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Praise for CHANGE LEADERSHIP
“ Change Leadership is a truly wonderful and brilliant book. The ideas are powerful, deep, 
comprehensive, and grounded with tools to turn them into transformative action. A rare book 
that captures both the awful diffi culty of causing change and a way to do it.”

—Michael Fullan, former dean, Ontario Institute for Studies in Education, University of Toronto;
author, Leading in a Culture of Change

“ The Change Leadership Group at the Harvard School of Education has, through its work with educators, developed a thoughtful 
approach to the transformation of schools in the face of increasing demands for accountability. This book 

brings the work of the Change Leadership Group to a broader audience, providing a framework to analyze 
the work of school change and exercises that guide educators through the development of their practice 
as agents of change. It exemplifi es a new and powerful approach to leadership in schools.”

—Richard F. Elmore, Gregory Anrig Professor of Educational Leadership,
Harvard Graduate School of Education

“Change Leadership uses believable examples and provides common sense analysis of the challenges 
facing today’s educators. It is a well-written, straightforward guide with clear explanations and practical 

solutions. I found it useful and entertaining.”
—Thomas W. Payzant, superintendent, Boston Public Schools

“ Caught between the imperative of preparing students for the next half-century and the 
political mandate for short-term performance improvement on standardized tests, 
many educators are dropping by the wayside but a few are stepping forward with new 
leadership skills and vision. Working with such leaders, Tony Wagner, Robert Kegan, and 
their colleagues have created an invaluable guidebook for those with the courage to have 
conviction without answers and the openness to learn together.”

—Peter M. Senge, founding chairperson, SoL; senior lecturer at the
Massachusetts Institute of Technology; author, The Fifth Discipline 

“ There seem to be more books on school reform than there are schools in the United States. This one stands out. The volume, 
which grows out of a fi ve-year study of school reform across the country, uniquely integrates both the organizational and 

human elements required for success.”
—Arthur Levine, president, Teachers College, Columbia University
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Readers are invited to review and download full-size versions of the exercises in

Change Leadership to use with their own groups and teams.

If you would like to download and print out an electronic copy of the exer-

cises, please visit http://www.gse.harvard.edu/clg/news1a.html or http://www.

josseybass.com/go/changeleadership

Thank you,

Change Leadership Group
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F O R E W O R D

By Tom Vander Ark
Executive Director, Education
Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation

After spending a long weekend attempting to summarize what I

thought we had learned about leading high-performing districts,

I read this book and drew three conclusions. First, this work is hard—

it’s complicated, technical, personal, and political. Second, with so few

people studying what may be the most important domestic issue of

our time, we’re all fortunate that the Change Leadership Group (CLG)

has spent the last five years working on educational success at scale

and on the leadership necessary to create it. And third, it wasn’t the

architectural blueprint I expected five years ago, but probably better

and more appropriate to the challenge.

School districts are a complicated American anachronism. Despite the recent

aggregation of control to the state and federal level, we rely more heavily on local
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educational authorities than any other developed country. Although many state

constitutions acknowledge public education as the paramount duty of the state, we

rest the responsibility for policy, service delivery, employment, and real estate de-

velopment with local districts. Our history of local control has proven to be a bless-

ing and a curse—a building block of democracy and a stumbling block (at least in

some cases) to creating a system of public education of consistently high quality.

Today, many principals are subjected to six accountability systems: local, state, and

federal compliance regulations, and local, state, and federal outcome requirements.

The potential of new data systems, the challenges of school choice, and budget

problems add to the confusion. The difficult process of aligning and streamlining

these policies and systems will (or should) occupy the second half of this decade.

This policy debate could easily take place without improving teaching.

That’s where this book comes in handy. It’s only about instructional leadership.

It doesn’t debate policy, doesn’t contemplate the role or architecture of districts,

and it doesn’t tell you how to make AYP (average yearly progress)  (but you will if

you do what it says). It tells you how to improve the quality of instruction by

becoming an effective instructional leader.

I wish it were simple, but it’s not. When I made this grant five years ago, I wasn’t

quite sure what to expect (I’ve since hired a bunch of people who ask far more

specific questions than I did). I thought it would result in a training program for

people trying to help improve schools, and assumed there would be a methodol-

ogy behind it—a “how-to” guide. To some extent CLG has done both, but this isn’t

a school improvement cookbook. It’s a framework full of pointed questions that

thoughtful groups of education leaders should ask themselves about their work.

