National data 

suggests there are dramatic differences in what families 

from diverse income brackets want and need from extended 

learning time programs, particularly after school. Before 

implementing an extended learning time program, aim to 

learn more about what your school community needs/prefers 

by soliciting stakeholder feedback through surveys and focus 

groups. 

WHAT IS THE DESIRED 

OUTCOME?

Before saying yes to increased learning time and starting 

program design, be sure the district’s goals and outcomes 

are clear. Why is increasing learning time a good fit for your 

school or district? What outcomes do you expect? Based 

on these goals and outcomes, what mix of students should 

participate? What metrics will be used to evaluate success?

Frequently, cost is an obstacle for schools seeking to increase learning 

time. If this is the case for your school, consider exploring how new 

partnerships, technologies, and other resources might help overcome cost 

concerns. Some schools have managed to finance increased learning time 

initiatives by utilizing community and institutional resources.20 Consider 

funding sources such as Title I, 21st Century Community Learning Centers, 

health or juvenile justice funding, the Child Care and Development Fund, 

and AmeriCorps.

CALL TO ACTION

SECTION 4
UTILIZING TIME AS A 
REFORM TOOL
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It is important to gather and document reliable information about innovative 

uses of time—and to learn from it. When schools increase learning time, 

they are often involved in other reform efforts. As a result, isolating the 

impact of extended learning time can be difficult. However, decades of 

research show that well-implemented and well-structured initiatives to 

increase learning time can deliver positive outcomes. Effective extended 

learning time programs have been shown to decrease the learning loss 

students might otherwise experience over the summer or after extended 

breaks and impact attitude and attendance.20, 21  

A lukewarm response to increasing learning time may be due in part 

to the fact that some studies measuring its effectiveness have lacked 

control groups. This also makes it complicated to link positive outcomes 

specifically to extended learning time. These challenges do not mean 

that efforts to increase learning time should be abandoned, only that they 

should be thoughtfully planned, tailored to the needs of the students, and 

include metrics for measuring success built-in. 

A purposeful focus at the school and district level for tracking time and 

assessing results could provide data on the effect of increased learning 

time. At the classroom level, teachers should analyze how time is spent 

on varying instructional methods and the corresponding academic 

results. This analysis will help identify the strengths and weaknesses in 

their pedagogy. Without explicit focus connecting the extended learning 

time to improvements in student learning, it will be difficult to establish 

causality. 

“What matters most are those catalytic moments when 

students are absorbed in instructional activities that are 

adequately challenging, yet allow them to experience 

success. Only when time is used more effectively will adding 

more of it begin to result in improved learning outcomes.”22

Consider the quote above, the research review, and the various ways 

to assess and use time, then discuss the following questions to further 

your thinking about how you will use increased learning time as a tool for 

improving student academic progress and teacher effectiveness:

SECTION 5
ASSESSING EFFECTIVENESS

SECTION 6
REFLECTION
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• What systems or processes does your school or district have for 

determining the optimal learning time for students and teachers? 

How does your district or campus monitor their effectiveness?

• Is data used to inform decisions around learning time, instructional 

planning, and enrichment activities? What data are collected? 

• How is your school or district maximizing instructional time? How 

does your school or district ensure these efforts are achieving the 

desired results? What impact have the actions had on improving 

student achievement? 

• What enrichment activities are available at your district/campus? 

(Enrichment activities include instruction and programming in 

subjects other than the four core academic subjects.) How does your 

school or district ensure these activities are producing results? 

• What is your system or process for providing staff collaborative 

planning time? How does your school or district ensure actions are 

achieving the desired results? 

• What does your school or district perceive as strengths in its systems 

or processes for increasing learning time? 

• What opportunities do you see for increasing learning time at your 

school or district?

The UCLA famed basketball coach John Wooden exclaimed, 

"If you don't have time to do it right, when will you have time 

to do it over?"

Use the TAIS continuous improvement process to identify problem 

statements and root causes. Establish a team or identify an individual 

leader for this process. Use the notes taken throughout your review of this 

planning guide and refer back to the Calls to Action to guide the following 

steps:  

• Determine how much time is spent on academic instruction in a given 

school day and in a given class period. Use these time categories, as 

identified by Silva, to determine how time is used in schools:23

 − Allocated school time: Time students are required to be in school

 − Allocated class time: Time students are required to be in class 

 − Instructional time: Time spent on academic instruction

 − Academic learning time: Time students are actively engaged in 
learning 

SECTION 7
NEXT STEPS
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• Determine how much time is lost to: classroom distractions, 

interruptions from announcements, ineffective classroom 

management, pacing problems, poor quality teaching, field trips 

unrelated to the curriculum, testing schedules, extracurricular 

activities, and other distractions.

• Identify how well teachers are able to cover the curriculum within 

existing time constraints. Classroom walkthrough data, meeting 

with teachers to gather information, and benchmark and state 

assessments could provide data to determine the time available to 

cover the curriculum. You should also determine if the curriculum is 

aligned with the TEKS.

• Establish whether problems stem from ineffective teaching or 

poor curriculum coverage relative to state standards. Classroom 

walkthrough data, meeting with teachers to gather information, PLC 

planning protocols, lesson planning templates, and benchmark and 

state assessments could provide data to determine the problem.

• Determine how much time teachers have to plan high-quality, 

rigorous lessons aligned to the state standards and how this time 

is structured. If PLCs are in place, what data determines if they are 

effective? Who provides support and guidance for the PLC meetings? 

What student learning data do teachers utilize to inform their lesson 

planning?

• Establish or refine the process for ensuring that all students arrive 

in the morning on time. Create or strengthen the procedures and 

interventions for students who are not attending school.

• Communicate clear expectations for ensuring that all teachers have 

efficient instructional procedures and expectations for beginning and 

ending class.

• Improve Academic Performance 

• Increase the Use of Quality Data to Drive Instruction 

• Increase Leadership Effectiveness 

• Increase Family/Community Engagement 

• Increase Learning Time 

• Improve School Climate 

• Increase Teacher Quality

MAKING 
CONNECTIONS
TO OTHER CSFS
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As you review each of the CSF resource guides, notice how they 

intermingle, interact, and blend together. When the organization increases 

learning time, other factors are involved. Data is used to determine quality 

of learning time. Increased learning time influences how teachers work 

together (teacher quality, school climate, and leadership effectiveness).  

These factors are critical to improving academic performance. Discuss 

other examples that show how each factor affects the others. For example, 

how might increasing learning time also increase parent and community 

involvement? As you go through the TAIS process and take action on each 

of the CSFs, realize that these factors always affect one another. 
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CALL TO ACTION

CSF PLANNING 
GUIDES ARE 
INTENDED TO

BEFORE GETTING 
STARTED

AFTER REVIEWING 
THIS GUIDE, 
RESPOND TO THE 
FOLLOWING

• Present supporting research that strengthens your knowledge and 

understanding of the CSF.

• Provide examples of processes and/or strategies to support your 

implementation of the Texas Accountability and Intervention 

Strategies (TAIS) framework to strengthen the CSFs on your campus.

• Assist with strategies to determine your strengths and weaknesses for 

each CSF.

• Identify specific next steps to implement on your campus.

• If you are working as a group, designate someone to take notes 

during the discussions to collect ideas and thoughts for your next 

steps. 

• Assign an individual to lead the action plan for increasing family/

community engagement. 

• Use the activities in the Next Steps section to gather data, identify 

problems, and determine root causes. 

• What new knowledge do I have about this CSF and how does this 

information influence my thinking?

• In what ways are the practices at my district/school aligned with 

strengthening this CSF? 

• What do we want to improve and what plan of action is needed to 

improve? 

Develop a working understanding of the CSF

• Organize an instructional leadership team meeting.

• To understand the team’s current understanding of this CSF, ask team 

members what they know about it and record their responses.

• Read this guide using a jigsaw or other text discussion protocol.

• Respond to questions or discussion prompts listed throughout the 

guide.

• Determine how you want to initiate learning more about the CSF 

in relation to the TAIS framework. For instance, you could assign 

team members to read and facilitate the discussions for the different 

sections of this guide.   

