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Urban District Anchors Culture Shift in
Standards-Based Leadership Strategy

The role of the school leader demands the
talent and finesse of a chameleon on roller skates.
Today’s leader is responsible for the accomplish-
ments of students, the growth of teachers in the
school building, and stewardship to the greater
community—an instructional leader and not just
the manager of people and buildings. The job has
proved overwhelming. A 2012 study found that
one in four professionals who assume the role of
school principal in an urban district resign from
the job within the first two years.! The average
tenure of the principalship as a whole is three to
four years, even shorter in low-performing, high-
poverty schools.?

With its 208 schools, 130,000 students, and
19,000 employees, Prince George’s County
Public Schools (PGCPS) in Maryland is one of
the country’s largest school districts. Serving a
high-poverty student population from urban,
suburban, and rural communities, the district
requires leadership that can enable its learners
to combat the conditions of poverty and meet
the rigors of college and the workforce. Despite
nationally recognized, innovative initiatives to
provide students with arts integration, envi-
ronmental and financial literacy, and language
immersion, Prince George’s faced continual
turnover at the executive leadership level over
the last 15 years, significant gaps in student
achievement, and community mistrust.

In addressing its challenges, the district was
mindful of research that suggests that leadership
is second only to teaching among school-related
factors that affect student learning.> A 2011
Wallace Foundation study found an empiri-
cal link between leader practice and improved
student achievement.* Thus, Prince George’s
could not tackle student achievement gaps
without bolstering the preparation and develop-
ment of school leaders. And it could not build a
pipeline of strong leaders without clear stan-
dards for leadership.

The district’s approach was fourfold. It
mounted a rigorous search for a capable chief
executive, adopted a coherence framework to
tie expectations for school leaders to goals for

student achievement, collaborated with state
and university partners to align the PGCPS
Leadership Standards with state and national
leader standards, and developed leader-

ship pathway programs based on the PGCPS
Leadership Standards.

Sustained Executive Leadership

The district had followed a trail of broken
leadership, with four superintendents in 10
years. There was a dire need for intuitive leader-
ship with an unbreakable commitment to an
urban school district that comprises children
who receive free and reduced-price meals (over
60 percent), English language learners and
students receiving special education services (25
percent), and minorities (96 percent). Prince
George’s partnered with the Maryland State
Board of Education, county executive, and local
board of education to identify a leader who
could provide focus and sustainability. Kevin M.
Maxwell assumed the helm of chief executive
officer in 2013, remained for the duration of his
four-year contract, and will enter into a second
contract this fall. Maxwell’s vision, leadership,
and stability have positioned the district to
achieve its goals, particularly around leader
development. Most important, Dr. Maxwell
placed relentless focus on literacy achievement
throughout the district, something that had not
existed prior to his tenure. Ongoing collabora-
tion among local, state, and national partners
support this focus on literacy.

With a progressive superintendent in place
and a grant from The Wallace Foundation,
the district conducted a gap analysis in 2013
covering communication and community
engagement, teaching and learning, operations
and finance, and organizational efficiency and
effectiveness. As part of that effort, the district set
five goals: to ensure that teaching and learning
produces college- and career-ready students,
transform community relations through trans-
parent communication and relationship building,

create an organizational structure centered on



enhancing teaching and learning, align resources
to system priorities, and establish a transition

team to conduct a thorough review of the system.

Adoption of a Coherence Framework

The district adopted a Coherence Framework
to articulate the interdependence of the parts of
the school system and illuminate their align-
ment with strategies for improving student
achievement (figure 1).° Prior to its adoption,
the district lacked a cohesive system to integrate
the strategic plan with knowledge management
and an operational system geared toward school
improvement and districtwide collaboration.

The framework targets instructional
improvement at its core while giving all
employees a role in teaching and learning and
in increasing student achievement. The frame-
work focuses all sectors of the district, includ-
ing parents and family, on literacy achievement
and expectations for school leadership, and it
reflects shared core values:

Figure 1. Coherence Framework
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B Students are our priority, and all students can
achieve at high academic levels.

