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LEARNING FROM OTHERS: 
RAND CORPORATION STUDY, WITH 
INVOVLEMENT OF NEW LEADERS 
FOR NEW SCHOOLS 
 
“Nearly 60% of a school’s impact on 
student achievement is attributable to 
principal and teacher effectiveness. These 
are the most important in-school factors 
driving school success, with principals 
accounting for 25% and teachers 33% of a 
school’s total impact on achievement.” 
 

 
HISD Implementation Plan 
DATE: September 30, 2010 
 
2. Effective Principal in Every School 
 
What we will do 
We are going to make sure that we have a highly effective principal at the head of every school.  To do that, we will improve our 
recruiting system to be more aggressive in recruiting talented individuals into principal positions, starting with our own internal 
pipeline of best performing teachers and assistant principals and supplemented by strong external candidates.  We will also provide all 
of our principals with the ongoing supports, careful evaluations, and individualized professional development they need while also 
placing all the necessary tools at their disposal to lead their schools into becoming the best in the nation. 
 
Why we will do it 
There is broad consensus among educational experts that having an effective principal at 
the head of every school is of utmost importance to assuring student success.  The more 
challenging and/or underprivileged the student population in the school, the more this is 
true.  In HISD, we have ample evidence of this, as there is broad variation in the on-track-
to-college-readiness rates of our elementary, middle, and high school students, even among 
schools with very similar poverty levels, as shown in the charts below: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 

Page 2 of 11 
 

5th Graders: 
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8th Graders: 

 
 
11th Graders: 
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The variation in principal quality is also recognized by our stakeholders, who have noted that the quality of school leadership varies 
across the district and ask us to prioritize addressing this issue: 

• “It is important to have consistency in the administration of the schools. I recommend that each principal and assistant 
principal be required to serve at least 5 years in a school before being promoted or moved, if he is performing as required by 
the district.” 

 
To understand what we need to change in order to reach our goal of having an effective principal in every school, we have assessed 
each step in our process from recruiting, to hiring, to developing and supporting, to evaluating and promoting our principals, and have 
identified the following weaknesses to make our areas of focus for reform: 

• The current principal appraisal instrument used in HISD does not provide a measure of principal effectiveness that is as 
accurate or comprehensive as the leading principal appraisal tools.  It also does not provide the depth of meaningful feedback 
required for School Improvement Officers (SIOs) and principals to understand what individualized supports principals need.   

• Currently, due to lack of clear guidance from the central office, HISD’s principals follow different strategies in many areas 
(e.g., procurement of instructional services and materials, information technology, scope and sequence of literacy and 
numeracy curricula, rigor of classroom offerings), with mixed results.  Additionally, our principals have expressed both 
frustration over the amount of time they currently have to devote to certain administrative tasks, and an interest in receiving 
more information and guidance from the central office to help them make decisions. 

• The applicant pool on which we currently rely to fill our school principal vacancies, which average 35 spots for principals and 
60 for assistant principals per year, is inadequate to meet district need.  This is in part due to weaknesses in our recruitment 
strategies and in part due to insufficient leadership development of teachers and assistant principals within HISD. 

• At all teaching and administrative levels in HISD, the pathway to career advancement into the principal position and beyond is 
not clear, nor are the competencies needed for each step of the pathway well defined.  Additionally, there is need to align the 
professional development that we provide more closely with the supports our campus staff need to advance along the 
leadership pathway. 

• HISD families and students report concern over the number of incidences of bullying and other unsafe behavior in HISD 
schools, and also feel that HISD does not currently do enough to promote health awareness or support healthy activities on 
campus. 
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LEARNING FROM OTHERS: 
HILLSBOROUGH COUNTY PUBLIC 
SCHOOLS 
 
The Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation is 
investing $100 million to support 
Hillsborough County Public Schools, some 
of which will go toward aligning principal 
evaluation and compensation with student 
performance and teacher effectiveness and 
supplying principals with better data and 
training to guide management, instruction, 
and professional development. 

We have identified five key strategies that will combine to address our weaknesses while helping us to retain and develop all of the 
talented leaders and potential leaders we already have working in HISD: 
 
2.1 Design and implement a rigorous, fair principal appraisal system 

HISD will put in place a comprehensive principal appraisal system with metrics of performance that are aligned with the 
district’s goals and priorities, and that enable SIOs and principals to identify and 
reach common understanding of principals’ individual needs for development.  
Improvement in HISD’s ability to measure how well its principals are performing 
will lead to better targeted and more effective professional development and more 
effective principals. 
 
