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a hundred interviews and classroom observations, we iden-
tified six successful approaches to support educators making 
meaningful changes in the classroom. We studied change in 
the context of curriculum adoption and standards implemen-
tation, but we believe these approaches are broadly applicable 
to implementing changes in a variety of reforms and contexts.

1. Balance specificity with flexibility  
Providing teachers with clear, detailed guidance in policy 
language, curriculum materials, or professional learning can 
help them implement new practices with fidelity (Comstock, 
Edgerton, & Desimone, 2022). However, a common com-
plaint among teachers is that too-specific guidance does not 
allow for creativity, autonomy, and innovation (Datnow & 
Castellano, 2000). To address this conundrum, districts in 
our study used an approach we call flexible specificity. Their 
guidance provided enough detail for teachers to understand 
what the materials asked of them, but educators could exer-
cise professional judgment in adapting the materials to fit 
their classrooms. A 4th-grade teacher described their dis-
trict’s approach to flexible specificity: 

There are certain deadlines for when specific assessments 
have to be given. They’re usually pulled from the curricu-
lum so you have to have moved through that piece before 
so you can give that assessment by that due date. And all of 
that goes into a district database so that across the district 

 M  aking sustainable education policy change is 
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how to best support district leaders in imple-
menting new policy reforms, whether it is a new 

approach to instruction, a new curriculum, or new standards 
for learning. From 2015 to 2020, we looked at school change 
efforts in more than 170 districts in California, Massachusetts, 
Ohio, Pennsylvania, and Texas. 

We use a framework that identifies five features of change 
efforts that help to ensure successful implementation: 

•  Specificity refers to how detailed or specific the 
policy is. 

•  Consistency refers to how the policy aligns with or 
supports other policies, beliefs, and practices. 

•  Authority refers to how stakeholders buy in to 
or believe in the policy, as well as the amount of 
resources that support the policy. 

•  Power refers to how policies are reinforced or 
required. 

•  Stability refers to how much the policy changes 
over time, as well as how much student, teacher, and 
administrator mobility there is (Porter, 1994).

The more a policy possesses these qualities, the stronger 
implementation will be (Desimone, 2002). However, educa-
tion leaders need to know how to enact these attributes in 
practice. Through analysis of thousands of surveys, and nearly 
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promote alignment between the change and current practice. 
Continuous feedback loops ensure everyone understands 
and effectively implements the changes. Creating coherence 
in the policy system is essential, and district leaders can play 
a key role.

3. Make power smart, not hard 
Educational changes are sometimes implemented with ties 
to accountability, such as rewards or punitive actions based 
on outcomes. “Hard” power tactics, such as public grading 
of schools and merit raises or dismissal based on student 
test scores, often create a threatening environment. Instead 
of focusing on developing positive learning environments, 
teachers feel stressed to meet stringent requirements 
(Hamilton et al., 2007). 

we can compare data and see everyone’s results and stuff. 
But within that time frame no one tells us what we have to 
do on which day. We determine that as a PLC [professional 
learning community]; as a grade level team we determine 
how we’re going to pace things (Stornaiuolo, Desimone, & 
Polikoff, 2023).

Districts can facilitate flexible specificity by creating contin-
uous feedback loops or conversations that allow educators to 
communicate their needs (Stornaiuolo, Desimone, & Polikoff, 
2023). In these conversations, teachers can discuss implemen-
tation and the supports they need, and leaders can share how 
they will address those needs. Data from surveys, dialogue 
from school events, and teacher feedback can inform these 
conversations. To achieve flexible specificity, leaders should 
let teachers know how they will gather feedback, how partic-
ipants can best communicate needs, and how leaders will act 
upon next steps.

