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PR E FAC E
The reauthorization of the U.S. Elementary and Secondary Education Act, referred to as the Every Student
Succeeds Act (ESSA), emphasizes evidence-based initiatives while providing new flexibilities to states and
districts with regard to the use of federal funds, including funds to promote effective school leadership.
The RAND Corporation conducted a synthesis of the evidence base on school leadership interventions to better inform the use of school leadership interventions under ESSA; identify examples of
improvement activities that should be allowable; and guide education policymakers, practitioners, and
thought leaders on the use of research-based practices. This report describes the opportunities for supporting school leadership under ESSA, discusses the standards of evidence under ESSA, and synthesizes
the research base with respect to those standards. The information can guide federal, state, and district
education policymakers on the use of research-based school leadership interventions; help them identify
examples of improvement activities that should be allowable under ESSA; and support the use of such
interventions. The report expands on the version released in January 2017 (School Leadership Interventions
Under the Every Student Succeeds Act: Evidence Review—Updated and Expanded, by Rebecca Herman,
Susan M. Gates, Emilio R. Chavez-Herrerias, and Mark Harris) by including information about the
interventions reviewed in Appendix D
This research has been conducted in RAND Education, a division of the RAND Corporation, with
grant funding from The Wallace Foundation. The Wallace Foundation is committed to improving school
leadership through better training, hiring, support, and evaluation of principals. For more than a decade, it
has invested in research, initiatives, and evaluations to improve school and district leadership and contribute to an evidence base in this area.
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C HAP TE R 1. I NTRO DUCTI O N
The Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) presents a renewed focus on school leadership and acknowledges
the importance of school principals to school improvement and effective instruction (Public Law No. 11495, 2015).1 The act allows states and districts to use federal funds for activities targeting the quality of
school principals and other school leaders.
ESSA repeatedly calls for the use
of evidence-based activities, strategies, and interventions (Public Law
No. 114-95, 2015).2 This makes good
Key fin dings
sense: Investments in education must
• School leadership can be a powerful driver of
produce results. Students’ efforts,
improved education outcomes.
teachers’ time, and scarce financial
resources are more likely to be well
• Activities designed to improve school leadership
spent when education-improvement
demonstrate positive impact on student, teacher, and
activities are selected because there
principal outcomes, based on research that is consistent
is evidence that they are effective. To
with ESSA evidence tiers.
select education-improvement activities without considering their proven
• ESSA expands opportunities for states and districts to
impact may be seen as an irresponsible
use federal funding for initiatives that strive to improve
use of limited resources.
the quality of school leaders.
In particular, ESSA establishes a
• ESSA’s evidence tiers provide a framework for using
framework with tiers of evidence for
evidence in school leadership policy and practice.
consideration and use by policymakers and educators. While helpful,
• ESSA’s framework with tiers of evidence, coupled with
this framework does not resolve all
the U.S. Department of Education’s nonregulatory
questions about which leadership
guidance, strongly emphasizes the use of evidence in
activities would meet these tiers to
setting direction for improving school leadership and
qualify as evidence-based and be
prioritizes more-rigorous evidence.
most useful to states, districts, and
• ESSA provides avenues to consider and build the evischools. In the face of such ambiguity,
dence base for new and underresearched interventions.
the U.S. Department of Education’s
(2016c) Non-Regulatory Guidance:
• ESSA provides some flexibility for states to interpret and
Using Evidence to Strengthen Educaapply evidence requirements.
tion Investments (hereafter referred to
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as Evidence Guidance) provides some
needed clarity. However, there remain
Using This Report
some points of ambiguity. Clarification
We encourage education policymakers and practitioners
on these points would support broader
to look beyond the list. By identifying a number of school
application of the evidence tiers to
leader–improvement efforts that are consistent with ESSA
education decisionmaking.
evidence requirements, we hope that educators will be
We interpret the language of the
motivated to identify activities that fit their context and that
legislation in the context of other fedare supported with the best available evidence.
eral initiatives on education evidence,
as well as the Evidence Guidance.
Although we feel that this work is well grounded, we acknowledge that others may provide different—and
equally valid—interpretations of the ESSA evidence tiers. Further, our interpretations may change depending on future guidance. This report aims to be transparent about how we have defined each tier and our
process for applying the criteria to the evidence we reviewed.
The RAND Corporation conducted a synthesis of the evidence base on school leadership efforts to
inform the use of school leadership activities and interventions under ESSA. This report is intended to
help federal, state, and district education policymakers understand and implement efforts to improve
school leadership that are consistent with ESSA. A more limited version of this report was released in April
2016. Please see Appendix C for an explanation of the changes between the releases of the first and second
reports.
In this report, we first offer an overview of the ways in which school leadership may affect outcomes of
interest and then describe how school leadership is addressed by ESSA funding streams and statutory provisions. The key questions for this topic are
• What is the evidence that school leadership matters for school improvement?
• What school leadership–improvement activities are supported under ESSA?
We then describe the ESSA-defined tiers of evidence that such funding streams will require. We
compare ESSA evidence tiers with evidence requirements for other federal education programs to identify
ambiguities in the ESSA tiers. The key question for this section is
• How are the ESSA evidence tiers defined, how does current guidance clarify these tiers, and what further guidance might improve the use of these evidence tiers for education decisionmaking?
Having laid out relevant foci of ESSA as context, we then describe the evidence review. We provide a
brief description of our methodology in reviewing the literature and then present findings on improvement
activities that could reasonably be interpreted to fit within ESSA’s evidence framework, given the statute
and guidance. The key question for this section is
• What is the evidence of effects of school leadership–improvement activities, as judged against the
ESSA evidence tiers?
Finally, we offer recommendations to guide education policymakers, practitioners, and thought leaders
on the use of research-based practices.
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Why Focus on School Leadership?
States and districts have multiple ways to promote school improvement. What would justify a focus
on school leadership? Research points to the value and importance of school leaders in driving student
achievement gains. This research suggests that school leadership could be an important lever for schoolimprovement strategies pursued by states and districts.
In their comprehensive review of the literature, Leithwood et al. (2004) concluded that principals are
second only to teachers as the most important school-level determinant of student achievement. That finding is significant in view of the reality that there are far fewer principals than teachers in a district and that
each principal has the potential to affect the outcomes of far more students. That review was conducted
more than ten years ago, but subsequent research has reinforced that basic finding (see, for example, Coelli
and Green, 2012; Dhuey and Smith, 2014; Grissom, Kalogrides, and Loeb, 2015). A principal scoring one
standard deviation above the mean for principal effectiveness could move the mean student achievement
from the 50th to the 58th percentile (Branch, Hanushek, and Rivkin, 2012). Research also demonstrates
that principals are important to key teacher outcomes. Teacher turnover is lower in schools led by highquality principals (Boyd et al., 2011; Branch, Hanushek, and Rivkin, 2012; Grissom, 2011; Ladd, 2011).
More-effective schools retain and hire higher-quality teachers and have teachers who improve faster—and
principal practices may contribute to these human resource patterns (Loeb, Kalogrides, and Béteille, 2012).
Research further indicates that principal turnover leads to lower teacher retention and lower gains for students (Béteille, Kalogrides, and Loeb, 2012; Miller, 2013).3
In sum, there is substantial research evidence demonstrating that school leaders are a powerful driver
of student outcomes. This evidence base justifies ESSA’s investment in school leaders as part of school
improvement. Although ESSA does not approach this level of specificity, federal, state, and district policymakers might consider guiding resources toward principal-improvement activities that have demonstrated
impact on principals’ actions and characteristics that are associated with improved student outcomes. In
the next chapter, we explore the opportunities to improve school leadership through ESSA.
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C HAP TE R 2 . H OW D O ES ESSA SU PP O RT SC H O O L LE ADE RSH I P
IM PROVEM E NT ?

Linking Elements of ESSA to School Leadership Activities
School leadership is explicitly acknowledged as a valid target of educational-improvement activities across
the titles in ESSA; in many areas of the act where school leadership is not explicitly called out (e.g., school
improvement efforts under Title I), states and districts could still choose to support leadership-focused
activities in pursuit of school improvement objectives. In this chapter, we provide a brief description of
which elements of ESSA could be used for school leadership–improvement initiatives.

Title I (Improving Basic Programs Operated by State and Local
Educational Agencies)
Title 1 of ESSA authorizes approximately $15.0 to $16.2 billion per year (2017–2020) to states in formula
funding to improve basic state and local education programs.4 Title I provides broad allowable uses of
funds, including the ability to support leadership. In addition, Title I has historically included a substantial
investment in identifying and improving low-performing schools. Most recently, the School Improvement
Grant program invested billions of dollars into supporting fundamental change in the lowest-performing
schools in each state (see, e.g., U.S. Department of Education, 2016a). ESSA has replaced the School
Improvement Grants with School Improvement Funds, which require a 7 percent set-aside of state Title I
allotments,5 still focused on the lowest-performing schools (including the lowest-performing 5 percent
of schools in a state, as well as high schools that fail to graduate one-third or more of their students). All
schools receiving Title I school improvement funds must include in their plans proposed school improvement activities that demonstrate
strong, moderate, or promising
evidence of effects (see ESSA’s eviHow Are School Leaders Defined
dence tiers I, II, and III, below).
in ESSA?
School Improvement Funds may be
“SCHOOL LEADER.—The term ‘school leader’ means a
used to support activities to improve
principal, assistant principal, or other individual who is—
school leaders. In fact, under previous
(A) an employee or officer of an elementary school or secversions of the program, funds were
ondary school, local educational agency, or other entity
frequently directed toward replacing or
operating an elementary school or secondary school; and
improving principals.
(B) responsible for the daily instructional leadership and
managerial operations in the elementary school or secondary school building.”
SOURCE: Public Law No. 114-95, Every Student Succeeds
Act, Title VIII, Sec. 8002, Definitions, December 10, 2015,
p. 297.
NOTE: The Evidence Guidance indicates that principal
supervisors are considered “school leaders.”6

Title II, Part A (Supporting
Effective Instruction)
Title II, Part A, authorizes approximately $2.3 billion per year (2017–
2020) to states in formula funding
to improve the quality of teachers,
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principals, or other school leaders.7
States may select from a broad array of
state-level allowable uses of Title II formula funds to help improve leadership
quality, and states may also reserve
up to an additional 3 percent of the
amount set aside for district subgrants
for those activities designed to improve
the principal pipeline, such as

Title I Leadership Support Under No Child
Left Behind and ESSA
Both No Child Left Behind (NCLB) and ESSA provide resources
for comprehensive school support and improvement, which
can involve whole-school initiatives that focus on principals.
NCLB specifies that school improvement plans must include
strategies based on scientifically based evidence. Similarly,
comprehensive support and improvement plans under ESSA

• improving principal certification
must include evidence-based interventions. So, both laws
(regular and alternative), evaluarequire evidence of effects. The major difference between
tion, and support systems
ESSA and NCLB in Title I is the greater flexibility under ESSA
• improving preservice (principal
school improvement funds for states and districts to select or
preparation programs and acaddevelop interventions. NCLB’s School Improvement Grant
emies)—within certain limitations
program, as implemented under the American Recovery and
• providing training or professional
Reinvestment Act, gave states and districts a select set of interdevelopment on such topics as difventions; for schools that had persistent low performance, all
ferentiating performance; evaluatof the prescribed interventions explicitly required or implicitly
ing teachers; cultural competency;
suggested removing the principal. ESSA does not have that
instruction and student learning;
requirement. Title I comprehensive school reform under ESSA,
postsecondary coursework for
unlike School Improvement Grants under NCLB, can be used
students through dual enrollment
for a very broad array of improvement initiatives—including
or early college high school; and
principal-focused initiatives.
science, technology, engineering,
and mathematics and career and
technical education instruction
• recruiting, retaining, and training school leaders (among others)
• improving induction and mentoring for early-career principals
• differentiating pay for hard-to-fill positions
• offering more-focused opportunities not explicitly targeting school leadership, such as transition to
elementary school and school readiness, pre-K–3 alignment, implementing bullying prevention and
restorative justice practices, and sexual-abuse prevention.
Although some of these allowable Title II, Part A, uses of funds require an evidence base (from evidence tiers I–IV), others do not. However, the Department of Education’s recent guidance on evidence
encourages states and districts to use the strongest evidence appropriate to the need (U.S. Department of
Education, 2016c).

Title II, Part B (National Activities)
Title II, Part B, authorizes $469 to $489 million per year (2017–2020) for all parts of Title II, Part B,
National Activities (including support for both teachers and principals), through which the Department
of Education administers several programs. This includes the competitive Teacher and School Leader
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Incentive Fund, which allows states and districts to develop human-capital management systems, including performance-based incentives, such as bonuses for teachers or principals based on improved student
achievement.8 These performance incentives can be used with both school leaders and teachers; before
ESSA, the incentives only explicitly targeted teachers.
The Supporting Effective Educator Development (SEED) Grant Program is another national activity.
The SEED program is a competitive federal grant program to support the development of effective educators, including school leaders, through nontraditional certification programs, evidence-based professional
development on several topics (e.g., literacy, numeracy, incorporating postsecondary coursework in the
K–12 curriculum), and other learning opportunities (e.g., learning through partnerships, activities leading
to credentials).9
Finally, ESSA national activities include the School Leader Recruitment and Support fund, a competitive grant program to support efforts to improve the recruitment, preparation, placement, support, and
retention of effective principals or other school leaders in high-need schools.10 Such activities could include
traditional or alternative preservice training programs; recruiting, selecting, developing, and placing leaders
in high-need schools, with the purpose of implementing reforms; continuous professional development;
and developing and disseminating information on best practices.
Both the SEED program and the School Leader Recruitment and Support fund prioritize applications
that include activities that meet evidence tiers I–III. Otherwise, Title II supports for school leadership
improvement can call on evidence tiers I–IV.

Summary
ESSA provides opportunities to improve school leadership by supporting school improvement programs
that have a strong leadership component and by improving steps in the principal pipeline, such as preparation programs, certification, professional development, and recruitment and placement. These investments
include formula funding with broad allowable uses, some of which contain expectations that activities meet
one of the four evidence tiers (e.g., some Title II, Part A, activities); targeted formula funds with specific
requirements around evidence tiers I–III (e.g., School Improvement Funds); and competitive grants that
may be used to advance leadership, several of which contain competitive priorities around activities that
meet evidence tiers I–III (e.g., the School Leader Recruitment and Support fund). In the next chapter, we
explore ESSA evidence requirements, especially for school leadership–improvement activities.
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C HAP TE R 3. H OW D O ES ESSA DE FI N E E VI DE N C E?
States and districts must show evidence of prior success for some of the leadership-improvement activities
allowed under ESSA. The level and type of evidence depends on the exact source of funding for the intervention. We discuss the different tiers of evidence required by ESSA and identify which tiers are needed for
each relevant ESSA funding stream.
To frame this discussion, we begin by
presenting a theory of action that indiDefining Evidence-Based Under ESSA
cates paths by which school leadership
“(2) EVIDENCE-BASED.—
initiatives may be linked to desired
student outcomes to understand what
(A) IN GENERAL.—Except as provided in subparagraph
types of evidence may be acceptable
(B), the term ‘evidence-based,’ when used with respect to a
under ESSA standards.
State, local educational agency, or school activity, means
an activity, strategy, or intervention that—

Identifying What Counts
as a School Leadership
Initiative
ESSA calls for the use of evidence-based
activities, strategies, and interventions.
A key question for our review is what
counts as an evidence-based school
leadership initiative? Figure 1 describes
the simplified theory of action that
guided our review.11 In this theory,
a catalyst for change, such as a state
policy, drives policymakers and educators to focus on improving school
leadership. They select and implement
activities, strategies, or interventions
designed to improve school leadership. These improvement activities
change school leaders’ behaviors,
which improve instruction, the school
climate, and other teacher and school
outcomes, which then improve student
outcomes. ESSA evidence tiers focus
on two parts of the theory: activities
and outcomes. (In ESSA, outcomes
are somewhat loosely defined, as
explored below.) Consistent with
ESSA, our review focuses on research

