Districts Developing Leaders: Lessons on Consumer Actions and Program Approaches from Eight Urban Districts

Introduction

	Improving student outcomes requires a fully developed, effective school leaders.  Since school districts are “consumers” of program graduates, they can influence the design and content of programs.  Eight urban districts with significant improvement needs are profiled in this report, and their methods of improving local leadership preparation are detailed.

Findings

	Districts had challenging school and leadership contexts.  Some districts had a great amount of vacancies to fill and a high turnover rate.  The number of schools in need of a principal and the availability of local universities were also factors.  
	Districts exercised consumer influence in different ways to improve quality.  Some because a discerning customer by setting clear expectations for their applicants.  This was the most effective approach. Another approach was to become a competitor by creating their own leadership preparation programs, which was time-consuming and expensive.  The third approach was to become a collaborator by communicating to universities about their requests for change.
	New program designs redefined the scope of leadership preparation by providing more time for program completion and the addition of learning experiences.  The organization and delivery of leadership preparation reflected innovation through changes in scheduling instructional time and redesigned content.
	Leadership preparation incorporated the features of high-quality programs by improving alignment to district reform approaches, fostering candidates’ skill development, and balancing theory and practice.  Strategies to select the best candidates were used and there was emphasis on leadership expectations in program content.  Candidates were formally assessed, used experiential pedagogical practices, and included lengthy authentic internships.  
	Creation and sustainability of programs required well-developed inter- and intra- organizational relationships with universities and other district partners.  Coordination was both formal and informal.  Both financial and in-kind investments were made.  By the end of the grant period, external programs tended to be more closely involved with district functions but still loosely involved with districts’ human resources systems.  District-university relationships were determined by factors such as roles and compatibility.  
	State policies complemented district actions and program approaches.  District investments in leadership preparation yielded both direct and indirect educational and organizational benefits.  These benefits included more highly qualified leader candidates, opportunities for district learning, and affiliated university learning and program-related 
benefits.


Conclusions

	School districts must take advantage of their position as the consumers of preparation programs’ graduates.  They should harness local resources and help redesign preparation programs.  They can use their own expertise to help with knowledge development.  Feedback must be provided on graduates in order to improve program quality.  State and district policies must complement the program redesigning.  Dedicated funding is necessary for a high-quality program model.
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