2. Implement changes consistent with 
current policies, practices, or beliefs 
We must stop pulling teachers in different directions. How 
educators perceive a new policy, curriculum, or professional 
learning fitting into their current practice influences its 
overall success. The more teachers must modify their estab-
lished practice to accommodate a change, the more difficult 
implementation will be (Cohen & Ball, 1990). When changes 
are aligned with current norms, educators can understand, 
adopt, and integrate them into their existing practice more 
easily. One 2nd-grade teacher described the stressors she 
comes up against when new changes are introduced:
 

They’ve got all these materials, but how are we going to fit 
it into that time and again? The standards are listed for us 
there, but it’s so many standards and it’s just — how is this 
going to work in my classroom? (Stornaiuolo, Desimone, & 
Polikoff, 2023)

In our study, district leaders used several mechanisms to 
promote consistency between new policies and educators’ 
current practice, as well as consistency among resources and 
professional learnings. Continuous feedback loops, such 
as gathering feedback through surveys or in meetings and 
responding to concerns raised, helped ensure consistency by 
providing teachers the opportunity to communicate how the 
policy integrated into their current practice and to suggest 
ways to adapt the policy to better fit their instruction and 
their students’ needs (Stornaiuolo, Desimone, & Polikoff, 
2023). In other examples, districts brought together teachers 
of students with disabilities, English learners, and general 
education students to help them understand the policy and 
to share supports, ideas, and strategies for implementa-
tion (Pak, Desimone, & Parsons, 2020). Districts can bring 
teachers and staff together in shared learning sessions to 

AT A GLANCE

•  Creating lasting change in education is hard. 

•  The authors studied more than 170 districts in five 
states, identifying six successful approaches to 
support educators making meaningful changes 
in the classroom.

•  They identify five features of change efforts 
that help to ensure successful implementation: 
specificity, consistency, authority, power, and 
stability.

•  These strategies led to successful implementation 
of new policies, curriculums, and professional 
learning and offer lessons for other districts’ 
change efforts.
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successfully implemented (Desimone, 2002). Those policies 
allow teachers to learn the content at a reasonable pace, inte-
grate it with their instruction, and adjust to find what works 
best in their classrooms. 

We examined the policy environment of districts over the 
course of several years and found that teacher perceptions of 
the strength and supportiveness of their policy environments 
strengthened over time (Comstock, Edgerton, & Desimone, 
2022). One elementary teacher described the benefits of 
seeing a districts’ investment in new priorities: “This district 
has put a lot of money into [professional development] and 
it’s been district-wide. There’s been a slow rollout, and they 
really grasp the concept of ‘go slowly to go fast.’”

While our study did not reveal short-term paths to achiev-
ing stability, districts wishing to implement a change must 
consider how often they introduce new policies, curriculum 
materials, or professional learning practices to staff. Districts 
that frequently change direction may have trouble garnering 
support from educators. Educators are more likely to invest 
in changes they think have staying power, and a district’s 
history of change informs educators’ perceptions of current 
and future efforts. 

5. Acknowledge and encourage  
teacher authority 
School leaders often implement widespread change through 
top-down approaches with administrators telling teachers 
what changes to make, when, and how. They make change 
without taking into consideration how teachers view the 
policy (Darling-Hammond & McLaughlin, 1995). In our 
study of standards implementation, we found that teach-
ers had lower authority, or buy in, to the new policy than 
principals (Edgerton & Desimone, 2019). And teachers of 
students with disabilities had lower authority than general 
education teachers (Edgerton & Desimone, 2018). A pos-
sible explanation could be that policy implementation is 
difficult when it hits the classroom, and specialized teachers 
experience it differently due to the unique needs of their 
classrooms. In both instances, the teachers with less author-
ity for the policy were less likely to teach the content in the 
standards (Edgerton & Desimone, 2018, 2019).

It is important for district leaders to consider teachers’ 
authority, because teachers are the primary implementers 
of the change. If they do not authentically buy into the 
change, they will not be as willing to learn about or imple-
ment it. We have found that the more teachers believe in the 
appropriateness of a policy change, the more they include 
the change in their instruction (Edgerton & Desimone, 
2018). In other words, teacher authority is key for success-
ful implementation at the classroom level. One high school 
teacher shared the benefits of districts allowing for flexi-
bility in implementation: “I feel like I’ve been trusted as a 
professional to make decisions” (Stornaiuolo, Desimone, 
& Polikoff, 2023).