Main elements 
2.1.1 Develop a comprehensive principal appraisal system that includes 
multiple performance measures (e.g., student performance, school safety, 
teacher support), integrates feedback from teachers and principals’ 
supervisors, and identifies principals’ individual needs 
We will hire an external expert to help us develop a new and comprehensive 
principal appraisal system, pilot test the program and then revise it based on 
feedback from our teachers, principals, central office leadership, and Board, making 
sure that it everyone understands it and can see how what it measures will highlight 
needed professional development and accurately identify our strongest principals.  
We will then launch the new appraisal system districtwide and train our SIOs and principals on it, so that principals understand 
exactly what the expectations are and how we will measure their success, and SIOs understand very clearly which skills they 
need to mentor principals in to help principals perform well in all critical areas. 

 
2.2 Implement quality assurance standards and recommended practices to guide principals' decision-

making, with high expectations and clear accountability  
There is an emerging understanding in the educational sector that neither fully centralizing nor fully decentralizing decision-
making within a school district leads to optimal results. Instead, the school networks that are most successful are the ones that 
make certain types of decisions entirely centrally (e.g., budgetary rules), leave other types of decisions to be made by 
principals alone (e.g., how to schedule a required student assembly into the school week), but create a neither fully centralized, 
nor fully decentralized structure around many key decisions, instead creating frameworks and recommending best practices 
that guide principals’ decisions without dictating them.  Given the success that leading school district are having with this 
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LEARNING FROM OUR OWN 
STAKEHOLDERS: 
HISD PRINCIPALS 
 
In a recent survey of our principals, the 
message that they need more support to 
inform their decisions came across loud 
and clear: 
• “I get NO assistance. Earlier in the 

year, I requested a recommendation 
for a good program that I could use for 
TI/IAT with my bilingual responses. 
NOTHING - NO IDEAS. We had to 
figure it out for ourselves - I am not 
sure that we chose as wisely as we 
might have.” 

•  “A recommendation list of programs 
and practices would go a long way in 
helping to make purchasing 
decisions.” 

decision-making structure, HISD will be reviewing, revising, and clarifying the standards it sets around principal decision-
making (e.g., any curriculum used in a school must be research-based and tied to state 
standards), as well as developing recommendations (e.g., setting a short list of 
preferred vendors per type of instructional material).  These reforms promise to help 
schools and the central office work together in more complementary and efficient 
ways while making principals and teachers feel more supported.  Costs in some areas 
should also fall, as we benefit from discounts due to larger business given to the 
highest quality vendors.  Additionally, students transferring among schools will find 
more coherence from one school to the next, easing the transfer process.  Ultimately, 
all this will help student achievement to rise, as principals who spend less time 
figuring things out on their own will have more time to devote to being instructional 
leaders. 
 
Main elements 
2.2.1 Develop standards and recommended practices to guide principals’ 
decision-making  
Our central office team will develop a preliminary structure and list of standards for 
decision-making, based on feedback we already have from principals as well as our 
own knowledge of the different types of decisions our principals are currently making 
and the resulting outcomes.  We will then review our proposed structure and standards 
with all of Team HISD, with particular emphasis on principal input, to be sure we 
have capture the universe of types of decisions that they must make, and the nuances 
of the information they need to make them well.  To help us receive this valuable 
feedback, we will also be working to clarify and strengthen the role of our principal ad 
hoc committee.  Once our standards are set, we will work with School Improvement Officers to disseminate the information 
and implement them.  
 
2.2.2 Align practices and policies (e.g., principal’s evaluation, job description, training, career path preparation) with 
the new model of standards for principal decision-making 
Once we have re-envisioned our structure and standards for decision making, we will work with every relevant department to 
ensure that their work is aligned with the new system.  This applies especially to how we describe the principal position to 
prospective candidates, the content we use in principal trainings, and how we evaluate the performance of our principals.  
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2.3 Strengthen HISD’s school leader recruiting practices to attract top talent  
Implement mechanisms to ensure HISD has a pool of best-in-class talent to fill in principal vacancies.  Every HISD school will 
have high quality principal leadership. 
 
Main elements 
2.3.1 Create a high-quality leadership preparation program to prepare, recruit, and select best-in-class talent internally 
(e.g., teachers, assistant principals) in order to create an exceptional pool of candidates to fill school vacancies 
One clear priority in our upcoming work is to strengthen the pool of applicants from which we fill our principal vacancies.  To 
date, we have struggled to find enough high quality candidates to fill all open spots.  The first step in this process will be to 
build up our internal pipeline, which will involve simply doing a better job of identifying which teachers and assistant 
principals in HISD are effective and have great leadership potential.  We will also be creating partnerships with outside 
organizations, like the University of Virginia and New Leaders for New Schools, to channel our staff with great leadership 
potential into programs that offer training and certification for principalship. We will also design and launch an in-house 
training program to develop our future school leaders. 
 