• Utilize the TAIS Guidance Documents at www.tcdss.net as a resource. 

They include details and specifics for the process. 
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FAMILY AND  
COMMUNITY 
ENGAGEMENT
The Texas Accountability Intervention System (TAIS) 
framework for school improvement identifies Family  
and Community Engagement  as one of the seven 
Critical Success Factors (CSFs) and summarizes it as 
follows: 
“Family and community engagement calls for increased 
opportunities for input from families and the community, 
as well as the necessity for effective communication 
and access to community services. Parent, family and 
community involvement has a direct correlation with 
academic achievement and school improvement. 
When school staff, parents, families and surrounding 
communities work together to support academic 
achievement, students tend to earn higher grades, 
attend school longer and more regularly, and eventually 
enroll in programs of higher education.”1

“The research is clear, 

consistent, and convincing: 

parent, family, and 

community involvement 

in education correlates 

with higher academic 

performance and school 

improvement“ (NEA Policy 

Brief, 2008, 1).1

This planning guide addresses increasing family and community 

engagement in these five sections: 

• What is family/community engagement?

• Why does family/community engagement matter? 

• How do you improve family/community engagement?

• Reflection

• Next steps 
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SECTION 1
WHAT IS FAMILY/
COMMUNITY 
ENGAGEMENT?

Federal policies regarding parent family/community engagement have 

a varied history.  The parent involvement policies under Title I of the 

Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) were created as a 

response to the societal changes of the 1960s. Reauthorizations have 

changed the policies since then, but the goal to increase family and 

community engagement in schools has remained constant. National 

attention to family and community engagement was heightened by the 

No Child Left Behind requirements for Title l schools. The requirements of 

Title l schools, clearly define what schools and districts must do. Schools 

that accept Title I funds must use a portion of the funds to create a shared 

responsibility for student progress by engaging the parents, educators, 

and the community. As a result, parents become an integral part in 

developing, implementing, and evaluating Campus Improvement Plans. 

All districts in Texas are required to include parents, as well as community 

members, in the improvement planning process. 

Family and community engagement varies within schools and districts. The 

old model of parent involvement meant mostly mothers who volunteered 

and assisted in the classroom, and with needs like fund-raising. The new 

model is more representative of families today. In addition to mothers 

and fathers, family engagement also includes stepparents, grandparents, 

foster parents, other relatives, and caregivers. The new model also seeks 

to develop community and business partnerships with schools.

Joyce Epstein, of John Hopkins University, has defined six types of 

involvement that offer a broad range of collaborative opportunities for 

schools, family, and communities.2 She describes how school/community 

partnerships can be integrated into the mission of the school without 

being add-on or stand-alone ventures. These partnerships support the 

success of the school in meeting the needs of the students. Research 

and fieldwork show that students are more successful when educators, 

parents, and community partners form a strong coalition.3 Research has 

also shown that high-performing schools are associated with a high level 

of community support.4
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Epstein’s framework on involvement can be used as a tool for educators, 

to deepen their understanding of school/family/community partnerships:5

• Type 1, Parenting: Assist families with parenting and child-rearing 

skills, understanding child and adolescent development, and setting 

home conditions that support children as students at each age and 

grade level. Assist schools in understanding families’ backgrounds, 

cultures, and goals for children. 

• Type 2, Communicating: Communicate with families about school 

programs and student progress using reliable and effective school-to-

home and home-to-school communication. 

• Type 3, Volunteering: Improve recruitment, training, work, and 

schedules to involve families as volunteers and audiences at the 

school or in other locations to support students and school programs. 

Enable educators to work with volunteers who support students and 

the school.  Provide meaningful work and flexible scheduling.

• Type 4, Learning at Home: Involve families with their children in 

academic learning at home, including homework, goal setting, and 

other curriculum-related activities and decisions.

• Type 5, Decision Making: Include families as participants in school 

decisions, governance, and advocacy through PTA/PTO, school 

councils, committees, and other organizations. 

• Type 6, Collaborating with the Community: Coordinate resources 

and services for families, students, and the school with businesses, 

agencies, and cultural and civic organizations, as well as colleges and 

universities.

Discuss the six types of involvement listed in Epstein’s framework, while 

considering these questions: 

• How does your community define its responsibility for public 

education?

• What kind of information does your community need to be better 

informed about your district/school?

• Where does your community get its information about your district/

school? 

CALL TO ACTION
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Utilize the TAIS Needs Assessment Guidance document as a resource to 

determine your strengths and problem areas. The resource can be found 

at www.taisresources.net/continuous-improvement-resources/. Think 

about how your strengths might be directed to support improvement in 

your problem areas. Remember to appoint a scribe to take notes to record 

your discussion. 

Questions to consider:

• How does your community define its responsibility for public 

education?

• What kind of information does your community need to be better 

informed about your district/school?

• Where does your community get its information about your district/

school? 

“If family involvement is important for student success, as 

decades of studies indicate, then we must address a harder, 

but more difficult question: How can more families-indeed, 

all families-become involved in their children’s education in 

ways that contribute to student success” (Epstein & Sheldon, 

2006)?6
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SECTION 2
WHY DOES FAMILY/
COMMUNITY 
ENGAGEMENT MATTER?

Research has found that in schools a high percentage of motivated, 

ambitious students correlates with schools with high levels of parent/

family/community engagement.7 Research has also shown correlations 

with increased attendance, fewer dropouts, improved academic 

performance, and increased enrollment in higher education programs. 

Studies show that the benefits of high family/community engagement 

are present, regardless of school level (elementary or secondary), family 

income, ethnic background, or parental education.8

Though research clearly establishes the benefits of family/community 

engagement on student learning, campuses and districts planning to 

improve academic achievement and close achievement gaps often fail to 

give it a high priority. Many seem blind to this critical success factor for 

student success.  

If policy makers, parents, and community leaders view educating students 

as solely the job of educators, the full potential of public education will 

not be realized. Part of the “public” in public education includes the notion 

that the entire community has a responsibility for all students, as noted 

in the proverb, it takes a village to raise a child. A good education makes 

a difference for individual students in a community, but it also makes a 

difference for the economy and the quality of life of the community as a 

whole. 

Reflect on your experience with family/community engagement in 

schools. Discuss why you think it matters to student success. Also discuss 

why districts and campuses often do not make family and community 

engagement a priority in their improvement planning processes.  

CALL TO ACTION
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SECTION 3
HOW DO YOU IMPROVE 
FAMILY/COMMUNITY 
ENGAGEMENT?

Improving parent, family, and community involvement requires educators 

to think of new ways to communicate, connect, and engage these 

stakeholders in the effort to increase student achievement. After working 

with over 1,000 schools in more than 125 districts, as well as with state and 

organizational partners in the National Network of Partnership Schools 

(NNPS), Epstein and Sheldon developed seven principles that support a 

new way of thinking about building partnerships:9

1. School, family, and community partnerships is a better term than 

parental involvement. It recognizes that parents, educators, and 

others in the community share responsibility for students’ learning 

and development. The theory of “overlapping spheres of influence” 

improves our depiction of how home, school, and community affect 

children’s education and development. Theory-driven studies that 

include measures for the multiple major contexts of students’ lives are 

needed.

2. School, family, and community partnerships are a multidimensional 

concept. A framework of six types of involvement (listed above) 

guides the development of comprehensive partnership programs. 

Each type of involvement raises key challenges that must be solved to 

reach all families and produce positive results. This requires focused 

and subject-specific measures of partnership practices, and not overly 

general or superficial measures of parental involvement.

3. A program of school, family, and community partnerships is 

an essential component of school and classroom organization. 

Studies need to include measures of schools’ actions to implement 

partnership programs and activities that seek to involve all parents, 

not only parents’ self-initiated actions. In policy and practice, this 

links family and community involvement directly to the school 

improvement planning process.

4. Programs of school, family, and community partnerships require 

multilevel leadership. Districts and states have leadership roles 

to play in guiding schools to strengthen and sustain programs of 

family and community involvement. Researchers can use methods 

of multilevel analyses, for example, to study the independent 

contributions and connections of district leaders’ support and 

schools’ actions to develop their partnership programs.

