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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
The purpose of this report is to provide formative feedback about the development and 
implementation of the Washington State Leadership Academy (WSLA) to academy instructors and 
coaches, legislative leaders, district and school participants, and other interested parties. This 
annual report documents the processes that have taken place in Year 3 of the program, the 
culminating year for the first cohort of Educational Service Districts (ESDs) and school districts 
who have been the primary participants in this study. Although this is the third year of the program, 
the first year was a planning year, and it is only the second year of the implementation phase with 
participating ESDs and school districts.  
 
The evaluation goal in Year 3 was to draw a connection between the program implementation and 
its impact on participants. We looked for changes in leadersõ attitudes (through surveys) and 
practices (through interviews) over time and tried to determine whether these conditions had any 
relationship to student achievement (as determined by student state test scores). In addition, we 
examined the extent to which teachersõ instructional practices changed over time and how these 
changes may have been influenced by leadership strategies. Using a multiple measures, mixed 
methodology approach, we collected both quantitative and qualitative data, which added scope and 
breadth to the study and provided the ability to triangulate findings. Descriptive and inferential 
statistics as well as qualitative data analysis were used to draw conclusions. 
 
There were no significant changes to the structure of the WSLA program in Year 3. WSLA leaders 
and coaches maintained fidelity to the initial design of the program, while also monitoring and 
adjusting to the needs of the state, districts, and schools. The quarterly regional meetings, on-site 
coaching, and homework assignments continued, and many participants noted there seemed to be 
more focus and direction in the second year of the implementation phase (Year 3 of the program) 
than there had been in the first. This was attributed in part to experience (having gone through this 
the year before), but also to the development of a list of expected outcomes by strand and an 
outcomes rubric that helped participants, coaches, and instructors alike gauge where they were in 
the process of implementation.  
 
Most of the difficulties that participants had with the WSLA program overall were a result of the 
program being òa work in progressó and districts arriving with different levels of òreadiness to 
benefitó based on the kinds of school improvement work they had been doing before joining  
WSLA. The WSLA program was designed to be flexible and address a Problem of Practice 
developed by each individual district. However, as the first cohort of ESDs and school districts 
moved into its second year of implementation there was need for increasing differentiation in 
program elements as districts moved at different speeds to implement WSLA suggestions and ideas.  
 
Analyses of the WSLA Participant Survey demonstrated significant improvements for the WSLA 
participants around each of the curricular strands, with the most improvement evident on Focus on 
Learning and Lead Coherent System-Wide Support for Learning. The survey results for coaches were 
similar, with statistically significant improvements on five of the six curricular strands. For the 
teachers, the only statistically significant result was a decrease on the Why Change curricular strand. 
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While results were not statistically significant for district and building administrators ð non-
participants, scores increased on all curricular strands, except Enhance Personal Leadership Skills and 
Why Change. Taken together, these results suggest WSLA participants and coaches who were closest 
to the training reported more changes around the curricular strands and, although not statistically 
significant, district and building administrators not participating in the program also saw changes in 
many of the areas. Although teachers do not appear to recognize significant changes in any of the six 
strands according to the survey, qualitative data suggests that they are noticing changes in their 
administratorsõ focus on learning and abilities to lead for instruction. 
 
The results from the Constructivist Teaching factor survey items suggest that there has been little 
change in teacher practices across the initiative, although qualitative data gathered from interviews 
and focus groups show that there is an increased focus on teaching and learning, data analysis, and 
instructional practice in teacher conversations. Administrators and teachers report small increases 
in powerful teaching and learning practices beginning to happen in classrooms, particularly in those 
districts that have adopted an instructional framework and where administrators are conducting 
regular walkthroughs and learning walks in classrooms.  
 
As a result of their two years in the WSLA program, most participating districts have developed a 
Problem of Practice and put in place measures to address this Problem. Strategies used by district 
teams have ranged in complexity from encouraging focused conversations about teaching and 
learning and the development of learning meetings, to the adoption and implementation of 
instructional frameworks and a process of ongoing administrative and teacher walkthroughs in 
classrooms to determine the level of powerful teaching and learning present in the district. 
Although evidence about changes in teacher practice is uneven and data about student achievement 
is as yet unavailable, it is clear that participation in WSLA has changed leadersõ attitudes and 
practices in many districts, particularly in those whose leaders clearly sponsored the work and 
whose administrative teams were willing to become learners themselves in the process. District 
team collaboration and the opportunity to plan as a team has built coherence and understanding 
across administrative levels in many districts and led to a more unified, systemic approach to change 
in individual districts. Collaborative work encouraged by WSLA has been a powerful source of 
learning and support for many administrators.  
 
There is still a long way to go for all of the participating districts to align their systems to support 
teaching and learning and student achievement. WSLA has given them a framework and tools to 
use. Whether the teams can maintain their focus in the face of mounting budget deficits and the 
inevitable personnel changes remains to be seen. The program has been refunded by the 
Washington state legislature for another year and plans are being finalized to bring on a third cohort 
of school districts in the fall of 2010 to begin the two-year process. As WSLA prepares to bring on 
another cohort, we offer these recommendations for possible action in the areas of program design 
and sustainability. Related to program design, we recommend attention to differentiation of 
regional meetings, consistent program structures, and the length of program. In addition, WSLA 
personnel should consider additional ways to sustain and expand the program, perhaps by enlisting 
the help of the Educational Service Districts. 
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Washington State Leadership Academy 
 

YEAR 3 ANNUAL REPORT 

INTRODUCTION 
 
The purpose of this report is to provide formative feedback about the development and 
implementation of the Washington State Leadership Academy (WSLA) to academy instructors and 
coaches, legislative leaders, district and school participants, and other interested parties. This 
annual report documents the processes that have taken place in Year 3 of the program, the 
culminating year for the first cohort of Educational Service Districts (ESDs) and school districts 
who have been the primary participants in this study. Although this is the third year of the program, 
the first year was a planning year, and it is only the second year of the implementation phase with 
participating ESDs and school districts.  
 
In this section of the report, we outline the WSLA program and describe the research methodology 
and evaluation design. Subsequent sections analyze the implementation of the WSLA program, 
examine the impact of the program on leadership, teacher practice, and student achievement, and 
profile two participating WSLA teams as examples of the strengths of the WSLA program and the 
challenges the program faces in moving toward its goals. We conclude the report with 
recommendations for further development.  

Program Background and Structure 

 
In April 2007, the Washington State Legislature passed legislation to create the Washington State 
Leadership Academy (Section 1 of Second Substitute Senate Bill, SSSB 5955). The intent of the 
legislation was to put together a public-private relationship and organization that would develop 
and support school leaders in creating educational systems where powerful instruction helps all 
students succeed. The legislature provided funding for two years, contingent upon WASA and 
AWSP leaders securing additional private funding (Section 1, paragraph 4 of the legislation).1 In 
July 2007, the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation awarded a three-year grant to fund WSLA. Year 
1 focused on planning and developing the academy and Years 2 and 3 would begin the pilot or 
implementation phase of the program.  
 
The mission of the Washington State Leadership Academy is to develop and support school leaders to 
create educational systems where powerful instruction helps all students succeed. The five primary goals of 
the organization are to: 
 

¶ Identify and implement leadership behaviors and actions that directly improve the quality 
of instruction in classrooms and program, resulting in increases in student achievement, 
especially for students of color and children from low-income families. 

                                                      
1 WASA (Washington Association for School Administrators) and AWSP (Association of Washington School Principals) 
are co-sponsors of WSLA. 
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¶ Demonstrate that creating effective learning communities for districts and school 
administrators, supported by on-site coaching and rigorous case study pedagogy along with 
reading and reflective dialogue, will result in leadership behaviors that improve student 
learning in schools and districts.  

¶ Inform and influence systems that govern and provide for the preparation and continued 
training and certification for education leaders. 

¶ Measure the impact of education leadership on transforming and improving schools and 
districts. 

¶ Attract and sustain a regular cadre of practicing administrators in the Leadership Academy 
program. 

 
In the Pilot Phase (Year 2) of the project, WSLA leaders implemented the research-based program 
with a cohort of four participating Educational Service Districts (ESDs) and 18 school districts (see 
Appendix 1). In Year 3, two school districts dropped out, bringing the total Cohort One districts 
involved to 16 in addition to a separate ESD level team. ESD and district staff members participated 
in state and regional workshops that provided the background for their on-site work. Each district 
team worked with an on-site external coach for reflection and support. The coaches provided on-
site coaching for 16 days in each of the districts and spent an additional seven days with the districts 
during the state and regional workshops. The instructors and coaches center their support on six 
instructional strands, which serve as the framework for the WSLA program. The six strands, along 
with the critical content, are listed in Appendix 2.  

Evaluation Plan for Year 3 

 
The evaluation goal in Year 3 was to draw a connection between the program implementation and 
its impact on participants. We looked for changes in leadersõ attitudes (through surveys) and 
practices (through interviews) over time and tried to determine whether these conditions had any 
relationship to student achievement (as determined by student state test scores). In addition, we 
examined the extent to which teachersõ instructional practices changed over time and how these 
changes may have been influenced by leadership strategies. Using a multiple measures, mixed 
methodology approach, we collected both quantitative and qualitative data which added scope and 
breadth to the study and provided the ability to triangulate findings. Descriptive and inferential 
statistics as well as qualitative data analysis were used to draw conclusions. Our study was shaped 
by the following research questions: 
 

1. To what extent do leadersõ attitudes and practices change over time around the six 
curricular strands? 

2. To what degree can changes in leadersõ attitudes and practices be attributed to 
professional development provided by the Washington State Leadership Academy? 

3. To what extent does teachersõ instructional practice change over time? 
4. To what degree can teachersõ instructional practice be attributed to professional 

development provided by the Washington State Leadership Academy? 
5. To what extent is implementation correlated with teacher and student outcomes 

(impact)? 
6. To what extent are the changes sustainable? 
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Data Sources 

 
The data sources for this evaluation are listed below. To maximize the length of time between 
baseline evaluation activities and final evaluation activities, most of the data was collected in the 
spring. 

Attendance at Academy Activities. We attended Academy regional workshops, coachesõ 
trainings, and the end-of-year celebrations to document the nature of support provided.  

 
Academy Regional Workshop Evaluations. We analyzed program evaluations collected during 
regional workshops training to determine the effectiveness of program elements. 

Surveys. We administered surveys organized around the six curricular strands to administrators 
(program participants and non-participants), teachers, and coaches and analyzed them to determine 
the extent to which attitudes and practices have changed.  

 
Focus Groups and Interviews. We interviewed program staff (coaches and instructors) and 
conducted interviews and focus groups with district leaders, school leaders, and teachers (using a 
stratified random sample) from districts and schools participating in WSLA to explore changes in 
leadership behavior and program dissemination. 
 
Document Collection and Analysis. We collected and analyzed various initiative level documents, 
including documents used to provide professional development in the Academy and documents 
created by participating district and school leaders such as WSLA homework assignments, agendas 
for meetings, instructional framework documents, and others. 

Achievement Scores. Because there is an emphasis in Year 3 to measure not just the 
implementation of the program, but the impact of the Washington State Leadership Academy on 
student learning, we planned to compare student achievement data collected during the first year of 
the project with Year 3 achievement data to track changes in student achievement. However, 
because of changes in the statewide test (moving away from the Washington Assessment of Student 
Learning (WASL) to Measurement of Student Progress (MSP)) and because of delays in reporting 
the results, only data from the first year of participating in WSLA is available.  
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PROGRAM IMPLEMENTATION 
 
There were no significant changes to the structure of the WSLA program in Year 3, compared to 
previous years. WSLA leaders and coaches maintained fidelity to the initial design of the program, 
while also monitoring and adjusting to the needs of the state, districts, and schools. The quarterly 
regional meetings, on-site coaching, and homework assignments continued, and many participants 
noted there seemed to be more focus and direction in the second year than there had been in the 
first. This was attributed in part to experience (having gone through this the year before), but also 
to the development of a list of expected outcomes by strand and an outcomes rubric that helped 
participants, coaches, and instructors alike gauge where they were in the process of 
implementation. Although there were specific issues with each of the program elements (as will be 
described below), on the whole most participants seemed to feel that the structure of the WSLA 
program was helpful and appropriate for the work. òThe planning that has gone into the Leadership 
Academy structure as well as the days we spend working with other school districts has been well 
thought out, based on research. Theyõve structured [their meetings] with good instructional 
practices, given us good protocols, and theyõre helping us to transfer that to our own practice,ó said 
one administrator.  
 