2.3.2 Strengthen HISD's recruiting practices to attract top principal talent from sources external to HISD 
To supplement our pipeline of internal candidates for principal vacancies, we will also improve our external recruiting 
program.  This will involve developing and maintaining a database of strong performers throughout the nation, updating the 
questions and structure of our interview process so that it is more effective in identifying the best candidates, surveying our 
current principals to learn from them which of our recruiting practices and incentives attracted them most to working in HISD, 
and doing a general survey of recruiting techniques in other successful districts to learn from their best practices. 
 
2.3.3 Create systems to ensure ongoing effectiveness of HISD recruitment programs 
In order to ensure that our recruiting techniques do not go out of date, we will put in a place a system to do an annual review of 
general best practices in other district as well as an annual survey of our own principals.  We will also conduct an annual 
evaluation of how our recruiting system is functioning, to be sure that what actually it taking place matches the recruiting 
system we have designed. 

 
2.4 Establish a comprehensive instructional leadership program to develop and retain top talent 

For us to fully benefit from the leaders in our district, we not only continually provide professional development, but also help 
them move along the career ladders so that we are extending the influence of our leaders as they deepen their expertise.  To 
accomplish these goals, we must clarify the leadership pathway in HISD, define the competencies that are required to advance 
along it at every stage, and then put in place a system of ongoing development and support for our principals. 
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LEARNING FROM OTHERS: 
NYC, CHICAGO, BOSTON, AND 
OTHER LARGE SCHOOL DISTRICTS 
 
Large districts including NYC, Chicago, 
Boston and St. Louis have created 
Leadership Academies to provide a high-
quality alternative to university-based 
leadership preparation programs; NYC 
Leadership Academy is recognized not 
only for the preparation of new principals 
but also for its ongoing professional 
development and mentoring programs.   

 
Main elements 
2.4.1 Define leadership pathways/ladders for HISD staff and administrators to become principals, and for principals to advance 
into higher leadership roles 
We will define the opportunities available to teacher/leaders for career advancement, make the corresponding adjustments to 
what we consider when we evaluate principal performance, align the steps through the ladder with our compensation model, 
solicit feedback, and then finalize and implement the new process. 
 
2.4.2 Assess the strengths and weaknesses of HISD's current supports to principals 
Before redesigning the professional development and supports we provide to principals, it will be important to establish what 
we are already doing well, so we can be sure to maintain it, and to identify our weaknesses, to be sure to focus on them as we 
reform our system.  The first step will be to survey our principals to ask in what areas they are satisfied and where they feel 
underserved.  For this we will hire an external firm, to be sure that our principals feel comfortable being honest.  We will then 
analyze the findings, combined with our own observations and feedback received through other channels, to propose changes 
to create systems to address the weaknesses.  We will also conduct an annual survey or principals to make sure we have early 
feedback on any new problem areas as they arise. 
 
2.4.3 Provide ongoing professional development to principals who are already working in HISD, tailored to individual need while 
also addressing key topics in principal development (e.g., coaching of teachers, 
mentoring APs, and data-driven decision-making) 
This work will involve the near-term step of working with SIOs and our professional 
development department to determine what professional development is a priority to 
deliver to our principals in SY 2010-11 and then deliver it.  At the same time, we will 
implement long-term changes to our professional development program, which will 
involve an annual process of dividing our principals categories (e.g., excellent, 
proficient) based on their performance appraisal results, identify/confirming the 
development needs for each category by competency, targeting the bottom 15% for 
the highest level of support, including mentorship by a highly effective principal, and 
then providing the necessary training. 
 
2.4.4 Provide new principals with a high-quality, three-year mentorship program 
We recognize that new principals need particularly intense and high-touch 
professional development in their first years on the job if they are to be successful.  
For this reason, in addition to the professional development provided to all HISD 
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principals, our new principals will participate in a three-year mentorship program in which new principals meet regularly with 
their mentor, who will be an experience and highly effective principal.  To help design this program, we will do a survey of our 
principals to ask for their insight on what they needed to know / wish they knew when they first took on the principal job. 