5. Programs of school, family, and community partnerships must 

include a focus on increasing student learning and development. 

When plans for partnerships are linked to school goals for student 

success, family and community involvement can measurably affect 
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students’ learning and development. This requires measures that 

assess the quality of program implementation, interim outcomes (e.g., 

parents’ responses), and ultimate outcomes of student achievement, 

attendance, behavior, health, and other indicators of success. Schools 

want students to develop academically, socially, emotionally, and 

physically at each age and grade level; families and communities can 

help students attain these healthy outcomes. 

6. All programs of school, family, and community partnerships are 

about equity.

7. Methods of research on school, family, and community partnerships 

must continue to improve. This includes longitudinal data that 

accounts for schools, and students’ “starting points,” as well as 

matching samples for comparative analyses, path analyses, and 

multilevel analyses to understand influences on more equitable 

outreach and involvement. It is important for new studies to attack 

particularly challenging measurement issues such as isolating 

the effects of partnerships on student outcomes from other 

simultaneously occurring school improvements and explaining 

initially negative associations of some kinds of parental involvement 

with low student achievement and poor behavior.

Using the seven principles as prompts for new thinking, discuss the 

following questions and statements: 

• In your district/school, how could the term “school, family, and 

community partnerships” better serve your needs and enhance your 

program than the term “parental involvement”?

• Reflect on Epstein’s six types of involvement and identify ways your 

district/school might face the challenges in developing partnership 

programs. 

• What school/district actions could increase the involvement of 

underrepresented parents?

• In what ways does your district leadership support school actions in 

developing partnership programs?

• What programs are (or could be) in place that connect school/family/

community partnerships with increasing student success? 

• Brainstorm successful school actions to increase underrepresented 

parents in their child’s learning.

• What are the ways you could measure various kinds of family 

engagement?

CALL TO ACTION
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SECTION 4
REFLECTION

SECTION 5
NEXT STEPS

Hattie found that the most significant effect parents may have on students 

might be the encouragement and expectations they communicate to 

their children.10 The beliefs and expectations of the parents have shown 

a greater significance for student academic success than other factors in 

the home. Conversely, if parents do not know the language of learning, 

then they are not able to communicate their expectations for educational 

achievement to their children. The dramatic impact parental beliefs 

and expectations have on student progress compels schools to work 

with parents in sharing a language for holding high expectations and 

aspirations for their children.

As students progress through school, parental involvement declines. There 

are multiple reasons parents may not engage in their child’s education. 

These include demanding schedules, feelings of intimidation from past 

school experiences, issues related to cultural or language differences, and 

frustration with school bureaucracies. Despite these reasons, schools have 

made progress in engaging parents; however, many schools continue to 

struggle. The 2008 NEA policy brief suggested the following process to 

develop a plan for action to increase family/community engagement.11 

Step 1

The left side of the chart below offers suggested actions. List your ideas 

for a plan for action on the right side beneath the examples provided. 

Step 2

Go through the chart below and discuss the “Suggested Actions,” and list 

your ideas and identify the top two or three priorities.

Step 3 

Use the TAIS continuous improvement process resource guide to complete 

a needs assessment to determine the root causes of the family/community 

engagement problems your district or campus faces.

Step 4

Based on the root causes, determine an overall strategy and then establish 

an annual goal. The Improvement Planning Template provides a tool for 

determining interventions to support achieving your goal. Refer to the 

Improvement Planning Guidance documents at http://www.taisresources.

net/continuous-improvement-resources/ for help and inspiration.
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SUGGESTED ACTIONS LIST YOUR IDEAS FOR A PLAN OF ACTION

Survey educators and families to 
determine needs, interest, and ideas 
about parenting.

Example: Refer to the Needs 
Assessment guidelines in the TAIS 
continuous improvement process for 
reviewing data to determine the root 
causes of problem areas.

Develop and pass family-friendly 
policies and laws (e.g., leaves of 
absence for parents/caregivers to 
participate in school or education-
related activities; flexible scheduling 
to encourage participation by 
diverse families.)

Example: Determine what the 
school/district can do to promote 
the family-friendly policies in your 
community.

Provide professional development 
on family and community 
engagement to all staff members.

Example: List ideas based on 
needs assessment and plan for the 
professional development.

Offer training for parents and 
community stakeholders on 
effective communication and 
partnering skills.

Example: Identify resources 
available in your community to 
support this action.

Provide better information to family 
and community members on school 
and school district policies and 
procedures.

Example: Determine ways to 
communicate with diverse family, 
parent, and community groups.

Ensure timely access to information, 
using a variety of effective 
communications tools that address 
various family structures and are 
translated into languages that 
parents/families understand.

Example: Identify resources in your 
district/school to support this action.

Hire and train school–community 
liaisons who know the community’s 
history, language, and cultural 
background to contact parents and 
coordinate activities.

Example: Identify resources in your 
district/school to support this action.

Collaborate with higher education 
institutions to infuse parent, family, 
and community involvement 
in education into teacher and 
administrator preparation programs. 

Example: List available institutions 
and contacts to begin collaboration.

Develop an outreach strategy to 
inform families, businesses, and the 
community about school and family 
engagement opportunities, policies, 
and programs. 

Example: Coordinate other actions 
to create a continuous flow of 
information to all stakeholders.

Regularly evaluate the effectiveness 
of family/community engagement 
programs and activities. 

Example: Utilize the HB 5 template 
(referenced below) to assess the 
effectiveness of your district/school 
family, parent, and community 
programs and activities.
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The recent HB 5 requires schools and districts to rate their performance 

in Community and Parent Involvement. On their website (www.esc16.net), 

Education Service Center Region 16 offers several sample templates that 

districts in Texas are using to help meet the requirements of HB 5. 

The National Network of Partnership Schools (NNPS) at John Hopkins 

University has resources ready to assist districts and schools, with their 

work on building partnerships: www.pepartnership.org/school,-family,--

community-partnerships.aspx

• Improve Academic Performance 

• Increase the Use of Quality Data to Drive Instruction 

• Increase Leadership Effectiveness 

• Increase Family/Community Engagement

• Increase Learning Time 

• Improve School Climate 

• Increase Teacher Quality

As you review each of the CSF resource guides, notice how they 

intermingle, interact and blend together. When the organization increases 

family/community engagement, other factors are involved: Data is used 

to determine family and community engagement. Effective leadership 

focuses on increasing family/community engagement. When the family 

and the community are involved in the district/school, teacher quality and 

learning time increase, and the school climate improves. Discuss other 

examples that show how each factor affects the others. For example, how 

might improving family/community engagement increase learning time 

or school climate?  As you take action on each of the CSFs going through 

the TAIS process, realize that the CSFs affect each other.

1. NEA Education Policy and Practice Department, “Parent, Family, 

Community Involvement in Education,” An NEA Policy Brief, last modified 

2008, http://www.nea.org/assets/docs/ PB11_ParentInvolvement08.pdf, 1.

2. Joyce Epstein and Steven Sheldon, “Moving Forward: Ideas 

for Research on School, Family, and Community Partnerships,” SAGE 

Handbook for Research in Education: Engaging Ideas and Enriching 

Inquiry, ed. Clifton F. Conrad and Ronald C. Serlin (Thousand Oaks: Sage 

Publications, 2006), 117-138. 

OTHER RESOURCES

MAKING 
CONNECTIONS
TO OTHER CSFS

NOTES
Page numbers corresponding to the 
citations are forthcoming
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3. NEA, “Parent, Family, Community,” 1.

4. Anne T. Henderson, A New Wave of Evidence: The Impact of 

School, Family, and Community Connections on Student Achievement, 

(Austin: National Center for Family & Community Connections with 

Schools, 2002), 75-76.

5. Joyce Epstein et al., School, Family, and Community 

Partnerships: Your Handbook for Action, (Thousand Oaks: Corwin Press, 

1997), 41-67.