This book does suggest that there is a necessary progression to the work of

system improvement:

1. Preparing for change by answering the “why change?” question

2. Including others and building the systems capacity for improvement

3. Improving instruction

It emphasizes the danger of jumping to doing without preparing. This point is

important enough that it warrants a short story.

As Dick Elmore frequently does, this book highlights the important work that

Tony Alvarado did in District 2 in New York. It’s one of the best examples of

Forewordxii
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instructional leadership in the country. Tony promoted adult learning about in-

struction, which resulted in powerful agreements, which led to the development

of strong instructional practices. When Alan Bersin lured Tony to San Diego, he

imported a decade of learning about instructional leadership and encapsulated

it in a Blueprint. They “jolted” the system by jumping right into phase three,

implementation, while quickly building capacity to improve instructional leader-

ship (phase two). The “bet” was that early results would build support for the rad-

ical surgery being done on the system. A regime of what has come to be called

“managed instruction” was implemented with major budget realignments (which

means hundreds of people lost their jobs) and a new set of priorities. Five foun-

dations invested over $50 million in the most elegant instructional improvement

plan ever devised. Several years later they were both out of work and the board was

dismantling the plan. In between, teachers and some parents complained bitterly

about the top-down reforms, and results failed to gain the expected level of

community support.

What can we learn from this case? First, best practices don’t travel well. At least

not without a culture of engaged adult learners and the commitments that they

are able to make. Second, change won’t happen unless you help the community

answer the question, “why change?” Third, context matters—a lot.

There may be a fourth lesson. Being president of the United States may be the

only job that’s tougher than being a school superintendent. Roy Romer will tell

you that it’s harder than being governor. John Stanford said it’s harder than being

a general. I know it’s harder than running a big corporation.

More than a money problem or a people problem, I think we have a design

problem. As the CLG team points out, superintendents have to run the system we

have while leading the creation of the system we need. We group kids by age and

march them through the same experiences through sixth grade assuming most will

get what they need, then we increasingly allow them to assemble courses of op-

tional degrees of difficulty taught by people who hardly know each other, much

less the 150 kids they see every day. And we wonder why all kids aren’t reaching

high standards. This appeared to me to be primarily an architecture problem. With

many of our early grants, I encouraged people to fix the architecture. Several years

later many of those folks are stuck in architectural arguments and never got to

the heart of the issue—teaching for learning. If, as this book suggests, you take the

time to prepare and include, and then focus on improving instruction, you’ll tackle

Foreword xiii
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the architecture as needed and do it with a sense of purpose. You’ll have the mo-

mentum of engagement and improvement behind you when you get there.

Tony Wagner sent me a poem a few years ago that describes a great learning en-

vironment better than anything else I’ve read before or since. Rabindranath Tagore

wrote it as a prayer for his country. It captures my hopes and aspirations for the

schools and districts we work with.

Where the mind is without fear

And the head is held high,

Where knowledge is free;

Where the world has not been broken

Up into fragments by narrow domestic

Walls;

Where words come out from the

depth of truth;

Where tireless striving

Stretches its arms towards

perfection;

Where the clear stream of reason

Has not lost its way into the

dreary desert sand of dead habit;

Where the mind is led forward

By thee into ever-widening

Thought and action—

Into that heaven of freedom,

My Father,

Let my country awake.

Rabindranath Tagore, “Gitanjali 35”

Thank you for awakening and for reading this book. You must care about or be in-

volved in educational leadership. Making systems of schools work for all kids is

the most important economic development, social justice, and civil society issue

of our time. It’s complicated and difficult work, but it’s the most important thing

you could be doing with your life.

Forewordxiv
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xv

P R E F A C E

The need for a dramatically more skilled and highly educated

workforce in a global knowledge economy—combined with pro-

found changes in students’ and families’ life circumstances—have

created unprecedented demands on education leaders. Although it is

increasingly clear that schools and districts must change fundamen-

tally, not just incrementally, most leaders in education are under-

standably uncertain how they might go about their work differently.

Working to ensure that no child be left behind, struggling to overcome long-

standing achievement gaps among racial and ethnic groups, dealing with the

expectation that every school make progress annually—school leaders are being

asked, in essence, to perform two very different jobs simultaneously.