The overall program provided participants with a common, research-based language around 
leadership and instruction and provided accountability through on-site coaching, homework 
assignments, and group discussions and presentations in regional workshops. A website provides an 
opportunity to communicate and share resources among participating districts. The cost of the 
program was subsidized, making it available to smaller districts that would not otherwise have been 
able to afford this type of professional development, and the requirement to attend as a district 
leadership team helped build a foundation for collaboration and team planning that most of the 
districts found increasingly valuable.  
 
The constructivist nature of the program design also allowed for differentiation among participating 
districts as they shaped their own work within WSLA according to their particular Problems of 
Practice and Theories of Action. As one administrator described it, òSometimes we felt we were 
somewhere different [than the other districts], and [the instructors] allowed us to be different. They 
didnõt treat all of the groups that were participating as one and expect us to stay together.ó  
Another administrator said, òItõs not prescriptive. The WSLA content provides us with some tools 
and ideas and ways of thinking, and weõre encouraged to apply it to our own context and think 
about it.ó Symbolically, participation in the Washington State Leadership Academy was a powerful 
message to leaders and teachers throughout the participating districts that the district was 
committed to making changes that would benefit students. òWSLA as a whole, I think itõs a 
powerful message to your team. Youõre going to start something, and youõre going to finish 
something. Weõre going to be about something, and there are multiple layers of being about 
professional learning about kids. It provides a lever to say weõre going to continue to improve,ó said 
one administrator.  
 
Most of the difficulties that participants had with the WSLA program overall were a result of the 
program being òa work in progressó and districts arriving with different levels of òreadiness to 
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benefitó based on the kinds of school improvement work they had been doing before joining  
WSLA. As the first cohort of ESDs and school districts moved into its second year of 
implementation and became clearer about what was expected, there was need for increasing 
differentiation in program elements as districts moved at different speeds to implement WSLA 
suggestions and ideas.  

Regional Workshops 

 
Quarterly regional workshops held in each participating ESD and Tacoma provided the primary 
focus and content delivery for participants. Instructors planned these one-day seminars together, 
developing a common lesson plan and materials (based on the six instructional strands) for all of the 
meetings, which individual instructors then adapted for the particular ESD and group of districts 
they were working with. This process kept the content somewhat uniform across all of the 
workshops, although both participants and instructors noted that instructor expertise (or lack 
thereof) in certain areas affected the depth of the delivery. Coaches were also exposed to this 
content at regular coaches meetings, again in an effort to keep the content focused and coherent 
across the entire cohort, and to help the coaches prepare to lead this work with their assigned 
districts at regional meetings and on-site in the districts.  
 
In Year 3, district and school leaders in interviews, focus groups, and narrative comments on 
workshop evaluation forms reported mixed feelings about the regional workshops. Without 
exception, every district team felt that the time to meet together to reflect, collaborate, and plan in 
a focused and structured manner was extremely valuable. Most participants appreciated the 
exposure to relevant research, protocols, activities, and other tools. The modeling of the protocols 
and processes in the regional workshops also helped participants to see how they might apply them 
back in their districts. Questioning by instructors and coaches forced deeper reflection and the 
intentional and ongoing focus on leadership for instruction generated new ideas and connections for 
many administrators. Although not all district teams agreed on the value of networking with other 
districts, the opportunity to share strategies and resources across districts helped many, particularly 
the smaller districts, feel less isolated. The few job-alike discussion opportunities provided at 
regional workshops were mentioned by some participants as helpful in sharing more specific 
strategies and developing relationships across districts. One administrator commented,  
 

I especially enjoy the regional meetings because to get away from the building and for that 
[time] we can focus on exactly issues that weõre trying to tackle that have something really 
relevant to the school district. Iõm able to worry about the big picture and look at that in a 
constructive way that allows me to focus and allows us as a team to focus. And also to share 
with other districts which is important. You find out you get good ideas from each district 
and other districts have the same issues we have.  

 
In addition to the value each of the Cohort One districts said they derived from the regional 
workshops, there were several elements of the workshop that teams felt inhibited their progress 
toward their goals. Reflecting on their first year in the program compared to their second year, 
several teams reported some confusion about the purpose for some of the activities and lack of 
clarity around outcomes and expectations for their work from WSLA program staff. By the second 
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year, some of this confusion and lack of clarity diminished, partly because teams gained clarity 
about their own work and partly because WSLA program staff learned from their first year and 
became more focused and clearer in their program focus and delivery. Nevertheless, participants 
thought that they would have benefited from a general road map that would have shown them the 
structure of the two years and more clarity about what they would be expected to do. As one 
participant described it,  
 

I think they could have taken the program from the start and said, òItõs a two-year deal.ó 
The first year is big picture ð study, reading, learning. I think what that could do is create 
curiosity and set the fertile ground for the theory of action, and so we could have all those 
questions in our mind and knowledge to back it up and we can say, òI see how it all fits 
together. Now letõs go.ó Because I felt a lot of times like, òwhat are we doing this for?ó Just 
another activity instead of seeing how the activity is set into a bigger picture.  

 
Several districts also mentioned some frustration with regional meetings in their second year, 
feeling that the content did not exactly meet their needs, that the pacing was too slow, and that 
they were not given enough team time to accomplish their goals for the day.  Most districts wanted 
some input on the agendas for the regional meetings so that their needs could be better met. For 
some participants, the content delivered in the second year felt repetitious but for others, the roll 
out of new content or tools was frustrating because they had already chosen a framework or path to 
follow and the introduction of more options felt like a road block. For some district teams, time 
meeting in cross-district groups was helpful and for others, that time felt wasted because the two 
districts were not in the same place in their movement toward their goal or problem of practice. 
All of these issues speak to an increasing need in the second year to find ways to differentiate for 
districts at different levels or different stages of readiness to benefit from the WSLA program.  
 
A third theme that arose out of participant interviews and focus groups concerned the lack of clarity 
around how to move from theory into action. As one instructor explained, òWeõre on the cusp 
right now because a lot of districts know the words and what the concepts mean and weõre at the 
moment of how do you move from administrator learning to teacher learning, and changing 
practice?ó This question was reflected in comments from participants as well. One said, òI think 
[the WSLA program] had a hard time migrating from kind of philosophical -whatõs-the-research-
about-it to actual application in the districts.ó Some districts were clear about how they were going 
to move through this transition, but not all had this kind of clarity. Another district team member 
said, òWeõve had a lot of help in identifying the problem but not in finding solutions.ó  
 
Analyses of the evaluations from the statewide and regional conferences suggest that the attendees 
found value in the conferences, and rated all areas positively. Aggregating item responses for the 
Seminar and the Presenters show that mean-score responses were above a 4.0 (out of 5.0) for all 
conferences, which suggests a positive result (see Figures 1 and 2).2 While there are some minor 
fluctuations by workshop, it appears that participants were generally satisfied.  

                                                      
2 For Figures 1 and 2, State refers to the statewide conference, Y refers to the Year, and R refers to a regional 

conference. For example, Y2 R1 is Year 2, Regional Conference #1. Please note the evaluation results from the June 
2009 and 2010 statewide workshops are not included because the evaluation format differed from the other workshops. 
However, the results from the initial statewide conference in September are included in this analysis. 
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Homework 

 
A unique aspect of the WSLA program is that between trainings, WSLA participants were given 
specific assignments they were required to accomplish as a team. This added a heightened level of 
accountability for implementation and generated thoughtful discussions within most of the district 
teams.  Some of the assignments were preparation for the regional meetings, such as reading 
articles or preparing materials to use during team planning time or to present to other districts. In 
addition, in Year 2 WSLA participants were asked to submit in written form a Problem of Practice 
and Theory of Action and then revise these documents based on comments from WSLA 
instructors.  
 
In Year 3 some districts continued to refine their Problem of Practice and Theory of Action, and all 
districts were encouraged to consider adopting an instructional framework. Although a few 
participants noted that some homework was assigned but never discussed in the regional meetings, 
most administrators in interviews said that they had found the assignments useful for keeping them 
accountable for the work, particularly with regard to the Problem of Practice and Theory of 
Action. òThe assignments are good, and itõs good that there is a deadline. People are busy, intense 
things happen, so how do you keep going in light of that? Well there are deadlines. And [the 
instructors] are good about responding,ó said one administrator. Many administrators appreciated 
the opportunity to read and reflect on current educational research and Elmoreõs work in particular 
was cited by many as having had a big impact on their thinking and understanding of instruction. 

Coaching Support 

 
District personnel participating in WSLA received follow-up support through 16 days of on-site 
coaching. Having the coaches participate with the district team in the training and then following-
up the work at the district level helped district leaders transfer their learning into practice. For 
many teams, the coaching support was helpful in keeping them focused on their problem of practice 
and their goals. Coaches have performed many different roles in districts including facilitating 
meetings, conducting classroom walkthroughs with administrators and staff, synthesizing school or 
district data and presenting it to staff, bringing in research, modeling learning meetings and 
leadership, conducting research in schools, and acting as a sounding board for administrators as they 
work to improve their own instructional leadership capacity.  
 
With few exceptions, administrators from all of the districts say they have benefitted greatly from 
the outside perspective, reflective conversations, and hard questions that their coaches have asked. 
òIõve found a lot of value in the coaching and the chance to talk through school-level questions with 
someone who has an outside perspective and can push a little bit when thereõs a need for it, can ask 
those questions about evidence and student outcomes, or think what might be the next question to 
lead teachers down the path to making instructional change,ó said one administrator. Although the 
number of coaching days in the district did not change in Year 3, several coaches have suggested 
that the nature of their coaching changed. For most, Year 3 was their second year in the same 
district and the coaches were reaping the benefits of having built relationships so their conversations 
with administrators were somewhat deeper. òLast year my involvement was on more of a surface 
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level, getting our focus. And then this year itõs been deeper, really immersed in keeping the focus 
going,ó said one coach.  

Online Communication 

 
Part of WSLAõs communication strategy includes improving the program website, posting all 
materials on the website, and providing a discussion board where districts can share information 
and ideas. In Year 3 the website has continued to expand in making materials and resource 
connections available to WSLA participants. Participants were aware of the website but it was 
unclear how often they used it. One administrator said, òI have not taken advantage of the website. 
I know theyõre posting different things that other districts are doing, some successes that are going 
on. I think that is a great resource that I havenõt taken advantage of.ó 

Suggestions for Improvement 

 
When asked what suggestions they might have to improve the WSLA program, participants listed 
several including: 
 

¶ setting up site visits to different districts as part of a regional meeting  

¶ providing more job-alike conversations in regional meetings 

¶ including teacher-leaders and possibly school board members on district teams  

¶ cutting the regional meeting time to a half day 

¶ creating a specific session around WSLAõs online resources and website with time to 
experiment and explore 

¶ videotaping WSLA regional meetings and making them available online  

¶ conducting a preliminary needs assessment in incoming districts to prepare for planning the 
first regional meeting 

¶ setting up partnering or mentoring relationships between individual districts  

¶ providing more individual team feedback on how well teams are reaching program 
expectations 

¶ having outgoing cohorts present their work to new cohorts early in the process to give 
practical examples of possible road maps for the process 
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EVIDENCE OF IMPACT 
 
The goal of the evaluation in Year 3 is to draw a connection between the program implementation 
and its impact on participants and ultimately on student achievement. The following sections 
specifically address the research questions laid out at the beginning of this report to highlight 
evidence of the impact of WSLA on participant attitudes and practices and on student achievement. 
Data for these sections were drawn from interviews and focus groups as well as responses to the 
WSLA Participant Surveys (collected from participating administrators, teachers, coaches, and a 
sample of non-participating administrators), and analysis of standardized test scores for each 
district. 

Evaluation Question 1: To what extent do leadersõ attitudes and practices change over time 
around the six curricular strands? 

 
To track leadersõ attitudes and practices over time around the six curricular strands, we used the 
WSLA Participant Survey to give us a quantifiable picture of changes over time and data from 
interviews and focus groups to give us a more nuanced picture of those changes. In general, the 
survey and interview data support each other although the qualitative data captured more of the 
smaller, incremental changes that have occurred.  
 