6. Epstein, “Moving Forward,” 117-138. 

7.  Paul E. Barton, Parsing the Achievement Gap: Baselines for 

Tracking Progress, (Princeton: Policy Information Report, Educational 

Testing Service, 2003), 6, 35-37.

8. NEA, “Parent, Family, Community,” 1.

9. Epstein, “Moving Forward,” 117-138.

10. John Hattie, Visible Learning: A Synthesis of Over 800 Meta-

Analysis Relating to Achievement, (New York: Routledge, 2009), 61-71.

11. NEA, “Parent, Family, Community,” 3.

Barton, Paul E. Parsing the Achievement Gap: Baselines for Tracking 

Progress. Princeton: Policy Information Report, Educational 

Testing Service, 2003.

Epstein, Joyce and Steven Sheldon. “Moving Forward: Ideas for 

Research on School, Family, and Community Partnerships.” In 

SAGE Handbook for Research in Education: Engaging Ideas 

and Enriching Inquiry, edited by Clifton F. Conrad and Ronald C. 

Serlin, 117-138. Thousand Oaks: Sage Publications, 2006.

------, Mavis Sanders, Beth Simon, Karen Clark Salinas, Natalie R. Jansom, 

Frances L Van Voorhis, Cecelia S. Martin, Brenda G. Thomas, 

Marsha D. Greenfield, Darcy J. Hutchins, and Kenyatta J. Williams. 

School, Family, and Community Partnerships: Your Handbook for 

Action. Thousand Oaks: Corwin Press, 1997.
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CALL TO ACTION

CSF PLANNING 
GUIDES ARE 
INTENDED TO

BEFORE GETTING 
STARTED

AFTER REVIEWING 
THIS GUIDE, 
RESPOND TO THE 
FOLLOWING

• Present supporting research that strengthens your knowledge and 

understanding of the CSF.

• Provide examples of processes and/or strategies to support your 

implementation of the Texas Accountability and Intervention 

Strategies (TAIS) framework to strengthen the CSFs on your campus.

• Assist with strategies to determine your strengths and weaknesses for 

each CSF.

• Identify specific next steps to implement on your campus.

• If you are working as a group, designate someone to take notes 

during the discussions to collect ideas and thoughts for your next 

steps. 

• Assign an individual to lead the action plan for school climate. 

• Use the activities in the Next Steps section to gather data, identify 

problems, and determine root causes. 

• What new knowledge do I have about this CSF and how does this 

information influence my thinking?

• In what ways are the practices at my district/school aligned with 

strengthening this CSF? 

• What do we want to improve, and what plan of action is needed to 

improve? 

Develop a working understanding of the CSF:

• Organize an instructional leadership team meeting.

• To understand the team’s current understanding of this CSF, ask team 

members what they know about it and record their responses.

• Read this guide using a jigsaw or other text discussion protocol.

• Respond to questions or discussion prompts listed throughout the 

guide.

• Determine how you want to initiate learning more about the CSF 

in relation to the TAIS framework. For instance, you could assign 

team members to read and facilitate the discussions for the different 

sections of this guide.   

• Utilize the TAIS Guidance Documents at www.tcdss.net as a resource. 

They include details and specifics for the process. 
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SCHOOL 
CLIMATE
The Texas Accountability Intervention System (TAIS) 
framework for school improvement identifies school 
climate as one of the seven CSFs and summarizes it 
this way: 
The connection between school climate and student 
achievement has been well established in research. 
Focusing on the development of a campus’s climate 
as a learning environment is fundamental to improved 
teacher morale and student achievement, and formally 
assessing and addressing school climate is essential to 
any school’s effort toward successful reform, achievement, 
and making a difference for underprivileged student 
groups.1,2 Indicators of a positive school climate 
and welcoming learning environment are increased 
attendance and reduced discipline referrals. Increased 
attendance in extracurricular activities is another sign 
that students feel supported by an affirming school 
climate.3 

This planning resource addresses school climate in these six sections: 

• What is school climate?

• Why does school climate matter? 

• How do you measure school climate? 

• How do you improve school climate?

• Reflection

• Next steps

When considering school climate, it is fundamental to understand the 

distinction between an organization’s climate and its culture, and the 

differences in how each affects the behavior of teachers and students as 

well as other stakeholders in the school or district. This resource guide 

refers to behaviors on a campus; however, everything contained within 

could be applied at the district level.

SECTION 1
WHAT IS SCHOOL 
CLIMATE?
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A Best Practice brief by Michigan State University differentiates the two 

concepts:

School Climate reflects the physical and psychological aspects of 

the school that are more susceptible to change and that provide the 

preconditions necessary for teaching and learning to take place.

School Culture reflects the shared ideas—assumptions, values, and beliefs—

that give an organization its identity and standard for expected behaviors.4

This table from Gruenter offers specific examples:

CLIMATE CULTURE

• Monday versus Friday

• Attitude or mood of the group

• Provides a state of mind

• Flexible, easy to change

• Based on perceptions

• Feel it when you come in the door

• Is all around us

• The way we feel around here

• First step in improvement

• It’s in your head

• Gives Mondays permission to be miserable

• Personality of the group

• Provides a (limited) way of thinking

• Takes many years to evolve

• Based on values and beliefs

• Members cannot feel it

• Is part of us

• The way we do things around here

• Determines if improvement is possible

• It’s in your head5

One important difference stands out: School climate reflects how 

stakeholders feel about their school at any given period, while school 

culture reflects why stakeholders have those feelings. 

Stover says, “An unresolved problem with bullies can have a detrimental 

effect on a school’s climate. But why does the bullying exist? Are children 

not being taught to respect one another? Are teachers unresponsive to 

complaints, thus emboldening bullies and discouraging victims from 

speaking up? Asking such questions—digging deeper into attitudes and 

behavior (the culture)—may be the only way to achieve real change.”6

The way the staff, students, parents, and community feel about the school 

determines the school climate. Their ingrained attitudes about the school 

determine the school culture. 
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The National School Climate Center identified the following essential 

determinants of school climate:

• Safety (rules and norms, physical safety, social-emotional safety)

• Relationships (respect for diversity, school connectedness/

engagement, social support, leadership)

• Teaching and learning (social, emotional, ethical and civic learning; 

support for academic learning; support for professional relationships)

• Institutional environment (physical surroundings)7

To turn around low-performing schools, districts often invest in extensive 

professional development, tutoring, outside consultants, and new 

programs to improve academic performance. But research shows school 

climate may be “the best predictor of whether a school will have high 

achievement.”8 Improved student learning, teacher retention, and other 

school success factors have been linked to a positive climate. The U.S. 

Department of Education and other national and state organizations 

have endorsed improving school climate as a tactic to increase student 

learning and achievement, enhance school connectedness, reduce 

dropout rates, prevent bullying and other forms of violence, and enhance 

teacher retention.9 Ciccone and Freibeg report that when schools improve 

climate, they also improve student achievement, graduation rates, family 

engagement, and educator satisfaction and retention.10

The National School Climate Center (NCSS) has identified five standards 

to measure school climate and efforts to improve it:

1. The school community has a shared vision and plan for promoting, 

enhancing, and sustaining a positive school climate.

2. The school community sets policies specifically promoting (a) the 

development and sustainability of social, emotional, ethical, civic, and 

intellectual skills, knowledge, dispositions, and engagement; and (b) 

a comprehensive system to address barriers to learning and teaching 

and reengage students who have become disengaged.

3. The school community’s practices are identified, prioritized, and 

supported to (a) promote the learning and positive social, emotional, 

ethical, and civic development of students; (b) enhance engagement 

in teaching, learning, and school-wide activities; (c) address barriers 

to learning and teaching and reengage those who have become 

disengaged; and (d) develop and sustain an appropriate operational 

infrastructure and capacity-building mechanisms for meeting this 

standard.  

SECTION 2
WHY DOES SCHOOL 
CLIMATE MATTER?

SECTION 3
HOW DO YOU MEASURE 
SCHOOL CLIMATE?
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4. The school community creates an environment where all members 

are welcomed, supported, and feel safe in school: socially, 

emotionally, intellectually, and physically. 

