
Getting and staying focused is a challenge 
for any school leader, whose days and weeks 
can easily be spent just ensuring the school 
runs smoothly, without ever focusing on 
student learning, improvement, or change 
efforts. However, a study of high-needs, 
high-performing, “beat-the-odds” schools 
conducted by McREL researchers (McREL, 
2005) found that two of the key characteristics 
that separated these schools from their lower-
performing counterparts were academic press 
for achievement (high expectations for all 
students) and shared mission and goals (a clear 
focus for improvement efforts and resources). 
In short, these top-performing schools had 
established and articulated clear goals for 
learning and then focused their energies and 
resources on achieving those goals.

That approach may sound obvious, but it’s 
easy and all too common for schools to 
fall into a different pattern, one that makes 
them feel like they’re running in many 
directions at once without a clear sense of 
purpose or direction. Consider the following 
example: Years ago, a team of researchers 

encountered a school where the principal—in 
an effort to do what she thought was best 
for students—had been relentless in her 
pursuit of every new funding opportunity 
and program she could find. She had sent 
her teachers to nearly every professional 
conference in the city, and filled her school 
with computers, books, and other tools.

But in the end, none of the “stuff” did 
what it was supposed to do: raise student 
achievement. The efforts were fragmented 
and incoherent and did little to strengthen 
the core of the school. As a result, the 
teachers were consumed with activity, but 
not focusing on what matters most. Strong 
school leaders, in contrast, cut through the 
clutter by establishing challenging goals and 
performance targets, which they use to focus 
people on doing what matters most—and 
only what matters most (Public Impact, 2008).

In light of these studies and observations, 
it’s not surprising, then, that one of the 
responsibilities of school leaders we found 
strongly correlated with student achievement 
was to have clear goals. Figure 2.1 shows this 
responsibility and the related classroom and 
school practices. 
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FIGURE 2.1

Leadership Responsibility and Practices to 
Focus Schools on Clear Goals

 Responsibility Classroom and School 
Practices

Focus: 
Establishes clear 
goals and keeps 
those goals in the 
forefront of the 
school’s attention

•   Establishes high, concrete 
goals and expectations that 
all students meet them

•   Establishes high, concrete 
goals for curriculum, 
instruction, and assessment 
practices within the school

•   Establishes high, concrete 
goals for the general 
functioning of the school

•   Continually keeps attention 
on established goals
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