In 2009 and 2010, evaluators administered a survey to WSLA participants (n = 91 and 87 
respectively), district and building administrators not participating in WSLA (n = 63 and 20 
respectively) and coaches (n = 18 and 17 respectively). In addition, we selected a stratified random 
sample of teachers to complete the survey in 2009, and we re-surveyed these same teachers in 
2010. Of the 195 teachers who responded in 2009, 103 responded in 2010, representing 53% of 
the original sample. Many of the teachers who did not respond left the school or were on 
temporary leave, and others chose not to respond.  
 
The purpose of the survey was to determine the extent to which leadersõ attitudes and practices 
change over time and was designed around the six curricular strands: Build Clear and Collaborative 
Relationships, Enhance Personal Leadership Skills, Focus on Learning, Lead Coherent System-Wide Support for 
Learning, Problem of Practice, and Why Change. Individual survey items were scored on a 5-point 
Likert ðtype scale (1 = strongly disagree, 2 = disagree, 3 = neutral/undecided, 4 = agree, and 5 = 
strongly agree). Researchers consider a ò4ó or ò5ó response on an individual survey item a positive 
response. Likewise, an overall factor score of 4.0 and above is a positive response. 
 
To determine if there were differences in survey results from 2009 (Year 2) to 2010 (Year 3), four 
multivariate analyses of variance (MANOVA) were conducted; one for each participant group 
(WSLA participants, district and building administrators ð non-participants, coaches, and teachers). 
The dependent variables in each analysis were the six curricular strands and the independent 
variable was the year. The overall results were statistically significant for WSLA participants (F = 
4.79, p < .001), coaches (F = 4.80, p < .01), and teachers (F = 6.38, p < .001). The results 
approached significance for district and building administrators ð non-participants (p = .06). The 
non-significant result may be due to the small sample size of non-participants. 
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Further analyses demonstrated significant improvements for the WSLA participants around each of 
the curricular strands (p < .05), with the most improvement evident on Focus on Learning (p < 
.001) and Lead Coherent System-Wide Support for Learning (p < .001). The results for coaches were 
similar, with statistically significant improvements on five of the six curricular strands (ps < .05). 
The exception was Problem of Practice (ns). For the teachers, the only statistically significant result 
was a decrease on the Why Change curricular strand (p < .001). While results were not statistically 
significant for district and building administrators ð non-participants, scores increased on all 
curricular strands, except Enhance Personal Leadership Skills and Why Change. Taken together, these 
results suggest WSLA participants and coaches who were closest to the training reported more 
changes around the curricular strands and, although not statistically significant, district and building 
administrators not participating in the program also reported improvement in many of the areas. It 
does not appear from the survey data that classroom teachers recognize the changes around the 
curricular strands at this time. 
 
Figures 3 through 6 show a comparison of results from 2009 (Year 2) to 2010 (Year 3) for each of 
the groups. See Appendix 3 for individual item responses.  
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Figure 3. WSLA Survey Results: Six Curricular Strands ð WSLA Participants 
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Figure 4. WSLA Survey Results: Six Curricular Strands ð District/Building 
Administrators (non-participants) 
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Figure 5. WSLA Survey Results: Six Curricular Strands ð Coaches 
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Figure 6. WSLA Survey Results: Six Curricular Strands ð Teachers 
 
Interviews and focus groups with instructors, coaches, and district teams confirmed the survey 
findings and added more detailed information about changes in understanding around each of the 
six curricular strands. While all of the six strands were addressed in the content of the regional 
meetings, more emphasis was given to the Problem of Practice, Focus on Learning, and Coherent System 
Wide Support for Learning. Clear and Collaborative Relationships tended to be more part of the Year 2 
content of regional meetings and continued with the work coaches did with teams, although team 
work was certainly practiced in regional meetings throughout Year 3 as well. Why Change appeared 
have received more emphasis in Year 2 as well, and most participants and instructors agreed that 
Personal Leadership Skills as a content strand was not emphasized very strongly. A question to be 
considered for instructors and coaches is whether in fact there was not enough emphasis on the 
Personal Leadership Skills strand or whether the connection between the work that participants were 
doing and leadership skills was not made more explicit. As one instructor put it, òMaybe the work 
[on the Personal Leadership Skills strand] was strong enough but maybe we werenõt clear enough in 
connecting that you are gaining these skills as a result of working in this team effort. If weõre not 
talking about something specific to them right there, then they donõt think theyõre learning 
anything about personal leadership. I think we need to go back and figure out how to articulate that 
so people can see it.ó  

Build Clear and Collaborative Relationships. Without question, district teams noted one of the 
biggest impacts of the WSLA program was time to work as a team at regional meetings and onsite 
with coaches. Some teams had never worked together as a team before, and WSLA gave them an 
opportunity to build one. For teams that had worked together, WSLA provided focus and direction 
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for their work. Teams developed what one administrator called òcollective commitmentsó so that 
they were accountable to each other and to their WSLA coach for making changes and trying new 
strategies to move their district and schools toward their goal. In Year 3, fourteen of the district 
teams were finding time to meet together in their districts in addition to their time at regional 
meetings, to discuss what they were learning and to make plans. Leaders found these collaborative 
groups helpful and noted their changing attitudes and mindset toward collaborative work. òInstead 
of it just being separate entities within a school district, how do we solve this issue as a collective 
group?ó said one administrator. òAnd we have more power, we have more collective energy. Itõs 
easier to develop [a Problem of Practice or a Theory of Action] with a collective than just one 
person.ó These leadership teams helped to build unity and coherence across the district. When 
asked about changes they saw in their district and school leaders, teachers often noted the 
increasing coherence and unity of focus among their leaders. Instructors also noticed changes in 
attitudes and the ability to work together in district teams. As one instructor described it, òDuring 
the trainings Iõve seen a big change in the focus of the teams. During the first year after 20 minutes 
they were losing interest and this year weõd give them an hour and theyõd say can we have another 
half hour?ó  

 
Individual responses to the survey demonstrate WSLA participants and non-participants continue to 
believe it is important to collaborate with their colleagues (100% and 90% in 2010) and they are 
clear about their roles and responsibilities related to improving teaching and learning (91% and 
85% in 2010). Survey responses also show that collaboration and trust among individuals is 
growing. For example, only 68% of WSLA participants and 19% of non-participants reported high 
levels of trust within the district administrative team in 2009. These scores rose to 76% and 45% 
respectively in 2010. Also in 2009, only 64% of WSLA participants and 29% of non-participants 
agreed that collaboration time was used effectively but in 2010, agreement levels rose to 79% and 
68% respectively.  In 2009, 54% of WSLA participants and 37% of non-participants reported team 
norms guide district collaboration but in 2010, agreement levels rose to 72% and 80% 
respectively. On all these items, non-participating district and building administrators rated these 
items higher than they had last year, sometimes by as much as 40 percentage points. These results 
seem to point to an increasingly purposeful focus for collaboration. 

Enhance Personal Leadership Skills. Although this curricular strand did not receive as much 
attention or emphasis as some of the others in regional meetings, most participants reported 
learning new skills, and their colleagues saw evidence of changed leadership behaviors. In 
interviews and focus groups, some leaders expressed disappointment at not having had the 
opportunity to work on specific personal leadership skills, and some wanted specific individual 
feedback on their leadership skills. òThere wasnõt any real direct, this is your style, these are things 
that might be helpful, hereõs some examples of other leaders that lead much like you, I think more 
personal stuff. It was more collaborative, how do we work as a team,ó said one administrator. At 
the same time, in Year 3 interviews and focus groups, most leaders described many ways in which 
their leadership skills and understandings had been challenged and transformed by their work with 
the WSLA program, including such things as modeling good instruction through learning meetings 
with agendas, lessons plans, and follow-ups; learning to become a facilitator rather than a director; 
increasing accountability for a focus on learning at all levels; listening more; deeper questioning; 
learning to conduct learning walks; learning what it means to òsponsoró the work; learning to have 
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hard conversations about unsatisfactory performance; and through all of this work, gaining 
increasing confidence as an instructional leader. òItõs been a change of mindset of what it means to 
be leaders,ó said one administrator. 

 
Individual survey responses for this item did not change drastically between 2009 and 2010. Non-
participants seemed to feel slightly less confident in their own abilities as instructional leaders, 
although they report they have developed skills in listening, communication, trust building and 
playing a role in leading change in their districts. WSLA participants, on the other hand, reported 
increasing confidence in their abilities to lead instruction and to reflect on their leadership skills. 
For example, in 2009, 88% of WSLA participants and 91% of non-participants believed they 
empowered others to help improve teaching and learning. In 2010, 94% of WSLA participants but 
only 85% of non-participants felt the same way, a decrease for non-participants. Similarly, in 2009 
79% of WSLA participants and 89% of non-participants agreed that they had the ability to 
effectively coach others to improve teaching and learning. In 2010, the number of participants in 
agreement rose to 92% for WSLA participants but fell a few points to 85% for non-participants. In 
specific listening skills that contribute to clear communication and trust building, both WSLA 
participants and non-participants rose in agreement from 2009 to 2010 (89% to 95% and 79% to 
90% respectively). Both groups also increased in their belief that they were playing an important 
role in leading change in their districts (81% to 90% for WSLA participants and 57% to 70% for 
non-participants).  
 
In considering these data, we suggest that one interpretation of the decreasing non-participant 
scores around leading for instruction may be that as WSLA participants shared their growing 
understanding about what it takes to become an effective instructional leader, non-participating 
leaders had a clearer idea of what they did not know, and thus rated themselves lower in this area 
than they did in the first year of implementation.  

Focus on Learning. The Focus on Learning curricular strand received a great deal of emphasis 
throughout the two years of implementation of the WSLA program as WSLA instructors asked 
district teams to consider how to lead for high quality teaching and learning and develop common 
understandings about what high quality teaching and learning is. Strategies for focusing on learning 
such as reflection with colleagues, turning staff meetings into learning meetings with agendas and 
shared learning opportunities, conducting learning walks, and particularly in Year 3, adopting an 
instructional framework were all topics of regional meetings and the focus of coaching work on-
site.  

 
By the end of Year 3, most of the participating districts had instituted learning meetings at least at 
the district level, and in many cases, at the building level as well. Eleven of the district teams had 
conducted learning walks or walkthroughs in classrooms, and of those eleven districts, seven had 
begun to include classroom teachers in the learning walks. Twelve districts had adopted and were 
implementing a district-wide instructional framework, and in all but two districts, teams reported 
that conversations about teaching and learning were happening with increasing frequency both 
formally in meetings and informally among administrators and teaching staff.  òLooking for 
evidence of learning, evidence of thinking, weõve become a lot more focused on that as 
administrators, as teachers. Thereõs been a purposeful shift to make our work as administrators 
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reflect more of us being learning leaders and to model a sharper focus on learning,ó one 
administrator explained. What was especially powerful for many was that Superintendents, who 
had previously been somewhat detached from instructional issues, now saw a role for themselves in 
supporting instruction. One building administrator said, òOne of the biggest impacts [of WSLA] is 
that it has brought superintendents back into the loop of teaching and learning. You see 
superintendents connecting with their principals about issues of teaching and learning, itõs not just 
about budgets or fund balances. They are involved in the daily teaching and learning that occurs in 
their districts.ó  
 
Positive individual responses on the survey for this strand rose dramatically for WSLA participants 
and non-participants alike in 2010, suggesting an increasingly shared vision or definition of 
powerful teaching and learning and efforts to implement that vision in the districts. For example, in 
2009, 36% of WSLA participants and 35% of non-participants agreed that their district had a clear 
vision of what effective instruction looks like. In 2010, those percentages rose to 74% and 75% 
respectively. In 2009 only 35% of WSLA participants and 43% of non-participants agreed that their 
district had selected an instructional framework. In 2010, that agreement rose to 80% for both 
groups. In addition, while 57% of WSLA participants agreed their district had made progress in 
implementing their vision for powerful teaching and learning in 2009, 94% agreed in 2010. For 
non-participants, the same survey item moved from 40% agreement to 100%.   

