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Gene E. Hall, Professor, Educational Leadership, 
University of Nevada, Las Vegas 
School Improvement has been one of the cornerstones to the education reform 
movement for several decades. School leaders and teachers are quick to report, 
‘Oh yes, we have a SIP’. However, in all too many instances the ‘SIP’ is simply 
one of many documents that schools must complete each year. As the school 
year comes to an end most schools engage in the ritual of developing the School 
Improvement Plan. In all too many settings the writing of the plan is seen as all 
that is necessary until the end of the next school year approaches. Rather than 
the Plan being seen as one step in a process, it is treated as one of many tasks that 
must be completed, published, set on the shelf and scratched off the To-Do List.

In this book, the authors have made clear the importance of understanding 
that school improvement can be more than the publishing of an annual plan. 
In fact, school improvement is a very important strategy for bringing about 
change. This book is easy to read, research based and understandable. The 
authors have pulled the covers off school improvement and unveiled its invisible 
problem: In order for school improvement to be effective it must be seen as 
an ‘innovation’ that must be implemented. Just as curriculum and instruction 
programs are innovations that must have implementation support, so does 
school improvement.

When we first proposed the Concerns Based Adoption Model (CBAM), we 
emphasised a number of assumptions about change. The first was that change 
is a process, not an event (Hall, Wallace and Dossett, 1973). We probably should 
have had this assumption trademarked, or at least placed on tee-shirts, because 
it continues to be a core foundation principle for understanding change. This 
assumption clearly applies to school improvement. When school improvement 
takes the form of the annual ritual and is seen as completed with the publishing 
of the plan, that is viewing change as an event. When the plan is seen as one step 
in a continuing multi-year effort, that is viewing change as a process. We have 
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even used the wrong wording. Instead of school improvement, we should be 
talking about school improving. 

This latter view is what the authors have made clear in this book. School 
Improving is a continuing process and a very effective strategy for change. 
However, in order for this to happen, school improvement must be seen as an 
‘innovation’ and its implementation must be facilitated, just as is the case with 
any other innovation.

School improvement as lever for change

School improvement is being used as a strategy for change in many schools 
and school districts in Australia, the US and elsewhere. One relevant example 
is the effort in the Hartford (Connecticut) Public Schools (HPS). HPS is an 
urban school district with a very high proportion of at-risk students and low-
performing schools. Through a five year Wallace Foundation LEAD grant, 
HPS has created and is establishing a career ladder for leader development that 
includes the positions of: Aspiring Teacher Leader, School Turnaround Specialist, 
Assistant Principal, Principal and Mentor Principal. School improvement is a 
cornerstone across this career ladder. School improvement is at the centre of 
administrator evaluation, leader coaching and evaluation of the change process. 

For example, the school improvement plans are reviewed within the context 
of their being a lever for improving schools, centring leader change facilitating 
efforts, and assessing the extent of implementation of action steps and results. Six 
themes have been identified for review of the plans and school improving actions 
(Hall and Negroni, 2004):

Data Driven: Data is analysed for the whole school and the different sub-
groups. Patterns, including trends and specific areas of need, are identified 
and charted.
Student Focused: Increasing student learning is at the centre of the needs 
assessment, school improving strategies and evaluating changes.
Professional Development: PD, training and coaching are clearly connected 
to Needs Assessments, Strategies and Action steps.
Research and Standards Based: Strategies and Action Steps are connected to 
specific standards and based in related research to improve instruction.
Leadership: Leadership is a team effort, beginning with the principal/
administrator and involving others, such as parents, business and 
community leaders, in a shared mission to improve teaching and learning.
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These themes also are used to coach leaders and to plan site-based and district-
wide change process facilitating interventions. As the authors recommend, the 
HPS project is also using key constructs from the Concerns Based Adoption 
Model (CBAM) to facilitate and assess implementation.

The Implementation Bridge

Another emerging metaphor for understanding the importance of viewing school 
improvement as a change process is the Implementation Bridge (Hall, 1999; Hall 
and Hord, 2006). One of the major problems in the US is that policymakers have 
become preoccupied with testing as the lever for improving schools. One highly 
visible testing mandate has been a cornerstone of the 2001 federal legislation No 
Child Left Behind (NCLB), which requires standardised testing of students each 
year. Little attention has been given to PD or other forms of support for schools. 
Instead the belief seems to be that more testing will result in schools improving. 

This approach denies the realities of what needs to be done in order to 
increase student achievement. If schools keep doing what they have always 
done, they will continue to get what they have always gotten. This is where the 
Implementation Bridge metaphor can be useful. There is a chasm that must be 
spanned if classrooms and schools are going to change. Currently in the US, 
policymakers are expecting schools to make a Giant Leap across the chasm. 
Instead, if an Implementation Bridge were built that would facilitate teachers 
learning to use new practices, then there would be an increased likelihood that 
test scores would increase.

Another important implication of thinking in terms of an Implementation 
Bridge is that rather than change being seen as an event (giant leaps), it can be 
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seen as a process for moving across the bridge (one step at a time). The extent to 
which individual teachers have moved across the bridge can be assessed, as can 
the extent to which a school has improved. The Concerns Based Adoption Model 
(CBAM) (Hall and Hord, 2001, 2006) offers constructs and related measures for 
assessing the extent to which individuals and whole schools have moved across 
the Implementation Bridge. In our research, we have observed that as teachers 
move across the bridge there are increases in student outcomes (George, Hall and 
Uchiyama, 2000). In this book Matthews has introduced several of the CBAM 
constructs and illustrated how they can be applied with school improvement.

As is stated in clear and interesting ways throughout this book, the key is to 
make the shift from thinking of school improvement as an event (the plan), and 
instead think of school improvement as change strategy (a continuing process).
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In the Foreword, Professor Gene Hall focuses on the Giant Leap that schools 
must make if the policies and curricula developed by law-makers and education 
systems are to be put into practice and have the outcomes that are intended. 
At the centre of this Giant Leap is the process we know as implementation, the 
outcomes of which are the bringing about of changes in the practices of teachers 
and administrators in schools which in turn will lead to improved student 
learning outcomes. 

This book will help the reader to chart a course towards achieving the goals of 
school improvement and making the Giant Leap a reality. In Chapter 1, the focus 
is on exploring the link between school effectiveness and school improvement 
processes. In simple terms, we can say that the goal of any school improvement 
plan is to make the school as effective as possible. This chapter provides a clear 
picture of what we mean by an effective school.

Chapter 2 describes a process model for school improvement, the School 
Improvement Process Model (SIPM), and places the classroom and the school 
within the broader societal contexts in which they operate. The model describes 
the school improvement process as one which is systematic and logical. It also 
highlights the key role that leadership plays, particularly in managing the people 
in the organisation, if the process is to be successful in a school.

Introduction
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The focus in Chapter 3 is on actually bringing about the changes needed in 
the school in terms of leader and teacher behaviours in particular. This chapter 
provides the ‘how to’s’ of Hall’s Implementation Bridge. How do we work with 
teachers who are less than enthusiastic about a particular change? What are some 
strategies for getting groups of teachers and parents to embrace the new ways 
of doing things? How can we be sure that participants have the skills needed to 
undertake their new roles?

The final chapter brings all of the ideas together. We are able to develop 
School Improvement Plans that 

clearly state the kind of school we want in the future (a high performing 
school characterised by the features of effective schools); 

set out the steps and strategies to be employed and the time frame for the 
various actions and programs; and

focus on effectively managing the implementation process.

•

•

•

Improved Student 
Outcomes
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