Imagine being asked to rebuild an airplane—while you are flying it. Doing so

would be difficult under any circumstances, but even more so if you—as all other

hard-working, conscientious pilots—had received all your training in flying the

plane as it is, rather than also learning how to transform the plane itself. Rebuild-

ing it may require an entirely different set of skills.

Our goal in Change Leadership is to help school leaders, and leadership teams,

better understand and develop the capacities needed to succeed at their second job

of rebuilding the school system—while it operates. We offer a new systems change

framework for education and a set of tools for leaders who are hard at work

rebuilding the plane—while keeping it in the air, loaded with passengers.
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The Change Leadership Group has spent the years since 2000 with school and

district leaders from all over the United States—in urban, suburban, and rural dis-

tricts; in districts with thirty-seven high schools and districts with one; in districts

with decent financial resources and those forced to reduce personnel each year

despite rising student populations. As different as these settings were, we never

found an administrative team that was not working as hard as it could. What we’ve

learned is that “improving our schools” on the scale now demanded cannot sim-

ply be added to the set of routine responsibilities and activities with which lead-

ership teams in schools and districts are normally occupied. The problem is not

lack of hard work, good intentions, or initiative.

We believe the successful leadership of transformational improvement processes

in schools and districts requires sharpening capacities in two quite different

directions at the same time:

1. Leaders need to see more deeply into why it is so hard for our organizations

to change, even when there is a genuine, collective desire to do so. More than

just seeing why, leaders need to learn how to take action effectively to help

our organizations actually become what they need and want to be.

2. Leaders need to see more deeply into why it is so hard for individuals to

change, even when individuals genuinely intend to do so. Beyond this merely

diagnostic self-understanding, we as leaders need to learn how to take action

effectively to help ourselves become the persons we need and want to be in

order to better serve the children and families of our communities.

We must sharpen our capacities in both directions because, in the end, each

depends on the other. It may be impossible for us to change at work in the ways

we need to without new organizational arrangements, and it may be impossible to

bring about significant changes in our organizations without considering deeply

the possibility of our own change.

It is precisely this simultaneous attention to cultivating both a greater organi-

zational savvy and a deeper self-awareness that distinguishes our approach. Not

just ends unto themselves, these new forms of organizational and personal know-

ing are tightly linked to bringing about new results. We deliberately formed the

Change Leadership Group to bring together an unusual collection of people

knowledgeable about (1) the world of educational reform, (2) organizational

development, and (3) adult learning because it was our judgment that many

Prefacexvi
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improvement efforts founder on the limitations of a naïve approach to the com-

plications of either organizational or individual change or both. Our goal here is

to clearly illuminate what we at the Change Leadership Group call the dual focus—

simultaneously sharpening our outward and inward attention. Like any discipline,

this dual focus can be learned and develops gradually over time. In Change

Leadership, we present a variety of ways to help you develop it.

HOW DOES CHANGE LEADERSHIP WORK?
As much as possible, we have structured this book to permit you to experience the

kinds of learning we seek to promote in our “Learning Labs.” To introduce another

metaphor, we often refer to these three-day, interactive learning institutes as a kind

of “school improvement fitness center.” We invite leadership teams into a novel en-

vironment that will put them to work, individually and collectively, developing

new muscles to accomplish their improvement goals.

A natural question is: What can you reasonably hope to accomplish through a

single three-day visit to a fitness center? Obviously, the muscles are not going to

be developed in that time. The more reasonable expectation is that you will meet

a series of “machines” (tools for development), begin to familiarize yourself with

how they work and how to use them, and experience a comprehensive workout

routine. Truth be told, you might also expect to be a little sore after the first expo-

sure from all the stretching. But adhere to your new routine, use the tools, and over

time, you will develop new capacities.

This metaphor of the fitness center should help make clear both what this book

is and what it is not. It is not another treatise—a ten-chapter analysis, argument,

or illustration of what is “wrong with our schools.” (“Here’s why they don’t work.

Here’s what they should look like. You take it from here.”) Nor is it a point-to-point

road map to guide you through an improvement process. Rather, it is a guide to

help you develop the capacities that we believe—based on experience—will better

enable you to lay down your own best road to the transformation of your school

or district.

As a guide to the development of leadership capacities for transforming our schools

(what we mean by “change leadership”), this book combines the conceptual with the

practical, the thinking with doing. We present a set of practical concepts, invite you

to “think about them by doing,” and then, in your own change leadership work, to

“do by thinking” of the concepts that will gradually become more familiar to you.