5. The school community develops meaningful engaging practices, 

activities, and norms that promote social and civic responsibilities and 

a commitment to social justice.11 

Discuss the NSCC standards. List and record the elements that are present 

in your school.  

To improve school climate, one must measure the current baseline 

climate. When you do, you can expect to find that teachers and students 

perceive school climate differently. For example, one study found that 

teachers focused on classroom-level factors, such as student disruptive 

behaviors, whereas students were focused on school-level factors, such 

as relationships with teachers, principal turnover, and student mobility.12

Often when school climate is measured, the data are not directly addressed. 

But when they are, the results can inform a focused plan that will lead to 

improved climate that aids in an overall school improvement effort. 

As already discussed, school climate is multi-faceted, so assessing school 

climate requires multiple measurements. Osher and Boccantuso say the 

process for measuring school climate should do the following:

1. Encompass multiple aspects of school climate, including but not 

limited to safety; teaching and learning; and perceptions of staff, 

students, and stakeholders.

2. Ensure valid and reliable instruments for collecting data representing 

various student groups.

3. Utilize numerous instruments to collect data, including teacher 

and student attendance, climate surveys, incident reports, teacher 

retention, and teacher exit surveys.

4. Provide for multiple respondents.

5. Allow for a timely process to share results with the school 

community.13

A Comprehensive School Climate Inventory (CSCI) can be used as a data 

collection instrument to inform the data analysis and needs assessment 

phase of the continuous improvement process and as a pre/post measure 

CALL TO ACTION
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of change over time. This survey aligns with the NSCC five-stage school 

climate improvement process, and includes a community scale that 

extends the student, parent/guardian, and school personnel scales. The 

survey also aligns with the TAIS continuous improvement process as 

a tool for conducting a data analysis to identify problems and a needs 

assessment to determine root causes. The data collected from the survey 

will determine your strengths and areas in need of improvement and help 

you define your annual goal. The survey overview identifies 12 dimensions 

of school climate that should be measured:

DIMENSION MAJOR INDICATORS  
(measured on the survey)

Safety

1. Rules and Norms

2. Sense of Physical Safety

3. Sense of Social-Emotional Security

1. Clearly communicated rules about 

physical violence; clearly communicated 

rules about verbal abuse, harassment, 

and teasing; clear and consistent 

enforcement and norms for adult 

intervention.

2. Sense that students and adults feel safe 

from physical harm in the school.

3. Sense that students feel safe from verbal 

abuse, teasing, and exclusion. 

Teaching and Learning

4. Support for Learning

5. Social and Civic Learning

4. Use of supportive teaching practices, 

such as encouragement and constructive 

feedback; varied opportunities to 

demonstrate knowledge and skills; 

support for risk-taking and independent 

thinking;  an atmosphere conducive 

to dialog and questioning; academic 

challenge; and individual attention.

5. Support for the development of 

social and civic knowledge, skills, and 

dispositions including effective listening, 

conflict resolution, self-reflection and 

emotional regulation, empathy, personal 

responsibility, and ethical decision 

making.
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Interpersonal Relationships

6. Respect for Diversity

7. Social Support—Adults

8. Social Support—Students

6. Mutual respect for individual differences 

(e.g., gender, race, culture etc.) at all 

levels of the school—student-student, 

adult-student, and adult-adult—and 

overall norms for tolerance. 

7. Pattern of supportive and caring adult 

relationships for students, including 

high expectations for students’ success, 

willingness to listen to students and to 

get to know them as individuals, and 

personal concern for students’ problems. 

8. Pattern of supportive peer relationships 

for students, including friendships for 

socializing, for problems, for academic 

help, and for new students. 

Institutional Environment

9. School Connectedness/Engagement

10. Physical Surroundings

9. Positive identification with the school 

and norms for broad participation 

in school life for students, staff, and 

families.

10. Cleanliness, order, and appeal of facilities 

and adequate resources and materials.

Staff Only

11. Leadership

12. Professional Relationships

11. Administration that creates and 

communicates a clear vision, and is 

accessible to and supportive of school 

staff and staff development.

12. Positive attitudes and relationships 

among school staff that support 

effectively working and learning 

together. 14

The Texas Center for District and School Support (TCDSS) provides 

resources through the regional education service centers to help schools 

gather data to measure multiple dimensions of school climate.
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Bryk, Sebring, Allensworth, Luppescu, and Easton identify the following 

factors fundamental to improving school climate. Also noted are other 

CSFs that align with the TAIS improvement process: 

1. Professional capacity (e.g., teachers’ knowledge and skills; support 
for teacher learning; and school-based learning communities-Critical 
Success Factor-Improve Teacher Quality)

2. School learning climate (e.g., order, safety, and norms—see chart 
below)

3. Parent, school, and community ties (Critical Success Factor-Increase 
Parent and Community Involvement) 

4. Instructional guidance (e.g., curriculum alignment and the nature 
of academic demands-Critical Success Factor-Improve Academic 
Performance)15

In addition, key aspects that facilitate improved climate were identified by 

Osher and Boccanfuso for the U.S. Department of Education:16 

STUDENTS ARE SAFE STUDENTS ARE 
SUPPORTED

STUDENTS ARE 
CHALLENGED

STUDENTS ARE 
SOCIALLY CAPABLE

• Physically safe
• Emotionally and 

socially safe
• Treated fairly and 

equitably
• Avoid risky 

behaviors
• School is safe and 

orderly

• Meaningful 
connection to 
adults

• Strong bonds to 
school

• Positive peer 
relationships

• Effective and 
available support

• High expectations
• Strong personal 

motivation
• School is 

connected to life 
goals

• Rigorous academic 
opportunities

• Emotionally 
intelligent 
and culturally 
competent

• Responsible and 
persistent

• Cooperative team 
players

• Contribute to 
school community

These findings identify trust among staff, students, and all other 

stakeholders as the glue, or vital ingredient, to create a climate conducive 

to continuous school improvement. Schools with high trust are more 

likely to improve student achievement.17 Trust grows over time through 

the day-to-day interactions of the people in the organization. It is based 

on social respect arising from the ongoing conversations in the school 

community. For example, genuinely listening to one another, responding 

to concerns with actions, and respecting disagreements are all essential 

activities for building trust. Ongoing communication promotes a sense 

that all participants/stakeholders are connected to each other and to the 

larger organization.18

SECTION 4
HOW DO YOU IMPROVE 
SCHOOL CLIMATE?
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Using climate to refer to social conditions has inadvertently implied that 

the social environment of the school, like environmental conditions, 

cannot be changed by the efforts of the educators. Research, however, 

refutes this notion and suggests that climate is improved when schools 

implement systems that address their social organization and instructional 

practices. Wagner and Kegan assert that leadership is the most powerful 

influence on school climate.19

The cyclical process of preparation, evaluation, action planning, 

implementation, and reevaluation assumes reflection at each step 

and mirrors the TAIS Continuous Improvement Process. It is also key to 

communicate to stakeholders why school climate is so vital to student 

outcomes. 

Creating a framework for collaboration and stakeholder involvement in 

the improvement process is essential to creating a sustainable change in 

school climate. The following preview for implementing the process was 

retrieved from the NSCC website, www.schoolclimate.org. The headings 

in bold reflect the TAIS terminology for the stages encompassed in the 

NSCC process.