Lead Coherent System Wide Support for Learning. Research in educational reform and 
improvement shows that without system wide support for learning, innovations and improvements 
are generally not sustained. The WSLA program was designed to encourage system wide support 
for learning through its stipulation that the district send teams to the regional meetings, and 
through its emphasis, via this curricular strand, on systems alignment (curriculum, assessment, 
professional development, resources), and the development of working relationships between 
district and school leaders to support student learning. As one WSLA instructor explained,  

 
What we know from the research is that we arenõt going to be able to do what we need to 
do for children if the system is not aligned. You have to have the system in a row so that 
everything is focused on student learning in a district. When we talk about this in the 
beginning, people kind of roll their eyes but then pretty soon they begin to see why that 
matters and then they develop a common language. Thatõs the value of the work. Itõs really 
profound when they get it.  

 
Most district teams credit WSLA with providing a vehicle for system conversations and building 
trust and relationships between school and district administrators. Bringing leaders from different 
levels of the system together with a common focus and purpose helped district teams develop 
system-wide goals and develop plans for systems alignment. By the end of Year 3, ten of the 
participating districts had begun work on aligning their curriculum, assessments, or professional 
development K-12.  
 
According to individual responses on the survey, system-wide support for learning has increased 
over time and coordination and communication throughout the system is improving. Generally, 
people agree the leadership encourages improvement of teaching and learning, and this level of 
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agreement has risen over time from 89% WSLA participants and 76% non-participants in 2009 to 
93% and 95% respectively. In addition, more participants and non-participants agree in 2010 that 
improving instruction is part of existing district improvement strategies at every level (69% in 2009 
and 88% in 2010 for WSLA participants and 75% in 2009 to 90% in 2010 for non-participants).  
More people also agree in 2010 that the school board, administration, and employee 
representatives share a goal of helping all students achieve (moving from 67% to 86% for WSLA 
participants and from 68% to 95% for non-participants).  More WSLA participants (30% in 2009 
and 66% in 2010) and non-participants (35% in 2009 and 70% in 2010) agree that effective 
instructional strategies have been communicated up and down the system, and the district has a 
visual model that clearly shows a system-wide support for learning (28% in 2009 and 52% in 2010 
for WSLA participants and 18% in 2009 to 70% in 2010 for non-participants).   

Problem of Practice and Theory of Action. The Problem of Practice curricular strand is a critical 
component of the WSLA program and was a central focus of regional meetings, coaching 
discussions, and district team meetings at WSLA and in their districts, particularly in Year 2. By the 
end of Year 2, each team had developed a Problem of Practice (goal) and a Theory of Action 
(rationale and strategies), which would frame the rest of their work with WSLA. As the teams 
moved into applying their Problems of Practice and Theories of Action to their district work, Year 
3 saw an evolution in the Problems of Practice. Five districts refined their Problem of Practice 
statements, generally moving from a narrow focus on a specific subject area (math) to a broader 
focus on improving instruction throughout the district. As one administrator described it: 

 
Our original [Problem of Practice] focus had to shift so it was useable by everyone in the 
district, so that it was a true system approach that we were taking to solving a problem. 
But it took a lot of time to really recognize the depth of the problem that we were working 
on. One content area is much easier to wrap your brain around than all instruction.  

 
The refined Problems of Practice in some districts also incorporated language and understandings 
district teams had gained while developing instructional frameworks so that the Problem of Practice 
became more aligned with the instructional work. Theories of Action also evolved, shaped by the 
development of core values for the district, a shift to a system wide focus for improvement, and 
influenced by work presented at WSLA regional workshops on the instructional core (Elmore). 
One district team rewrote their Problem of Practice entirely, reflecting a shift in focus and purpose 
as well as turnover in the team. 
 
Defining their Problem of Practice and Theory of Action was difficult for many teams but many 
administrators reflected that the process was valuable for the team in helping them to set priorities, 
and create a frame of reference from which to make decisions and plan interventions. Creating a 
viable, relevant, and dynamic Problem of Practice required a shift in thinking from òfix it nowó to 
òwhat is the real problem?ó and then òwhat do we believe will solve this problem?ó One 
administrator described her experience in this way: 
 

I didnõt get the Theory of Action for like half a year. I just wanted to go, òletõs do this, this, 
and this.ó And then it dawned on us that the Theory of Action had to do with the approach 
we were taking and a belief system. So it rested on the belief that we needed coherence 
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across the system. So that gave us an answer to the holdouts. If weõre moving forward in 
math and we have holdouts saying, òIõm doing my own thing, you guys go ahead,ó we can 
come back with, òNo our Theory of Action is coherence across the system. That means itõs 
not hide in your room anymore, you have to be part of what weõre doing. Weõre marching 
forward together, system wide, weõre all connected.ó  

 
As teams worked on developing their problem, and then on implementing their solutions, the 
common struggle helped bring team members together into a collaborative learning group. òThe 
whole Problem of Practice, the theoretical part of that, was kind of unfolding as we learned 
together. Whatõs occurred is weõve become more of a learning community as administrators, 
working through the Problem of Practice and getting to a focal point or a target on instruction,ó 
one administrator explained. The need for data of all kinds to understand their Problem of Practice 
generated new understandings about the reality of their work and student achievement, and in 
some cases, gave new purpose to data collection and analysis in the district. In addition, in several 
districts the Problem of Practice and Theory of Action led to a focus on the system as a whole, and 
generated system-wide initiatives such as K-12 curriculum alignment and the creation or adoption 
of a district wide instructional framework. In some districts, the process of developing a Problem 
of Practice and Theory of Action was moved into the schools so that each building developed their 
own Problem of Practice and Theory of Action that would address building level issues while 
staying aligned with the district wide goal. 
 
Overall findings from the individual item responses on the survey show continued progress toward 
developing and sharing their Problems of Practice. Scores in most categories increased from 2009 
to 2010, for participants and non-participants alike. The jump in non-participantsõ understanding of 
the Problem of Practice was at times dramatic. For example, 57% of WSLA non-participants in 
2009 agreed that the Problem of Practice focused on improving student learning but that 
percentage rose to 85% in 2010. In 2009 only 48% of non-participants agreed that their 
administrative team had identified a Problem of Practice but in 2010, 90% agreed. These numbers 
reflect an increasing awareness in the districts of the Problem of Practice and suggest that WSLA 
participants are doing a better job of sharing their work with others in the district, at least at the 
administrative levels.     

Why Change?. This curricular strand was designed to help district teams understand and create 
urgency around gaps in student achievement. Although this strand received more concerted 
attention in regional workshops in Year 2, the issue of building urgency for change remained 
important for many of the participating districts into Year 3, especially as the district teams began 
to look more closely at student achievement data and considered how to disseminate their WSLA 
work throughout the district. òWhy Change is a big issue in our district,ó said one administrator. 
òThereõs a lot of resistance to change in our community. Thatõs a big hurdle weõve had to address 
and to do it with conviction but also carefully so that you make sure youõre not alienating people 
and that they feel the need to change, not just because a leadership team says itõs time to change.ó In 
interviews and focus groups, administrators noted that research presented in regional meetings and 
discussions about the change process and the cycle of inquiry were helpful in validating their 
proposals for change to other staff in their districts and helped them to refocus conversations about 
change on the data and student learning rather than on individual teacher performance. òWeõre 
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trying to point our fingers at increased student learning. So nobodyõs doing anything wrong, we 
just need to look at different practices because of our students, not because of our teachers. Itõs not 
about right and wrong,ó said one administrator.  

 
Continued examination of student data also helped build urgency. As one administrator explained, 
òWe realized weõve got to raise the bar. Kids are not making it, weõve got to push them, weõve got 
to learn how to instruct them better, give better resources, weõve got to fill these gaps and itõs 
urgent.ó In another district, sinking test scores drove urgency. òOur test scores were the worst they 
ever were, and as I told everybody, everything is now on the table. Donõt tell me well weõve done 
this before. Weõve been doing it this way because regardless of what weõve done before, it has not 
worked, and the data shows us that,ó said one administrator. As district teams begin to develop 
plans to communicate with stakeholders about changes they are considering, the work they have 
done in this curricular strand to develop rationales for change and to understand the change process 
comes back to the forefront. 
 
Individual responses on the survey point to a small increase in understanding among administrators 
for the need to change but mixed responses to the use of data to build urgency for change. The 
most significant difference between WSLA participants and non-participants in this strand (2010 
survey responses) is in answer to the question about whether colleagues are clear about the data 
used to highlight the need to change, with 81% of WSLA participants agreeing that they are and 
only 63% of non-participants agreeing. In addition, WSLA participants and non-participants are less 
sure they have a clear understanding of what students say about their educational experience (69% 
and 56% respectively), and only a little more than half of the survey respondents agreed that the 
district implements a system-wide framework for using disaggregated data to inform work around 
closing the achievement gap (56% and 65% respectively).  
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Evaluation Question 2: To what degree can changes in leadersõ attitudes and practices be 
attributed to professional development provided by the Washington State Leadership 
Academy? 

 
At the end of Year 2 (2008-2009, the first year of implementation), participants attributed their 
efforts to form a cohesive leadership team, to implement learning meetings, and to create a shared 
focus on instruction and student achievement to the professional development provided by WSLA. 
At the end of Year 3, evidence shows leadership teams have continued to develop a unified and 
coherent focus for themselves, and learning meetings have been implemented to some extent in 
most of the participating districts.  òOne of the biggest changes weõve made administratively this 
year across the district, including our athletic director and special programs director, is trying to 
make meetings more of a learning opportunityó said one participant. Ongoing collaborative team 
work has deepened conversations for most teams around instructional issues, and many teams have 
moved from planning to implementation in some areas. In particular, Year 3 saw the development 
of instructional frameworks in many districts, which had far reaching implications for other areas of 
the system including attempts to align curriculum K-12, institutionalization of walkthroughs and 
instructional rounds (learning walks), and professional development. Since a primary emphasis of 
the WSLA program in Year 3 was instructional frameworks, the connection between changes in 
leadersõ attitudes and practices can be clearly linked to WSLA. òWeõve tried to spend more time 
getting [participants] to consider and adopt an instructional framework than almost any other 
element of the program. Weõve also spent time on how that framework for teaching and learning 
fits with coherence within the system and the support needed by district and building leaders. 
Thatõs been a heavy area of focus for each of the teams,ó explained one instructor.  
 
One of the difficulties district teams described in Year 3 was how to move their understandings 
about teaching and learning out into the schools and classrooms. Adopting and implementing an 
instructional framework gave several teams a structure within which to conduct classroom 
walkthroughs or learning walks, to begin to develop common language around quality teaching and 
learning, to practice new leadership strategies, and to focus planning and decision making to 
support instruction at all levels. Of the twelve districts that adopted instructional frameworks, 
eight of these districts had begun to institute them at the school and classroom level, engaging 
teachers in learning walks, classroom observations, and providing professional development and 
training in elements of the framework.  
 
As a result of the focus on an instructional framework, district and building leaders noted changes 
in the nature of conversations among staff, more demand for professional development by staff, and 
more interest in collecting and analyzing student data to track performance and determine possible 
interventions. Some building administrators reported increased teacher engagement and renewed 
excitement in teaching. òThereõs been a renewed interest among a lot of our faculty in focused 
professional development. I think that thereõs been a rekindling in a lot of our teachers about 
becoming enthusiastic learners again,ó said one administrator. Teachers themselves agreed. As one 
teacher put it, ò[The focus on learning and learning meetings] have motivated us. It helps to redirect 
our focus back to what weõre supposed to be doing. We do see a lot more scores and review those 
things a little bit more than we used to.ó 
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Contract negotiations and conversations with teachersõ union leaders also changed as a result of the 
focus on learning. One administrator reported that the collaborative nature of the district team 
work and the development of learning meetings included union leaders in discussions in a new way. 
òItõs a change for them. Theyõve had to read things, look at things, reflect on things, and now itõs 
not just coming and sitting and listening, but theyõre working right alongside the principal and their 
peers. They just want to make sure that itõs valuable learning time, so I say, ôand is it?õ and the 
answer is yes.ó An administrator from another district also noted a change in relationship with the 
teachers association as a result of learning meetings and discussions around the instructional 
framework,  
 

òIn the past we would talk about this personõs overtime or this personõs lunch period, the 
assembly that wasnõt scheduled correctly, those kinds of things. At our last round table, we 
talked for a longer time, almost the whole meeting, about curriculum and assessment. So 
thatõs the biggest change Iõm seeing, people are talking about what we should be talking 
about.ó  

Evaluation Question 3: To what extent does teachersõ instructional practice change over 
time? 