(i) demonstrates a statistically significant effect on improving student outcomes or other relevant outcomes based
on—
(I) strong evidence from at least 1 well-designed and wellimplemented experimental study;
(II) moderate evidence from at least 1 well-designed and
well-implemented quasi-experimental
study; or
(III) promising evidence from at least 1 well-designed and
well-implemented correlational study with statistical controls for selection bias; or
(ii) (I) demonstrates a rationale based on high-quality
research findings or positive evaluation that such activity,
strategy, or intervention is likely to improve student outcomes or other relevant outcomes; and
(II) includes ongoing efforts to examine the effects of such
activity, strategy, or intervention.
B) DEFINITION FOR SPECIFIC ACTIVITIES FUNDED
UNDER THIS ACT.—When used with respect to interventions or improvement activities or strategies funded under
section 1003 [Title I], the term ‘evidence-based’ means a
State, local educational agency, or school activity, strategy, or intervention that meets the requirements of subclause (I), (II), or (III) of subparagraph (A)(i).”
SOURCE: Public Law No. 114-95, Every Student Succeeds
Act, Title VIII, Sec. 8002, Definitions, December 10, 2015,
pp. 289–290.
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relating school leadership–improvement activities to student, teacher, and
school outcomes. However, even in a
simplified model, it matters how one
gets from improvement activities to
Activity impacts school leader effectiveness
outcomes, and so we do discuss other
Activity,
parts of the model (e.g., how activities
Catalyst
Instruction,
Student
Leadership
strategy, or
for change
climate
outcomes
change leader behavior) in this report.
intervention
Our simplified theory of action proCatalyst mobilizes activity
vides a context for the review, which
focuses on the relationship between
Activity impacts school leader
school leadership–improvement activities, intermediate outcomes (such as
School leader impacts relevant outcomes
instruction and climate), and student
RAND RR1550X3-1
outcomes. The theory also suggests
other important bodies of evidence not explicitly noted in ESSA but relevant to improving schools (see
discussion below).
Figure 1. Simplified Theory of Action for School
Leadership Activities

Introduction to ESSA’s Evidence Tiers
ESSA defines four tiers of evidence, in order of rigor, for judging whether an activity is evidence-based. To
be eligible for Title I School Improvement Funds, and to meet a competitive priority under some discretionary grant programs (e.g., SEED or the School Leader Recruitment and Support Fund), an activity must
demonstrate evidence in one of the first three tiers. Otherwise, an activity with an evidence-based requirement must demonstrate evidence under any of the four tiers to be approved.12 The Evidence Guidance
encourages the use of the strongest available evidence within the three or four allowable tiers; the legislation
does not require it. To be evidence-based, an activity, strategy, or intervention must show statistically significant positive effects on student or other relevant outcomes, based on one or more of the following:13
• Tier I (strong evidence)—at least one well-designed and well-implemented experimental study (randomized controlled trial)
• Tier II (moderate evidence)—at least one well-designed and well-implemented quasi-experimental
study
• Tier III (promising evidence)—at least one well-designed and well-implemented correlational study
that controls for selection bias.
For most federally funded school leadership–improvement activities other than those mentioned above,
tier IV is also generally considered sufficient evidence:
• Tier IV (demonstrates a rationale)—the activity, strategy, or intervention demonstrates a rationale
based on high-quality research or a positive evaluation that suggests it is likely to improve student or
other relevant outcomes. For tier IV activities, there must be ongoing efforts to evaluate the effects of
the activity, strategy, or intervention.
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Exactly where the evidence requirements apply can vary by program—ESSA’s evidence requirements
can be complicated and sometimes unclear. Under Title I, Part A (School Improvement), comprehensive
and targeted programs must include evidence-based interventions—using evidence from tiers I, II, or III—
to be funded. In Title II, however, some entire programs are required to be evidence-based, some programs
are required to be evidence-based for some but not all components, and some programs are required to be
evidence-based but can be exempted by the state if there is insufficient evidence. For example, Teacher and
School Leader Incentive Fund grant applications must propose evidence-based projects (using evidence
from tiers I, II, III, or IV). Residency programs on school leadership must include evidence-based coursework, but clinical experience and mentoring are not required to be evidence-based. Further, the coursework
can be exempted from the evidence requirement at the state’s discretion. Appendix A offers more detail on
these distinctions.

Understanding ESSA Evidence Tiers in Relation to Other Federal
Education Evidence Requirements
ESSA does not break new ground in setting an expectation that evidence should inform education decisions. No Child Left Behind (NCLB) also established that expectation, using the term scientifically based
research 69 times (Public Law 107-110, 2002). The Department of Education’s Institute of Education
Sciences was established in 2002 “to provide scientific evidence on which to ground education practice and
policy” and developed resources such as the What Works Clearinghouse (WWC) to support that objective
(Institute of Education Sciences, undated). (See Appendix B for a comparison of ESSA evidence requirements and requirements in other federal policy.)
Although federal policy has maintained a consistent emphasis on using evidence in education decisionmaking, the approach has evolved. The ESSA evidence tiers are new and differ substantially from prior
evidence requirements, such as those used by the WWC (Institute of Education Sciences, National Center
for Education Evaluation and Regional Assistance, 2014). For example, the WWC only allows evidence at
the tier I and tier II levels, while ESSA provides opportunities to use tier III and tier IV evidence. Despite
some differences in the language of the law, the Department of Education’s Evidence Guidance draws
on the WWC and the Education Department General Administrative Regulations (EDGAR) to further
specify the evidence tiers. The Evidence Guidance refers to EDGAR for definitions of research design (randomized controlled trial and quasi-experimental study), relevant outcomes, sample parameters (large, multisite), and logic models.14 The Evidence Guidance refers to the WWC as a potential source for evidence
(original studies and reviews) and suggests that WWC evidence standards can help judge whether a study
is well designed and well implemented. In this way, the Evidence Guidance provides useful—although
nonregulatory—information to help interpret ESSA’s evidence tiers. Table 1 identifies ambiguities in the
ESSA evidence tiers, clarifications provided by the Evidence Guidance, areas where the Evidence Guidance
does not provide clarifications (middle column, italics), and sources for the clarifications.
The Evidence Guidance provides suggestions that address many of those areas of ambiguity (U.S.
Department of Education, 2016c). However, further clarification will likely be needed—particularly with
regard to evidence tier IV.
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Table 1. Clarifying ESSA Evidence Tier Ambiguities

Sample size

ESSA Ambiguity
Does not refer to sample size

Evidence Guidance

Guidance
Source

Recommends large, multisite sample

EDGAR,
WWC

Context

Does not indicate whether study
context matters

Recommends that the sample and
setting in the research overlap with
that in the site

Not specified

Flawed
studies

Requires that experimental and
quasi-experimental studies be well
designed and well implemented to
qualify as tier I or tier II evidence
but is silent on how to consider
randomized controlled trials and
quasi-experimental studies that have
some design or implementation flaw
The lowest category of evidence
(tier IV) under ESSA includes “a
rationale based on high-quality
research findings or positive
evaluation”
No clear definition of rationale
No clear definition of high-quality
research findings or positive
evaluation
Does not specify who should conduct
evaluation

Includes—but downgrades—
somewhat flawed randomized
controlled trialsa
Does not discuss flawed quasiexperimental designs

WWC

Indicates that evaluator could be
outside implementing site

Not specified

Relevant
outcomes

Does not specify eligible outcomes

Recommends focusing on student
outcomes or outcomes associated with
program goals

EDGAR

Important
findings

Does not mention substantively
important findings

Does not mention substantively
important findings

EDGAR,
WWC use
substantively
important
findings

Body of
evidence

Focuses on a single positive finding,
rather than preponderance of
evidence

Recommends that the favorable
findings must not be countered by
unfavorable findings

EDGAR,
WWC

Rationale

Ongoing
evaluation

Defines a rationale as a “well-specified EDGAR
logic model”
Does not define high-quality research
findings

SOURCES: Public Law No. 114-95, Every Student Succeeds Act, Title VIII, Sec. 8101, Definitions, December 10, 2015; Institute
of Education Sciences, National Center for Education Evaluation and Regional Assistance, 2014; Evidence Standards; Education
Department General Administrative Regulations (EDGAR), Code of Federal Regulations, Title 34, Subtitle A, Chapter 1, Part 77.1,
Definitions That Apply to All Department Programs, as amended December 19, 2014; Education Department General Administrative Regulations (EDGAR), Title 34, Subtitle A, Chapter 1, Part 77, Definitions That Apply to Department Regulations, as amended
December 19, 2014.
a Somewhat flawed randomized controlled trials can be considered to meet WWC standards with reservations under some

circumstances, putting them on par with well-designed and well-implemented quasi-experimental designs.
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Unpacking the Tiers
To conduct this review, we developed functional definitions of the design element of studies associated with
each evidence tier (see Table 2). These definitions are consistent with the ESSA evidence tiers and with the
Evidence Guidance, with one exception: study size. School leadership–improvement activities, and studies
of these activities, tend to be focused on small groups. Requiring sample sizes of 50 or more schools or 350
or more students would be prohibitive and not appropriate for programs serving school leaders. For example, some principal preparation programs—especially those that were tailored to meet regional needs—may
serve cohorts that are smaller than 350 participants.15

Evidence Requirements for Tiers I–III (Strong, Moderate, and Promising
Evidence)
The definitions of strong, moderate, and promising evidence in ESSA, like the WWC definitions, prioritize
experimental and quasi-experimental study designs. Experimental studies that involve the random assignment of participants to intervention and control groups are potentially tier I studies. Potentially tier II
studies are those using a quasi-experimental design. These studies do not use random assignment to sort
participants into treatment and control groups. The comparison group may be constructed by (1) assigning
participants nonrandomly to groups and then administering the intervention to a group or (2) analyzing
existing data, comparing those exposed to the intervention with those not exposed. In either case, analysis
must demonstrate that the treatment and comparison groups were equivalent prior to the start of the
intervention. Correlational studies with robust controls potentially constitute tier III studies. These studies
use existing data to examine the relationship between the intervention and one or more relevant outcomes,
Table 2. Classifying Evidence Against ESSA Evidence Tiers: Study Design
Design

Definition
Potentially Tier I (Strong)

Experimental study

Random assignment of participants to intervention and control groups
Potentially Tier II (Moderate)

Quasi-experimental study

Nonrandom assignment of participants to intervention and comparison
groups by (1) providing intervention to one group or (2) using existing data,
identifying a comparison group of nonparticipants.
Must demonstrate that the groups were equivalent before the intervention
starteda
Potentially Tier III (Promising)

Correlational study with
controls

Using existing data, correlations between intervention status and
outcomes must control for factors related to selection bias (e.g., participant
demographics, prior associated outcomes)
Potentially Tier IV (Research-Based Rationale)

Rationale

Well-specified logic model that builds on high-quality prior research or a prior
positive evaluation

NOTES: The study design only provides part of the requirements for each tier. For tiers I–III, the evidence must have the identified
design and must be well designed and implemented. For tier IV, the evidence must have the identified design and included ongoing efforts to examine the effects.
a Quasi-experimental designs that introduce known pre-intervention differences (i.e., regression discontinuity designs) also qualify.
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controlling for factors that might be related to selection bias, such as prior outcome levels or participant
background characteristics. According to ESSA, findings must be statistically significant and positive to be
considered for tiers I–III.16

Evidence Requirements for Tier IV (Research-Based Rationale)
While tiers I through III describe levels of evidence, tier IV does not provide direct evidence of impact.
Rather, tier IV requires a research-based rationale to believe that the intervention will have the desired
impact, coupled with ongoing evaluation of the intervention to build an evidence base on the impact
of that intervention. The Evidence Guidance defines rationale for tier IV: “Logic model (also referred to
as theory of action) means a well-specified conceptual framework that identifies key components of the
proposed process, product, strategy, or practice (i.e., the active ‘ingredients’ that are hypothesized to be
critical to achieving the relevant outcomes) and describes the relationships among the key components
and outcomes, theoretically and operationally.”17
Tier IV was particularly challenging to operationalize in this review. Numerous blogs, commentaries, and articles posted during and since ESSA’s passage have highlighted concerns about the ambiguity
in the definition of tier IV evidence (see, e.g., Advanced Education Measurement, 2016; Slavin, 2015;
West, 2016). A broad interpretation of the ESSA tier IV language would permit more interventions to be
implemented under ESSA, potentially increasing opportunities for states and districts to develop interventions for their own context or to build evidence on popular but underresearched interventions. A narrow
interpretation of the ESSA tier IV language would encourage greater use of interventions most likely to
be effective, those with strong research-based rationales. We aimed to walk a line between extremes. For
this review, we made the following assumptions, based as much as possible on the language of ESSA, the
Evidence Guidance, and sources cited in the Evidence Guidance:
• The logic model should be shown graphically (e.g., a series of boxes and arrows). According to the
Logic Model Workshop Toolkit (Shakman and Rodriguez, 2015, p. 3), also cited in the Evidence
Guidance, a “logic model is a visual representation of a theory of action or program logic guiding the
design and implementation of a program or policy.” We did not consider such statements as “X causes
Y ” to be a logic model.
• The logic model should include—at minimum—key components of the intervention and outcomes,18
and it may additionally include resources needed to implement the intervention, outputs, and different
types of outcomes, such as short-term, intermediate, and long-term outcomes (Shakman and Rodriguez, 2015).
• The research findings or evaluations that support the logic model should show that at least one component of the intervention corresponds to at least one desired outcome.19
Operationally, we made some decisions to facilitate the review:
• Our primary source of information was the set of documents collected for the evidence review, which
mainly included studies but also some descriptive documents.20 There may be interventions that
qualify for tier IV but did not appear in the review because they did not have studies.
–– What does this mean for you? If your intervention does not appear in the review, it might still have
qualified as tier IV. Look for a logic model in descriptive materials (e.g., on the developer’s website,
in brochures or pamphlets).
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• We relied on an author review of the research and evaluation supporting the logic model, rather than
reviewing all of the cited studies.
–– What does this mean for you? If you want to have greater confidence in the potential impact of the
intervention, you may want to look at the studies cited as support for the intervention’s logic model.
Ideally, the supporting research would be strong (tier I) or promising (tier II).
• We did not examine whether the intervention was part of an ongoing evaluation.
–– What does this mean for you? If you plan to implement an intervention under tier IV, you should
determine whether others are currently studying it, or plan to evaluate it yourself.
Figure 2, a more detailed version
Figure 2. Functional Definition of Tier IV Evidence
of Figure 1, provides a graphical representation of tier IV evidence under
Leaders’
beliefs
ESSA, provided that there is ongoing
evaluation of the intervention.
Activity,
Leaders’
Instruction,
Evidence consistent with this defiStudent
strategy,
actions
climate
outcomes
nition would provide valuable—albeit
or
intervention
not WWC-level rigorous—information
where there is a gap in existing evidence
Prior research or evaluation
and a practical need to implement
reform.
A well-specified logic model connects the activity to relevant
As noted above, we developed
outcomes, and the logic model is based on prior
research or evaluation
and applied operational definitions
RAND RR1550X3-2
for the ESSA evidence tiers based on
the legislative language and prior federal initiatives; other researchers and policymakers might legitimately
develop alternative definitions. Tier IV evidence is especially open to interpretation. Some interpretations
might have a higher standard, and other interpretations might have a lower standard. In operationalizing
tier IV, we aimed to balance consideration of newly developed interventions that have not yet established
a rigorous evidence base with an expectation that education decisions should be informed with reasonably
rigorous evidence.

What Is Not Considered Evidence Under ESSA?
Following the functional guidelines described in Table 2 for this review, there were three common reasons
a school leadership study did not qualify as evidence under ESSA. The first is because the study, while
related to school leadership, does not examine an activity, strategy, or intervention. Examples of studies
that would fail the evidence review for this reason include the following:
• Descriptive analyses of statistical patterns, trends, or relationships, such as a study of the correlation between principal leadership styles and student outcomes: In this example, the study does not
provide information on interventions designed to improve principals.
• Case studies that are purposefully selected to identify common patterns or themes: In this situation, the outcomes in the successful cases might relate to one or more interventions, but the study
design does not allow one to conclude that a single intervention caused the outcomes.
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A second reason that some studies did not qualify as evidence under ESSA was because the intervention examined was not designed to improve principals. For example, an intervention designed to improve
teachers’ instruction, in which the principal plays a role, is not expressly designed to improve the actions of
principals.
The third reason some documents failed this review was because they did not include systematic
analyses of evidence. Such studies could include purposefully selected anecdotes about the success of the
improvement activity; analysis of untested, irrelevant, or not-validated outcomes (e.g., opinion surveys); and
theory presented without any outcome analysis. In our review, these evidence limitations explained why
many reviewed documents did not meet the ESSA evidence tiers.
Finally, states and districts faced with the challenge of conducting labor-intensive evidence reviews
would benefit from being able to access existing rigorous reviews. Although ESSA does not indicate
whether a research review that summarizes findings from a set of studies might itself be considered sufficient to meet standards, the Department of Education’s Non-Regulatory Guidance for Title II, Part A,
suggests that this might be an option, by referring to an earlier version of the current report: “An additional
resource that SEAs [state education agencies] and LEAs [local education agencies] may consider when
selecting evidence-based interventions related to school leadership is School Leadership Interventions under
the Every Student Succeeds Act from RAND Corporation” (U.S. Department of Education, 2016b, p. 15).

