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Synthesis of Research on Considerations for Instructional Leadership 
Districts installing the Blueprint not only establish the Instructional Infrastructure at the District 
Level, which includes foundational components to support curriculum implementation and high-
quality instruction throughout the district, but they also must engage educators in professional 

learning and active support of educator collaboration.  In order to understand why such routines 
are critical to this effort, the following summary of research is provided to support leaders in 

understanding and installing appropriate professional learning efforts and designs to engage these 
systems. 

 
Foundational Research and Learning Model for Professional Learning 
There is a wide array of research on aspects of professional learning, but for the purpose of this review, we 
are focusing on research addressing systemic reform and recommendations of change of practice at a 
significant scale, as well as research that focuses either on professional learning for change, the needs of 
adult learners, and research on the methods and modes of professional learning that are relevant to work 
of MI Excel and district/building led professional learning.  At the core of this is a foundational 
understanding that features of professional learning to change educators’ knowledge, beliefs, and attitudes 
results in specific changes in instruction and institutional support for students, and therefore, changes in 
learning outcomes (Desimone, 20091; Richardson, 19962).  This theory of learning for educators is applied to 
several categories of educator knowledge, beliefs, and attitudes, including content knowledge, pedagogical 
knowledge, pedagogical content knowledge (Shulman, 19863), beliefs about self-efficacy in the broader 
community of learners (Dwyer, Ringstaff, & Sandholtz, 19914), beliefs about system norms and contextual 
issues that impact innovation (Cohen, 19875), and beliefs that foster effective implementation (Penuel et al, 
20076). While there is also considerable documentation around professional learning of content knowledge 
or pedagogical practices alone, in a systemic change model, these internal attributes for educators are 
critical, and must be a focus of the professional learning.  
 
Building upon this, the Instructional Leadership Routines of the Blueprint for Systemic Reconfiguration 
identify a set of specific practices that are meant to be established in “routines” that are intended to 
become habits of practice for educators within each building in a Blueprint district.  These routines are 
based upon standards and research-based practices from professional learning that is implemented in the 
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context identified above.  We recognize that many educators have a negative connotation to “professional 
development” as it has often been implemented in districts, including one-size-fits-all content and learning 
strategies, lack of focus on student work and immediate engagement in instruction, and poorly 
implemented collaboration efforts that may have focused on compliance efforts.  There is recognition in 
research on such approaches that such strategies alone, absent other institutional supports, are not 
effective in impacting student learning outcomes, and are often frustrating to educators who are required 
to participate in such activities.  The research identified here, is situated in models that were successful in 
changing student outcomes, and is aligned to systemic reconfiguration work as mentioned in the prior 
paragraph.   
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Research Foundations of the Instructional Improvement Network 
 
Evidence of Practice Components Research Findings 
1. The district has a process for collecting 

student need data and teacher performance 
data to inform instructional support.  

While teachers are, more often, using student 
achievement data in their professional learning, they 
are generally not using such data to assess the 
effectiveness of their learning, or linking such data 
specifically to identifying instructional supports 
needed in professional learning (Wei et al, 2009).  
Teachers need to have a more tailored learning 
experience that connects data to discussions on 
instructional practice and individual intervention 
needs for students (Wayman and Jimerson, 2014)7. 
 
Several national level curricular or instructional 
reform programs have been able to show 
demonstrated improvements in teacher learning and 
student outcomes through engaging educators in 
professional learning that focused on learning 
content in a manner in which their students are 
expected to learn, thereby differentiating and 
individualizing the content to their specific needs 
(Hamos, 20098; Strutchens and Martin, 20139).  
Other efforts have recognized different needs for 
content knowledge development, pedagogical 
knowledge and strategy development, pedagogical 
content knowledge specific to instruction in a 
particular content area, and systemic considerations, 
where individual educators need to plan for 
instructional efforts and their own professional 
learning based upon student learning outcomes, and 
that addressing each of these within professional 
learning provides opportunities for differentiation 
that is specific to both teacher needs and to 
individualized instructional practice for educators.  
Schools can provide such supports not only through 
content-specific curricular based collaborative 

2. The district provides differentiated 
professional learning for teachers that is 
aligned to the vision for high quality 
instruction, supports teachers’ understanding 
of curricular frameworks, curricular materials, 
and assessments. 
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learning communities for educators, but also 
through online learning communities dedicated to 
such a focus on curriculum implementation and 
discipline and curriculum specific instruction (Frumin 
et al, 201810). 
 

3. The district ensures that teachers have 
protected time to collaborate around the use 
of the district instructional vision, curricular 
frameworks, curricular materials, and 
assessments. 