Preface xvii
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Our framework includes several concepts that we introduce one by one, in

paired chapters. Throughout the book, you are invited onto different “exercise ma-

chines,” each chapter exercising a different “muscle group” of the single “body.”

This is why we really mean it when we say that if you are tired after the work of

one chapter, you should rest and recharge before you go on to the next. It is best

to come to each chapter fresh and energized, because each is “working you out” in

a different way. We urge you not to race through the book or merely skim for

the developing ideas. Instead, take the time to assimilate the concepts and to com-

plete the exercises. With this combined effort, you will develop the capacities to

make full use of the concepts.

HOW IS THE BOOK ORGANIZED?
In Chapter One, we provide background for the lessons of the book. We consider

some of the fundamental economic and social changes of the last quarter century

as they relate to education, and make the case that the nature of these changes

transforms what has been described as the education “problem” from one of mere

failure demanding “reform” to obsolescence requiring “reinvention.” At the end of

this chapter, we invite you to frame your school’s or district’s education “problem”

as a challenge that you can work on throughout the book, using the tools in

successive chapters.

In the four sets of paired chapters that follow, we describe key organizational

improvement challenges for schools and districts. In these core chapters, we pro-

vide you with a series of diagnostic tools and exercises to help you identify more

clearly what you want to work on in your school or district and how you can go

about this work in a new way. To explore the dynamic, interdependent relation-

ship between individual and organizational change, we describe the experiences

of a superintendent, whom we call Arthur. We describe in detail how he

uncovered—and worked to overcome—those personal beliefs and behaviors

he discovered stood in the way of his being a more effective leader of educational

change. We also provide stories from a variety of schools and districts across the

country. In each of these chapters, we present a progressive series of exercises

that can lead you to deeper insights into your own personal learning challenges as

they connect to your school’s or district’s ability to improve. Separate exercises are

designed to exercise your “outer” and “inner” attention, the organizational and

personal learning aspects of the theme for each set of chapters.

Prefacexviii
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Chapter Two makes the case for a laserlike focus on the improvement of teach-

ing as the goal of a change process, and describes what a system that is designed

for continuous improvement of instruction and instructional leadership might

look like. The chapter is designed to help you assess the current status of your work

related to improving teaching. In Chapter Three, we introduce the first step of an

unfolding process designed to illuminate your own personal learning challenge,

your inner challenge, as it relates to improving teaching and learning in your school

or district.

Chapter Four takes up the question of what often gets in the way of change in

schools and districts and, conversely, what generates the momentum and energy

for successful initiatives. In Chapter Five, we ask you to take a second step in de-

veloping your personal learning curriculum by identifying what may be getting in

the way of your working more effectively.

Chapter Six lays out a systemic model for thinking about the arenas of change

in education and the ways in which they are interdependent and overlap as a sys-

tem. We discuss competencies, conditions, culture, and context as necessary parts

of transformation. In this chapter and in Chapter Seven, we help you create a

sharper picture of your own system, organizationally and personally, to see more

deeply into these outer and inner dimensions.

Chapter Eight outlines critical elements of a more strategic approach to the

change work—starting and intervention points, and the sequencing of important

steps. We describe the phases of a successful, sustainable change process, and we ex-

plore the importance of data, accountability, and relationships in each phase. These

concepts are presented through case studies of two districts illustrating the differ-

ent elements of our model and showing how they look in practice. Chapter Nine

provides ways to help you work strategically at overturning your own individual

immunities to change. It concludes with recommendations for how to enable

success in your self-learning curriculum.

Chapter Ten explicitly brings together the two parallel outer and inner threads

that we discuss throughout the book—the twin challenges of organizational change

and personal growth. In this concluding chapter, we consider the implications of

the dual focus for education leaders in the twenty-first century.