Stage One: Preparation and Planning

• Forming a representative school climate improvement leadership 

team and establishing ground rules collaboratively (gather a 

representative group from the school or district and include parents 

and students)

• Building support and fostering buy-in for the school climate 

improvement process (communicate the process and updates to all 

stakeholders)

• Establishing a no-fault framework and promoting a culture of trust 

(review last paragraph in this resource section,  “What is School 

Climate,” and utilize the reference for further information)

• Ensuring your team has adequate resources to support the process 

(determine what resources are needed, such as time to meet, 

materials for communication distribution, or skills to access free 

materials from the National School Climate Center as well as other 

sites)

DATA ANALYSIS
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IMPROVEMENT PLANNING

NEEDS ASSESSMENT

IMPLEMENTATION AND 
MONITORING

• Celebrating successes and building on past efforts (identify data 

collection timeline and appropriate celebrations; use the TAIS 

quarterly report dates for celebrations and make any needed 

adjustments)

• Reflecting on the  work (at each leadership team meeting, review and 

analyze  progress data)

Stage Two: Analysis

• Systematically evaluating the school’s strengths and weaknesses with 

any number of school climate as well as other potential measurement 

tools

• Understanding the evaluation findings 

• Developing problem statements that concisely articulate the findings 

identified through the data analysis

• Identifying root causes of the problems identified

• Digging into the findings to understand the areas of consensus and 

discrepancy in order to promote learning and engagement

• Developing plans to share evaluation findings with the school 

community

• Reflecting on Stage Two work

Stage Three: Understanding the Findings, Increasing Engagement, and 

Developing an Action Plan

• Researching best practices and evidence-based instructional and 

systemic programs and efforts

• Prioritizing goals

• Developing an action plan

• Reflecting on the work

Stage Four: Implementing the Action Plan

• Coordinating evidence-based pedagogic and systemic efforts 

designed to (a) promote students’ social, emotional, and civic as well 

as intellectual competencies; and (b) improve the school climate by 

working toward a safe, caring, participatory, and responsive school 

community

• Increasing learning by both adults and students as climate improves

• Reflecting on Stage Four work
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Stage Five: Reevaluation and Development of the Next Phase

• Reevaluating the school’s strengths and challenges

• Discovering what has changed and how 

• Discovering what has helped and hindered the school climate 

improvement process

• Revising plans to improve the school climate (monthly and quarterly 

progress reviews)

• Reflecting on Stage Five work

Research has supported the vital role that school climate plays in improving 

student learning. Reviews of more than 700 studies reveal the connection 

between school climate and learning. When the school climate data 

shows improvement, student progress on statewide academic testing also 

improves.20, 21 If research informs the work that we do, then next steps for 

increasing school climate should be addressed. What gets in the way? Is it 

our own “knowing and doing” gap?

Assemble a representative committee to review the following:

1. Review the current processes in place to lead the effort to improve 

school climate.

a. Determine what processes are effective and ineffective.

b. Determine what processes need to be added.

2. Review the process for defining and communicating core values and 

expectations to students, staff, family, and community members.

a. Determine what processes are effective and ineffective.

b. Determine what processes need to be added.

3. Review how the campus monitors whether classroom management 

strategies are linked to a positive and proactive school-wide 

behavioral support system.

a. Determine what processes are effective and ineffective.

b. Determine what processes need to be added.

4. What evidence reveals that your campus understands and promotes 

social-emotional learning?

5. What systems are in place to provide support for staff in building 

relationships and connections to families and the community?

SECTION 5
REFLECTION

SECTION 6
NEXT STEPS

CALL TO ACTION
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NOTES
Page numbers corresponding to the 
citations are forthcoming

MAKING 
CONNECTIONS
TO OTHER CSFS

• Improve Academic Performance

• Increase the Use of Quality Data to Drive Instruction

• Increase Leadership Effectiveness

• Increase Family and Community Involvement  

• Increase Learning Time

• Improve School Climate 

• Increase Teacher Quality

As you review each of the CSF resource guides, notice how they intermingle, 

interact, and blend together. When the organization improves school 

climate, other factors are involved: data is used to determine climate; 

parent and community engagement plays a role; and the school climate 

influences learning time, teacher quality, and leadership effectiveness. 

These factors are critical to improving academic performance.  Discuss 

other examples that show how each factor impacts the others.  For 

example, how might improving school climate increase teacher quality?
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CALL TO ACTION

CSF PLANNING 
GUIDES ARE 
INTENDED TO

BEFORE GETTING 
STARTED

AFTER REVIEWING 
THIS GUIDE, 
RESPOND TO THE 
FOLLOWING

• Present supporting research that strengthens your knowledge and 

understanding of the CSF.

• Provide examples of processes and/or strategies to support your 

implementation of the Texas Accountability and Intervention 

Strategies (TAIS) framework to strengthen the CSFs on your campus.

• Assist with strategies to determine your strengths and weaknesses for 

each CSF.

• Identify specific next steps to implement on your campus.

• If you are working as a group, designate someone to take notes 

during the discussions to collect ideas and thoughts for your next 

steps. 

• Assign an individual to lead the action plan for teacher quality. 

• Use the activities in the Next Steps section to gather data, identify 

problems, and determine root causes. 

• What new knowledge do I have about this CSF and how does this 

information influence my thinking?

•  In what ways are the practices at my district/school aligned with 

strengthening this CSF? 

• What do we want to improve, and what plan of action is needed to 

improve? 

Develop a working understanding of the CSF:

• Organize an instructional leadership team meeting.

• To understand the team’s current understanding of this CSF, ask each 

team member what they know about it and record their responses.

• Read this guide using a jigsaw or other text discussion protocol.

• Respond to questions or discussion prompts listed throughout the 

guide.

• Determine how you want to initiate learning more about the CSF 

in relation to the TAIS framework. For instance, you could assign 

team members to read and facilitate the discussions for the different 

sections of this guide.   

• Utilize the TAIS Guidance Documents at www.tcdss.net as a resource. 

They include details and specifics for the process.
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TEACHER 
QUALITY
The Texas Accountability Intervention System (TAIS) 
framework for school improvement identifies teacher 
quality  as one of the seven Critical Success Factors 
(CSFs) and summarizes as follows: 
Teacher quality focuses on the need to recruit and retain 
effective teachers while supporting and enhancing the 
knowledge and skills of current staff with job-embedded 
professional learning. More than two decades of research 
has demonstrated a clear connection between teacher 
quality and increased student performance. Research 
shows that low-income students are more likely to benefit 
from instruction by a highly effective teacher than are 
their more advantaged.1 Students enrolled in successive 
classes taught by effective teachers show greater gains 
in student performance than student groups taught by 
less effective teachers.2 LEAs and campuses can have 
a direct impact on student achievement through the 
effective implementation of a comprehensive teacher 
quality program. 

“Teachers not only exert 

significant influence on the 

performance of students, 

but they also influence 

the performance of other 

teachers and school 

leaders” (Reeves, 2008, p. 

2).4

The connection between teacher quality and student achievement 

has gotten the attention of policy makers as well as practitioners. This 

heightened interest has been triggered by the federal government’s 

decision to tie education funding to a state’s ability to connect student 

progress with the quality of its teachers and principals. The influence 

teacher quality has on student learning is the most important school-

based factor. The effect is cumulative and long lasting.3 As a result, the 

Teacher Quality CSF is central to school improvement efforts. 

This planning resource will examine teacher quality in these five sections:

• What does teacher quality mean?

• How do you measure and determine teacher quality?

• How do you increase teacher quality?

• Reflection 

• Next steps
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The positive influence of effective teachers versus ineffective teachers on 

student achievement is dramatic. Over three years, Marzano studied the 

difference between students with most effective teachers and those with 

the least effective teachers:

• Most effective teacher: 83% gain

• Least effective teacher: 29% gain5

Teacher efficacy can be defined as teachers’ beliefs in their abilities to 

organize and execute courses of action necessary to bring about desired 

results.  

Although teaching is a holistic effort, Marzano identifies three factors 

that influence teaching effectiveness: instructional strategies (the how), 

classroom management, and classroom curriculum design (the what).  

These factors are not a mystery; there are endless research-based practices 

that support each factor’s significance. Additionally, one of the most 

important elements of improving teacher quality is having a consistent 

focus on the following four questions:

• What do we want students to learn?

• How will we know they have learned it?

• What will we do when they have not learned it? 