ESSA Ambiguity Regarding Outcomes
To be considered evidence-based according to the ESSA evidence tiers, an improvement activity must
demonstrate “a statistically significant effect on improving student outcomes or other relevant outcomes.”21
Although the legislation does not define student outcomes or other relevant outcomes, the Evidence Guidance
suggests that outcomes should be consistent with Part 77.1 of EDGAR: “[T]he student outcome(s) (or the
ultimate outcome if not related to students) the proposed process, product, strategy, or practice is designed
to improve; consistent with the specific goals of a program.”22 Other relevant outcomes might include outcomes not necessarily at the student level. For this study of school leadership–improvement interventions,
such outcomes as principal skills, teacher instruction, and school climate also are “relevant outcomes.”
The Department of Education confirmed this interpretation in response to questions (U.S. Department of
Education, 2016d).
School leader–improvement activities might be judged by their impact on teacher outcomes known
to improve student outcomes, such as greater use of effective instructional practices or increased retention of highly effective teachers. This interpretation might be very appropriate for activities known to take
some time to affect students. Principals’ impact on students is mainly filtered through changes to teachers
and instruction (Hallinger, 2011; Heck and Hallinger, 2014). An intervention that improves instruction,
which then improves student learning, can magnify the breadth of the impact but also may take longer
than an intervention that focuses on an individual child. A study of the impact of a principal intervention
on instruction may be feasible and informative where a study of the impact of the principal intervention on
students is not.
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ESSA on Interventions: Branded Versus Nonbranded
ESSA evidence tiers clearly and consistently focus on an “activity, strategy, or intervention.”23 Research is
relevant in as much as it demonstrates that an education activity, strategy, or intervention is likely to produce the desired effect. ESSA does not, however, define what might be considered an activity, strategy, or
intervention. Some interventions are created by developers and marketed as “branded” interventions. Others are developed locally and may not have a recognizable brand name. Although either can be supported
by tiers I–IV evidence, branded interventions may be more likely to have a robust research base, because
the developers are motivated to demonstrate impact to potential customers. This does not, however, mean
that only branded interventions may be implemented under ESSA. In fact, a check-the-box approach to
adopting only branded interventions named in this report runs counter to the spirit of ESSA, which provides states and districts new flexibilities to develop homegrown interventions most suited to their contexts
and approaches.
States and districts may opt to replicate a branded program in their own contexts. If the unbranded
program shares all of the components of the branded program and research on the branded program meets
other ESSA requirements, then that research can be used to justify the unbranded replication. According
to the U.S. Department of Education (2016d), “[t]he label or brand attached to a program or intervention
included in a research study is less important than the activities, strategies, and practices that constitute
that program or intervention.”
To help educators consider the research-based interventions that might be replicated in their own contexts, in Tables 6–11, we provide brief descriptions of each intervention for which we list findings.
Finally, an unbranded intervention that has tiers I–III evidence of effects or has a well-specified logic
model and is subject to ongoing evaluation (tier IV) would meet ESSA evidence requirements.

Outstanding Questions Regarding Evidence Under ESSA
Although the Evidence Guidance addresses many of the ambiguities about ESSA evidence tiers, the following questions on evidence under ESSA remain:
• whether and how to require interventions to demonstrate substantively important findings (findings
that have a large effect size)
• how to treat flawed quasi-experimental studies
• whether and how to consider evidence that is relevant to but not clearly about an intervention
• how to differentiate between “good” and “bad” tier IV evidence
• whether and how to use research reviews and syntheses.
We anticipate that federal or state departments of education might provide further suggestions or guidance to help apply the evidence tiers, because ESSA is silent on some points that have been important in
past Department of Education evidence standards. Our current review of school leadership–improvement
activities casts a broad net to include studies that meet ESSA’s evidence tiers, as specified in the legislation,
Evidence Guidance, and in our Table 2. Findings may be subject to change, depending on guidance or
information provided by federal or state departments of education.
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C HAP TE R 4. W HAT IS TH E E VI DE N C E O F E FFECTS O F ESSAE LI G I BLE SC H O O L LE ADE RSH I P – IM PROVEM E NT ACTIVITI ES?
Because of the opportunities for funding school leadership interventions under ESSA discussed above,
RAND conducted a critical literature review of the evidence regarding the effects of school leadership–
improvement activities. The goal of this review was both to assess the current state of evidence for school
leadership–improvement activities and to provide a model for administrators seeking to grow the evidence
base around unproven interventions. In this chapter, we describe the methodology used to conduct our
review and then report our key findings.

Methodology for Our Review of the Literature on School Leadership–
Improvement Activities
The review of the evidence is framed by ESSA funding streams and evidence requirements. Table 3 shows
the relationship graphically. ESSA provides funding for school leadership improvement through Title I;
Title II, Part A; and Title II, Part B. Therefore, we review activities that fit the ESSA funding stream definitions. In addition, ESSA requires Title I school improvement activities to be supported by tiers I through
III evidence, and Title II activities (when required to be evidence-based) should be supported by tiers I
through IV evidence. Table 4 provides an overview of the literature review’s study-inclusion criteria. Again,
although we drew on the best available resources to develop the process for applying ESSA evidence tiers,
we recognize that reasonable people might take different approaches.
We conducted two waves of literature searches, adding terms and intervention names from the initial
review to the second wave. We identified and prescreened more than 3,500 articles based on their titles,
conducted a two-stage screening of more than 500 articles based on their abstracts, and fully reviewed 128
articles. For the final stage, two coders reviewed each article, and senior staff reconciled any differences. By
the end of this process, studies that are reported here were examined by five researchers.
To help readers effectively process the findings from our literature review, we organized our discussion of evidence around three broad categories of school leadership–improvement activities that, together,
include ESSA-allowable school leadership–improvement activities. First, states and districts can monitor
Table 3. School Leadership Supports and Associated ESSA Titles
ESSA Requirement
Federal Investment in School
Leadership
Title I: School Improvement

Evidence
Required for
Funding
Tiers I, II, III

Title II, Part A: Supporting Effective
Instruction

Tiers I, II, III, IV

Title II, Part B: National Activities

Tiers I, II, III, IV

Activity Eligible for Review (funded by
ESSA and relevant to school leadership)
Comprehensive and targeted school reforms
with substantial school leadership component
Pipeline activities for principals (certification,
evaluation, mentoring, preservice, professional
development, recruitment/retention, induction/
mentoring, pay)
Performance-based human-capital management
systems; pipeline activities spanning districts and
states; competitive grants
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Table 4. School Leadership–Improvement Activities Review: Study-Inclusion Criteria
Parameter
Improvement activity

Criterion
School leadership certification, evaluation, mentoring, preservice, professional
development, recruitment/retention, induction/mentoring, or pay; School reform
with substantial school leadership component; and other activities considered on
a case-by-case basis

Sample and setting
Outcomes

U.S. K–12 public schools (including charter and magnet schools with open
admission)
Student achievement, progression, affective outcomes; teacher instruction,
affective, impact, and mobility outcomes; school climate; principal leadership
behaviors

Recency

Document released from 1995 to 2016

Study design

Tier
Tier
Tier
Tier

Study implementation
(applies to tiers I–III)

Equivalence: (1) baseline similarities between groups on relevant factors
(e.g., participant demographics, prior outcomes) or (2) analytic control on relevant
factors
Confound: no conditions, other than those being studied, that affected one group
that did not affect the other(s)

I: random assignment
II: nonrandom assignment
III: correlational study with controls
IV: research-based rationale

whether principals are meeting performance expectations (i.e., state or district principal evaluation systems). Second, states and districts can take actions to improve the likelihood that school leaders actually
meet those expectations through effective management structures, operations, and requirements. This
category includes four subcategories: principal preparation programs, strategic staff management, professional learning, and working conditions. Finally, states and districts can improve school leadership through
broader school improvement efforts that include leadership enhancements as a key component.

Findings from Our Review of the Evidence
In this section, we present the findings for school leadership–improvement activities that have evidence
consistent with ESSA evidence tiers. Across the types of school leadership–improvement activities, we
found in this review that several had tiers I through IV evidence. This includes tiers I through III evidence
on comprehensive school improvement interventions that feature school leadership as a core component.
Such activities would be eligible for funding under Title I School Improvement Funds. Table 5 provides a
summary of the findings, and Tables 6–10 provide more detail by type of leadership improvement activity.
Tables 6–10 also provide brief descriptions of the elements of each intervention, as of November 2016.24
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Table 5. Summary of Tiers I–IV Evidence on the Effects of School Leadership–
Improvement Activities

Activity

Evidence Base
(number of studies)

Finding

Leader-evaluation system

Tier IV (2)

Promising models with research-based
theory of action

Principal preparation programs

Tier II (2), tier III (2)

Student-achievement gains, principal
competency gains

Tier IV (3)

Models with research-based theory of
action

Strategic staff management

Tier III (1)

Negative findings for principal change

Professional learning

Tier I (1), tier II (2), tier IV
(3)

Positive or no effect on student
achievement; reduced staff turnover;
promising coaching model with researchbased theory of action

Working conditions

Tier II (2), tier IV (3)

Mixed effects of autonomy on
achievement; incentive/evaluation
system correlates with higher student
achievement; school administration
manager corresponds to more
instructional activity time

School improvement models

Tier I (1), tiers I & II (2),
Tier II (5)

Positive effects on student achievement

Table 6. Tiers I–IV Evidence on Leadership Evaluation Programs
Activity

Study

ESSA Tier

Findings

Vanderbilt Assessment of
Leadership in Education:
360-degree principal evaluation
tool designed to inform evaluation
and professional growth

Porter et al., 2006

Tier IV

Prior research supports
theory of action: feedback on
performance improves leadership
behaviors, which improve school
performance and student success

Marzano School Leader
Evaluation Model: Tool to evaluate
school leaders

Carbaugh,
Marzano, and Toth,
2014, 2015

Tier IV

Prior research supports the use of
key components (see model); the
model is hypothesized to improve
student achievement
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Leader-Evaluation Systems
Leader-evaluation systems are a set of processes, tools, and metrics designed to evaluate principals’ strengths
and needs—for either accountability or developmental purposes. In theory and policy, these systems should
be aligned with rigorous leadership standards (e.g., state standards or the Professional Standards for Educational Leaders; see National Policy Board for Educational Administration, 2015) and draw on multiple
perspectives (e.g., the principal’s supervisor, teachers, parents) and types of data (e.g., student-achievement
data, observations, surveys). Often, the evaluation systems are developed by the state education agency or
district and tap into nationally available tools. We found no research that met tiers I through III criteria on
the impacts of state or district evaluation systems or evaluation tools on students or other relevant outcomes. However, we did identify two leader-evaluation tools that qualified as having tier IV evidence: the
Vanderbilt Assessment of Leadership in Education (Porter et al., 2006) and the Marzano School Leader
Evaluation Model (Carbaugh, Marzano, and Toth, 2014). Both of these tools are grounded in rigorous
prior research that supports the theory of action.

Principal Preparation Programs
Principal preparation programs, broadly defined, involve a classroom-based program and some type of
school-based internship and can lead to an advanced degree or certification. They may be provided by universities, districts, or independent organizations, or some combination of the three. ESSA defines principal
preparation programs as operated by a public or other nonprofit organization (including or affiliated with
an institution of higher education), containing a clinical preparation course (where the student is paired
with an effective educator) and instruction in content areas, committed to producing a specified number of
effective educators, and requiring demonstrated effectiveness to award a certificate or degree.25 ESSA also
defines school leader residency programs—a type of preparation program—as school-based, with one year of
learning and leading in an authentic school setting, as well as concurrent evidence-based coursework and
mentoring from an effective principal.26
There is substantial case-study research identifying components common to expert-identified effective preparation programs but less rigorous research on the effects of preparation programs overall or on
specific programs. Table 7a summarizes four studies that provide evidence of effectiveness for principal
preparation programs at tiers II and III. Two tier III studies showed positive relationships between characteristics of preparation programs and principal behaviors, teacher staffing, and achievement (Braun, Gable,
and Kite, 2008; Fuller, Young, and Baker, 2011). One specific preparation programs—New Leaders—has
tier II evidence showing positive outcomes and would be considered evidence-based according to the ESSA
definition (Gates, Hamilton, et al., 2014). One preparation program—the Texas Principal Excellence Program—has tier II evidence that shows no statistically significant relationship between student achievement
outcomes and program participation after one year but significant improvements on three of nine principal
competencies (Fouche, 2011).
An additional three studies provide evidence for principal preparation initiatives or components of
those initiatives at the tier IV level, as summarized in Table 7b. These include studies of numerous preservice training programs (Darling-Hammond et al., 2007), a principal residency network (Braun, Billups,
and Gable, 2013), and district-university preservice collaborations (Turnbull, Riley, and MacFarlane,
2013).
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Table 7a. Tiers I–III Evidence on Principal Preparation Programs
Activity

Study

ESSA Tier

Findings

Texas Principal Excellence
Program: Summit meetings,
workshops, and webinars;
360-degree assessment; online
learning tools; ongoing support
from consultants

Fouche, 2012

Tier II

No statistically significant effects
on student achievement outcomes
for program participants after
one year; statistically significant
improvement in three of nine
competencies according to
360-degree evaluation

New Leaders: Prepares principals
to address the achievement gap
and related challenges in highneed urban schools. Three core
elements: selective recruitment
and admissions, residency-based
training, and endorsement and
support for principals early in their
tenures

Gates, Hamilton,
et al., 2014

Tier II

Generally larger studentachievement gains in math and
reading than in comparable
schools, with differing effects
across districts

Principal-preparation programs:
Usually include classroombased education, school-based
internship, and advanced degree
or certification

Fuller, Young, and
Baker, 2011

Tier III

Positive association between
some characteristics of principalpreparation programs (such
as being housed at research
or doctoral institutions)
and improvements in the
qualifications of teachers

Principal-preparation program
practices: Emphasis on leadership
for instructional improvement
and achievement and reflection;
included problem-based
learning, alignment to standards,
key content, individualized
development, mentoring,
cohort learning, performance
assessments, and internships

Braun, Gable, and
Kite, 2008

Tier III

Statistically significant
correlations between preparation
program practices and selfreported leadership practices
and student English language
arts achievement

Few states currently require principal preparation programs to provide evidence of positive outcomes,
such as principal retention rates or impacts on student learning, although some states (e.g., North Carolina,
Ohio) are moving toward report cards for preparation programs (Briggs et al., 2013; Yoder, Freed, and Fetters, 2014). Although there are no readily available ratings, there are tools for rating programs. For example,
Quality Measures™ Principal Preparation Program Self‐Assessment Toolkit: For Use in Developing, Assessing,
and Improving Principal Preparation Programs (King, 2013) provides rubrics and indicators for programs to
self-assess their preparation-program content, pedagogy, clinical practice, recruitment and selection, and
graduate performance outcomes.
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Table 7b. Tier IV Evidence on Principal Preparation Programs
Activity

Study

ESSA Tier

Findings

Principal Residency Network:
Residency with mentor,
individualized learning plan, action
research project based on data
analysis, participation in network
events

Braun, Billups, and
Gable, 2013

Tier IV

Prior research supports
key components of the
network

Exemplary preservice and in-service
programs
Preservice: Bank Street College,
Delta State University, University of
Connecticut, University of San Diego
In-service: Hartford (CT) School
District, Jefferson County (KY) Public
Schools, Region 1 of New York City,
San Diego City Schools

Darling-Hammond
et al., 2007

Tier IV

Presents conceptual
framework for effective
preservice and in-service,
supported by evidence

Principal Pipeline Initiative: Sets
leader standards; aligns districts’
practices to recruit, train, and
support new principals with
standards, working in collaboration
with local universities