B Families, students, and educators share the
responsibility for student success.

B High expectations inspire high performance.

B All staff share the responsibility for a safe and
supportive school environment contributing
to excellence in education.

B The support of everyone in our community
is essential to the success of our schools.

B Continuous improvement in teaching,
leadership, and accountability is the key to

our destiny.

Collaboration with Vested Stakeholders

The district defined the hallmark for leader
behavior by creating and adopting distinct
PGCPS Leadership Standards aligned to state,
university, and national leader standards. These

standards provided a common language for

Prince George’s could
not build a pipeline of
strong leaders without
clear standards for
leadership.
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All who join the

workforce as principals

participate in

systemic professional
development aligned to

the standards.

what effective school leaders in the district
should believe, know, and be able to do. Our
district convened many stakeholder groups

to help make a one-to-one correlation of the
district’s leadership standards with the Maryland
Instructional Leadership Framework, the former
Interstate School Leaders Licensure Consortium
(ISLLC) Standards, as well as the Educational
Leadership Constituent Council Standards.®
This work established a baseline for leader
performance that could not only be measured
but could be communicated to districts across
the country.

The district’s standards for leader practice were
then relayed to local university partners, who
revamped their leadership development partner-
ship programs to align with them.” It is challeng-
ing work: University requirements, policies, and
restrictions around program offerings hindered
our ability to be more flexible and creative in
some cases. But through a cohort approach,
graduate leadership development, education
administration doctorates, and certification
programs are offered throughout the district and
focus on projects that address areas of need such
as poverty, English language learners, special
education, social justice, parental engagement,
teacher leadership, and leadership sustainability.

The district continues to refine its leader-
ship standards to ensure continuing leader
proficiency aligned with current demands
of instructional leadership, such as bench-
marks established by the Common Core State
Standards. We most recently revised the PGCPS
Leadership Standards to match the newly
adopted Professional Standards for Educational

Leaders.® By doing so, we help principals gain
a better understanding and recognition of their
role as school leaders.

Creation of Leadership Pathways

The district has designed a strategy of
leadership development centered on mentor-
ing and coaching to mold strong principals
and aspiring principals, and it also developed
a standards-based leadership development
program, Aspiring Leaders Program for Student
Success, in which prime candidates are poised to
assume school leadership vacancies as they arise.
Previously, the district struggled to maintain
a school leadership “bench” that was prepared
for the rigors of urban leadership. Now there
is a consistent bench of able candidates devel-
oped through a program aligned to the PGCPS
Leadership Standards (table 1). Moreover, all
who join the workforce as principals participate
in systemic professional development aligned to
the standards.

Throughout this process, PGCPS has used a
“progress versus plans” approach. Plans guide
the work. But through implementation of
the plans, leaders engage in critical learning
that has a lasting effect on their decisions and
actions. This leadership initiative has sparked
significant change across the district. There is
now a tiered approach to leadership develop-
ment, with a broader definition of leaders that
includes teachers, school-based leaders, and
central office leaders. Our leadership pipeline is
stronger and more robust, with candidates ready
to take on formal and informal leadership roles.
Inherent in this framework is an emphasis on

Table 1. Principal Hires in Prince George's County, 2012—17 (number and share of total)

2012-13 2013-14 2014-15 2015-16 2016-17
Graduates of
PGCPS Leadership
. 13 9 13 9 16
Programs Aligned to
Standards Appointed (35%) (64%) (45%) (47%) (62%)
as Principals
Principal Hires >u 5 " 0 "
Outside PGCPS
u S|Pfograms (65%) (36%) (55%) (53%) (38%)
Total Number of
New Principal Hires e 14 29 19 26




instructional leadership training. As the role
of the school leader has evolved from that of

a building manager to that of an instructional
leader, PGCPS recognizes the importance

of grooming leaders to meet the demands of
preparing learners to participate in the global
economy. By providing training grounded in
the PGCPS Leadership Standards, particu-
larly those standards that speak to the role of
instructional leadership, the district renders a
preparation program that is focused on improv-
ing teaching and learning through coaching.
Additionally, the district provides a segue from
its graduate and aspiring leadership programs
by providing a residency for select leaders

who have demonstrated readiness to serve in a
quasi-principal role. Assistant principals who
have undergone either the ALPSS program

or the Assistant Principal Induction Program
are required to apply and submit to a rigorous
screening, interview, and leadership exercise
process for selection into the residency program.

