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Introduction
Nearly two decades ago, New Leaders pioneered a new approach 
to principal training that required aspiring leaders to learn by doing. 
The New Leaders residency model combines rigorous, research-
based content, expert coaching, and authentic, job-embedded 
assessment to develop principals who are strong instructional 
leaders capable of shifting educators’ practice and measurably 
improving student achievement. When New Leaders launched 
our first training in 2001, we were among the first principal 
preparation programs in the country to hold ourselves publicly 
accountable for the results of our graduates—a radical stance 
that has helped spur a crucial shift in the school leadership field 
away from inputs and toward outcomes. Since then, multiple 
independent studies have demonstrated the effectiveness of 
New Leaders’ hallmark approach to leadership development. 

Today, we prepare education leaders at all levels of the 
system to deliver breakthrough results in America’s high-
est-need schools and we advocate for policies that enable 
great leaders—and their students—to thrive. We are 
now shifting the field again, infusing effective leadership 
practices across the continuum by delivering our proven 
training to an even wider network of leaders in urban 
and rural school systems, tailored to meet their unique 
needs. Together with our school system partners, we 

are working to align and disperse strong leadership 
practices at all levels of the education system 

to more rapidly advance our goals for 
school and student success.

This report is organized as follows: 
First, we introduce New Leaders and the growing 
research base affirming the effectiveness of our 
signature leadership development programming 
and partnerships. We highlight our open-source 
research and resources, including the Transfor-
mational Leadership FrameworkTM (TLF), which 
serves as the foundation of all of our programming.

Next, we explore our work to carefully adapt our 
proven programming to support more leaders 
and address the distinct needs of our partners. 
We discuss the specifics of tailored pro-

gramming, including executing a diagnostic, 
exploring program pathways, building out 
program content, and determining the 
right delivery methods. 

We close by discussing financial con-
siderations and sustainability, and then 
reflect on what we have learned from 
early data gathered on our tailored 
programming and partnerships. 



New Leaders’ mission is to achieve 
high academic achievement for 
all children— especially students 
in poverty and students of 
color. We develop and support 
diverse educators to become 
transformational leaders in America’s 
most underserved schools. 

For nearly two decades, we have 
evolved our approach to reach more 
leaders, consistently learning and 
sharing with the field. In the last 
eight years, we have made significant 
shifts to respond to partner needs 
and reach more students in the 
nation’s highest-need schools.

2000-2010: In our first decade,  
we offered Aspiring Principals — 
an intensive, year-long Residency — 
that developed principals to become 
transformational leaders who improve 
student achievement in their schools.

2011-2017: Our learning from 
Aspiring Principals confirmed a 
simple truth: the best principals 
cannot do it alone. They need 
alignment among leaders at every 
level of their building to help ensure 
coherent professional learning and 
consistent, rigorous instruction. 

With this understanding, we adapted 
proven content and delivery methods 
from Aspiring Principals to offer 
programs across the leadership 
continuum. New programs used 
blended learning— including 
asynchronous webinars and online 
self-paced learning platforms — to 
reach more leaders at a cadence 
that could be balanced with and 
embedded in their everyday work.

2017-2019: We continue to see 
notable participant growth —and an 
increase in overall partnerships.

About New Leaders
EST. 2000

2000 
– 

2010
70 LEADERS 

PER YEAR

Aspiring 
Principals 

2011 
– 

2017
700 

LEADERS 
PER YEAR

Teacher 
Leaders

Instructional 
Leadership 

Teams

Aspiring 
Principals

Sitting 
Principals

Principal 
Supervisors

2017 
– 

2019
1,100 

LEADERS 
PER YEAR

3,900 TOTAL 
LEADERS TRAINED

440,000  
STUDENTS SERVED

OVER 30 DIVERSE PARTNERS

64 percent of  
New Leaders 
identify as a 
person of color, 
compared to 20 
percent nationally

78 percent are 
low-income 
students

New 
Leaders

Nationally

87 percent are 
children of color



 © 2019 New Leaders Inc. All rights reserved. TAILORED  |  5

Research-based 
Leadership Development 
Programs Can Make a 
Difference for Students
In 2019, the RAND Corporation published the results of a 
multi-year study of the effectiveness New Leaders’ leadership 
development programming. (Like this report, it was funded by 
New Leaders’ i3 grant.) RAND looked at student and school 
outcomes for graduates of Aspiring Principals in the years 
after New Leaders introduced Emerging Leaders, a selective 
leadership development program for teacher leaders and 
other educators, many of whom later pursue principal training 
via Aspiring Principals.1 In this way, RAND’s research provides 
insights on the effectiveness of the portion of New Leaders’ 
leadership continuum focused on high-quality training and 
support for teacher leaders through principals. 