• How will we deepen learning for those who have mastered it?6 

The foundation for teacher quality is the development and implementation 

of an effective lesson cycle.7 Beginning with the end in mind and utilizing 

the Texas Essential Knowledge and Skills (TEKS) and student expectation 

(SE), an effective teacher will set a task that is aligned with the challenge 

level of the TEKS and STAAR. Hattie’s synthesis of more than 800 meta-

analyses related to achievement identified the following attributes of what 

effective teachers do:

• Identify the most important ways in which to represent the subject 

they teach

• Create an optimal classroom climate for learning

• Monitor learning and provide feedback

• Believe that all students can reach the success criteria

• Influence student outcomes for knowledge building and critical 

thinking8 

SECTION 1
WHAT DOES TEACHER 
QUALITY MEAN?
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CALL TO ACTION

The attributes that Hattie defined link to the teacher’s behavior as well as 

his or her thought process. Teachers need a growth mind-set to create the 

conditions for learning and the resilience to persevere. These conditions 

emerge from the effective implementation of other CSFs. School climate, 

use of quality data, and leadership effectiveness directly affect the process 

of increasing teacher quality. The culture of the workplace, including how 

the staff works together, is significant in determining what teachers do 

and think.9 Furthermore, how they see themselves and their capacity and 

willingness to make a difference in the school is vital to their effectiveness.10

Studies show   campus-wide teacher effectiveness to be the most 

consistent variable related to school success.11 Continuous school 

improvement requires a more productive cognitive model in which 

teachers think and reflect on the processes involved in teaching. Attention 

to the teaching process will not only enhance teaching, but also move 

teachers to self-directed learning and, as a result, improve teacher quality 

exponentially.12,13 

Discuss the following points to generate ideas to develop or strengthen 

your plan:

• The text identified the following: The foundation for teacher quality is 

the development and implementation of an effective lesson cycle. 

 − When planning lessons, how do teachers ensure that lesson plans 

connect directly to the intended learning in the SE/TEKS? How do 

you ensure that the instruction students get and the tasks they are 

assigned meet the rigorous level of the state standards?

 − What structures and supports are provided for teachers to develop 

effective lessons?

 − How does your district or campus ensure that lesson plans follow a 

research-based cycle that includes the elements of lesson design?

 − To what extent do teachers make instructional design decisions 

based on evidence? Cite examples in your school/district. 

• What structures are in place to promote a culture for reflecting on and 

discussing the processes involved in effective teaching?

• Discuss the following statement and its implications for planning in 

your school/district: A staff’s collective efficacy is noted to be the most 

consistent variable related to school success.
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SECTION 2
HOW DO YOU MEASURE 
AND DETERMINE TEACHER 
QUALITY?

Teacher evaluations have changed very little over time, primarily because 

there has not been a consensus on how to measure and identify effective 

teaching practices.14

The recent federal funding guidelines specifically include teacher 

evaluation as an essential part of increasing teacher quality. As a result, 

states must ensure that their teacher evaluations are at least partially based 

on student achievement. New accountability requirements are driving 

the need for changing traditional teacher evaluation.15 Practitioners, 

researchers, and policy makers agree that most evaluation systems do not 

help teachers improve.16

Currently, teacher evaluations are in the midst of a transformation away 

from relying on traditional classroom observations with an accompanying 

rating such as “proficient.”  This labeling process provides limited ongoing 

feedback for teachers to reflect on their practices and link those practices 

to student achievement.  To that end, student learning is the focal criterion 

for the emerging teacher evaluation methods. As a result, multiple 

measures of teacher performance focused on student learning are being 

developed. Several states, including Texas, were granted an Elementary 

and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) waiver proposing alternative teacher 

evaluation models that include both professional practice and student 

growth. Meanwhile, districts are seeking clarity about how to strengthen 

and measure teacher quality. 

To measure and determine how to increase teacher quality, it is essential 

to understand behaviors and practices that define quality teachers. 

Jackson says that teaching is a combination of skill and will. Skill refers to 

the pedagogical and content knowledge of the teacher, and will is the art 

of teaching and the desire to improve. She identifies four teacher types to 

use as a baseline for increasing teacher quality. It is important to recognize 

that these teacher types are often fluid.
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TEACHER TYPE CHARACTERISTICS LOOKS LIKE

High will/low skill Enthusiastic; idealistic; 
willing to learn

Seeks feedback and explores 
new strategies and ideas, but 
implementation is inconsistent and 
ineffective

Low will/low skill Discouraged; not 
invested; “retired on the 
job”

Does not volunteer or contribute; 
passive; tries to stay beneath the radar

High will/high skill Motivated and skillful Easily identifies and implements 
appropriate strategies; explores new 
ideas, seeks feedback, and refines 
practice; takes on challenges

Low will/high skill Skillful but disinterested; 
“seen it all”

Unreceptive to feedback; resists efforts 

to try new approaches; saboteur17

Although the table appears simple, recognizing the specific behaviors 

that define how quality teachers operate and how they develop through 

their careers is more complex. A focus on building skill and influencing 

will are essential to increasing teacher quality. 

Thankfully, there is research that identifies the actions and behaviors of 

effective teachers. In addition to the work conducted by Jackson and 

Hattie, others have identified teaching practices that have consistently 

advanced student learning;  

• Understand subject matter deeply and flexibly;

• Connect what is to be learned to students’ prior knowledge and 

experience;

• Create effective scaffolds and supports for learning:

• Use instructional strategies that help students draw connections, 

apply what they’re learning, practice new skills, and monitor their own 

learning;

• Assess student learning continuously and adapt teaching to student 

needs;

• Provide clear standards, constant feedback, and opportunities for 

revising work; and

• Develop and effectively manage a collaborative classroom in which 

all students have membership.18
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Evaluations based on careful classroom observations can identify effective 

teachers and teaching practices.19 A school or district can identify specific 

high-yield practices they want to implement and create a tool to measure 

levels of implementation. 

Consider the qualities and behaviors that exemplify the effective teaching 

practices mentioned so far. These practices could be the basis for a locally 

developed way of appraising teacher effectiveness. More importantly, 

frequent informal observations can help monitor if and how effective 

practices are used in your classrooms. These data will determine the 

current effectiveness of your teachers and help you develop goals and 

specific practices to increase teacher quality and advance student learning. 

• What processes are in place in your school or district to support and 

mentor teachers new to the district or the profession?

• Identify examples in your school or district that describe conditions 

supporting the development of skill and influence will. 

• How would you measure how well teachers in your school or district 

are implementing the identified effective practices?  

• Knowing that student learning depends on the quality of teaching 

in your school or district, identify actions you would take to increase 

teacher quality.

 − Who would monitor the implementation and collect the data to 

determine the effectiveness of these actions? How would the data 

be used?

• What are the expectations for implementing effective practices? How 

do teachers know these expectations?

This section will review how to increase teacher quality by addressing the 

following:

• Professional development

• Instruction/assessment/design/implementation 

• Recruitment and retention to increase teacher quality

The ultimate purpose of professional development is to increase teacher 

quality. It should be effective enough to dramatically increase content 

knowledge, the use of effective instructional strategies, and the leadership 

skills that create positive changes in adult behavior, which, in turn, improve 

student learning, performance, and success. 

CALL TO ACTION

SECTION 3
HOW DO YOU INCREASE 
TEACHER QUALITY?
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If professional development is to be effective, it must be chosen based 

on a thorough analysis of the data, identifying needed improvements 

in student performance and instructional practices gathered through 

observation data. The data should also inform how teacher learning 

opportunities are included in the academic calendar. Teacher learning 

should be ongoing, aligned with research-based best practices, and 

embedded in the teachers’ daily work.20

Teachers who get weekly feedback from classroom observations can 

experience significant professional growth. According to Bambrick-

Sontoyo, teachers who get relevant coaching and feedback 30 times 

in one year can gain the equivalent of 20 years of professional growth. 

He explains that most teachers are observed twice a year and rarely get 

the right kind of feedback, (i.e., feedback that promotes reflection on 

their teaching practices—instructional coaching, in other words).21 These 

feedback sessions should provide ongoing, job-embedded professional 

development that is timely and relevant.