Available time for professional learning has long 
been a constraint of effective professional learning 
(NECTL, 1994)11.  Dedicated time for professional 
learning, such as the professional learning 
community (PLC) structure (DuFour and Eaker, 
2009)12 has been identified as a potential solution in 
many situations, as long as teachers were able to 
meet on a regular schedule for learning, and that the 
learning goals were sustained over time (Darling-
Hammond et al, 2009)13. 

4. The district ensures that teachers have 
protected time to collaborate around 
improving student performance. 

5. The district provides coaches or 
content/pedagogy specialists to support 
teacher learning and collaboration for the 
purpose of improving instruction. 

In order to provide job-embedded, instruction-
focused professional learning, many programs and 
districts utilize instructional coaches, teacher 
leaders, or other pedagogical specialists who are 
familiar with the necessary content, curriculum 
resources, and successful instructional techniques to 
support the learning.  These supports can address a 
range of needs to ensure systemic and sustainable 
change in instruction leading to improved student 
learning outcomes (Denton and Hasbrouck, 200914; 
Gallucci et al, 201015), including ongoing guidance 
and development of instructional practices, 
reflection on individualized instructional moves and 
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the efforts on student learning (Connor et al, 200916; 
Piasta et al, 200917), and sustainability of learning 
and educator development in a context of 
instructional change (Fogleman, 2006)18. 

6. The district provides differentiated 
professional learning for all instruction leaders 
that is aligned to the vision for high quality 
instruction, supports teachers understanding 
of curricular frameworks, curricular materials, 
and assessments. 

School and district leaders play a significant role in 
the planning and implementation of professional 
learning for their staff, as well as providing ongoing 
leadership to support teacher growth and changes in 
instructional practice (Whitworth and Chiu, 201519).  
In addition to the use of instructional coaches to 
support teachers and other classroom educators, as 
mentioned above, leadership coaching is an 
increasingly popular practice that provides targeted 
learning supports and scaffold to instructional 
leaders, including building principals, teacher 
leaders, and other educators who are otherwise 
immersed in practice, and not easily able to step 
away from daily practices to focus on their own 
learning (Goodwin et al, 2015)20, or learning to 
support the instructional leadership efforts that they 
facilitate in schools.  As educational leaders’ 
conceptual development about high-quality 
instruction grows, their ability to coach others and 
facilitate this process in their own schools and 
systems grows as well (Gallucci).  No element of an 
instructional coaching program is more important 
than its design and fit with the particular needs of 
each school, its faculty, and its students (Steiner and 
Kowal, 2007), and if leaders are not afforded the 
time to develop such a plan on their own, they need 
to ensure they have coaching support to implement 
the Instructional Improvement Routines in a manner 
that provides knowledge of these structures, while 
allowing the building leaders to tailor such designs to 
their own context. Just as individual teachers require 

7. The district provides differentiated 
professional learning for all instructional 
leaders to develop their instructional 
leadership practices and routines. 

                                                        
16 Connor, C.M., Piasta, S.B., Fishman, B., Glasney, S., Schatschneider, C., Crow, E., Underwood, P., Morrison, F. (2009). 
Individualizing student instruction precisely: Effects of child by instruction interactions on first graders’ literacy 
development. Child Development, 80(1), 77-100.  
17 Piasta, S.B., Connor, C.M., Fishman, B., & Morrison, F.J. (2009). Teachers knowledge of literacy concepts, classroom 
practices, and student reading growth.” Scientific Studies of Reading, 13(3), 224-248.  
18 Fogleman, J., Fishman, B., & Krajcik, J. S. (2006). Sustaining innovations through lead teacher learning: A Learning 
Sciences perspective on supporting professional development. Teaching Education, 17(2), 181-194  
19 Whitworth, B.A. & Chiu, J.L. J Sci Teacher Educ (2015) 26: 121. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10972-014-9411-2 
20 Goodwin, B., Cameron, G., & Hein. (2015). Balanced leadership for powerful learning: Tools for achieving success in 
your school. Alexandria, VA: Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development.  



These materials were produced with Title I Part A funds and are in the public domain. 

differentiated professional learning to address their 
instruction, leaders require similar learning to 
support their individualized planning and support for 
practices in their building or district.  Such context 
setting and tailoring efforts are also impactful when 
supporting district superintendents as instructional 
leaders (Harmeier, 2016)21.  Interactions between 
such leaders and the coaches or other facilitators 
who support their learning depend on shared 
understanding of the work of the leader, and trust 
based in understanding of individual learning needs 
supported by the coach or facilitator (Johnson, 
2017)22.   
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