To examine changes in teachersõ instructional practice over time, we used data from interviews and 
focus groups and analyzed responses to questions from the Constructivist Teaching factor in the 
WSLA Teacher Survey. We gathered information about the type of instruction occurring in the 
classroom and the extent to which that instruction includes active inquiry, in-depth learning, and 
performance assessment, three essential components of powerful teaching and learning (see 
Appendix 4 for a more detailed description of the Constructivist Teaching factor). 

 
The Constructivist Teaching factor consists of 12 items. Individual survey items were scored on a 5-
point Likert ðtype scale (1 = strongly disagree, 2 = disagree, 3 = neutral/undecided, 4 = agree, 
and 5 = strongly agree). Researchers consider a ò4ó or ò5ó response on an individual survey item a 
positive response. Likewise, an overall factor score of 4.0 and above is a positive response. The 
results presented here include only those teachers who responded to the survey in 2009 and 2010. 
To determine if teachers reported differences in instruction from 2009 (baseline) to 2010 (end of 
program), one ANOVA was conducted. The dependent variable was the Constructivist Teaching 
factor and the independent variable was the year.  
 
The overall result was not statistically significant suggesting that there has been little change in 
teacher practices across the initiative. The factor score essentially remained the same, with a score 
of 3.84 in 2009 and 3.82 in 2010, suggesting that the elements of active inquiry, in-depth learning, 
and performance assessment are not yet widely present in participating WSLA schools. While 
results are unchanged, it is notable that some individual districts demonstrated change and 
individual survey items demonstrate some variation as shown in Table 1. 
 
 
 



 

T H E  B E R C  G R O U P  22 

Table 1. 
Constructivist Teaching 

Question % Agreed or Strongly 
Agreed 

 2009 2010 

Students are engaged in activities to develop 
understanding. 

91% 87% 

Clear expectations define what students should know and 
be able to do. 

86% 86% 

Student work shows evidence of understanding, not just 
recall. 

83% 83% 

Students are engaged in active participation, exploration, 
and research. 

81% 72% 

Assessment tasks allow students to exhibit higher-order 
thinking.  

78% 72% 

Students are presented with a challenging curriculum 
designed to develop depth of understanding. 

77% 68% 

Students produce quality work products. 72% 69% 

Students apply knowledge in real world contexts. 71% 68% 
Teachers and students set learning goals and monitor 
progress. 

76% 72% 

The learning focus is competence, not coverage. 64% 62% 

Teachers utilize the diverse experiences of students to 
build effective learning experiences. 

64% 64% 

Students present to real audiences. 54% 60% 

 
Evidence about teachersõ changed instructional practice is not consistent in any one district or 
across districts although changes do appear to be happening to some extent, in spite of the 
unchanged scores on the Constructivist Teaching factor. In most of the participating districts, each of 
the school buildings was at a different place in relation to the Problem of Practice and their efforts 
to move toward improving instruction. Building leadership affected changes in instructional 
practice and differing levels of building administrator buy-in to the WSLA work and the district 
Problem of Practice and goals were evident in most districts. We saw more changes in instruction 
in those districts that had adopted a district-wide instructional framework (twelve districts), 
instituted classroom walkthroughs and observations by both administrators and teachers (seven 
districts), and had begun to align resources and professional development to the instructional 
framework. This was also evident from the survey results, when looking at results by district. 
 
By far the most frequent and wide-ranging change reported by teachers and administrators alike 
was that conversations among teachers and between teachers and administrators became more 
focused on teaching and learning. As one participant explained, òThe conversations that I hear 
teachers having are about how do we authentically engage our students and talk about pair-share 
and less worksheets and more group work and technologies being brought more into the 
classroom. We have a long way to go but weõre on the right track.ó These conversations have 
included deeper discussions about data, lesson objectives, and sharing instructional strategies.  
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Some administrators reported changes in teacher attitudes brought about by increased 
conversations and opportunities to collaborate with their peers in Professional Learning 
Communities (PLCs) (five districts had instituted PLCs district-wide in Year 3) or other such 
groups. Teachers were more transparent and willing to talk about areas where they felt challenged. 
òWe had people in my building who had never seen each other teach, or had never had that 
experience of going into a classroom when there are students there, and seeing how that works. So 
that was a pretty big cultural shift for my building in particular,ó said one administrator. Other 
changes in instructional practice noted by administrators and teachers themselves as a result of a 
renewed focus on learning and, where applicable, adoption of a district-wide instructional 
framework, included:  
 

¶ teachers being more intentional about looking at data and using it to plan interventions 

¶ clearer and more focused learning objectives and learning targets that are communicated to 
students 

¶ increased efforts to engage students in learning through changes in room set-up, lesson 
content, and in some cases release of responsibility in the classroom to students 

¶ increased efforts and willingness to analyze teaching moves 

¶ more attention to questioning techniques and probing students for evidence of their 
thinking processes 

¶ development of a common language around teaching and learning (especially if an 
instructional framework has been adopted) 

¶ increased collaboration and more structured PLCs focused on teaching and learning 

¶ use of new strategies such as student pair shares and student-led discussions 
 
Several administrators in different districts offered examples of veteran, very traditional teachers 
who were starting to make shifts, like this one: 
 

I have a teacher who is very traditional, has been teaching for a long time, and has been 
very skeptical about our work. Normally when I walk into her classroom I see a very 
traditional lesson where sheõd be up there, and the kids all have this pile of papers on their 
desk that they work through. And all of a sudden, the entire time I was in there she was 
doing a lesson but not up in front of the class. She was engaging the kids in it. She was 
having them use the Smart Board, she did a lot of pair-shares, and it was effective. As they 
worked in groups they were truly talking about what she asked them to talk about. She was 
going around asking questions to those groups that got stuck and she got them back on 
topic. So thatõs a real beginning piece but in that classroom it was so big. It was so 
noticeable because it was such a shift from a pile of worksheets. 

 
As teachers begin to renew their focus on instruction, many said they started to see increased need 
for professional development and wanted more individual feedback from administrators after 
learning walks through their classrooms.  
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Evaluation Question 4: To what degree can changes in teachersõ instructional practice be 
attributed to professional development provided by the Washington State Leadership 
Academy?  

 
The link between WSLA and changes in teachersõ instructional practice is somewhat tenuous. In 
many districts, particularly those where an instructional framework had not been adopted or had 
not yet been rolled out at the school and classroom level, teachers were only vaguely aware that 
their administrators were involved in WSLA and for what purpose. In those districts where 
teachers were more aware of their administratorsõ participation in WSLA, the primary avenues for 
WSLAõs affect on teachersõ instructional practices seemed to be through the increased focus in staff 
meetings on issues of teaching and learning rather than housekeeping, the increased exposure and 
accountability teachers felt when administrators began conducting learning walks in classrooms, and 
the support and structure provided to teachers by the adoption of an instructional framework that  
helped them to examine their own practice and provided definitions and structures for making 
changes. In addition, although perhaps not directly related to instruction, the district teamsõ work 
on a district-wide Problem of Practice and Theory of Action and subsequent action related to those 
elements often had an impact on teachers as K-12 curriculum alignment and assessment committees 
were formed, and teachers began to become involved in helping to move the district toward its 
goals.  

Evaluation Question 5: To what extent is implementation correlated with teacher and 
student outcomes? 

 
Many interviewees believe WSLA activities will have a positive influence on student achievement 
but agree that it will take several years to see the change. This section presents quantitative WASL 
data; however, we are unable to draw conclusions about student achievement outcomes because 
data from the current year (2009-2010) is not available due to changes in the statewide test and 
delays in reporting the results.  Although we cannot provide the comparison analysis of 
standardized test scores, we provide here data from the first year of participation in WSLA as a 
basis for future comparisons.  
 
WASL data from participating districts in the Washington School Leadership Academy were 
obtained from public data files on the OSPI website for the 2005-2006, 2006-2007, 2007-2008, 
and 2008-2009 school years. The WSLA averages in elementary school mathematics and reading 
were obtained by taking the mean of district scores at 3rd, 4th, and 5th grade levels in each of the 
three school years.  Similarly, middle school averages were obtained by averaging 6th, 7th, and, 8th 
grade district scores, and high school averages were obtained by using the 10th grade results. WASL 
scores in writing were obtained by finding the mean of participating districts at the 4th, 7th, and 10th 
grade levels. Science scores were also obtained in a similar fashion by calculating the mean of 5th, 
8th, and 10th grade levels.    
 
In general, participating WSLA districts averages were lower than state averages in all four areas. 
There was no particular pattern of improvement in the first year. In some areas, the gap between 
the WSLA districts and the state has decreased, and in other areas it has increased or remained the 
same. Figures 7 through 10 show achievement results. 
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Figure 7. Math WASL Scores 
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Figure 8. Reading WASL Scores 
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Figure 9. Writing WASL Scores 
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Figure 10. Science WASL Scores 
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Evaluation Question 6: To what extent are the changes sustainable? 

 
At WSLAõs statewide end-of-year celebration in June 2010, all of the Cohort One ESDs and school 
districts presented their plans for continuing the work they had begun in the WSLA program. 
These presentations, as well as interviews and focus groups with WSLA district teams, highlighted 
elements of the WSLA program that participants found to òhave legsó to carry them beyond their 
two-year experience with WSLA. Districts that have worked to embed their Problem of Practice 
and Theory of Action into their district and school improvement plans as well as those that have 
adopted and begun to implement a district-wide instructional framework seem to feel the most 
confident that the work they have begun will continue. Collaboration time and coaching are 
elements that have been very important to most teams, and several teams will try to find continuing 
funding to support these elements on their own.  
 
Administrative turnover is always a concern to ongoing programs, and Superintendent sponsorship 
of the work is crucial for sustainability of a program or initiative. Several participating districts will 
be changing Superintendents, and while some districts feel this will mean the end of the focus on 
WSLA elements, other districts have purposely hired someone who will support and sponsor the 
plans and practices they have developed such as collaboration, distributed leadership, focus on 
learning, and a system wide Theory of Action. Professional development aligned with the districtõs 
Problem of Practice, Theory of Action, and instructional framework also helps to sustain the work 
some districts have begun by embedding it into teachersõ work in classrooms and supporting the 
common focus on instruction.   
 
Ultimately, as all of these examples show, the more that districts are able to incorporate and embed 
their WSLA work into their district, school, and classroom systems, the greater confidence they 
have that the changes they have made will be sustained and sustainable.  
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TWO DISTRICT PROFILES 
 
The following profiles offer brief snapshots of two different teamsõ experience over their two years 
in the WSLA program. These examples highlight the kinds of challenges that different teams faced 
based on their particular context and their readiness to benefit from the WSLA program. Each 
profile also describes the ways these teams addressed their particular challenges and integrated what 
they learned from WSLA into their own work and their work with colleagues in their district.  

District A 

 
District A is a small, rural district located in eastern Washington. The total student population in 
the district is approximately 1,500 students who are served by one elementary school, one middle 
school, and one high school. Forty-four percent of students in the district qualify for Free and 
Reduced Lunch, and approximately 36% are students of color. Standardized test scores for the 
district are relatively high in reading and writing but are substantially lower in math and science. 
District team members report their community is tightly-knit and there is strong parental support 
for the schools. Before joining WSLA, District A had already been involved with several school 
improvement initiatives and programs, including adopting a Continuous Improvement Model, the 
development of K-12 content teams, and Professional Learning Communities, and forming 
professional development partnerships with the Math Leadership Alliance, the LASER Consortium 
and others. Some staff had received training on the STAR Classroom Observation Protocol as a way 
of addressing instructional practice, but this was not a system-wide initiative.  
 
When the opportunity to participate in WSLA was presented through the regional ESD, the 
Superintendent and building administrators felt this would provide them with a way to learn and 
then replicate what was being done in high achieving districts in the state. Also important to the 
team was that WSLA provided specific leadership training through a model that could be sustained. 
òThere is very little staff development or training thatõs directed to leadership, and if you look at 
any effective school research youõll see that without quality leadership youõre spitting in the wind. I 
think this is the first thing that Iõve seen that not only provides leadership training, but a model that 
can be sustained rather than a hit or miss, one-time only shot,ó said a District A administrator. 
Because they are a small district, District A was able to involve most of their district and building 
administrators on their WSLA team, which helped them to create a unified and coherent message 
across the system as they moved through the first year of work in WSLA. The core WSLA team 
included the district superintendent, a central office program director, the three building 
principals, and one assistant principal.  
 