Turnbull, Riley, and
MacFarlane, 2013;
Turnbull, Riley, et al.,
2013

Tier IV

Prior research supports
theory of action

Strategic Staff Management
Strategic staff management may include activities to improve recruitment and selection processes, placement of principals in schools, and principal replacement. Recruitment and retention interventions may
include, for example, communication strategies to broaden the candidate pool or specialized processes and
tools to screen and evaluate candidates (e.g., performance-based interview tasks).
Some researchers and policymakers have argued that replacing a principal is a necessary step to
improving persistently low-performing schools, both to improve the quality of leadership and to create a
disruption in dysfunctional processes that hinder school-wide reform (Hassel and Hassel, 2009; Le Floch
et al., 2014). However, studies also have indicated that principal effectiveness increases with experience,
suggesting that limiting turnover could improve outcomes (Clark, Martorell, and Rockoff, 2009). We
identified only one tier III study examining the implications of principal turnover for student and other
school-level outcomes. Table 8 summarizes the findings from the one tier III study: Changing principals
does not correspond to achievement gains. This is consistent with findings from the broader literature relating principal turnover to student achievement, which finds either no relationship or a negative relationship
between turnover and outcomes (Hochbein and Cunningham, 2013; Béteille, Kalogrides, and Loeb, 2012;
Miller, 2013). Based on this review, principal replacement would not be considered evidence-based according to ESSA at this time.
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Table 8. Tiers I–IV Evidence on Strategic Staff Management Interventions
Activity
Principal replacement:
Removing the sitting
principal and installing a
new principal

Study
Dhuey and
Smith, 2014

ESSA Tier
Tier III

Findings
Installing a new principal correlates
with achievement losses; study does
not provide support for principal
replacement

Professional Learning
Professional learning generally involves a variety of learning experiences for sitting school principals, such
as professional development through workshops (single sessions or a series) and coaching or mentoring.
These opportunities may be available throughout the principal’s career, although they often are most intensive early in his or her career or placement at a school. Principals have other learning experiences, such as
attending conferences, which we do not include here because they are neither intensive enough to mobilize
improvement nor discrete enough to evaluate.
As presented in Table 9, mixed outcomes were reported for two professional-development activities
that had tier I or tier II evidence. Two studies showed positive effects on student achievement, and another
showed greater staff stability in treatment schools but no effect on student achievement or instructional climate. Based on this review, the National Institute for School Leadership Executive Development Program
would be considered evidence-based according to ESSA standards. McREL’s Balanced Leadership Program
could be considered evidence-based because the one tier I study found reduced teacher turnover; however,
the study also found no impact on student achievement (Jacob et al., 2015). There is also tier IV evidence
supporting the Metropolitan ISD Principal Coaching Initiative, which provides district coaching for novice
and experienced principals (Lee, 2010), and the Arkansas Leadership Academy’s Master Principal Program,
which trains exemplary principals to be master principals (Peer, 2012), as well as Socratic Coaching (Lindle
et al., 2015).
Table 9. Tiers I–IV Evidence on Professional Learning for Principals
Activity
McREL Balanced Leadership
Program: Professional
development, focus on 21
leadership responsibilities, case
study approach, continuous
feedback from facilitators, peerto-peer interactions; ten two-day
cohort-based workshops
National Institute for School
Leadership Executive
Development Program:
Professional development over
1 to 1.5 years, using group
discussions, role-playing, video
case studies, technology-assisted
simulations, online learning,
action learning projects;
professional learning community

Study
Jacob et al., 2015

ESSA Tier
Tier I

Findings
No impact on student achievement
or teacher-reported instructional
climate; lower staff turnover in
treatment schools

Nunnery et al.,
2011

Tier II

Positive effects on reading and math
achievement

Nunnery, Ross, and
Yen, 2010

Tier II

Statistically significantly higher
achievement gains in reading and
math
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Table 9—Continued
Activity
Metropolitan ISD Principal
Coaching Initiative: District
coaching for novice and
experienced principals,
curriculum-based professional
development, networking, visits to
successful schools
Coaching: Model for training
districts staff to coach principals
across rural districts on Socratic
questioning and reflective
listening

Study
Lee, 2010

ESSA Tier
Tier IV

Findings
Principals were more learnercentered following coaching;
conceptual framework based on
research

Lindle et al., 2015

Tier IV

Logic model based on research
findings; pilot test found that
training for coaches should include
recognition of the emotions brought
to the coaching relationship

Arkansas Leadership Academy’s
Master Principal Program:
Develop master principals;
training on mission, leading
change, knowledge of teaching
and learning, collaborative
relationships, and accountability
systems; participants must qualify
for each of three phases

Peer, 2012

Tier IV

Logic model based on research;
positive evaluation findings,
including improved leadership
practices, school culture change,
and improved achievement (selfreported)

Working Conditions
Working conditions can include opportunities and incentives to improve teaching and learning. For this
report, we focus on working conditions designed specifically to improve the effectiveness of school leaders,
such as school autonomy and performance incentives or targeted support initiatives aimed to improve a
principal’s efficiency. There are many other working conditions (e.g., school climate) that likely mediate or
moderate leaders’ effectiveness but are not the focus here.
Principal-autonomy initiatives typically devolve decisions—such as hiring and removing teachers,
budget, and school schedule—from district staff to school leaders. Autonomy initiatives focus on teaching
and learning and building school capacity and may involve district offices to help support implementation
(Honig and Rainey, 2012).
Two tier II studies showed mixed results of principal autonomy (see Table 10). Based on this review,
principal autonomy might meet ESSA evidence standards, which currently only require one positive finding. There is substantial theory and qualitative evidence suggesting that school autonomy might be more
effective if implemented in a way that overcomes known challenges (e.g., principals having little knowledge or experience to use their new flexibilities). Schools and their districts have struggled to implement
autonomy (Hansen and Roza, 2005; Honig and Rainey, 2012). Yet there has been very little sustained
research to help districts and schools overcome substantial barriers, such as costs, inefficiencies of decentralized authority, and union or legal constraints. Ultimately, theory and some empirical evidence suggest that
school-level autonomy can improve school functioning and student outcomes, but implementation challenges have consistently plagued efforts.
The effect of financial incentives for principal performance is not yet demonstrated through tiers I
through III evidence, but there is tier IV evidence supporting this strategy (Hamilton et al., 2012).
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Table 10. Tiers I–IV Evidence on Principals’ Working Conditions
Activity
Principal autonomy: Schoolbased decisionmaking on
budget, staffing, curriculum,
staffing, or other decisions

School Administration
Manager: Increased
principal time on instructional
activities; baseline task
analysis, daily meetings
with School Administration
Manager, time change
coach, follow-up data
analysis, management
software
Pittsburgh Principal Incentive
Program: Performancebased evaluation; coaching,
feedback, and professional
development; teaching and
learning teams support, and
compensation

Study
Abdulkadiroglu
et al., 2011

ESSA Tier
Tier II

Findings
Large, significant score gains for
students attending charter schools, and
no significant effects for those attending
pilot schools (more autonomous than
traditional schools, less so than charter
schools)
Autonomy did not affect reading or
math achievement but did improve
reading proficiency rates
Well-specified theory of action based on
evaluation

Steinberg, 2014

Tier II

Goldring et al.,
2015

Tier IV

Turnbull, Haslam,
et al., 2009

Tier IV

Positive evaluation

Hamilton et al.,
2012

Tier IV

Prior research supports theory of action;
good evaluation systems can promote
positive principal behaviors; analysis
correlates participation in program with
greater student achievement growth,
compared with the state

Our review also found a well-specified theory of action based on evaluation in one document
(Goldring et al., 2015), and a second document showed positive evaluation results for a targeted effort to
support a principal’s time management through the School Administration Manager program (Turnbull,
Haslam, et al., 2009).

Comprehensive School Improvement Models
Comprehensive school improvement models are multidimensional activities (e.g., changes in curriculum,
instruction, staffing, management) focused on improving low-performing schools. Under ESSA, activities
falling under this category can be supported by Title I School Improvement Funds, provided there is tiers I
through III evidence to support the activities. Federally supported school improvement efforts have, over
the past 14 or more years, embraced comprehensive approaches to school improvement. The Comprehensive School Reform Program, Title I under NCLB, and School Improvement Grants represent billions of
dollars in funding for schools. Many of the models promoted by these programs involve school leadership
components, such as replacing the principal. The School Improvement Grants, for example, required the
use of one of four models, all of which directly or indirectly involved leadership change. Certain school
improvement models are also highly centered on school leadership. For this report, we included school
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improvement models in our review if school leadership was explicitly identified as one of a small number
(five or fewer) of core components.
Our review of evidence uncovered two such school reform models—the KIPP model and the School
Turnaround Specialist Model—with tier I, II, or III evidence. KIPP is a public charter school network
that emphasizes leadership—including leadership autonomy and visionary leadership—at the heart of the
model (KIPP, undated). Seven tier I or II studies found substantial and statistically significant improvements in student achievement (see Table 11); KIPP could be supported, under ESSA Title I, as evidenceTable 11. Tiers I–IV Evidence on the Effects of School Leadership–Focused School
Improvement Models
Activity
Knowledge Is Power Program
(KIPP): A public charter
school network; “power to
lead” is one of the five pillars,
or operating principles (high
expectations, choice and
commitment, more time,
power to lead, focus on
results)

University of Virginia School
Turnaround Specialist
Program: Involves a planning
year with the district, school
leadership–selection support,
and executive development
for school leaders and
turnaround teams in
residential programs and
on-site coaching

Study

ESSA Tier

Findings

Angrist et al.,
2012

Tier I

Substantial achievement gains, especially
among limited-English-proficiency and
special education students, and those with
low baseline scores had achievement gains
each year

Gleason
et al., 2014

Tier II

Positive, statistically significant impacts on
student achievement (math and reading),
persisting over four years

Gallager,
Sparrin, and
Ross, 2005

Tier II

Positive impacts across for fifth- and sixthgrade English language arts, reading, and
math

Tuttle, Teh,
et al., 2010

Tier II

Significant positive impacts on reading and
math test scores, when comparing student
achievement in 22 KIPP middle schools
with students in similar public middle
schools

Woodworth
et al., 2008

Tier II

Positive effects on math and English
language arts tests in middle school

Tuttle, Gill,
et al., 2013

Tiers I, II

Positive impacts across four academic
subjects and in both low-stakes and highstakes tests

Tuttle,
Gleason,
et al., 2015

Tiers I, II

Positive, statistically significant impacts
on student achievement, especially in
elementary and middle schools

Player and
Katz, 2016

Tier II

On average, participating schools
experienced statistically significant
improvements in student achievement after
completing the program

NOTE: These models are eligible for support under Title 1 School Improvement Funds.

26

based. The University of Virginia School Turnaround Specialist Model is a two-year initiative that emphasizes the central role of school leadership in driving school turnaround. One tier II study found positive
effects of the program on student achievement after two years that persisted for two years after the intervention (Player and Katz, 2016).

Evidence on Potentially Effective School Leadership Actions
Our literature review also uncovered evidence about school leaders’ effective actions and characteristics.
This research is not focused on interventions per se. For this reason, research on effective principal actions
and characteristics was not included in our review of the evidence regarding interventions that could be
supported under ESSA. However,
this research base could help point
ESSA Evidence Tiers and School
states and districts toward activities
Leadership Activities
or strategies that have the potential to
ESSA advocates the use of evidence-based activities,
improve the quality of school principals.
strategies, and interventions to improve school leaderAs discussed earlier, tier IV evidence
ship; however, the legislation is unclear about the school
might include studies that connect an
leadership–improvement activities that might qualify as
intervention to a principal action that
evidence-based. Guidance on applying the evidence
was demonstrated in prior research to
tiers to ESSA-relevant school leadership activities could
influence teacher, school, and student
help inform the use of federal funds to support school
outcomes. This section shares that prior
leadership–improvement initiatives at the state and district
research. For example, research identilevels.
fies conditions that can be influenced
by principals and are associated with
student success: developing and communicating a vision; establishing a culture of high expectations for students and staff; monitoring and supporting instruction; evaluating teachers; hiring, developing, and retaining school staff; maintaining student
discipline; managing the school budget; and engaging with the community (Bryk et al., 2010; Seashore
Louis et al., 2010). Several meta-analyses identified leadership actions associated with improved student
achievement,27 including supporting the development and use of curriculum, instruction, and assessments;
building a shared culture of achievement; establishing goals and expectations; resourcing strategically;
planning, coordinating, and evaluating teaching and curricula; promoting and participating in teacher
learning and development; and cultivating an orderly and supportive environment (Copeland and Neeley,
2013; Leithwood et al., 2004; Marzano, Waters, and McNulty, 2005; Robinson, Lloyd, and Rowe, 2008;
The Wallace Foundation, 2013; see also Murphy, 1988; Grissom and Loeb, 2011).
There is qualitative and quantitative empirical evidence linking specific actions, competencies, or
leadership styles of principals to student or other school outcomes. This research finds, for example, that
principal training, experience as a teacher in the same school, experience as an assistant principal, and
experience as a principal all are related to school proficiency growth (Bowers and White, 2014). Principals’
organizational-management skills relate to student outcomes (Grissom and Loeb, 2011). How principals
spend their time might also matter. When principals spend time coaching and evaluating teachers, developing the education program, and focusing on organizational-management activities, school outcomes
appear to be better (Grissom, Loeb, and Master, 2013; Horng, Klasik, and Loeb, 2010).
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Research has also explored whether a specific combination of skills, knowledge, and characteristics
can manifest in an overall style of leadership that is more effective than others (Heck and Hallinger, 2014;
Robinson, Lloyd, and Rowe, 2008; James-Ward and Abuyen, 2015). Instructional leadership, which focuses
on improving classroom instruction, may be three to four times more effective in improving academic
and some engagement outcomes than transformational leadership, which relies primarily on a charismatic
leader energizing staff (Leithwood and Jantzi, 2005; Robinson, Lloyd, and Rowe, 2008). Leadership in
which staff share leadership roles appears to improve student achievement more than leadership in which
the principal alone makes most school-level decisions (Seashore Louis et al., 2010, p. 21).
Although these studies do not constitute tier IV evidence in their own right, because they are not
linked to an initiative or intervention, they could be leveraged by state and district officials or educators to
support new leadership interventions with a theory of action grounded in this evidence.
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C HAP TE R 5. R ECOM M E N DATI O NS FO R USI N G TH IS R E VI E W
School leadership matters for student and teacher outcomes. Further, activities designed to improve school
leadership demonstrate positive impact on student and teacher outcomes. In this report, we have laid out
the evidence indicating that school leadership can be a powerful driver of improved education outcomes
and summarized the evidence on activities designed to improve the effectiveness of school leaders.
We set this review in the context of the types of school leadership activities supported by ESSA and the
types of evidence considered sufficient to invest in leadership-improvement activities. We hope that we have
laid out some of the areas in which further discussion and clarification can help states and districts that are
implementing the school leadership provisions in ESSA. Further support in understanding the evidence
tiers and examining existing evidence may provide states and districts with important tools to better select
and implement activities likely to improve school leadership.

Recommendations for Administrators
For administrators at the state and local levels who are considering school leadership as a lever to promote
school improvement, our review implies that ESSA provides increased opportunities for states and districts
to use federal funding for initiatives that strive to improve the quality of school leaders. We note that,
although our review did identify specific school leadership initiatives that can and do meet the evidence
standards required by the legislation, we discourage educators from focusing only on the interventions
listed in this report. There may be principal improvement interventions that do not appear in this review;
perhaps they were too new to have a strong evidence base or their research was not publicly available. States
and districts may opt to replicate a branded program for their own contexts, using the evidence from the
latter to justify the use of the former. The inclusion of tier IV, which presents a substantial change from
previous legislation on evidence requirements, offers administrators the opportunity to receive funding for
implementing new and innovative school leadership interventions while building the evidence base for the
interventions.

Recommendations for Educators
Educators may wish to seek guidance in adapting evidence-based interventions to local context. In view of
outstanding ambiguities with regard to tier IV evidence requirements, we recommend that state and local
decisionmakers interpret the definition of tier IV evidence conservatively and support initiatives that have a
theory of action grounded solidly in research and that have the potential for more-rigorous validation.