 
 
2.5 Create a safe, secure, and healthy environment conducive to learning in all schools  

Feedback from our stakeholders has consistently highlighted our need to make our schools healthier and safer, with a particular 
focus on addressing bullying.  Safer and calmer campuses will create better learning environments, while increasing health 
awareness and the healthy options we provide to our students are critical pieces of the preparation we give to students to lead 
successful lives once they move on from HISD. 
 
Main elements 
2.5.1 Set clear safety standards and performance metrics for all schools 
We are lacking a clear definition of what constitutes a safe or an unsafe school.  We will develop clear standards for school 
safety and guidelines for how to achieve them, and then make sure that meeting those standards is incorporated into the 
principal appraisal process to make sure our principals focus on achieving them. 
 
2.5.2 Develop a districtwide/school-wide discipline plan 
Currently, a variety of different discipline models are used across HISD schools, which complicates putting in place a 
districtwide system providing interventions to students with academic, social/emotional, and/or behavioral struggles.  It also 
adds confusion to students’ experiences when they transfer among our schools.  We are therefore committed to employing a 
single discipline model throughout the district.  To do this, we will review research-based options and select one with proven 
effectiveness, train all of Team HISD on the new system, and revise our discipline coding system as needed so that we are able 
to track and assess our results on an ongoing basis. 
 
2.5.3 Support positive behaviors in schools 
This work is designed to complement the efforts of the Response to Intervention (RTI) work taking place in each of our 
schools (see the Instruction core initiative, strategy 3.3, for more information).  We will facilitate principal collaboration with 
the RTI steering committee to identify what procedural changes need to take place to improve the effectiveness of our RTI 
program, culminating in the release an “Action Required Memo” that specifies those changes, including the procedures our 
schools will follow as students are displaced from the regular school setting to DAEP/Special Education Process.  We will also 
conduct a review of the social workers currently working in HISD, as well as their compensation, and implement changes as 
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needed.  We will also facilitate principal collaboration with the RTI steering committee to design social/emotional support staff 
training, pilot it in some of our schools, and then revise it as needed and launch the training districtwide. 
 
2.5.4 Identify the tools and practices that schools need to attain safety standards (e.g., enhanced training of security, increased 
safety for after-school and extracurricular activities) 
Though HISD does currently conduct safety audits, they are not clearly aligned with our safety standards, as we have not yet 
fully developed what those standards should be.  Defining those standards is, however, part of our safe and healthy schools 
strategic work (see item 2.5.1, above), and as part of that effort, we will review a sample of our school safety audits from 
recent years to develop a clearer picture of what issues our schools are facing and what schools are doing to address them, all 
of which will inform the list of standards we ultimately design.  We will also form a consortium of individuals representing 
HISD Police, Risk Management, and Safe Schools, and charge this group with conducting ongoing safety audits according to 
our new standards and recommending areas for action to district leadership, as needed. 
 
2.5.5 Provide professional development and support to school-based staff regarding bullying 
As stated above, bullying is a particular area of concern for our parents, as it is in school districts across the nation.  We take 
bullying very seriously, and are committed to eradicating it.  To achieve that goal, we will be building upon our existing anti-
bullying efforts, which will involved forming strategic partnerships with different community organizations that can help our 
efforts, making sure our school-based social workers are trained in anti-bullying techniques, and teaching empathy skills and 
heightened cultural competency to our staff every year.  We will also work with Houston police to put in place a tip line for 
people to report bullying incidents and collaborate with police to develop responses to the problems that are reported. 
 
2.5.6 Promote health awareness for team HISD and increase healthy options for HISD students 
Health is a real concern throughout our nation and within our communities, and we can be doing more to increase health 
knowledge and provide healthy options in our schools.  Our first step will be a complete audit of HISD's health-related 
initiatives, with particular focus on the three areas of health curricula across grades K-12, health services, and food services.  
This will include a review of the Healthy Kids Healthy Schools Initiative to assess how fully it is being implemented and 
whether it meets the current needs and demands of the community.  We will then develop health standards for all of our 
schools and implement our new health plan.  

 
2.5.7 Create a central data source to track and monitor safety violations/breaches 
To support our various safety and health initiatives, we will need IT hardware, software, and systems to gather and report data 
that allows us to track how we are doing across all our key measures of success, and to assemble the data we need to decide 
what changes to make to improve our effectiveness.  To being this process, we will assess our current IT capacity to collect 
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data on our safety violations/breaches metrics and our results for each metric into a report.  We will then create a collaborative 
data-sharing think-tank, including the Chair of the Houston Harris County Office of Drug Policy, representation from Law 
Enforcement and the Justice System, Education and Prevention, and members of our own team, among others, to monitor the 
data we gather and recommend action. 