After some debate and useful feedback from WSLA instructors during Year 2, District A settled on 
a Problem of Practice that they felt aligned with current initiatives in the district and focused on a 
particular problem area they had identified. òHow will we ensure that every student demonstrates 
performance at or above standard in math?ó Although math was a more specific content area focus 
and did not address other areas of the system, the team felt that focusing on this particular problem 
would highlight an area in urgent need of attention and at the same time help them create a 
replicable model for further systemic improvement.  
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The team was faced with two major challenges from the beginning. One was that the district had 
been a ògoodó district for a relatively long time with moderate to high standardized test scores. 
They had received national recognition and felt they had a strong tradition of good schools, and this 
situation led to an attitude of complacency and a lack of urgency to make changes. As one District 
A administrator said, òOur district has been a good district for a long time, but we werenõt going to 
reach great unless there was urgency around change.ó At the same time, the community was 
undergoing a demographic change with rising rates of poverty, and an increase in their Hispanic 
population with a corresponding increase in their ELL population, but these changes were not 
driving up the urgency.  
 
A second major challenge for the WSLA team in District A was that the teaching staff felt frustrated 
and overwhelmed by all of the initiatives the district had taken on. One benefit provided by 
WSLAõs team approach was that the administrators on the team began to develop a consistent and 
coherent vision around their Problem of Practice, which helped to lessen the feeling that the 
district was engaged in a scattershot approach to improvement. òWeõve been preaching to the staff 
that weõre going to focus on this thing [leadership focused on learning], and weõre not going to 
change on you. So thatõs been powerful,ó said one administrator. Another administrator added, òIt 
was less random acts of improvement and a more strategic approach to using data, looking at 
whether itõs a classroom issue, grade level issue, building issue. Letõs be strategic in how we 
respond to it so we can connect situations and actions and consequences versus something good 
happening and not knowing why it happened.ó 
 
To build urgency and to better understand the nature and reality of their Problem of Practice 
during Year 2 in WSLA, the District A team decided to take a hard look at their student data. They 
administered the Measurement of Academic Progress (MAP) three times per year, each building 
developed data walls that tracked every studentõs individual progress, building level and systemic 
progress monitoring systems were put into place, and progress was charted publicly by grade level. 
òIt became very clear the type of students that are struggling in our district,ó noted a District A 
administrator. Data walls helped school staff facilitate changes in school schedule to provide 
interventions during the school day, and data were shared regularly with the school board and at 
parent-teacher conference.  
 
In Year 3, the District A team expanded their focus to instruction and reinvigorated their 
commitment to the STAR Protocol, adopting it as their framework for helping administrators and 
teachers alike understand what good instruction looked like. òIf we are going to have an increase in 
math achievement, we needed to know what good instruction looked like in the classroom,ó one 
administrator noted. Administrators worked with a STAR Protocol trainer before the school year 
started to plan for rolling out the framework to schools. They selected two STAR facilitators for 
each school building who were trained by the WSLA coach, and the schools conducted five training 
sessions before Christmas of that year. Administrators participated in these sessions along with 
teachers, conducting learning walks, which led to more focused conversations with teachers about 
their instructional practice. In addition to direct work on classroom instruction through the STAR 
Protocol, administrative and staff meetings were also changing, becoming more focused on 
teaching and learning with lesson plans and learning objectives. This resulted in a greater 
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coordination of professional development across the district including the growth of common 
language around instruction. Administrators were also starting to see small changes in teacher 
practice.  
 

With our math instructors, they were pretty traditional and it was nice to see this spring 
the 8th grade teacher came to me, and we started talking about classroom management and 
arrangement, and she wanted to put them in groups but she was scared about doing that. 
Two weeks later I went through and noticed that all the tables had four kids facing each 
other and partner sharing. I asked her how it was going and she said, ôItõs scary for me but I 
think the kids are enjoying it.õ So I felt good that our dialogue and PD were taking hold. 

 
As the District A team moves out of its two-year participation in WSLA, plans for sustaining the 
work they started are in place. The district plans to identify six new STAR Protocol facilitators 
from the three buildings who will be trained first by the WSLA coach (hired back on contract by 
the district) and then by the facilitators already in place. One administrator estimates that two-
thirds of the District A teaching staff have participated in learning walks. District committees have 
also created district-wide K-12 power standards in reading, math, social studies, and writing that 
are in the process of being refined and they have begun the process of creating common assessments 
in reading and writing based on those power standards.  
 
District Aõs experience in WSLA illustrates some of the costs and benefits to participating in WSLA 
as a small district. Because they are small, they can include most of their administrators in the 
experience which helps to build a unified vision across the district but also means that most of the 
administrators are out of the district for regional meetings, something that concerns every 
administrator. Smaller districts often do not have the resources to support the adoption of 
programs or pay for professional development, which forces administrators to be creative and 
focused in their allocations. District A used an instructional framework that had already been 
introduced to some of their staff and leveraged their WSLA coach to train facilitators from inside 
the district who could then train others. They also created their own training videos about 
instruction using District A teaching staff.  
 
District A WSLA team members report that they experienced measurable growth in their own 
individual leadership, in their ability to work as a coherent team and they see growth in data use 
and slight improvement in instruction in their teaching staffs. Reflecting on their experience over 
the two years, District A team members believe it was the combination of the school improvement 
efforts already in place (the Continuous Improvement Model and PLCs), the WSLA work (building 
a cohesive team, developing a Problem of Practice as a focus for their efforts) and the instructional 
framework (STAR Protocol) which has resulted in changes in the district over the last two years. As 
one District A administrator put it, òI donõt think WSLA on its own would have resonated as much 
if we didnõt already have the work weõve already done. What WSLA did was give us something 
very specific, one Problem of Practice to be intentional about. But WSLA would not have 
resonated on its own without tying together the instructional framework with that foundation.ó   
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District B  

 
District B is a large urban district located in western Washington. The total student population is 
approximately 30,000 students who are served by fifty-seven schools, including alternative and 
other special programs. A little over half of the students in District B qualify for Free and Reduced 
Lunch, and 51% are students of color. Similar to District A, District Bõs district-wide standardized 
test scores are moderately high in reading and writing but are substantially lower in math and 
science. Overall student achievement lags behind the state average, as does the on-time graduation 
rate. There is also a significant racial achievement gap that has increased over the last ten years. The 
primary challenges the district faced when it joined WSLA in Year 2 were a 5-year legacy of 
turnover at the district and Superintendent levels, which resulted in general confusion, lack of a 
clear district focus, and lack of a systemic district-wide communication process.  
 
Because of the size of the district and the team, the District B WSLA team met on its own rather 
than in a regional group with other district teams. WSLA also provided an additional coach (two in 
total) to work with District B. Like the other Cohort One teams, District B struggled in Year 2 to 
identify a Problem of Practice that would help focus and clarify their work. Identifying one 
problem to work on to make systemic changes was a challenge and communicating that problem 
was also difficult with 100 building administrators and additional central office staff. òWhat we 
learned in our first year was that we did have a lot of opinions and sometimes in large organizations, 
if there are 100 administrators, itõs difficult to get the message out in a meaningful way,ó explained 
a District B administrator. Part of the difficulty with forming the Problem of Practice was that there 
was no clarity about how much authority the WSLA team would have to suggest or make changes, 
and it was unclear whether the central office was actually sponsoring the work of the team. In 
addition, because the WSLA program could not accommodate all 100 administrators (nor would 
that necessarily be desirable if it was possible), the District B team had to determine whether they 
in fact had the right people on the team to achieve their goals. In Year 2, since their goals were 
unclear, determining whether they had the right team in place was problematic.  
 
To assist the District B team in developing a focus and Problem of Practice for their WSLA work, 
WSLA coaches interviewed all of the WSLA team members individually and developed a list of four 
universal needs that leaders in the district seemed to have with regard to improving instruction. 
Building leaders needed a clear focus and understanding about the academic structure, coordinated 
and articulated curriculum materials across the district, targeted and embedded professional 
development for leaders, and a systemic communication process. òWe were very frustrated because 
it just felt like things were being picked out of the sky and the connections werenõt intentionally 
made so that people could see how that all fit together,ó a District B administrator explained. With 
these needs identified, the District B team hosted a series of dinner meetings with building 
administrators to talk with them about developing a Problem of Practice. Remarking on this 
process, one administrator said, òIt was exciting to watch this unfold and see us working in the 
same direction.ó  In spite of the frustration and confusion, the District B team did come to three 
important outcomes at the end of their first year in WSLA. Central office and building 
administrators K-12 came together to focus on standards-based instruction (SBI), the WSLA team 
identified an instructional framework ð the Center for Educational Leadershipõs Five Dimensions of 
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Teaching and Learning - to pursue, and the district supported a summer institute trainer-of-trainers 
model to roll out standards-based instruction to the schools.  
 
The end of Year 2 in District B a new Deputy Superintendent and new Assistant Superintendents 
were hired. The new Deputy Superintendent was put in charge of the WSLA team and saw a 
chance to use the WSLA experience as a vehicle to plan professional development around 
standards-based instruction. As she put it, òOur goal was to really have a good system for teaching 
standards-based instruction to our principals and have good alignment. WSLA was a good vehicle 
to get principal leaders in the room to design what that work was going to look like.ó With this new 
purpose and clearer vision for WSLA work in District B, the Deputy Superintendent also realized 
that the WSLA team did not include the òright playersó who would represent various areas of the 
district and be able to work on alignment issues. òWe didnõt have a good representation of our 
central office administration. We [wanted] a critical mass of principal representatives, from the 
principalsõ association leader, the principalsõ professional development group, and then a key player 
from each one of the levels. So we kind of collapsed a lot of different groups and said, ôletõs get this 
representative group in the room to talk about where we want to go from hereó said one 
administrator.   
 
The District B WSLA team moved into Year 3 with two major goals: to develop a district wide 
coherent and focused Problem of Practice for implementing powerful learning and teaching in 
every classroom and to plan and execute meetings as models of effective instructional practices. 
The newly reconstituted WSLA team reported that they had more energy and focus and felt that 
they had developed some momentum. òWe had frameworks in our mind around SBI and began to 
implement that. We had some really good conversations with each other which was hard in a large 
district. It was great to see that happen,ó said one administrator. District Bõs Problem of Practice is 
now focused on systems alignment around standards-based instruction. The district has invested in 
two workshops for principals on the Five Dimensions instructional framework led by WSLA 
instructors, brought in outside consultants to work with principals on effective instruction and 
student engagement, and the WSLA team developed study groups that looked at current literature 
about instruction and leadership. òPracticing being lifelong learners is something weõve evolved to 
in the second year,ó said another administrator.  
 
A major push in Year 3 has also been to collect data from every school in the district so that 
administrators and the WSLA team could see the extent to which powerful teaching and learning is 
present within the district. The district supported both an internal district scan focused on levels of 
student engagement across the district and an external School and Classroom Practices Study, 
conducted by The BERC Group, that scored schools against a rubric aligned with the Nine 
Characteristics of High Performing Schools. These efforts led to a better understanding of the big 
picture of instructional efforts across the district, and WSLA team members were able to work 
with WSLA coaches to sift through the data and develop plans. As one District B WSLA team 
member put it, òWe benefitted from the coaches where we could sit and problem solve and talk 
about what weõre going to do with the data next. Nothing like having someone external to the 
district come and help make sense of all the learning we were doing. Thatõs been an incredibly 
valuable contribution to our own ongoing thinking about next steps.ó  
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Because they found the coaching and support from WSLA to be important in helping them move 
toward their goals, District B has contracted for a third year with WSLA which they will fund 
themselves. As one administrator explained, òWe want someone from the outside saying, ôyou 
need to move a little and stay on track,õ so itõs nice to have that outside critic.ó  District B plans to 
continue its focus on learning in Year 4, including continued training in SBI and the Five 
Dimensions instructional framework. In addition the WSLA team will be working with a district 
team focused on School Improvement Grants (SIG) so that work is aligned with their Problem of 
Practice and the WSLA team will be looking at ways to redesign and redefine the roles and 
responsibilities for central office leadership support to support teaching and learning. One element 
of this plan will be to release principals one day per week to work at the central office to involve 
them more in the decision-making processes at the district level.  
 