Recommendations for Policymakers
This report aims to provide policymakers and thought leaders at every level food for thought on the current
definitions of evidence tiers and ways in which they can be honed to better support the use of evidence for
improving school leadership. More specifically, to support practitioners who would benefit from guidance
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on evidence for school leadership–improvement activities, we recommend that policymakers address the
following:
• Further clarify the types of evidence that qualify for tier IV, such as minimal requirements for a
“well-specified logic model” and the quality of the research or evaluation that informs the logic
model.
• Share information about school leader behaviors that are associated with positive outcomes,
which will better guide the selection or development of interventions that aim to improve these
behaviors.
• Provide technical assistance to states to determine the evidence on activities under consideration.

Looking Ahead: Building the Evidence Base
Our review identified categories of school leadership–improvement activities that had studies meeting
ESSA evidence standards and, importantly, identified evidence at all levels of rigor (tiers I–IV) that
showed that interventions can improve principal impact. By doing so, the review establishes that schools
and districts have the opportunity to take advantage of ESSA funding to improve school leadership and
support student achievement. Taking advantage of these funds depends strongly on a school or district’s
particular context. With this in mind, we encourage educators to consider the broader evidence for
interventions, rather than focusing only on the interventions listed in this report. Policymakers, administrators, and educators at the state and district levels who implement initiatives based on tier IV evidence
will need to engage in ongoing evaluation that will contribute to the evidence base summarized here.
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APPE N D IX A . STATE E XEM P TI O NS TO ESSA E VI DE N C E
R EQ U I R EM E NTS
ESSA allows states to waive evidence requirements in some cases. The cases relevant to school leadership–
improvement activities are listed below.
• Title II, coursework for school leader residency programs (ESSA 2015, II U.S.C. § 2002(1)(B)(i),
p. 101)
–– . . . participates in evidence-based coursework, to the extent the State (in consultation with local
educational agencies in the State) determines that such evidence is reasonably available, that is integrated with the clinical residency experience; . . .
• Title II, Part A, supporting effective instruction, state use of funds new teacher/principal/leader induction and mentoring programs (ESSA 2015, II U.S.C. § 2101 (c)(4)(B)(vii)(III), p. 120)
–– . . . new teacher, principal, or other school leader induction and mentoring programs that are, to the
extent the State determines that such evidence is reasonably available, evidence-based, and designed
to—
• Title II, Part A, supporting effective instruction, state use of funds, other activities (ESSA 2015, II
U.S.C. § 2101 (c)(4)(B)(c) (xxi), p. 122)
–– (xxi) Supporting other activities identified by the State that are, to the extent the State determines
that such evidence is reasonably available, evidence based and that meet the purpose of this title.
• Title II, Part A, supporting effective instruction, local use of funds (ESSA 2015, II U.S.C. § 2103 (b)
(3)(E), p. 127)
–– (E) providing high-quality, personalized professional development that is evidence-based, to the
extent the State (in consultation with local educational agencies in the State) determines that such
evidence is reasonably available, for teachers, instructional leadership teams, principals, or other
school leaders, that is focused on improving teaching and student learning and achievement, including supporting efforts to train teachers, principals, or other school leaders to—
• Title II, Part A, supporting effective instruction, local use of funds (ESSA 2015, II U.S.C. § 2103 (b)
(3)(P), p. 129)
–– (P) carrying out other activities that are evidence based, to the extent the State (in consultation with
local educational agencies in the State) determines that such evidence is reasonably available, and
identified by the local educational agency that meet the purpose of this title.

31

APPE N D IX B. E VI DE N C E R EQ U I R EM E NTS AC ROSS FE DE R AL
LEG ISL ATI O N AN D P O LI C Y
Since the early 2000s, federal education policy has promoted the development and use of rigorous impact
evidence when selecting school improvement activities, to improve the likelihood that education investments will yield the hoped-for outcomes. Like NCLB, which was the prior version of the Elementary and
Secondary Education Act (ESEA), ESSA includes a focus on encouraging education decisionmakers to use
evidence to select programs. However, in response to concerns about earlier policies, ESSA’s statutory provisions may practically have the effect of providing more flexibility to states leaders and other policymakers
to use more types of evidence and even—when the research base is weak—to waive evidence requirements.
Because the requirements in ESSA and NCLB are very different, we conducted a careful comparison of the
language in NCLB and ESSA to determine whether and how the evidence requirements for ESSA are more
or less prescriptive than those in NCLB (see Table 12). This analysis may help policymakers and educators
with a history of using federal resources for school leadership initiatives understand allowable interventions
under ESSA vis-à-vis NCLB.

Table 12. NCLB and ESSA Evidence Requirements
No Child Left Behind

Every Student Succeeds Act

Evidence Requirements for Title I, Part A
Sec. 1116. Academic Assessment and Local
Educational Agency and School Improvement.
(b) School Improvement
(3) School Plan
‘‘(A) REVISED PLAN.—After the resolution of a review
under paragraph (2), each school identified under
paragraph (1) for school improvement shall, not later
than 3 months after being so identified, develop or
revise a school plan, in consultation with parents,
school staff, the local educational agency serving
the school, and outside experts, for approval by such
local educational agency. The school plan shall cover
a 2-year period and—
‘‘(i) incorporate strategies based on scientifically
based research that will strengthen the core
academic subjects in the school and address the
specific academic issues that caused the school to be
identified for school improvement, and may include
a strategy for the implementation of a comprehensive
school reform model that includes each of the
components described in part F”
“A schoolwide program shall include the following
components: schoolwide reform strategies that use
effective methods and instructional strategies that are
based on scientifically based research.”

Title I
Sec. 1111: “District must have comprehensive support
and development plan for each school identified
for school support and improvement, interventions
named in plan must include at least one that is
evidence based.” I U.S.C. § 1111 (d) p37-40, (d)(1)
(B)(i)
Same for targeted support and improvement (2)(B)(ii)
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Table 12—Continued
No Child Left Behind

Every Student Succeeds Act

Definition of Strong Evidence
Title IX, Part A, Sec. 9101, Definitions, p. 532(1956)
‘‘Except as otherwise provided, in this Act:
”(37) SCIENTIFICALLY BASED RESEARCH.—The term
‘scientifically based research’—
‘‘(A) means research that involves the application
of rigorous, systematic, and objective procedures
to obtain reliable and valid knowledge relevant to
education activities and programs; and
‘‘(B) includes research that—
‘‘(i) employs systematic, empirical methods that draw
on observation or experiment;
‘‘(ii) involves rigorous data analyses that are
adequate to test the stated hypotheses and justify the
general conclusions drawn;
‘‘(iii) relies on measurements or observational
methods that provide reliable and valid data
across evaluators and observers, across multiple
measurements and observations, and across studies
by the same or different investigators;
‘‘(iv) is evaluated using experimental or quasiexperimental designs in which individuals, entities,
programs, or activities are assigned to different
conditions and with appropriate controls to evaluate
the effects of the condition of interest, with a
preference for random-assignment experiments, or
other designs to the extent that those designs contain
within-condition or across-condition controls;
‘‘(v) ensures that experimental studies are presented
in sufficient detail and clarity to allow for replication
or, at a minimum, offer the opportunity to build
systematically on their findings; and
‘‘(vi) has been accepted by a peer-reviewed journal
or approved by a panel of independent experts
through a comparably rigorous, objective, and
scientific review.

Title VIII, Sec. 8101,
‘‘(21) EVIDENCE-BASED.—
‘‘(A) IN GENERAL.—Except as provided in
subparagraph (B), the term ‘evidence-based,’ when
used with respect to a State, local educational
agency, or school activity, means an activity,
strategy, or intervention that—
‘‘(i) demonstrates a statistically significant effect
on improving student outcomes or other relevant
outcomes based on—
‘‘(I) strong evidence from at least 1 well-designed and
well-implemented experimental study;
‘‘(II) moderate evidence from at least 1 well-designed
and well-implemented quasi-experimental study; or
‘‘(III) promising evidence from at least 1 welldesigned and well-implemented correlational study
with statistical controls for selection bias; or
‘‘(ii)(I) demonstrates a rationale based on high-quality
research findings or positive evaluation that such
activity, strategy, or intervention is likely to improve
student outcomes or other relevant outcomes; and
‘‘(II) includes ongoing efforts to examine the effects of
such activity, strategy, or intervention.’
‘(B) DEFINITION FOR SPECIFIC ACTIVITIES FUNDED
UNDER THIS ACT.—When used with respect to
interventions or improvement activities or strategies
funded under section 1003, the term ‘evidencebased’ means a State, local educational agency,
or school activity, strategy, or intervention that
meets the requirements of subclause (I), (II), or (III) of
subparagraph (A)(i).

Defining Evidence Requirements
Both iterations of ESEA promote the use of evidence in decisionmaking. The term scientifically based
research, which appears 69 times in NCLB, is defined as having rigorous methods, analysis, data collection,
design (experimental or quasi-experimental), and reporting and has been independently reviewed. The term
evidence-based, which appears 63 times in ESSA, also emphasizes design and implementation (which could
be interpreted to include methods and data analysis). Both prioritize experimental studies and, secondarily, quasi-experimental studies as the strongest designs for judging the impact of interventions. There are
also differences between the two laws, some trivial and some profound. For example, while ESSA requires
statistically significant findings for three of the four evidence tiers, NCLB, as implemented by the Institute
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of Education Sciences and the WWC (but not in the letter of the law), prioritizes statistically significant
and substantively important outcomes. As another example, NCLB requires independent review, and ESSA
does not. At a more basic level, ESSA allows tier III evidence (correlational analysis) and tier IV evidence
(a rationale based on prior evidence that the intervention is likely to be effective) that do not meet the minimum requirements of NCLB.
Overall, there are components of NCLB legislation that have more-rigorous demands for the types of
research used (e.g., peer review, no theoretical work without empirical investigation) than ESSA does. At
the same time, ESSA lays out a priority structure for the types of research evidence that makes clear that
the preferred evidence comes from the most-rigorous research designs.

Applying Evidence Requirements to Support Principal Improvement
Both NCLB and ESSA provide multiple opportunities for supporting principal improvement—ESSA
more so than NCLB. The evidence requirements for these principal-support activities are not more stringent under ESSA than under NCLB. In fact, in many instances, ESSA provides more flexibility regarding
evidence.
Under Title I, both iterations of ESEA provide resources for comprehensive school support and
improvement; comprehensive school support and improvement can involve whole-school initiatives that
focus on principals. NCLB specifies that all activities, strategies, interventions, or plans identified for the
purposes of corrective action, targeted assistance, or school improvement rely on scientifically based evidence. For example, schools implementing school-wide reform strategies had to use “effective methods and
instructional strategies that are based on scientifically based research.”28 NCLB set the same expectation for
schools implementing targeted assistance programs. Title I, Sec. 1116(b)(4)(C), establishes that any and all
technical assistance given to schools, by either a local education agency or external provider, must be based
on scientifically based research.
In ESSA, the language and expectations are similar. Comprehensive and targeted support and
improvement plans for the lowest performing schools must include evidence-based interventions (Title I,
Part A, Sec. 1111(d)(1)(B)(ii) and Title I, Part A, Sec. 1111(d)(2)(B)(ii)). There is some ambiguity in the exact
requirements. Legal analysis suggests that the use of the term include means that an intervention that has
one or more components demonstrated effective by eligible evidence (tiers I through III for Title I School
Improvement Funds) would qualify for funding.
Title II may be somewhat more ambiguous regarding evidence requirements. Unlike for Title I school
improvement activities, most initiatives funded under Title II can be supported by evidence from any of
the four tiers. Several new components in ESSA Title II suggest greater flexibility about whether evidence
is required. The 3 percent set aside for principal pipeline activities (ESSA 2015, Title II, Part A, U.S.C. Sec.
2101(c)(4), pp. 118–122) lists 20 potentially fundable types of activities. The last item in the list, “[s]upporting other activities identified by the State that are, to the extent the State determines that such evidence
is reasonably available, evidence based,” could suggest but does not require that the preceding items be
evidence-based, depending on interpretation of the law.
Finally, the two competitive grants under Title II that can support principal improvement activities give a competitive priority to grant applications based on tiers I–III evidence: “(e) PRIORITY.—In
awarding grants under this section, the Secretary shall give priority to an eligible entity that will implement
evidence-based activities, defined for the purpose of this subsection as activities meeting the requirements
of section 8101(21)(A)(i)” (ESSA 2015, IIA4 U.S.C. Sec. 2242, pp. 147–148).
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APPE N D IX C . SUM M ARY O F U PDATES TO E VI DE N C E R E P O RT I N
DEC EM BE R 2 016 R E LE A SE
We began work on School Leadership Interventions Under the Every Student Succeeds Act: Evidence
Review just a few months after ESSA became law. At that time, the language of the law stood alone.
To understand the ESSA evidence tiers and apply them to research on school leadership interventions,
RAND analyzed the ESSA and NCLB legislative language, as well as existing federal policy tools, such
as the WWC standards. Based on the information available in early 2016, we developed an approach for
the preliminary evidence review that was published in April 2016. The April 2016 version of our report
cautioned, “We anticipate that federal or state departments of education might provide further suggestions or guidance to help apply the evidence tiers, because ESSA is silent on many points that have been
important in past Institute of Education Science evidence standards. Our current review of schoolleadership-improvement activities casts a broad net to include studies that meet ESSA’s evidence tiers, as
specified in the legislation. Findings may be subject to change, depending on guidance or information
provided by federal or state departments of education” (Herman, Gates, et al., 2016, p. 9).
To take advantage of new information and additional ESSA analysis, some changes were made to the
report between the April 2016 release and the December 2016 updated release. This appendix describes the
following changes.
• Evidence Guidance: The December 2016 updated report incorporates guidance provided by the U.S.
Department of Education on the ESSA evidence tiers and Title II; incorporating this guidance led to a
re-review of most of the studies in the original document and a few changes to study dispositions.
• Level of evidence reviewed: By design, the April 2016 report focuses on tiers I through III evidence.
The December 2016 updated report also examines tier IV evidence.
• Additional research identified: Between April and December 2016, we expanded the literature search.
Thus, additional studies were added to the review.

Evidence Guidance
On September 16, 2016, the U.S. Department of Education released the Non-Regulatory Guidance: Using
Evidence to Strengthen Education Investments (2016c). As anticipated, it provided clarity on many of the
questions raised in the April version of the report, addressing all four evidence tiers. Table 13 provides a
summary of the main points of the guidance as relates to this review (see last column).
We revised some evidence requirements based on this guidance and then re-reviewed studies that were
categorized by any of our reviewers, in any stage of the process, as possible tier IV, as well as a large number
of tiers I –III studies. This resulted in reclassification of a small number studies. Our decisions not to
include in this report some of the studies discussed in the April report were made based on our analysis of
the criteria in the Evidence Guidance and our own analysis of the studies and should not be interpreted as
a judgment of the effectiveness of the leadership interventions discussed in those studies. As is the case for
any of interventions, lack of strong evidence does not necessarily mean lack of effectiveness. This report
assesses studies, not interventions, in accordance with ESSA’s evidence provisions.
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Table 13. Clarifying ESSA Evidence Tier Ambiguities

Sample
size

ESSA Ambiguity
Does not refer to sample size

Evidence Guidance

Changes to Report

Recommends large, multisite
sample

No change; large sample
sizes would be challenging
for a program serving school
leaders

Context

Does not indicate whether
study context matters

Recommends that the sample
and setting in the research
overlap with that in the site

No change; information about
the context depends on the
end user

Flawed
studies

Includes—but downgrades—
somewhat-flawed randomized
controlled trialsa
Does not discuss flawed
quasi-experimental designs

Downgraded flawed tier I to
tier II and flawed tier II to tier
III, if the study met the lower
tier’s criteria, rather than
rejecting studies

Defines a rationale as a “wellspecified logic model”
Does not define research
findings

Established tier IV standards
to require visual logic model
consistent with EDGAR
definition and required the
document to cite evidence
supporting logic model

Ongoing
evaluation

Requires that experimental
and quasi-experimental
studies be well designed and
well implemented to qualify
as tier I or tier II evidence but
is silent on how to consider
randomized controlled trials
and quasi-experimental
studies that have some design
or implementation flaws
The lowest category of
evidence (tier IV) under
ESSA includes “a rationale
based on high-quality
research findings or positive
evaluation”
No clear definition of
rationale
No clear definition of highquality research findings or
positive evaluation
Does not specify who should
conduct the evaluation

Indicates that the evaluator
could be an outside
implementing site

No change; demonstrating
ongoing evaluation is the role
of the end user

Relevant
outcomes

Does not specify eligible
outcomes

Recommends focusing on
student outcomes or outcomes
associated with program
goals

Based on additional
clarification from the
Department of Education,
included student, teacher, and
school leader outcomes

Important
findings

Does not mention
substantively important
findings
Focuses on a single
positive finding, rather than
preponderance of evidence

Does not mention substantively No change
important findings

Rationale

Body of
evidence

Recommends that the
favorable findings must not
be countered by unfavorable
findings

No change

SOURCE: Public Law No. 114-95, Every Student Succeeds Act, Title VIII, Sec. 8101, Definitions, December 10, 2015.
a Somewhat flawed randomized controlled trials can be considered to meet WWC standards with reservations under some
circumstances, putting them on par with well-designed and well-implemented quasi-experimental designs.
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Level of Evidence Reviewed
Because of the quick turnaround of the first report, the project’s prioritization of more-rigorous evidence,
and better existing methodological guidance for tiers I through III, the April report reviewed only tiers I
through III evidence. The April report did offer a strategy for thinking about tier IV and noted the potential for tier IV evidence but did not systematically report findings based on tier IV evidence. With the
longer review window and clarification in the Evidence Guidance, it was possible to expand the review to
include tier IV, as presented in the December 2016 updated report.