RAND found that New Leaders’ programming has a positive, 
statistically significant impact on student achievement, student 
attendance, and principal retention. In fact, it appears New 
Leader principals are making an even greater impact on their 
students’ learning in math and literacy than previously reported 
by RAND in a similarly rigorous study.2 When comparing 
elementary and middle school students in New Leader schools 
to similar students in other schools, the students of New Leader 
principals advanced 5.0 percentile points more than their peers 
in math. In literacy, elementary and middle school students in 
New Leader schools advance 3.5 percentile points more than 
their peers. Furthermore, RAND found that student attendance 
rates and principal retention rates— leading predictors of 
academic achievement3 — are also higher, by statistically 
significant margins, in New Leader schools. It is rare for a 
school leadership program to demonstrate such strong student 
impact; no other study of a principal preparation program at 
this scale has demonstrated such effects.4 

The takeaway is clear: leadership development programs 
that include research-based components build strong 
leaders who get results. The study focused on our principal 
preparation program and provides insights on the importance 
of leadership development for future school leaders earlier in 
their careers. We believe the findings also affirm the need for 
similarly high-quality programming for leaders at all levels of 
the education system — from the classroom to the school and 
system levels — and across all contexts, from rural to urban.   

1 Gates, et al., 2019 
2 Gates, et al., 2014
3 Gottfried, 2010; Miller, 2013; Roby, 2004 
4 Herman, et al., 2017 

By shifting our approach to put even greater 
emphasis on the distinct needs of our district, 
CMO, or state partners, we are pioneering a 
new approach to leadership development that 
promises to address partners’ gaps, build on 
their strengths, and achieve crucial learning 
objectives through the efficient delivery of 
our proven programming, tailored to our 
partners’ local contexts. Working hand in 
hand with New Leaders, districts, CMOs, and 
states can sharpen their focus on evidence-
based leadership development while 
expanding their reach to support leaders 
across classrooms, schools, and networks. 
Together, we can support these outstanding 
education leaders to foster vibrant, 
energizing school communities in which 
strong, consistent execution of high-quality 
instructional practices is the norm—and 
where all students thrive, today and wherever 
their studies and aspirations take them.

Our overarching organizational learning goal 
is understanding what content, delivered 
in what way, at what dosage, makes a 
difference—and what kind of difference—
for leaders and the students we serve 
across our programmatic partnerships.

The New Leaders 
Learning Agenda

NEW LEADERS PROGRAMMING 
Design • Delivery • Dosage

PARTICIPANT LEARNING

IMPROVED PARTICIPANT PRACTICE 

IMPROVED STUDENT OUTCOMES



In 2019,  the RAND Corporation completed a study of the 
New Leaders Aspiring Principals program after the launch of 
Emerging Leaders, a program that builds the leadership skills 
of teacher leaders and other educators (e.g., instructional 
coaches and assistant principals), many of whom subsequently 
become principals through the Aspiring Principals program. 

RAND’s new findings affirm and appear to show an even stronger 
New Leader effect than what was reported by RAND in their 2014 
report, when it was determined that students enrolled in New 
Leaders’ schools outperformed their peers by statistically signif-
icant margins specifically because they had a New Leader principal.5 

The even stronger results suggest that recent improvements to 
our programming— and specifically our shift to begin growing 
leaders earlier on the path to the principalship — are improving 
outcomes for the students and schools we serve. Data gathered 
by New Leaders about participants’ competencies may be 
helpful for predicting those same participants’ performance after 
completing their training. The findings encourage us to continue 
exploring how our focus on intentional leadership development 
across the continuum of school leadership — from teacher 
leaders and instructional leadership teams to principals and their 
supervisors — may help us deliver even stronger and more rapid 
improvements for students and schools across the country. 