The differences between Districts A and B are related in some part to their size. While each district 
team may have faced issues of team membership, communication, and authority to make decisions, 
the size factor influenced the length of time it took to resolve these issues. Because of its size, 
District Bõs WSLA team did not necessarily meet between WSLA meetings, and this was 
problematic for the team as they worked to build themselves into a PLC. Although they all had 
hope and felt energized by the reconstitution of the team and the reassurance of central office 
support, many building administrators were still wary and unsure about their authority to make 
decisions or recommend actions and uncertain about whether such recommendations would be 
taken into account. An additional drawback for the team, also related to size, was that the team met 
on its own rather than joining other district teams for regional meetings. District B team members 
did not feel that meeting with other districts would necessarily have been beneficial because they 
were the only large urban district in Cohort One and thus would not have much in common to 
share with any of the other districts. However, what this also meant was that quarterly meetings 
could be sidetracked by district crises, since all of the major players might be in the room. Team 
members cited several incidences where the agenda for the quarterly meeting was òhijackedó by a 
district crisis. WSLA instructors and coaches adapted to these situations but this may have 
contributed to the lack of focus WSLA team members struggled with.  
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SUMMARY AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
Overall evaluation findings confirm that the Washington State Leadership Academy has developed a 
successful program that has had an impact on leadership in support of teaching and learning in 
participating districts across the state. WSLA instructors have been conscientious about modifying 
their program to fit the needs of participants and their own understanding of what to emphasize and 
support as districts have moved through the WSLA curriculum and process. Analyses of evaluations 
from workshops and statewide conferences indicate participants are satisfied with seminars and 
presenters, and qualitative data show deepening understandings about effective leadership for 
effective instruction.  
 
As a result of their two years in the WSLA program, most participating districts have developed a 
Problem of Practice and put in place measures to address this Problem. Strategies used by district 
teams have ranged in complexity from encouraging focused conversations about teaching and 
learning and the development of learning meetings, to the adoption and implementation of 
instructional frameworks and a process of ongoing administrative and teacher walkthroughs in 
classrooms to determine the level of powerful teaching and learning present in the district. 
Although evidence about changes in teacher practice is uneven and data about student achievement 
is as yet unavailable, it is clear that participation in WSLA has changed leadersõ attitudes and 
practices in many districts, particularly in those whose leaders clearly sponsored the work and 
whose administrative teams were willing to become learners themselves in the process. District 
team collaboration and the opportunity to plan as a team has built coherence and understanding 
across administrative levels in many districts and led to a more unified, systemic approach to change 
in individual districts. Collaborative work encouraged by WSLA has been a powerful source of 
learning and support for many administrators.  
 
There is still a long way to go for all of the participating districts to align their systems to support 
teaching and learning and student achievement. WSLA has given them a framework and tools to 
use. Whether the teams can maintain their focus in the face of mounting budget deficits and the 
inevitable personnel changes remains to be seen. The program has been refunded by the 
Washington state legislature for another year and plans are being finalized to bring on a third cohort 
of school districts in the fall of 2010 to begin the two-year process. Having followed the first cohort 
through the program, we offer these recommendations for possible action in the areas of program 
design and sustainability.  

Program Design 

Differentiation at regional meetings. The constructivist nature of the WSLA program design 
and the focus on developing a site-specific Problem of Practice to frame district teamsõ WSLA 
work, helped to create and maintain relevance for teams throughout their two-year participation. 
As teams grew in their ability to collaborate and their ability to analyze and use data as a foundation 
for their district improvement work, they took more ownership over their work and began to 
move in different directions. This created some difficulties for teams and instructors around the 
quarterly regional meetings, with teams wanting even more differentiation in the schedule to 
accommodate their varying needs for information gathering, team time, cross-district discussions, 
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and learning from instructors. This issue grew particularly acute at the end of the second year of 
implementation.  

 
To address this situation and to take advantage of the experience of district teams, WSLA leaders 
may consider slowly releasing control of the workshops in the second year by having different 
districts present the content or parts of the content. Gradual release of responsibility models 
distributed leadership, builds additional ownership for district teams, and provides a safe place for 
district teams to practice skills or presentations before working with their staffs. WSLA instructors 
may also consider including district personnel in planning sessions before each workshop and giving 
them input in setting the agenda. WSLA leaders may also consider having districts host a regional 
workshop and using that experience as a case study for the other districts around which content 
could be built. 

Consistent Structures. Over the course of the first two years, WSLA instructors and participants 
have come to understand that certain structures set up by the WSLA program are crucial for 
shaping thinking around change and then for implementing changes that lead to improved student 
achievement. These structures are also important in developing systems that will sustain changes 
after the teamõs two years with WSLA are ended.  

 
Homework kept teams working together and accountable between regional meetings but in 
particular, the requirement to develop a specific Problem of Practice and Theory of Action 
was crucial since it provided a framework for the team for its entire tenure in the program. While 
it may have taken teams time, the process of developing these two structures was as important as 
the outcome. Teams were forced to work together, look at data, and face their own realities, 
attitudes, and contextual barriers. Because this was to be a district-wide Problem, the teams also 
had to broaden their thinking and adopt a systems approach, which was new to many of them.  
Critical feedback from instructors also encouraged teams to be learners rather than experts, and to 
grapple with tough questions.  By the end of Year 3, every team had crafted for itself a Problem of 
Practice of some kind although not all had a Theory of Action. 
 
Another crucial element of the WSLA program was the recommendation that districts adopt an 
instructional framework to help them define effective instruction and stay focused on how to 
support such instruction. Although this was more of a recommendation than a firm expectation in 
the first year, WSLA instructors realized that they needed to place more emphasis on this structure 
in the second year and chose one framework to model. As with the Problem of Practice, adopting 
an instructional framework forced teams to look at the quality of instruction throughout their 
district and it also gave them a structure and a focus for moving into schools and classrooms with 
professional development, learning walks, and professional learning communities. Twelve districts 
had adopted an instructional framework by the end of Year 3 of the program. 
 
WSLA instructors also encouraged district teams to develop a communications plan to 
disseminate what they were learning and plans they were making throughout the district. This 
element of the WSLA program, when implemented, held the district teams accountable for the 
changes they were making and helped to disseminate the ideas and work so that changes could 
move into schools and classrooms and did not remain only at the administrative level. Developing a 
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communications plan also encouraged teams to reach out beyond their immediate WSLA team to 
other stakeholders and involve them in the process. As important as this structure was, several 
teams did not have a communications plan in place by the end of Year 3. 
 
A final important structure that was only developed in the second year of implementation was the 
delineation of expected outcomes in the WSLA Expected Outcomes, Leadership Actions 
and Behaviors, and Coaching Support by Strand and the WSLA Year Two Outcomes 
and Rubrics 2009-10 documents. These documents gave participants benchmarks against which 
to measure their progress through WSLA, something many of them had asked for by the end of the 
first year of implementation. WSLA instructors at the end of Year 3 used the rubric as a self-
assessment tool for coaches and district teams to chart their progress, again something many teams 
and coaches found to be helpful in identifying areas of strength and gaps in their progress. Moving 
forward, WSLA instructors should consider using these documents regularly, starting early in the 
process, as a tool for team self-evaluation and reflection on progress. 
 
Each of these four elements helped to structure the work of district teams and required them to 
rethink many unstated or underlying assumptions and beliefs about change. These elements should 
be considered foundational and required elements of the WSLA program. WSLA instructors and 
coaches should emphasize all of these elements more directly and consistently throughout the two 
years and homework assignments should be built around them, as they already are for the Problems 
of Practice/Theory of Action element.  

Length of Program. Educational research suggests that it takes at least two to three years for 
specific innovations to take hold in a district or school and at least three to five years for 
institutional reforms to become embedded.3 Many WSLA participants, when asked to recommend 
changes, mentioned adding a year to the WSLA program. A third year to focus specifically on 
implementation at the school and classroom levels would, many participants felt, help them to truly 
embed the changes they were making into the daily routines and structures of their district, 
schools, and classrooms. Although a few districts felt that the two year time frame for the program 
was long enough, many districts were poised, by the end of their second year in WSLA, to move 
into schools and classrooms but were somewhat unsure about how to do this. They wanted a third 
year of leadership support as they rolled out their instructional framework and involved teachers in 
the process.  

 
It may be that WSLA could offer an optional third year of implementation support to participating 
districts, although perhaps in a more limited format. Rather than using the program as it is now, 
perhaps the third year might consist only of certain elements of the program as determined by an 
implementation plan that would be developed by a district as part of a proposal for the third year. 
WSLA support might only consist of coaching or a team may decide to continue to attend regional 
workshops for another year or to send additional people to the workshops. Precedent has already 
been set for creating an optional third year by a Cohort One district that has elected to continue 
with WSLA for a third year at their own expense.  

                                                      
3 See Fullan, M. Sept/Oct 1992. òAssumptions About Change,ó in Emergency Librarian, 20:1, p. 11. 
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Sustainability 

 
It appears that the WSLA program will continue to be funded by the Washington state legislature, 
at least for the coming year, although private funding from the Gates Foundation will not be 
renewed. Plans are in place to add a third cohort of school districts starting in the fall of 2010 
including ESD 101 (Spokane), ESD 123 (Pasco), ESD 114 (Bremerton) and Renton, and to 
continue working with Tacoma (Cohort One), ESD 112 (Vancouver), and ESD 105 (Yakima) from 
Cohort Two. In addition, WSLA plans to apply for an evaluation grant from the federal 
government in partnership with UW and WSU and has been included in Washington Stateõs Race 
to the Top proposal to the Department of Education to assist with the development of a new 
teacher evaluation system. The program has also weathered its first major change in personnel with 
the retirement of its founding director, Dale Kinsley, who will be succeeded by Carol Whitehead, 
WSLA coach and instructor.   
 
A remaining question for WSLA is how the program will continue to scale up its work as new 
districts bring new complexities and require increased capacity of instructors and coaches as they 
expand support to new districts. Additionally, how will WSLA embed itself in the state education 
system such that their contributions to leadership development in Washington can be more 
systematized and expanded?  
 
One answer to these questions can be found in the relationship WSLA has begun to build with 
ESDs who have supported and participated in the WSLA program. At the end of Year 3, WSLA 
staff was working with each of the ESDs in Cohort One to come up with proposals for how they 
might provide some ongoing level of support for WSLA districts after the WSLA program ended. 
Preliminary ideas for this support include offering periodic regional meetings or follow-up 
workshops or looking for funding to support continued coaching at some level. As of the end of 
Year 3, two ESDs have moved beyond discussions into commitments to their districts around 
providing support for ongoing leadership development. ESD 189 will continue to host regional 
meetings for WSLA districts and others within their region, to try to disseminate the learning and 
provide district teams with time to plan and collaborate. ESD 113 has worked as its own leadership 
team in Cohort One and has developed and is now piloting a Data Dashboard and a process to 
identify struggling districts and offer them appropriate help. If WSLA can expand these 
relationships with ESDs into something consistent and ongoing, it will be in a position to embed 
itself into already existing systemic structures, giving its work a more sustained and long-term 
effect on district and school leadership for teaching and learning throughout the state.  
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APPENDIX 1 ð PARTICIPATING ESDs AND SCHOOL DISTRICTS 
 
Participating Educational Service Districts and School Districts 

Educational Service Districts School Districts 

ESD 113* Aberdeen School District 
 Elma School District 
 Napavine School District 
 Toledo School District 
 Lake Quinault School District 
 White Pass School District 
ESD 121 Tacoma School District 
ESD 171 Bridgeport School District (withdrew Y3) 
 Cashmere School District 
 Lake Chelan School District 
 Soap Lake School District 
 Warden School District  
 Wilson Creek School District (withdrew Y3) 
ESD 189 Granite Falls School District 
 Meridian School District 
 Mount Baker School District 
 Lakewood School District 
 Sultan School District 

 
*ESD 113 also participated in the WSLA program as an ESD level team.
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APPENDIX 2 ð CURRICULUM STRANDS AND CRITICAL CONTENT 
 
Curriculum Strands and Critical Content 

Why Change 

Á Examine international, U.S., Washington State, and local data, disaggregated by key 
student demographics that present the disparities in student achievement across our 
nation, state, and local systems. 

Á Examine beliefs and expectations regarding the goal of achieving high levels of learning 
for all students, with an emphasis on social justice that responds to the call for high 
achievement for all children. 