Additional Research Identified
For the April report, RAND librarians searched the following sources for relevant articles:
• Databases:
–– Academic Search Premier
–– SocINDEX
–– ProQuest
–– Dissertation Abstracts
–– EJS E-Journals
–– Campbell Collaboration
–– Scopus
–– ERIC
–– WorldCat
–– Education Research Complete
• Websites:
–– National Association of Elementary School Principals
–– National Association of Secondary School Principals
–– Education Next
–– ASCD
–– Wallace Foundation
–– IES SEED and I3 grantees.
We aimed to conduct a broad search, using terms relevant to the sample (e.g., public education, public
school), research (e.g., impact, RCT [randomized controlled trial]), and substantive focus (e.g., principal,
administrator)—individually and together.
For the December updated report, we expanded the search to include articles released since April 2016
and to use intervention names, citations, and search terms that emerged in the initial search. Ultimately, we
identified and prescreened more than 3,500 articles based on their titles, conducted a two-stage screening
of more than 500 articles based on their abstracts, and fully reviewed 128 articles.
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APPE N D IX D. DESC R I P TIVE SUM M AR I ES O F E VI DE N C E- BA SE D
SC H O O L LE ADE RSH I P I NTE RVE NTI O NS
This appendix describes key features of the evidence-based interventions aiming to strengthen K–12 school
leadership included in this report. District officials, states education leaders, and intervention developers
may use these descriptions to help craft, refine, or select evidence-based interventions to meet their own
needs.
In some cases, the evidence is based on evaluations of branded programs. As noted, research on
branded programs can justify using interventions that share key components of the branded programs,
even if the selected interventions are not implemented by the intervention developer. This is important
because the studied interventions may evolve over time or even cease to be offered by the developer. The
evidence of outcomes for the intervention, as studied, remains valid.
Each intervention summary includes a short description of each of the following elements:
• Purpose: stated primary goals or objectives of the intervention (all interventions are designed to
improve school leader performance, but many also have a targeted leadership capability or school
demographic that they aim to improve)
• Intervention type: leader-evaluation system, principal preparation program, professional learning,
working conditions, and leader-focused school improvement models
• Intervention target: type of school leader being targeted (such as aspiring or current principals)
• Intervention components: main elements or types of activities that constitute the intervention (such
as professional development, training, or coaching)
• Duration: reported length of time or frequency with which the intervention is conducted
• Intervention support: special resources or activities that are needed to support the implementation of
the intervention, including materials, staff, and informational resources (such as manuals)
• Intervention implementers: people or organizations that deliver or support the intervention
• Intervention developers: people or organizations that developed or authored the intervention; websites are provided when available
• Cost: reported cost or cost factors in implementing the intervention; this information is seldom
available
• Summary of evidence: number of studies assessing the impact of the intervention (per ESSA tiers)
and their short reference lists; in the case of tier I through tier III studies, a short description of the
positive findings and of the context of the empirical studies is provided, and in the case of tier IV, there
was no empirical evidence, so we did not have such information to include.
To develop each intervention summary, a team of RAND researchers examined the descriptions of the
interventions as available in published research and in other public sources of information, such as intervention or developer web pages and marketing materials. Draft versions of each summary description were sent
to the respective intervention developers (if the intervention has an identified developer) or to the authors of
the reviewed studies (if the intervention does not have a named developer) to give them an opportunity to
provide feedback and fact-checking. Summary descriptions, which focus on the currently available version
of the intervention, were enriched with this feedback and reviewed by RAND principal investigators. It is
important to acknowledge that, depending on the quality and accuracy of available documentation and the
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feedback, the resulting descriptions might differ from how the interventions were implemented at the time
of the studies or from how they are currently implemented. In the summary of evidence sections, we note
whether the intervention as studied differed from the intervention description. Table 14 lists the interventions described in this appendix by intervention type.
Table 14. Interventions and Levels of Evidence, by Intervention Type
Intervention Type

Intervention Name

Highest Level of
Evidence

Leader-evaluation
systems

Marzano School Leader Evaluation Model

Tier IV

Vanderbilt Assessment of Leadership in Education

Tier IV

Principal preparation
programs

Coaching Rural Leaders

Tier IV

New Leaders Aspiring Principals Program

Tier II

Principal Pipeline Initiative

Tier IV

Principal preparation programs

Tier III

Principal Residency Network

Tier IV

Texas Principal Excellence Program

Tier II

Arkansas Leadership Academy’s Master Principal Program

Tier IV

McREL Balanced Leadership Program

Tier I

Metropolitan Independent School District Principal
Coaching Initiative

Tier IV

National Institute for School Leadership Executive
Development Program

Tier II

Pittsburgh Principal Incentive Program

Tier IV

Principal autonomy

Tier II

School Administration Manager

Tier IV

Knowledge Is Power Program (KIPP)

Tier I

University of Virginia School Turnaround Program

Tier II

Professional learning

Working conditions

School improvement
models
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Arkansas Leadership Academy’s Master Principal Program
• Purpose: Develop knowledge and skills of practicing principals through residential leadership
academies.
• Intervention type: Professional learning.
• Intervention target: Practicing public school principals.
• Intervention components:
–– Training: There are a total of three training phases over approximately three years. Phase I focuses
on knowledge of leadership standards and practices (such as setting clear and compelling direction,
shaping culture for learning, leading and managing change, transforming teaching and learning,
and managing accountability systems) and the use of collaborative tools. Phase II focuses on the
implementation and application of knowledge. Phase III focuses on extending leadership beyond the
school building. For each phase, school principals attend a series of three to four residential training
sessions, each of which occurs over three to four days.
–– Work assignments: Between training sessions, participants work on applied assignments in their
respective schools and submit evidence of implementation to proceed to the next program phase.
–– Assessment and designation of Master Principals: Principals must apply for each phase of the program. Participants who complete phase III submit school results and undergo a rigorous assessment,
allowing them to earn the designation of Master Principals.
–– Bonuses: The Arkansas Department of Education provides incentives: $9,000 annually for five years
to Master Principals serving as full-time principals in Arkansas public schools and $25,000 annually
for five years to Master Principals who are selected and agree to serve in high-need schools.
• Duration: Approximately three years, although completion of the program may take up to six years.
• Intervention support: Arkansas Leadership Academy offers professional development services to support system change.
• Intervention implementers: Arkansas Leadership Academy staff implement the trainings, follow
up with participants, and assess their performance. The Arkansas Department of Education and the
Arkansas Leadership Academy jointly determine the criteria for selection of candidates, review the
areas of performance, and develop assessments.
• Intervention developers: Arkansas Leadership Academy (www.arkansasleadershipacademy.org).
• Cost: The annual budget for the Master Principal Program is $500,000, funded through the Arkansas
legislature. This includes staffing, materials, participant support (lodging, meals, conference facilities, etc.) for approximately 120 principals each year; application scoring; the designation process; and
all other expenses, except bonuses. The Arkansas Department of Education provides funds for the
bonuses paid to the designated Master Principals.
• Summary of evidence: One tier IV study (Peer, 2012) examined the program as described above and
found that the program may improve leadership practices, school culture, and achievement.
Sources: Arkansas Leadership Academy’s web page is www.arkansasleadershipacademy.org/programs/
master-principal; see Peer, 2012.
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Coaching Rural Leaders
• Purpose: Develop rural school leaders through cross-district coaching by experienced district- and
school-level leaders.
• Intervention type: Professional learning.
• Intervention target: Practicing rural principals.
• Intervention components:
–– Direct group instruction: Participating principals and coaches receive direct group instruction on
emotional and cognitive aspects of leadership; learn models of school improvement, with a focus on
monitoring progress indicators; and receive training on dealing with coach-principal and principalteacher relationships.
–– Assessments: Principals undergo a series of assessments on leadership and instructional practices.
–– Coaching and reflection: Coaches guide principals one-on-one, using Socratic questioning (seeking
and receiving feedback from many diverse perspectives) and reflective listening (“What?” “So what?”
“What now?”). Coaches and principals interact by diverse means, including face-to-face, email, and
telephone.
• Duration: There are 11 sessions of direct group instruction for coaches and principals over the course
of ten months, with follow-up visits to schools between sessions and over the next school year. Interactions between coaches and principals total around 30 hours during a ten-month period.
• Intervention support: During the early sessions, participants receive nine books about leadership for
school improvement.
• Intervention implementer: A consortium of ten rural school districts and Clemson University.
• Intervention developer: A consortium of ten rural school districts and Clemson University.
• Cost: Not applicable.
• Summary of evidence: One tier IV logic model of the coaching model, as described above, informed
by results from a pilot test, suggested that training for coaches should include recognition of the emotions brought to the coaching relationship (Lindle et al., 2015).
Source: See Lindle et al., 2015.
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Knowledge Is Power Program (KIPP)
• Purpose: KIPP schools are part of a national network of charter schools that aim to help students
from educationally underserved communities to succeed in college and beyond. Regarding school leadership as central to its model, the KIPP Foundation seeks to empower educators to lead school teams
and invest in their professional development.
• Intervention type: Leadership-focused school improvement model.
• Intervention target: KIPP school leaders, assistant principals, teacher leaders, and regional staff.
• Intervention components (as currently available):
–– School leadership development: The KIPP Foundation oversees the selection of founding principals
who will open new schools, while regional leaders or school boards oversee the selection of successor
principals who will lead existing schools. The KIPP Foundation offers a host of training, professional
development, and coaching opportunities for all school leaders.
–– Autonomy: KIPP school leaders are given what the program calls the “power to lead,” having
substantial control over school budget, personnel, and other decisions to maximize effectiveness in
helping students learn.
–– Accountability: School leaders are held accountable for student results. KIPP uses a framework
called Healthy Schools and Regions for measuring and monitoring six key outcomes: serving students in need, retaining students, promoting student progress and academic achievement, promoting
college access and success, building a sustainable “people model” by investing in continuous staff
education, and building a sustainable financial model. Nationally, the KIPP Foundation collects
data to monitor these outcomes in KIPP’s schools, regions, and network.
• Duration: Ongoing.
• Intervention support: KIPP Share, an internal sharing site, is available for teachers and leaders to
communicate with each other and share best practices.
• Intervention implementers: KIPP schools—which are locally operated, tuition-free, public charter
schools open to all students—are part of a national network of schools supported by the KIPP Foundation. The KIPP Foundation trains and develops outstanding educators to lead KIPP schools.
• Intervention developer: KIPP Foundation (www.kipp.org).
• Cost: Costs associated with this intervention are part of the ongoing operation cost of KIPP schools.
• Summary of evidence: Three tier I studies (Angrist et al., 2012; Tuttle, Gill, et al., 2013; Tuttle,
Gleason, et al., 2015) and four tier II studies (Gleason et al., 2014; Gallagher and Ross, 2005; Tuttle,
Teh, et al., 2010; Woodworth et al., 2008) have found positive impacts of attending KIPP schools on
student achievement, in multiple states and cities across the United States. Most of the components
described above were part of the model implemented in the studies. It is not clear whether Healthy
Schools and Regions and KIPP Share were part of the studied model. Note that these studies assess
the impact of the KIPP model as a whole, not the specific elements focused on developing or selecting
school leaders.
Sources: The KIPP Foundation’s website is www.kipp.org; see Angrist et al., 2012; Knechtel et al., 2015; Tuttle,
Gill, et al., 2013; Tuttle, Gleason, et al., 2015; Gleason et al., 2014; Gallagher and Ross, 2005; Tuttle, Teh,
et al., 2010; Woodworth et al., 2008.
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Marzano School Leader Evaluation Model
• Purpose: Provide clear, objective measurement of whether school leaders achieve desired outcomes in
support of student achievement.
• Intervention type: Leadership evaluation program.
• Intervention target: School principals, assistant principals.
• Intervention components (as currently implemented):
–– Formative conferencing and evidence collection: Implementation of the Marzano School Leader
Evaluation Model entails ongoing formative conferencing between school leaders and their evaluators, who collect evidence of leader performance at each level of the performance scale. This process
is guided by a protocol for each element in the model and includes performance scales and sample
evidences.
–– Summative scoring: Application of the model is ongoing until the final scoring at the end of the
school year, summarizing the performance of school leaders.
–– Continuous improvement: Once scoring is complete, the evaluator and school leader discuss results,
plan actions, and set goals for the next evaluation cycle. The process of continuous improvement
begins with goal setting and ends with reflection and the next cycle of goals.
• Duration: The evaluation cycle is annual.
• Intervention support: A comprehensive handbook for the model, School Leadership for Results: Shifting
the Focus of Leadership Evaluation (Carbaugh, Marzano, and Toth, 2015), is available from Learning
Sciences International. The Learning Sciences Marzano Center website provides several resources to
support implementation of the model. For instance, the website includes a link to a 2014 report, which
provides an overview of the model, domains, scales, and sample evidences; a document describing the
research basis for the model; and a learning map diagram of the domains and elements. The Marzano
Center also offers three types of training, including a two- or three-day training on domains 1–5 for
principals, assistant principals, and evaluators of principals and Monitoring the Progress and End of
Year Progress trainings, which are one day each, for evaluators of principals.
• Intervention implementers: School district administrators utilize the School Leader Evaluation
Model to assess school leaders. Members of the Marzano Center’s support staff deliver trainings on the
model.
• Intervention developers: Robert Marzano and Beverly Carbaugh, in partnership with Learning Sciences International, developed the Learning Sciences Marzano Center.
• Cost: Cost is dependent on type and duration of training. Training packages are customized according
to district or school needs and requirements.
• Summary of evidence: Two tier IV studies (Carbaugh, Marzano, and Toth, 2014; Carbaugh, Marzano, and Toth, 2015) indicate that prior research supports the key components of the model, as
described above.
Sources: The Learning Sciences Marzano Center’s website is www.marzanocenter.com; see Carbaugh, Marzano,
and Toth, 2014; Carbaugh, Marzano, and Toth, 2015.
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McREL’s Balanced Leadership Program
• Purpose: Provide guidance to school principals in choosing the right focus for school improvement
efforts, effectively leading changes, and transforming school culture by adopting leadership responsibilities and practices that are associated with improved student achievement.
• Intervention type: Professional learning.
• Intervention target: Current school principals.
• Intervention components (as currently implemented):
–– Professional development training: The cohort-based principal training program focuses on developing responsibilities and practices in three leadership areas: creating purposeful communities,
implementing research-based practices, and assessing the changes needed to attain desired school
outcomes. Participants work in groups on case studies of different challenges faced by school principals—deriving applications for their own schools and receiving feedback from program facilitators
and other participating principals.
–– On-site support: Executive coaching and technical assistance are provided to school principals for
ongoing on-site support, guidance, and feedback.
• Duration: Currently, Balanced Leadership is typically delivered over the course of four months and
conducted in either four one-day sessions or in a full consortium, which consists of a combination of
one one-day and three two-day sessions. These configurations can be further customized depending on
specific needs.
• Intervention support: McREL International conducts training of trainers and trains Balanced Leadership consortia facilitators. McREL offers a variety of other products and services for school leadership
development based on McREL’s Leadership Framework, including the book Balanced Leadership for
Powerful Learning: Tools for Achieving Success in Your School (Goodwin, Cameron, and Hein, 2016).
• Intervention implementers: Program facilitators are trained by experienced McREL trainers and
undergo a quality assurance process to become certified providers.
• Intervention developer: McREL International.
• Cost: Typically, the four-day Balanced Leadership workshop for up to 40 participants is $32,500, plus
materials and consultant travel expenses; the full seven-session Balanced Leadership consortium is
priced at $43,500, plus materials and consultant travel expenses. The executive coaching and technical
assistance components are customized according to specific needs, and pricing varies.
• Summary of evidence: One tier I study (Jacob et al., 2015) in rural schools in Michigan looked at the
impact of Balanced Leadership training, delivered in ten two-day, cohort-based sessions. That study
found positive impacts in principals’ self-efficacy, lower staff turnover, and improved instructional
climate as reported by principals, but not as reported by teachers.
Sources: McREL International’s website is www.mcrel.org; see Jacob et al., 2015; Bailey, Cameron, and CortezFord, 2004.
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Metropolitan Independent School District Principal Coaching Initiative
(MPCI)
• Purpose: Provide professional development to prepare urban principals to become effective instructional leaders and enhance their knowledge of leadership practices that lead to higher student
achievement.
• Intervention type: Professional learning.
• Intervention target: Urban-school principals.
• Intervention components:
–– Group training: Principals and coaches participated in professional development focused on data
analysis, goal setting related to academic achievement, leadership practice, and establishing systems
and structures to support improved teacher practice and student learning. Training was based on
the district’s standards-based leadership curriculum, including principles of learning, learning walks,
nested professional learning communities, and disciplinary literacy.
–– Individual leadership coaching: Coaching was provided to both novice and experienced principals to
support their implementation of district-wide improvement initiatives. Each coach was assigned one
or two principals.
• Duration: Not applicable.
• Intervention support: The Meadows Foundation funded the program; MPCI collaborated with Institute for Learning at the University of Pittsburgh to provide necessary professional development.
• Intervention implementers: MPCI and Institute for Learning provided the professional development
using part-time district or Region 10 Education Service Center employees as coaches.
• Intervention developers: MPCI and Institute for Learning; the program is not ongoing.
• Cost: Not applicable.
• Summary of evidence: One tier IV study (Lee, 2010), which looked at the intervention as described
above, suggested that principals may be more learner-centered following coaching.
Source: See Lee, 2010.