Implications for State Leaders

Prince George’s goal has been to expand its
bench of highly skilled leaders, with a focus on
data analysis, resource allocation, human capital
development, and the evaluation of instructional
practices, and thereby drive and maximize
student achievement.

We learned valuable lessons. First, state educa-
tion agencies and other partners are indispens-
able in creating processes for selecting the right
individuals. For instance, Maryland has devel-
oped a leader tracking system that can monitor
individuals’ professional growth and allow
districts to more efficiently and equitably iden-
tify potential candidates. Partner contributions
are particularly valuable in design and monitor-
ing. In general, districts will benefit if state agen-
cies can share how districts across the state align
leadership standards and select leaders.

Second, as the role of the school leader
evolves, so must the appraisal process for princi-
pals and assistant principals. Through trial and
error and in collaboration with the Maryland
State Department of Education, our district
developed a systemwide evaluation tool for prin-
cipals and assistant principals that bases school
leaders” evaluations on evidence of professional
practice and student growth. Previously, the
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district wrestled with establishing a quantifiable
means to assess effective leader practice, a task
that requires direct engagement of the state on
practices it deems most critical.

State leaders will need systems and structures
to support leader development statewide, in
addition to helping a district here or there. State
boards and state education agencies should
make the time to become intimately acquainted

not only with the supports the state already =

offers but also with what districts in their state

are developing. State leaders can participate in State Ieaders may
local events or audit programs to gain insights find that expertise

around their districts’ unique challenges and

on leadership
development lies

differentiate the types of support districts need.

' In addition, s‘Fate leaders may ﬁnd th?t e)'(per- huried in un expe cted
tise on leadership development lies buried in ithin thei
unexpected areas within their districts. Some areas within their
of the districts with the most challenging needs d'St"cts.

find the most unique solutions, and these
approaches could be helpful to other districts
in the state. We got into this work by launching
regular, purposeful convenings with university
and other partners to discuss issues, challenges,
and successes. Other districts would surely
benefit from such conversations.

State leaders can further assist local educa-
tion agencies by creating opportunities and
structures to share, collect, and analyze hiring,
retention rates, and trend data. State leaders and
universities should talk with the districts about
the candidates who emerge from their programs
so district leaders can make informed decisions
about placement. Even more important are the
discussions about changes needed in educa-
tional leadership programs at the university
level. When states, universities, and districts are
on the same page about the desired quality and
characteristics of graduates, they can help to
produce able leaders who are ready to assume
roles across the state.

Perhaps most important to supporting leader-
ship development is the learning culture that is
created amidst this work—reflection on efforts,
listening to colleagues, learning together. For our
district, many improvements have been made

in human resources, talent development, work

Douglas Anthony, Ed.D., is
associate superintendent

of the Office of Talent
Development, Prince
George’s County Public
Schools, and Pamela Shetley,
Ed.D., is the office’s director.

between and among departments, and systems
learning by embracing a learning culture. ®

'S. Burkauser et al., First-Year Principals in Urban School
Districts: How Actions and Working Conditions Relate to
Outcomes (Santa Monica, CA: Rand Corporation, 2012).
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“There are two worlds in which we can
choose to live. One is called Behind; the other
Ahead ... our choice is clear. .. each of us is
potential, each of us is possibility, but only if

we Think Ahead.”
—Heartland Foundation Think Ahead Covenant

“This book is replete with examples and
stories that illustrate what’s possible when
leaders have the courage to adopt the
Think Ahead philosophy . .. it is about
leadership, stewardship and civic
responsibility.”

—Anne Conzemius,
founder and CEO of SMART Learning Systems

“This book provides the narrative required
to open minds while opening the doors and

windows to the future.”
—Jennifer James, Ph.D., author and cultural anthropologist
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