Keeping it simple and focused on the essentials will radically improve 

student learning. The research supports the view that professional 

development that is content-specific, involves teacher teams, and is 

reinforced through support with mentors and coaches can lead to 

increased teacher knowledge and improved classroom practices.22, 23, 24, 25, 26 

Mike Schmoker identifies three areas where attention should be focused: 

what we teach, how we teach, and authentic literacy. He cites research 

showing that the two most important indicators for student success are the 

knowledge and skills of teachers. As the quality of instruction improves, 

so does student learning. Low-achieving students can make significant 

gains when they have effective teachers. Although teaching is complex, 

the practices of good teaching can be identified and taught. And when 

these practices are consistently implemented, they have been shown to 

yield results. The problem is, these basic practices are rarely implemented 

consistently. 
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Schmoker and others identify the following as research-based, effective 

teaching practices essential to everyday teaching:

• Clear learning objectives

• Teaching/modeling/demonstrating

• Guided practice

• Checks for understanding/formative assessment

The mediocre teacher tells. The good teacher explains. The 

superior teacher demonstrates. The great teacher inspires. 

-William Arthur Ward

To increase teacher quality, a district or campus must increase teacher 

learning time. That is why allotting more time for teacher collaboration is 

one of the three principles of the TAIS CSF increased learning time. 

A powerful tool for increasing teacher quality can be found in the 

professional learning community. An increase in staff learning time 

fosters collaborative learning.  Typically, a PLC’s purpose and focus is to 

engage in reflection on the design and implementation of instruction and 

assessment resulting in significant, positive student impact.  According to 

Hattie, the most successful model is the data team.27 These teams meet 

often (once or twice per month at a minimum) and use a protocol to 

separate and analyze student performance data, set goals, and discuss 

explicit instructional strategies to support student learning. They also 

monitor instruction and student progress on an ongoing basis. 

Recruiting and retaining the right people is essential to building effective 

teaching teams. Districts and schools that operate strong recruitment 

and retention programs understand the importance of strengthening 

the quality of the existing teaching staff while also building a marketing 

program to attract new talent. Recruiting and retaining top talent must be 

the top priority for human resource departments. 

• What marketing strategies does your district or campus utilize for 

attracting high-quality people to your district or school? 

• Using data from exit surveys, analyze why teachers leave your district/

campus. 

• What aspects of your retention plan provide incentives for staff 

to stay? (Examples might be salary structures, retention bonuses, 

positive climate, career ladders, and recognition for quality work.)
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SECTION 4
REFLECTION

SECTION 5
NEXT STEPS

Students’ academic success strongly correlates with the qualifications and 

skills of their teachers. Ongoing professional development is critical to 

ensure that teachers are knowledgeable in their content area, use current 

research-based instructional strategies, and practice ongoing effective 

assessment methods to improve student learning and performance.  

Schmoker contends that we know what to do to improve student learning; 

we just don’t do it consistently. Increasing teacher quality means bridging 

the knowledge gap between educators and their practice. This gap 

between knowing and doing can be closed if teachers have a common 

purpose and a focused instructional plan for teaching and learning.28 

Increasing teacher quality means increasing learning at the organizational 

level. It is an ongoing, coherent process, not a series of isolated events.  

District leadership is essential in making professional learning a priority 

and communicating its value in improving student learning. The 

district must secure financial support, time in the school calendar, and 

operational flexibility in how campuses address their staff learning needs. 

This aligns with the district commitments and support systems outlined in 

the TAIS framework model, with emphasis on the importance of district 

commitments and district support systems. 

Establish a team or identify an individual to guide the action for the 

following steps. Utilize the notes taken throughout the review of this 

planning resource and refer to Call to Action questions to guide the 

following next steps to increase learning time:  

• Determine the learning needs of your staff. (use the TAIS data 

collection process to determine problems). Use classroom 

walkthrough data, Performance Learning Center (PLC) observation 

data, and student progress data for all student groups. 

• Create a professional development plan (PDC) that includes a 

monitoring plan and that is based on the identified problems and 

their root causes.

• Utilize the PLC structure to embed and connect learning and 

continuous improvement.  

Effective PLCs should be a significant part of your professional development 

plan. The table below presents DuFour and Eaker’s six characteristics of 

successful professional learning communities.29 Use it as a guide to create 

your professional development plan. 
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• Complete the last three columns of the table. 

• Identify your areas of strengths and determine the areas in which you 

want to improve using the TAIS data analysis and needs assessment 

process.

• Create a PLC plan that addresses the root causes for the problems in 

areas in which you want to improve using the TAIS needs assessment 

process. 

• Identify the actions needed to meet your desired goal using the TAIS 

continuous improvement process.  

• Develop a PLC protocol that supports your desired actions for 

successful professional learning communities and identify the data 

needed to measure effectiveness using the TAIS improvement 

planning process.

• Identify the specific resources needed to support effective PLCs, such 

as times and places for teachers to meet; data-gathering tools to 

monitor instruction; teacher facilitators; training for leading effective 

PLCs; and administrators’ commitment attendance, support, and 

engagement in the professional learning communities. 

CHARACTERIS-
TICS OF  
SUCCESSFUL 
PLCS

ACTIONS YOUR CURRENT 
ACTIONS AND 
BEHAVIORS

YOUR CURRENT 
ACTIONS AND 
BEHAVIORS 
AND 
RESOURCES 
NEEDED TO 
IMPLEMENT

DATA TO 
DETERMINE 
EFFECTIVENESS

Shared mission, 
vision, and 
values

The PLC  has 
a collective 
commitment to 
principles that 
express beliefs, 
vision, and 
goals.

Collective 
inquiry 
(TAIS 
continuous 
improvement 
process, data 
analysis, needs 
assessment)

The PLC 
questions the 
status quo, 
seeks new ways 
to improve 
results, and 
reflects on the 
results.
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Collaborative 
teams

The PLC’s focus 
is on building 
the capacity of 
the learning 
organization 
so that people 
learn from one 
another and 
are energized 
to continuously 
seek ways to 
improve.

Action orien-
tation and ex-
perimentation 
(TAIS continu-
ous improve-
ment process 
improvement 
planning 
process: data 
analysis, needs 
assessment, 
establishing 
quarterly and 
annual goals, 
monitoring 
interventions).

The PLC focus 
is on achieving 
the desired 
results through 
relentless 
action.  
Members 
are willing to 
experiment and 
test hypotheses 
through action 
research.

Continuous 
improvement 
(TAIS; the frame-
work is based 
on a continuous 
improvement 
process).

The PLC does 
not tolerate the 
status quo, and 
members are 
always search-
ing for a better 
way for stu-
dents to learn.  
They create an 
environment 
that welcomes 
innovation and 
experimenta-
tion as a way 
of going about 
their daily work.

Results 
orientation
(TAIS-the 
continuous 
improvement 
process is data-
driven)

PLCs recognize 
that everything 
they do is 
assessed by 
results, not 
intentions. 
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MAKING 
CONNECTIONS
TO OTHER CSFS

NOTES
Page numbers corresponding to the 
citations are forthcoming

• Improve Academic Performance

• Increase the Use of Quality Data to Drive Instruction

• Increase Leadership Effectiveness

• Increase Parent and Community Involvement

• Increase Learning Time

• Improve School Climate

• Increase Teacher Quality

As you review each of the CSF resource guides, notice how the CSFs 

intermingle, interact, and blend together. The Increasing Teacher 

Quality CSF is fundamental to the Improving Academic Performance 

CSF. Increasing teacher quality is, in turn, highly influenced by the CSFs 

leadership effectiveness, data use, school, climate, and increased learning 

time. 

Notice how the CSFs intermingle in the following statement: Effective 

leaders are highly engaged in improving teacher quality by frequently 

observing classroom instruction and providing feedback to teachers. The 

effective leader collects data to determine the implementation of effective 

teaching practices and their results. They use this data to identify their 

teachers’ professional development needs. Effective leaders recognize 

that it is essential to provide learning time for teachers during the 

school day. Increased and focused learning will increase teacher quality 

individually and as a whole. 

Discuss other examples that show how each factor influences the others. 

For example, how might improving teacher quality increase learning 

time and school climate? As you take action on each of the CSFs while 

implementing the TAIS model, realize that these factors always affect each 

other. 
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