45

The National Institute for School Leadership (NISL) Executive
Development Program (EDP)
• Purpose: Provide professional development to ensure that the participating school leaders have the
knowledge, skills, and tools to effectively set direction for teachers, support their staff in improving
instructional practices, and design a high-performing school organization that is rooted in professional
learning.
• Intervention type: Professional learning.
• Intervention target: Aspiring and current school principals.
• Intervention components (as currently implemented): NISL’s currently available EDP provides
principal leadership training organized in three main courses (World-Class Schooling: Visions and
Goals, Focusing on Teaching and Learning, and Sustaining Transformation Through Capacity and
Commitment), taught face-to-face in a series of 12 two-day units. Sessions are designed to be interactive and include the use of simulations. The units include a focus on building coaching skills to help
principals support their teachers and staff.
• Duration: Twenty-four days of face-to-face training, delivered over 12–15 months.
• Intervention support: Participants receive materials and online resources for each of three courses of
study; a set of professional books and research reports with research and perspectives on high-performing educational systems and leadership practices; and a cloud-based application with access to agendas, presentations, videos, case studies, interactive diagnostic instruments, and project tools to assess
participants’ leadership skills and their schools. NISL project managers work with states and districts
to tailor the EDP to meet local needs.
• Intervention implementers: NISL Master Faculty and NISL-certified trainers, with experience as
principals, superintendents or state education leaders. Alternatively, NISL can train district or other
staff to deliver the intervention; staff go through the full EDP and then receive extra guidance on
facilitation, with opportunities to lead portions of training and receive feedback during a six-day facilitation unit. NISL Master Faculty monitor quality for these leaders as they begin delivering the EDP to
other school leaders.
• Intervention developer: NISL.
• Cost: There is a $5,250 materials fee per principal, if the district staff teaches the course without facilitation of the NISL trainer. If the course is co-taught by the district staff with an NISL facilitator, the
materials fee ($5,250) is supplemented by additional costs—$33,000–$55,000 per course for a group
of up to 32 participants. The cost for each successive course increases by $11,000, because each successive course adds one more unit. Direct training of school leaders by NISL is $12,600 per principal.
• Summary of evidence: Two tier II studies (Nunnery, Ross, and Yen, 2010; Nunnery et al., 2011)
looked at a slightly earlier version of EDP, which included the three courses named above and a
fourth course on driving for results. These studies found significant impacts on student achievement
in schools in Massachusetts (38 NISL elementary and middle schools, compared with 977 matched
schools) and Pennsylvania (101 NISL elementary, middle, and high schools, compared with 101
matched schools).
Sources: The NISL EDP’s web page is www.nisl.org/executive-development-program/; see Nunnery, Ross, and
Yen, 2010; Nunnery et al., 2011.
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New Leaders Aspiring Principals Program
•
•
•
•

•
•
•
•
•

•

Purpose: Promote student achievement by developing outstanding school leaders for urban schools.
Intervention type: Principal preparation program.
Intervention target: Aspiring principals (with ongoing support after placement).
Intervention components (as currently implemented):
–– Selective recruitment and admissions: Participants are admitted through a national recruitment and
selection process to identify high-quality candidates.
–– Training and residency: Each cohort of aspiring school principals undergoes competency-based
training, including the Summer Foundations course, which combines academic coursework with
hands-on learning opportunities; in-person group training; and web tutorials. Aspiring principals
are placed into a yearlong structured residency in partner districts throughout the country, during
which they work as district employees, usually in the capacity of an assistant principal.
–– Endorsement and placement: Performance assessments aligned to competencies of aspiring principals during trainings and residency are used by New Leaders to make endorsement decisions. The
residents may then seek a principal placement in a partner district or charter management organization. Districts make hiring and placement decisions, while New Leaders works with the districts and
candidates to facilitate the matching process.
–– Support for new principals: Newly placed principals receive ongoing support from New Leaders
through coaching during the first year or two of the placement. The majority of novice principals
meet with their coaches once a week for at least two hours.
Duration: The Aspiring Principals program operates on an annual cycle. Training and residency usually last one year. After placement, principals receive ongoing support from New Leaders for two years.
Intervention support: New Leaders also offers adviser training to prepare local leaders to provide
principal training in-house.
Intervention implementers: The program is executed by New Leaders teams in collaboration with
local partners. Each New Leaders partner district is associated with a New Leaders city executive team.
Intervention developer: New Leaders.
Cost: The program is provided without a fee to aspiring principals who work during residency as
employees of school districts and receive salaries and benefits commensurate with their roles. New
Leaders receives payment from partner districts, as well as grants and philanthropic support.
Summary of evidence: One tier II study (Gates, Hamilton, et al., 2014) found positive impacts on
student achievement in ten urban districts across the country. Information was drawn from this study
and from the New Leaders website (www.newleaders.org).

Sources: The New Leaders Aspiring Principals web page is www.newleaders.org/programs/aspiring-principals/; see
Gates, Hamilton, et al., 2014; Hart et al., 2006.
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The Pittsburgh Principal Incentive Program (PPIP)
• Purpose: Increase the capacity of principals to serve as instructional leaders, and improve school
leadership practices and student achievement by providing performance-based compensation to public
school principals. The PPIP was a component of a broader school leadership initiative in the district,
the Pittsburgh Urban Leadership System for Excellence (PULSE).
• Intervention type: Working conditions.
• Intervention target: Current school principals.
• Intervention components:
–– Financial incentives for good performance: A salary increase of up to $2,000 was provided, based on
the principal’s performance, and there was an achievement bonus of up to $10,000 annually, calculated primarily using student achievement measures.
–– Evaluation and feedback: Principals were evaluated by assistant superintendents using a standardsbased rubric. Assistant superintendents provided coaching and feedback to principals based on those
evaluations to improve instructional leadership practices. Teams of education and assessment experts
also visited the schools and provided feedback.
–– Professional development: Activities varied over the years: intensive training programs, support for
novice principals, professional development sessions, grade-specific and targeted professional development, and participation in directed professional growth projects that allowed principals to choose
an area in which to work to improve their own skills.
• Duration: Salary increments were retained indefinitely; achievement bonuses were provided annually.
• Intervention support: The project was originally funded by the U.S. Department of Education
Teacher Incentive Fund, and the district progressively allocated a growing share of its operating budget
to cover the cost of principal performance incentives. RAND partnered with the district to provide
advice about the design of the principal performance measures and to assess implementation. District
staff were trained to implement the intervention, and systems and materials were developed.
• Intervention implementer: Pittsburgh Public Schools.
• Intervention developers: Pittsburgh Public Schools, with support from RAND and the Department
of Education’s Teacher Incentive Fund program. The program is not ongoing.
• Cost: The main cost factor was the number of principals eligible for pay increases and bonuses.
• Summary of evidence: One tier IV study (Hamilton et al., 2012) of the program, implemented as
described above, suggested that participation in an incentive program correlates with student achievement growth.
Sources: See Center for Education Compensation Reform, undated; Hamilton et al., 2012.
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Principal Autonomy
• Purpose: Grant public school principals the ability to make key organizational and instructional decisions to improve school performance.
• Intervention type: Working conditions.
• Intervention target: Public school principals.
• Intervention components: Principals can be given autonomy in different domains of school policy,
including over a school’s budget, staffing, curriculum, instructional methods and practices, assessment, schedule, and professional development. Different institutional arrangements and regulations
grant public school principals varying degrees of autonomy, with principals in charter schools generally
having the greatest autonomy over a number of domains. For example, because most charter schools
are not unionized, they are able to hire and fire personnel without the constraints faced by many
regular public schools and can offer tutoring or additional activities without limits on uncompensated
overtime.
• Duration: Varies.
• Intervention support: The ability of principals to make autonomous decisions on school policy
depends on the regulations and policies in place in different states and school districts, as well as on
principals’ access to resources that allow them to make and execute autonomous decisions, such as
funding, qualified personnel, instructional materials, among others.
• Intervention implementers: State and local education agencies, charter management organizations.
• Intervention developers: Legislators and policymakers who have developed regulatory frameworks for
public schools, allowing for principal autonomy.
• Cost: Not applicable.
• Summary of evidence: Two tier II studies (Abdulkadiroglu et al., 2011; Steinberg, 2014) found positive impacts on student achievement and reading proficiency for children attending Boston charter
schools, which had more autonomy around teacher working conditions than regular public schools
did, and Chicago’s Autonomous Management and Performance Schools, in which principals had
greater academic, programmatic, and operational freedoms.
Sources: See Abdulkadiroglu et al., 2011; Steinberg, 2014.

49

Principal Pipeline Initiative
• Purpose: Develop a corps of effective principals to staff public schools through evidence-based school
leadership standards, pre-service training, selective hiring, and on-the-job evaluation and support.
• Intervention type: Principal preparation program.
• Intervention target: Aspiring and newly placed principals.
• Intervention components:
–– Evidence-based school leadership standards: Developed and adopted by districts to articulate clear
expectations regarding the principal’s role. Districts then align the other three components (preservice training, selective hiring, and evaluation and support) to those standards.
–– Pre-service training of aspiring principals: Includes selective admissions, research-based content, a
cohort model, clinical practice experience, and continuous feedback.
–– Selective hiring of aspiring principals: Graduates of strong preservice programs preferred; placement
matches best candidates to schools.
–– On-the-job evaluation and support for newly placed principals: Assesses the ability of newly placed
principals to improve teaching and learning and to target professional support focusing on instructional leadership.
• Duration: This initiative is designed to change district practices related to the management and support of principals; in that sense, the intervention is ongoing. For aspiring principals, pre-service generally takes one to two years; for newly placed principals, on-the-job support may be provided for one to
five years, depending on the district.
• Intervention support: The Wallace Foundation has provided support to districts it selected to be in
the initiative; support includes funding, technical assistance, structured interaction between participating districts, and ongoing evaluation and support.
• Intervention implementers: School districts in conjunction with pre-service principal preparation
programs and partner programs offering principal support.
• Intervention developers: Selected school districts with support from The Wallace Foundation.
• Cost: For each of the six Principal Pipeline Initiative districts, The Wallace Foundation provided
$7.5 million to $12.5 million over more than five years. Districts spent about $5.6 million each year,
on average, on principal pipelines, roughly $31,000 per principal or $42 per pupil per year (2011–
2016; see Kaufman et al., 2017).
• Summary of evidence: There are two tier IV (Turnbull et al., 2013; Turnbull, Riley, and McFarlane,
2013) studies. An impact evaluation of the initiative is ongoing in large urban districts across the
country.
Sources: See Turnbull et al., 2013; Turnbull, Riley, and McFarlane, 2013; Kaufman et al., 2017.
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Principal Preparation Programs
•
•
•
•

•
•
•
•
•
•

Purpose: Prepare candidates for the responsibilities and challenges associated with school leadership.
Intervention type: Principal preparation program.
Intervention target: Aspiring principals.
Intervention components: Common elements of effective principal preparation programs include
–– Recruitment and selection of participants: Recruit and select participants who are likely to be successful in the principal preparation program and upon graduation, while also targeting participants
from underrepresented populations.
–– Program content and delivery: Curricula are aligned with state and professional standards, which
emphasize instructional leadership and school improvement, and include such instructional strategies as problem-based learning, feedback, and assessment. Interaction with participants develops
cohorts, which can provide future professional networks for principals. Programs often provide
opportunities for field experience or internships, as well as mentoring or coaching to cohorts for
professional and personal support.
–– Partnerships: Partnerships between preparation programs and districts are designed to provide
opportunities for field experience and internships, develop professional networks for participants,
provide funding or tuition waivers to aspiring principals, and enrich the content and delivery of
preparation programs.
–– Financial assistance: Financial assistance allows programs to recruit more selectively, target underrepresented populations, and recruit teachers who otherwise would not be able to take time away to
participate in the program.
Duration: Varies by program—typically one to two years.
Intervention support: Varies by program.
Intervention implementers: Various university programs, university-district providers, and alternative
programs.
Intervention developers: Various university programs, university-district providers, and alternative
programs.
Cost: Varies by program.
Summary of evidence: Two tier III studies (Braun, Gable, and Kite, 2008; Fuller, Young, and Baker,
2011) found positive correlations between participation in principal preparation programs and student
achievement, teacher qualifications, and school culture; one tier IV logic model supported this finding
(Darling-Hammond et al., 2007).

Sources: This summary describes recurring elements of principal preparation programs and not necessarily a
specific program; see Darling-Hammond et al., 2007; Braun, Gable, and Kite, 2008; Fuller, Young, and Baker,
2011.
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Principal Residency Network (PRN)
•
•
•
•

•
•
•
•
•

•

Purpose: Prepare aspiring principals for educational leadership.
Intervention type: Principal preparation program.
Intervention target: Aspiring and newly placed principals.
Intervention components (as currently implemented): There are three PRN pathways: Classic,
Leader of Record (LOR), and Extended Time. The curriculum and core components of the program
are similar in all pathways, but their structures and workloads (full time versus part time) are different.
The components of the program are the following:
–– Recruitment and selection: Candidates are assessed to enter the program for all pathways. By the
end of the first year in the LOR pathway, recommended participants are eligible to apply to a school
leadership position. If they are hired, they continue to the second year of the LOR program as an
acting principal; if they are not hired, they can finish the next year in the Extended Time pathway,
where they continue with the residency and other learning activities.
–– Learning plan: The aspiring principal creates an individualized learning plan and revises it regularly.
Learning experiences and requirements are focused on leading for equity. An action research project,
in particular, requires aspiring principals to lead the work to close achievement gaps in their schools.
Participants develop electronic portfolios documenting their reflections and their completed work.
–– Intensive residency: The residency is the main component of the program, through which aspiring
principals learn from shadowing a mentor principal and other principals, as well as shadowing a
student for one week. Throughout the residency, mentors and aspiring principals engage in continuous communication to guide a gradual, full release from mentoring, practicing all aspects of school
leadership. Additional activities include readings, school visits, papers, and participation in professional networks.
–– Assessment and certification: Participants’ performance is assessed regularly, and they receive feedback from different sources, including their peers and mentors. Approval of mid-year and end-ofyear assessments is required. Participants in all three pathways who complete the program and meet
the final assessment criteria are recommended for licensure.
Duration: One year for the Classic pathway, and two years for LOR and Extended Time pathways.
Intervention support: Partnerships with districts and schools for intensive residency arrangements.
Intervention implementers: Center for Leadership and Educational Equity, in collaboration with
partner districts and schools
Intervention developer: Center for Leadership and Educational Equity.
Cost: Tuition for participants in all three PRN pathways is $9,400 in the first year. Those in Extended
Time pay $2,500 for the second year, while those in LOR pay $2,500–$6,000 for the second year,
depending on the mentor and residency.
Summary of evidence: One tier IV logic model is supported by positive findings in an evaluation
of sites across the United States (Braun, Billups, and Gable, 2013). Information was drawn from this
study and from the Center for Leadership and Educational Equity website.

