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Compliance and School Leadership 
 

Local effectiveness in academic leadership is often measured in terms of how compliant 
educational professionals are in acceding to externally imposed standards, meeting ac-
creditation mandates for achieving certain program targets, and causing students to per-
form well on high stakes tests.  The idea of compliance has grown to be a major part of 
everyone’s school improvement agenda.  The purpose of this article is to offer suggestions 
on how to think and act when bureaucratic compliance seems to overwhelm us. 
 

To what are educators being asked to comply? 
 

In the areas of curriculum, instruction, and student learning local educators are primarily 
being asked to comply with requirements associated with: (1) developing and using a da-
tabase for tracking student progress and making program adjustments as the data indi-
cate, (2) summatively assessing students in prescribed or selected subject areas, accom-
plished in most states through use of externally developed high stakes tests, (3) providing 
assurance that every teacher is fully qualified according to state and/or professional stan-
dards, and (4) providing evidence that all students are given the opportunity to learn re-
quired standards.  Ramifications associated with those compliance elements include be-
coming fully acquainted with established state and/or national standards, and skills neces-
sary to locally interpret those standards in ways that make them useful and appropriate to 
the curriculum and individual classroom instruction. 
 

Is compliance with external requirements the sum total of school improve-
ment? 
 

The answer to that question is clearly "no."  The processes described above merely consti-
tute the tip of the iceberg.  Those processes are tools through which a bureaucracy can 
hold schools accountable in the context it understands and can actually manage.  They  
are a  means  for  causing schools to focus more on curriculum, instruction, assessment of  
student learning, and program evaluation.  None of us can argue with the development 
and use of a database, or ensuring that teachers not only are fully qualified to teach their 
assigned subjects, but that their instruction is clearly aligned with the district’s curriculum.  
Those are tasks we should have been doing all along.  In fact, there is little argument with 
the use of subject standards as guidelines for improving local curriculum. 
 

The biggest problem with the compliance movement is the assumption that a local curricu-
lum should be explicitly driven by written standards, interpreted by those who create, 
administer, and grade high stakes tests.  Such practice is based on these points: (1) a nar-
rowing of the curriculum (what students will know or do) to elements that appear on some 
sort of written and standardized examination that is formatted for easy grading, (2) the 
exclusive use of disaggregated data generated by such examinations to identify program 
deficiencies, and (3) creation of single-dimension strategies that will overcome those defi-
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ciencies.  It's already obvious that the notion of school improvement as being compliant with par-
ticular indicators and practices is limited for these reasons: 
 

 Narrowing the curriculum to those knowledge and skill areas that can be measured on annually 
administered high stakes tests tends to exclude the kinds of scholarship that are more qualita-
tively measured using frequent classroom assessments.  It can eliminate or minimize such mas-
tery considerations as reflective thought, application, transfer, and problem solving.  Moreover, 
while the accreditation process continues to build there is an overemphasis on target subjects 
that are typically included in the academic core.  Given less consideration are subjects associ-
ated with fine arts, vocational studies, and health and physical education. 

 

 The exclusive use of disaggregated data, generated by high stakes examinations to identify 
program deficiencies, leads to the possible use of curricular "band-aids."   In other words, edu-
cational leaders may think it's easier to identify and apply a quick fix to a problem than to actu-
ally work toward more holistic approaches to curriculum improvement and enhanced forms of 
staff development.  That single-dimension strategy can be so pervasive that other aspects of 
program development are ignored. 

 

How can school leaders be proactive change agents while also being in compliance 
with bureaucratic directives? 
 

Districts that use the Curriculum Leadership Institute's model for decision-making and action-taking 
have organizational processes and tools to make school improvement more holistic and inclusive. 
The primary vehicle for that kind of school improvement is the district-level body responsible for 
curriculum, instruction and student learning.  Regardless of whether it's called a curriculum council, 
school leadership team, or something else, that body of representative stakeholders is responsible 
for overseeing the big picture.  It provides direction to the pre-K-12 groups we call Subject Area 
Committees, and accepts responsibility for making systemic and systematic improvements in all 
aspects of the academic program. 
 

We suggest that a dynamic district-level council or team can be responsible for seeking, receiving, 
and using all kinds of data on student performance and growth (not simply those generated by 
high stakes tests).  Actions taken by that body – based on a regular analysis of incoming informa-
tion – can and should be more than simple band-aids to correct deficiencies. They should entail a 
comprehensive effort to continuously improve every element of the academic program.  
 

Proactive academic leadership is a practice that puts a school or district in front of the limitations 
associated with mere compliance.  A well functioning system of decision-making groups that oper-
ate under a clear set of organizational policies, can make compliance with bureaucratic goals just 
one way to stimulate quality student learning. 
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