Throughout Change Leadership, we include diagnostic tools, exercises, and links

to additional materials to further your understanding of both the system at large

and your personal system. All the tools intended for individual use only are marked

with an “individual” icon ; many of the tools are also adaptable for group use,

Preface xix
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and where that is the case you will also find a group icon, which is your signal

that, in Appendix A, you will find this same tool modified for use in groups or

teams. t is our belief that you will gain more from this book if you actively engage

the exercises included throughout the chapters. To aid this process, you can down-

load full-page templates of each exercise that provide space for your own writing

from both the Change Leadership Group (http://www.gse.harvard.edu/clg/

news1a.html; click on “Exercise Templates”) and Jossey-Bass (http://www.

josseybass.com/go/changeleadership). Additionally, because you might want to put

colleagues or other district members on these “workout machines,” we highlight a

few exercises that we have learned may be especially challenging for an unskilled

user to help a fellow first-time user with. We mark these exercises with a “caution”

icon to signal the importance of your taking stock of your comfort and skill

level with the material in order to decide whether to ask someone else to engage

it. We also provide a variety of examples from our practice. When we identify peo-

ple with their full name and affiliation it is with their permission. In other cases,

either to preserve privacy or because the person is an amalgam of real people with

whom we have worked, we have used a first name only. Appendixes provide exer-

cises to use in groups, as well as a list of recommended readings, grouped by topic.

HOW TO MAKE BEST USE OF THIS BOOK
We recognize that many people will read this book on their own and have there-

fore designed the activities so that they will be meaningful and valuable to the

individual reader. But, for the same reasons that we strongly encourage people to

come to our Learning Labs in teams, we encourage you to engage in this work

together with others. You might form an ad hoc group, where you gather inter-

ested colleagues in your school or district and use this book as the focus of a study

group. You can then all benefit from trying on ideas, learning from your discus-

sions, and encouraging each other.

For those of you who are in a leadership team, we recommend that you and

your whole team read Change Leadership together. Individually and as a group, you

will get even more out of this book if you read it, complete all of the exercises, and

take the time to collectively think through the implications of what you are learn-

ing for how to lead. This suggestion of a “group read” follows from our under-

standing that to meet the new challenge of reaching all students with new skills,

we need to work in fundamentally new ways ourselves. No one person can solve

Caution!
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this new challenge; neither can individuals working alone. We need each other, and

we need to work together in new ways. Reading and learning together is a start.

Although you may already serve on some kind of central office or school-based

management team, our observation is that meetings of these groups usually deal

with administrative matters or “crisis management” rather than with the more sub-

stantive problems of change leadership—much in the way that most faculty meet-

ings are often taken up with announcements rather than discussions related to

improvement of teaching and learning. The work in education at every level

remains highly isolated, compartmentalized, and increasingly crisis driven.

A central idea throughout this book concerns the way leadership teams them-

selves may need to reorganize the way they operate when they are at work on their

second job—that of remaking the school or district at the same time they are run-

ning it. Because these groups will need to create new individual and organizational

capacities (not merely apply existing capacities to a new task), they may need to

reflect the features of a learning community, such as we see in the growth of teach-

ers’ professional learning communities, critical friends groups, or the Japanese

lesson study process. But they need to be something more, as well.

Looking at the profound transformation in how work is organized in most other

professions over the last quarter century, we can see additional qualities an effective

team must have. From law to law enforcement, to business, to medicine, individuals

increasingly work in teams to solve problems, improve services, and collaboratively

create new knowledge. The simple reason why most work is now organized around

team structures is that focused, disciplined groups are far more likely to generate a

better result than can individuals working alone. Communities of practice—groups

“bound together by shared expertise and shared passion for a joint enterprise”1—are

increasingly used in a wide variety of workplace settings to enable individuals and

organizations to learn new skills and processes and to identify and address ongoing

problems of practice. According to Wenger and Snyder, communities of practice help

drive strategy, start new lines of business (or inquiry), solve problems quickly, transfer

best practices, develop professional skills, and recruit and train talent.2

Thus, the leadership teams we are advocating are not voluntary groups, nor are

they focused on their own learning as an end unto itself. They exist to transform

the larger system, the school or district. This may well require individual learning

and change. But it is always tightly connected to their charge—to make something

valuable happen in the schools or districts they lead. As such, they must also reflect

the features of high-performing executive teams at work on transformational
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change. We call these new kinds of leadership groups, which combine the work of

leaderly learning with effective execution for systemwide improvement, leadership

practice communities.

However you approach the information we present, we welcome you. We hope

you will experience us as with you all along the way, encouraging your workout.

May Change Leadership work for you as a renewable resource—more than a struc-

tured single visit to the gym, a guide to a new kind of ongoing leadership practice.

Endnotes
1. Etienne Wenger and William Snyder, “Communities of Practice: The Organizational

Frontier,” Harvard Business Review (January-February 2000): 139.
2. Ibid., 140–141.
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