Sources: The Center for Leadership and Educational Equity’s website is www.leadershipandequity.org; see
Braun, Billups, and Gable, 2013.
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School Administration Manager (SAM) Project
•
•
•
•

•
•

•
•
•

•

Purpose: Help school leaders devote more time to instructional leadership and increase their impact.
Intervention type: Working conditions.
Intervention target: Current school principals and district leaders.
Intervention components:
–– SAMs are identified and appointed: A SAM is usually an existing school staff member, secretary,
assistant principal, counselor, or teacher leader who meets with the principal for 20 minutes each
day to schedule time and use time-tracking tools to help the principal reflect on his or her impact on
teaching practice. The SAM and principal create a “first responder” structure within the school so
that the principal is not the first person expected to address managerial tasks.
–– Training for principals and SAM team members: Training focuses on delegating and optimizing
use of principal time, implementing time-tracking tools, holding daily meetings for planning and
monitoring, reflecting on impact, and working with first responders.
–– Monitoring and analysis of use of principal time: This analysis focuses on how principals use their
time, across managerial, instructional, and other tasks. Baseline and follow-up measures are taken
to assess change in the use of time by principals. Principals and SAM team members hold regular
meetings to analyze how time is being used and to shift managerial duties when appropriate.
–– External coaching: The principal and SAM meet monthly with a “time change coach,” who is
trained to discuss progress and challenges and to identify training needs.
Duration: Ongoing.
Intervention support: The National SAM Innovation Project (NSIP), a nonprofit organization, provides SAM implementation and support services on a fee-for-service basis. A cloud-based tool is used
to track the use of principal time and produces charts and records that are used in daily meetings with
the principal and SAM team for monitoring and planning.
Intervention implementers: Staff of NSIP, in collaboration with school principals, district leaders,
and appointed SAMs.
Intervention developer: NSIP.
Cost: The first year of the intervention fee for a school is $12,900, which includes services for the
principal, assistant principals, and SAM team members. This fee decreases by 30 percent each year as
capacity is developed at the school and district levels. This does not cover wages and time of participating personnel. The annual service covers all expenses for the SAM team, except airfare, to attend
NSIP’s annual conference.
Summary of evidence: The tier IV logic model, supported by results from a multistate evaluation
(Goldring et al., 2015), suggests that using a time manager, as described above, helps principals better
allocate their time.

Sources: The NSIP website is www.samsconnect.com; see Turnbull, Haslam, et al., 2009; Goldring et al., 2015.
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Texas Principal Excellence Program (TxPEP)
• Purpose: Improve student academic achievement, graduation rates, and teacher retention by improving principals’ leadership skills.
• Intervention type: Principal preparation program.
• Intervention target: Current and aspiring principals.
• Intervention components:
–– Seminars and workshops: Participants attend two summit meetings, three workshops, and a set of
required and optional webinars addressing specific leadership competencies and topics, such as goal
setting and ethical leadership.
–– Feedback and guidance: Participants complete leadership assessments and receive feedback on their
leadership strengths and weaknesses, and participants sustain communication with program consultants (who are current or recently retired experienced principals) through group conference calls,
individual phone calls, email, and online discussion boards. Participants are also given access to a
free online tool that suggests approaches for implementing systemic change in schools.
• Duration: Self-paced, but occurring during an academic year.
• Intervention support: There are coordinators for summit meetings, workshops, and webinars. Participants complete assessments at the beginning and end of the program, requiring proctors and examiners to administrate and correct assessments.
• Intervention implementers: Five area-learning coordinators were appointed to oversee the activities
of participants in five areas in Texas and help individualized learning for each participant. Consultants
were assigned to cohorts of five to ten principals to provide support and guidance to participants.
• Intervention developers: The Texas Education Agency, in collaboration with American Productivity
and Quality Center and the University of Houston–Victoria School of Business Administration (see
Hoogstra et al., 2008).
• Cost: Not applicable.
• Summary of evidence: One tier II study (Fouche, 2011) found significant improvements in self- and
peer-reported leadership competencies among participants in the state of Texas.
Sources: Hoogstra et al., 2008; Fouche, 2011.
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University of Virginia School Turnaround Program (UVA-STP)
• Purpose: Develop school and district leadership capacity toward achieving sustainable school turnaround and striving toward improving district conditions for all schools.
• Intervention type: Leadership-focused school improvement model.
• Intervention target: District leaders, school leadership teams, current school principals.
• Intervention components (as currently implemented):
–– Assessment and planning (“rethink” phase): During the first year, UVA-STP staff work with district
leaders to assess current capacity and practice and develop a plan to turn around low-performing
schools. District and school leaders are recruited and selected to lead the turnaround initiative, and
participate in a turnaround leadership boot camp to work on their turnaround plans.
–– Executive development training programs (“reignite” phase): During the second and third years,
school leaders and district turnaround teams attend short-term residential executive development
programs at UVA’s Darden School of Business and in their districts, addressing such topics as the
root causes of low performance, using data for decisionmaking and instructional support, planning
for change, and motivating organizations to reinvigorate change processes.
–– Ongoing monitoring and support (“redesign” and “transform” phases): UVA-STP staff provide
ongoing customized support to district and school leaders in implementing and sustaining school
change, including developing and implementing 90-day plans aiming to equip teachers to improve
student performance and brainstorming with leaders in person about how to overcome systemic and
local barriers to achieve 90-day plan goals.
• Duration: Three-year program.
• Intervention support: UVA-STP periodically visits participating districts and schools to improve
reform efforts. UVA-STP staff and independent consultants provide tailored support throughout the
program to address specific needs.
• Intervention implementers: UVA-STP staff, in collaboration with participating district and school
leaders.
• Intervention developers: The Darden/Curry Partnership for Leaders in Education, UVA’s Darden
School of Business.
• Cost: The cost of approximately $90,000 per school across three years ($18,000 in year 1, $42,000
in year 2, and $30,000 in year 3) includes all costs for room, board, materials, and on-site support.
Pricing may change if intervention support services are customized for context or if district requests
additional strategic support for cabinet leadership.
• Summary of evidence: One tier II study (Player and Katz, 2016) found significant improvements in
student achievement, one to four years after implementation, in high-poverty and high-minority urban
schools in Ohio. The program as implemented for the study differed somewhat from the currently
available program, although the basic approach was the same. The studied program was implemented
over two years, rather than three, and so activities were compressed. Year 1 of the studied program
included a six-day executive training event to begin planning, two 90-day action plans, a visit from
program staff, and a two-and-a-half-day education event designed to meet identified needs. Year 2
involved a three-day training event on building school culture and using data, development of two
additional 90-day plans, and another visit from program staff with follow-up education.
Sources: Darden’s School Turnaround web pages are http://www.darden.virginia.edu/darden-curry-ple/turn
around/approach/ and www.darden.virginia.edu/darden-curry-ple/turnaround; see Player and Katz, 2016.
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Vanderbilt Assessment of Leadership in Education (VAL-ED)
• Purpose: The VAL-ED is a tool designed to evaluate the leadership behaviors of a school’s principal using input from teachers, other principals, and supervisors of principals for diagnostic analyses,
performance feedback, progress monitoring, professional development planning, and summative
evaluation.
• Intervention type: Leadership evaluation program.
• Intervention target: Current school principals.
• Intervention components:
–– Online assessment of leadership behaviors: Supervisors, teachers, and the principal access the assessment form through the VAL-ED website and submit their responses rating the principal’s performance relative to six core components (high standards, rigorous curriculum, quality instruction,
culture of learning, external communities, and performance accountability) and six key processes
(planning, implementing, supporting, advocating, communicating, and monitoring).
–– Results report: Using the responses to the assessment, the VAL-ED produces the Principal Report
summarizing the results, including how effective the principal is compared with VAL-ED proficiency standards and a national sample of principals, as well as a summary of strengths and areas for
improvement.
• Duration: The assessment questionnaires are intended to be completed in 30 to 45 minutes in a single
sitting by each respondent.
• Intervention support: Several resources are provided on the VAL-ED website, including rubrics to
understand the dimensions of leadership that are evaluated and a handbook with information about
how to use and interpret the results of the VAL-ED. The product, which can purchased from IO Education, includes scoring and reports. The VAL-ED recommends appointing a neutral person to manage
the assessment process and to respond to questions or technical problems that might arise.
• Intervention implementers: The tool can be implemented by schools or districts, which should designate a person to coordinate the process. Respondents complete the assessment by themselves, using the
VAL-ED website.
• Intervention developers: Vanderbilt University, in collaboration with IO Education.
• Cost: The VAL-ED tool is available to schools at $360 per year for each leader evaluated. Two parallel
forms are available with the annual license.
• Summary of evidence: One tier IV report (Porter et al., 2008) indicated that prior research supports
the theory of action: Feedback on performance improves leadership behaviors, which improve school
performance and student success.
Sources: IO Education’s VAL-ED website is http://valed.ioeducation.com/ and the product page is
www.ioeducation.com/product/val-ed/; see Porter et al., 2008; personal communication with IO Education,
June 29, 2017.
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Notes
ESSA, signed into law on December 10, 2015, is the current iteration of the Elementary and Secondary Education
Act.

1

ESSA refers to a state or local education agency or school activity as an “activity, strategy, or intervention” (Public
Law No. 114-95, 2015). The What Works Clearinghouse (WWC) and other prior Department of Education documentation use a different general term, interventions, which includes “programs, policies, practices, and products.”
We consider these terms to be equivalent. We use the terms activity and intervention interchangeably in this report,
although we recognize that they might be interpreted as fundamentally different.

2

3

The reports cited in this paragraph were not reviewed against the ESSA evidence tiers.

Public Law No. 114-95, Every Student Succeeds Act, Title I, Part A, Sec. 1003, School Improvement, December 10,
2015, pp. 14–16.

4

Public Law No. 114-95, Every Student Succeeds Act, Title I, Part A, Sec. 1003, School Improvement, December 10,
2015.

5

“[T]he ESEA [Elementary and Secondary Education Act] considers those [local education agency] staff, such as the
principals’ supervisors, who actively mentor and support principals and by doing so are themselves ’responsible for the
school’s daily instructional leadership and managerial operations,’ to also be eligible for Title II, Part A funded support. (ESEA section 8101(44))” (U.S. Department of Education, 2016b, p. 17). The Evidence Guidance also indicates
that “[u]nder ESEA sections 2101(c)(4)(B)(vii) and 2103(b)(3)(B), Title II, Part A funds can be used to support those
principal supervisors that actively and frequently take responsibility for helping principals with instructional leadership and the school’s managerial operations” (U.S. Department of Education, 2016b, p. 17).

6

Public Law No. 114-95, Every Student Succeeds Act, Title II, Part A, Sec. 2101, Formula Grants to States, December 10, 2015, pp. 118–122.
7

Public Law No. 114-95, Every Student Succeeds Act, Title II, Part B, Subpart 1, Sec. 2211, December 10, 2015,
p. 130.

8

Public Law No. 114-95, Every Student Succeeds Act, Title 2, Part B, Subpart 2, Sec. 2242, Subgrants to Eligible
Entities in Support of Kindergarten Through Grade 12 Literacy, December 10, 2015, pp. 147–148.

9

Public Law No. 114-95, Every Student Succeeds Act, Title 2, Part B, Subpart 4, Sec. 2243, School Leader Recruitment and Support, pp. 148–150.

10

This simplified model does not illustrate the full complexity of the process for improving school leadership. For
example, the model does not explore how leadership improvement might differ depending on the type of school
(e.g., rural versus urban or high poverty versus low poverty). The simplified model also does not describe the many
potential steps between changes in leadership and changes in instruction—such as teacher training on effective
instruction, more-challenging curricula, or higher expectations.
11

Under Title II, states have flexibility in applying the evidence-based requirements for some specific ESSA allowable uses of funds, because of the following language: “[An activity] is evidence based, to the extent that the state . . .
determines that such evidence is reasonably available.” Of the ESSA programs that relate to school leaders, the following may be exempted from the evidence requirements: coursework for residency programs, new-leader induction
and mentoring programs, and any other relevant activities a state selects that are not explicitly listed as allowable uses
under Public Law No. 114-95, Every Student Succeeds Act, Title II, Part A, Sec. 2002, Definitions, and Sec. 2101,
Formula Grants to States, December 10, 2015.
12

Public Law No. 114-95, Every Student Succeeds Act, Title VIII, Sec. 8101, Definitions, December 10, 2015,
pp. 289–290.
13
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Education Department General Administrative Regulations (EDGAR), Code of Federal Regulations, Title 34,
Subtitle A, Chapter 1, Part 77.1, Definitions That Apply to All Department Programs, as amended December 19,
2014.
14

Although we did not apply the size criterion from the Evidence Guidance, supplemental analysis of the findings
shows that if we were to use a criterion of 50 schools or 350 students, only two findings would change.
15

ESSA focuses on statistically significant findings. The Evidence Guidance suggests that educators also consider
the impact of the intervention on participants: “Stakeholders should also consider whether there is evidence that an
intervention has substantially improved an important education outcome” (U.S. Department of Education, 2016c,
p. 8). Such outcomes are often measured in effect sizes or metrics, such as “years of schooling gained.” The Evidence
Guidance does not specify the size or metric for “substantially improved . . . outcome.” The Department of Education
has said, “We believe that judgment should be made based on the context” (U.S. Department of Education, 2016d).

16

The definition of the logic model is from EDGAR, Code of Federal Regulations, Title 34, Subtitle A, Chapter 1,
Part 77.1, Definitions That Apply to All Department Programs, as amended December 19, 2014, and is also cited in
the Evidence Guidance.
17

EDGAR, Code of Federal Regulations, Title 34, Subtitle A, Chapter 1, Part 77.1, Definitions That Apply to All
Department Programs, as amended December 19, 2014.

18

This would include research that finds that the components of the intervention (e.g., weekly mentoring sessions)
improve student outcomes (or other relevant outcomes), even in the absence of high-quality evidence proving the
effectiveness of the intervention as a whole. In cases where interventions are new or are adapted to context, it may not
be possible to have evidence of the impact of the full intervention. Knowing that the components are effective provides an indicator that the intervention overall might be effective—recognizing that this is far from strong evidence of
proven impact.
19

For borderline cases, where there appeared to be a logic model that was not graphically displayed in the reviewed
documents, we checked the developers’ website as well.
20

21

Public Law No. 114-95, Every Student Succeeds Act, Title VIII, Sec. 8101, Definitions, December 10, 2015, p. 289.

Education Department General Administrative Regulations (EDGAR), Code of Federal Regulations, Title 34,
Subtitle A, Chapter 1, Part 77.1, Definitions That Apply to All Department Programs, as amended December 19,
2014.
22

23

See the introduction for background regarding the language of “activity, strategy, or intervention.”

Intervention descriptions were summarized from information within the reviewed studies, where available, and
supplemented with information from developer websites, where available.

24

Public Law No. 114-95, Every Student Succeeds Act, Title II, Sec. 2002, Definitions, December 10, 2015,
pp. 114–115.
25

26

Public Law No. 114-95, Every Student Succeeds Act, Title II, Sec. 2002, Definitions, December 10, 2015, p. 113.

Meta-analyses tend to cast a wide net for studies, including some that have flaws (e.g., no controls for selection bias)
and rely on variation across the set of studies to even out differences. If a large set of studies, each of which has some
unique flaw, converges on a finding, we can presume that the finding is valid. Additional studies—some more rigorous and some less—point to many of the same leadership actions with varying degrees of emphasis.

27

28

Public Law 107-110, No Child Left Behind Act of 2001, Title I, Sec. 1114(b)(1)(B)(ii), January 8, 2002.
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