Á Understand changes in our world that shape what skills and knowledge students need 
in order to be successful. 

Á Hear what students currently say about their educational experiences in our 
Washington State school districts. 

Focus on Learning 

Á Understand how people learn. 

Á Understand high quality teaching and learning, including specific aspects of student 
engagement and learning assessment. 

Á Understand current instructional frameworks. 

Á Understand how to lead the implementation of high quality teaching and learning. 

Problems of Practice and Theory of Action 

Á Frame a system problem around improving teaching and learning. 

Á Work from data to understand teaching and learning issues more deeply in the local 
context. 

Á Develop strategies for how to work on the identified teaching and learning issue, and a 
clear rational for why those strategies are likely to work (theory of action). 

Á Evaluate progress over time, and refine the work, using evidence. 

Á Make the work on problems of practice public. 

Lead Coherent System-Wide Support for Learning 

Á Develop a systems approach to working on the improvement of teaching and learning.  

Á Align curriculum, assessment, professional development, and resources in service of 
improvement of teaching and learning. 

Á Develop reciprocal accountability between school and district leadership for improving 
student learning. 

Á Critically examine cases of system-wide instructional improvement efforts. 

Á Consider leadersõ roles in improving teaching and learning within and across schools. 

Build Clear and Collaborative Relationships 

Á Develop individual team and inter-team collaborative relationships that support 
leadership for improving teaching and learning. 

Á Develop clear understanding of school and district leadersõ roles and relationships with 
regard to the work of improving teaching and learning (where we are òtightó vs. 
òlooseó). 

Á Give information, get information, and put it into action, with a focus on learning 
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improvement results. 

Á Understand and practice attributes of highly effective teams. 

Á Embed collaboration in routine practices of the schools and districts with a focus on 
learning. 

Á Time for collaboration is built into the calendar. 

Á Focus on key questions. 

Á Products of collaboration are made explicit. 

Á Team norms guide collaboration. 

Á Teams pursue specific and measureable performance goals. 

Á Teams have access to relevant information. 

Enhance Personal Leadership Skills 

Á Periodic reflection on personal leadership attributes that each participant brings to the 
work of improving teaching and learning. 

Á Listening. 

Á Empowering. 

Á Coaching. 

Á Recognition. 

Á Focus on ways to distribute leadership in the service of improving teaching and 
learning. 

Á Develop and sustain the will to lead the work of improving teaching and learning. 

Á Develop awareness of personal leadership strengths and limitations. 
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APPENDIX 3 ð WSLA SURVEY RESULTS 
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Table 1. 
Build Clear and Collaborative Relationships 

Question % Agreed or Strongly Agreed 
 WSLA Part. District/Build  

Admin. 
Coaches Teachers 

2009 2010 2009 2010 2009 2010 2009 2010 
It is important to me to work collaboratively 
with my administrative colleagues 

99% 100% 97% 90% * ** 

I am clear about my roles and responsibilities 
related to improving teaching and learning 

92% 91% 79% 85% * ** 

District administrators work collaboratively  89% 97% 55% 85% 67% 88% 73% 72% 
The focus of administrative collaboration time 
has been improving teaching and learning 

82% 93% 67% 95% 50% 94% 62% 78% 

School Board, Superintendent, administrators, 
and school personnel share a firm commitment 
to improve student learning 

76% 85% 81% 95% 50% 88% 87% 87% 

District administrative collaboration is 
characterized by open and honest dialogue 

80% 86% 46% 65% 67% 88% 52% 57% 

Administrators are clear about the roles and 
responsibilities they have related to improving 
teaching and learning 

76% 88% 60% 80% 33% 94% 73% 81% 

Time for administrative collaboration is built 
into the calendar 

73% 77% 49% 60% 50% 82% ** 

District leaders at every level are actively 
involved in improving teaching and learning 

71% 82% 56% 79% 50% 100% ** 

There are high levels of trust among 
individuals within the district administrative 
team 

68% 76% 19% 45% 56% 88% 42% 50% 

District collaboration ti me is used effectively 64% 79% 29% 68% 33% 88% ** 
Team norms guide district administrative 
collaboration time 

54% 72% 37% 80% 50% 88% ** 

There are key questions that drive district 
administrative collaboration 

53% 71% 37% 70% 39% 88% ** 
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Table 2. 
Enhance Personal Leadership Skills 

Question % Agreed or Strongly Agreed 

 WSLA Part. District/Build  
Admin. 

Coaches Teachers 

 2009 2010 2009 2010 2009 2010 2009 2010 

There are specific times that I (my team) have 
reflected on my own personal leadership skills 
related to improving teaching and learning 

95% 95% 91% 95% 72% 76% ** 

I (my principal) provide(s) proper recognition 
to others who help improve teaching and 
learning 

89% 86% 81% 75% 33% 82% 78% 80% 

My (my principals) listening skills contribute 
to clear communication and trust building 

89% 95% 79% 90% 72% 94% 81% 85% 

I (my principal) empower(s) others to help 
improve teaching and learning 

88% 94% 91% 85% 61% 94% 85% 90% 

I am playing an important role in leading 
change in my district 

81% 90% 57% 70% * ** 

I (my principal) have (has) the ability to 
effectively coach others to improve teaching 
and learning 

79% 92% 89% 85% 33% 76% 77% 76% 

I have adopted and use a personal leadership 
assessment tool to guide my professional 
development 

41% 50% 48% 35% 18% 47% ** 
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Table 3. 
Focus on Learning 

Question % Agreed or Strongly Agreed 
 WSLA Part. District/Build  

admin. 
Coaches Teachers 

 2009 2010 2009 2010 2009 2010 2009 2010 

I understand how to help others improve 
teaching and learning 

78% 92% 87% 95% ** ** 

I am clear about what powerful teaching and 
learning is 

77% 92% 83% 85% ** ** 

Our district has made progress in 
implementing our vision for powerful teaching 
and learning 

57% 94% 40% 100% 50% 94% 71% 78% 

My colleagues (principal) understand(s) how 
to help others improve teaching and learning 

55% 78% 54% 58% 17% 94% 74% 82% 

We have begun implementing powerful 
teaching and learning in classrooms across the 
district  

55% 80% 47% 90% 28% 75% ** 

Instructional coaching is a priority for the 
district  

50% 61% 30% 55% 56% 82% 40% 43% 

My colleagues (principal) are (is) clear about 
what powerful teaching and learning is 

44% 76% 38% 45% 38% 94% 79% 80% 

Administrative meetings model powerful 
teaching and learning 

42% 53% 19% 70% 17% 82% ** 

Staff meetings model powerful teaching and 
learning 

41% 47% 49% 60% 6% 53% 52% 64% 

Our district has a clear vision of what effective 
instruction looks like  

36% 74% 35% 75% 44% 88% 58% 65% 

Our district has selected an instructional 
framework 

35% 80% 43% 80% 33% 94% 56% 61% 

Administrators share a clear understanding for 
what powerful teaching and learning looks like 
in the classroom 

34% 74% 37% 75% 6% 82% ** 

Our district has a written definition of 
powerful teaching and learning 

20% 51% 21% 55% 6% 75% 39% 45% 
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Table 4. 
Lead Coherent System-wide Support for Learning 

Question % Agreed or Strongly Agreed 

 WSLA Part. District/Build  
admin. 

Coaches Teachers 

 2009 2010 2009 2010 2009 2010 2009 2010 

The leadership encourages continuous 
improvement of teaching and learning 

89% 93% 76% 95% 72% 100% ** 

Improving instruction is part of existing district 
improvement strategies at every level 

69% 88% 75% 90% 44% 82% 69% 78% 

The school board, administration, and employee 
representatives share a goal of helping all 
students achieve 

67% 86% 68% 95% 50% 82% ** 

District members understand and implement 
strategies to support the overall district goals 
for improving instruction  

68% 79% 40% 75% 44% 88% ** 

There are specific school board policies that 
support a focus on improving instruction 

58% 53% 49% 55% 18% 57% 34% 37% 

District aligns resources ( e.g. highly qualified 
teachers / support staff) to improving 
instruction  

51% 72% 37% 45% 33% 76% 56% 52% 

Efforts to improve teaching and learning are 
coordinated throughout the district  

49% 74% 36% 58% 17% 94% 57% 63% 

Our district is working as a system 50% 75% 30% 68% 29% 82% 50% 58% 

Effective instructional strategies have been 
communicated up and down the system 

30% 66% 35% 70% 22% 71% 54% 65% 

Our district has a visual model that clearly 
shows a system-wide support for learning 

28% 52% 18% 70% 22% 71% 29% 35% 
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Table 5. 
Problem of Practice 

Question % Agreed or Strongly Agreed 

 WSLA Part. District/Build  
admin. 

Coaches Teachers 

 2009 2010 2009 2010 2009 2010 2009 2010 

Our problem of practice focuses on improving 
student learning 

95% 98% 57% 85% 100% 100% 40% 49% 

Our administrative team has identified a 
problem of practice 

93% 94% 48% 90% 89% 100% 34% 37% 

I can point to specific data that helps define our 
problem of practice 

92% 97% 56% 65% 89% 100% ** 

We have emphasized re-framing problems using 
data 

88% 76% 48% 65% 83% 75% ** 

Our team has placed an emphasis on framing the 
problems facing the district 

86% 91% 55% 73% 80% 82% ** 

As we work on our problem of practice, we can 
track progress over time using data 

76% 75% 58% 60% 39% 76% 49% 48% 

We have a theory of action that includes a 
rationale 

68% 92% 27% 65% 50% 94% ** 
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Table 6 
Why Change? 

Question % Agreed or Strongly Agreed 

 WSLA Part. District/Build  
admin. 

Coaches Teachers 

 2009 2010 2009 2010 2009 2010 2009 2010 

I (WSLA participants) understand why we need 
to change 

97% 100% 97% 100% 72% 88% ** 

I (WSLA participants) think it is important to 
fundamentally change the work of our district 

89% 90% 91% 80% 71% 100% ** 

Members of the team are clear about the need to 
change 

91% 94% 75% 75% 67% 94% ** 

I am clear about data related to opportunity gap 
and disproportionality  

85% 80% 83% 84% 67% 59% ** 

Most administrators in the district believe it is 
important to fundamentally change the work 

77% 78% 78% 63% 67% 100% 38% 48% 

My colleagues are clear about the data used to 
highlight the need to change 

77% 81% 59% 63% * ** 

I believe I have a clear understanding of what 
students currently say about their educational 
experiences 

66% 69% 62% 56% 11% 64% ** 

District implements a system-wide framework 
for using disaggregated data to inform work in 
closing the achievement gap, reducing dropout 
rates and improving instruction 

46% 56% 51% 65% 11% 65% ** 
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APPENDIX 4 ð CONSTRUCTIVIST TEACHING FACTOR 
 

The Constructivist Teaching factor has been used by The BERC Group in an earlier educational 
reform study (Fouts, 1999) and to gather baseline data for the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation 
initiatives. The foundationõs education grant programs are predicated on three essential 
components of powerful teaching and learning (adapted from How People Learn: Bridging Research and 
Practice, National Research Council, 1999) in a standards-based technology-enabled environment: 

 
Active Inquiry:  Students are engaged in active participation, exploration, and research; 
activities draw out perceptions and develop understanding; students are encouraged to 
make decisions about their learning; and teachers utilize the diverse experiences of students 
to build effective learning experiences.  
 
In-Depth Learning: The focus is competence, not coverage. Students struggle with 
complex problems, explore core concepts to develop deep understanding; and apply 
knowledge in real world contexts. 
 
Performance Assessment: Clear expectations define what students should know and be 
able to do; students produce quality work products and present to real audiences; student 
work shows evidence of understanding, not just recall; assessment tasks allow students to 
exhibit higher-order thinking; and teachers and students set learning goals and monitor 
progress. 

 
Powerful Teaching and Learning is important to consider because it represents the extent to which 
active inquiry, in-depth learning, and performance assessment are taking place. The Constructivist Teaching 
factor was used in the Washington State Leadership Academy Teacher Survey because the factor is 
aligned with the STAR Classroom Observation Protocol results and is an indicator of the type of 
instruction occurring in the classroom. The results on the Constructivist Teaching factor serves as a 
baseline measure for the instructional practices. 
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