CHANGE THAT MATTERS | CHANGES THAT STICK

Districts in our study saw success using what we refer to as 
smart power. Smart power is when leaders weakened rewards 
and sanctions associated with a policy and instead instituted 
more local control and participation for implementation 
(Nichols, Desimone, & Edgerton, 2021). This creates a safe 
trial-and-error environment for teachers to discover how to 
make policies work in their classroom. An elementary teacher 
shared the benefits of instructional reviews tied to construc-
tive feedback instead of accountability: 

I like the inquiry cycle … because I mean that is how we’re 
going to grow as colleagues. I think anybody in any profession 
would benefit from an inquiry cycle … that’s been to me the 
best and most effective. When somebody comes in, they give 
me feedback, I go back, and I make changes (Stornaiuolo, 
Desimone, & Polikoff, 2023).

Districts we studied operationalized smart power by vary-
ing accountability systems, providing affirming language 
and supports, and employing teacher-led curricula (Nichols, 
Desimone, & Edgerton, 2021). For example, several district 
administrators carefully communicated with teachers that 
the implementation of new practices would not be tied to 
penalties used in prior systems of strict accountability. To 
enact affirming language, one Texas district administrator 
highlighted how implementation of new data practices would 
be nonevaluative and nonpunitive, and instead would be 
focused on having conversations to support teachers. In Ohio, 
districts employed teacher-led curriculum by working with 
teachers to select preferred textbooks to implement state stan-
dards and piloted textbook usage in a few classrooms before 
expanding to the full district. 

Districts also built smart power by using ongoing negotia-
tions through continuous feedback loops between teachers, 
principals, coaches, and support staff. This dynamic process 
helped leaders understand how the accountability system 
associated with a policy worked, negotiate changes, and iden-
tify specific needs to target (Stornaiuolo, Desimone, & Polikoff, 
2023). Districts wishing to build smart power might prioritize 
supportive tactics, such as encouraging improved teaching 
and learning by providing additional resources aligned with 
teacher needs and involving teachers in shaping supports. 
Districts can also consider incorporating a dynamic conversa-
tion process to ensure all stakeholders understand the power 
structures and they can negotiate throughout implementation.

4. Consider the history of stability 
New curricula, instruction styles, or approaches to profes-
sional learning frequently sweep through districts. Rapidly 
evolving policy environments challenge educators, because 
each new change requires them to modify their established 
practices and relearn new requirements, resources, and con-
tent (Loeb, Knapp, & Elfers, 2008). Policies designed to be 
put in place over a longer span of time are more likely to be 
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6. Use flexible specificity, consistency, smart 
power, and stability to build authority 
While working with districts, we found that flexible spec-
ificity, consistency, smart power, and stability contributed 
to increased authority, which in turn improved policy 
implementation. 

Flexible specificity provided teachers with opportunities 
to exercise professional judgment and adapt the policy to fit 
both their instructional needs and the needs of their students. 
This improved morale related to the policy implementation, 
and it increased buy-in because teachers were able to use the 
guidance they needed and omit what they did not (Comstock, 
Edgerton, & Desimone, 2022). 

Consistency ensured that new policies aligned with current 
practices and that related supports, such as materials, profes-
sional learning, and accountability systems, worked together. 
This improved buy-in by building perceptions of legitimacy 
of the materials (Desimone et al., 2019). 

Smart power created nonthreatening environments for 
teachers to learn and enact the policy. This approach created 
buy-in by increasing the goodwill of those who implemented 
it (Nichols, Desimone, & Edgerton, 2021). 

Finally, over time, teachers’ authority for standards 
improved (Comstock, Edgerton, & Desimone, 2022), suggest-
ing the importance of stability, or sustained implementation 
of new policies over time. This provided teachers with the 
time to understand and implement the policy and find what 
works in their classroom. 

Sustainable change
We have witnessed how districts across the country built suc-
cessful approaches to implementing change. Districts used 
specificity, consistency, power, and stability to help build 
authority, which in turn led to successful implementation of 
new policies, curriculums, and professional learning prac-
tices. We found that each of these attributes can bolster the 
others so that districts can create a positive environment to 
support teachers’ high-quality implementation of standards. 

The struggle to find appropriate ways to support educators 
in implementing new reforms is a consistent challenge in our 
field. We believe these lessons hold great promise for educa-
tion leaders wishing to enact sustainable change in their 
school or district, whether for standards, new policies, a new 
curriculum, or other changes we seek to make as we reimagine 
our school systems.  
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