Of note, New Leaders’ history of impact studies also includes a 
2014 Mathematica Policy Research report that found Aspiring 
Principals graduates who became principals in the Bay Area, 
California, produced an estimated four months of additional 
learning in math and one and a half months of additional learning 
in literacy over a three-year period.6 This study further demon-
strated the effectiveness of having a high density of New Leaders 
in a school system, as more than one-fifth of Oakland Unified 
School District’s network superintendents and principals are 
New Leaders-trained, with numerous others serving as assistant 
principals, instructional team members, and teacher leaders. 

In recognition of this strong and growing evidence base, the 
RAND Corporation named New Leaders the principal prepara-
tion program with the strongest evidence of positive impact.7 
Through that same analysis, RAND highlighted that New Leaders 
meets the rigorous definition of evidence-based found in the 
federal Every Student Succeeds Act, meeting the Institute for 
Education Sciences’ What Works Clearinghouse standards.  

5  Gates, et al., 2014
6  Booker & Thomas, 2014
7  Herman, et al., 2017

The  
New Leaders 

Evidence Base:  
Making a 

Difference 
for Students 
and Striving 

for More

2019 results 
were more than 
twice as large as 

2014’s statistically 
significant results

2014 
Aspiring Principals  

only

MATH

1.3

READING

0.7

2019 
Emerging Leaders +  
Aspiring Principals 

MATH

5.0

READING

3.4
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New Leaders: Based on Research, Proven 
by Research, Contributing to the Field

8 Corcoran, et al., 2013; McCall, 2004; Rabin 2013; Rogoff, 1990; Tharp & Gallimore, 1998; 
Zimmerman, 2008

9 Booker & Thomas, 2014; Gates, et al., 2014
10 Desravines, Aquino, & Fenton, 2016; Hutchins, Epstein, & Sheldon, 2012
11 Gates, et al., 2019 

Our programs are anchored in research-based best practices8—both 
external9 and in-house research confirm the effectiveness of our 
approach. Through an examination of more than 100 of the high-
est-gaining schools across the country, we were able to isolate the 
most crucial ways leaders contribute to student success. Identifying 
five major categories central to school improvement, we codified 
the actions of successful principals and school communities in the 
TLF,10 which forms the foundation of all New Leaders programming. 
Further, our trainings are anchored in the research showing adults 
learn best when engaged in challenging, real-world work. Our 
programming emphasizes job-connected assignments and expert 
feedback that empower education leaders to elevate instruction and 
advance achievement across schools, districts, networks, and states. 

Our research-based approach yields results: multiple studies prove 
New Leaders’ training equips school leaders with essential tools and 
leadership skills needed to improve schools and student achievement. 

Crucially, these independent evaluations also provide insights 
for the field and help us improve our approach. Most recently, 
RAND determined that New Leaders’ robust content on 
instructional leadership and team leadership supports student 
achievement.11 In particular, aspiring leaders who demonstrate 
strong instructional and adult leadership skills in our programs 
are more likely to oversee higher student achievement in math 
and literacy once on the job. RAND also determined that New 
Leaders’ rigorous content on cultural and operational leadership 
can support stronger principal retention, an important lever for 
student achievement. Understanding how to measure these 
competencies early to tailor the support leaders receive could 
dramatically shift the field of leadership development. Our 
instructional design team is ensuring that these findings inform 
the content of future New Leaders partnerships, and we hope 
they will spur further changes to the way school leaders are 
prepared and supported across the country. 

Honoring the spirit of our mission and our federal Investing In 
Innovation Fund (i3) grant, we have a history of sharing our lessons 
learned with the field—including the teacher leadership-focused 
Untapped report, the Breakthrough Principals handbook, the 
district-oriented Great Principals At Scale toolkits, a suite of 
resources for states on upgrading their approach to principal 
preparation program approval (Sep3 Toolkit), guidance for Principal 
Supervisor Selection and Development, and analyses of leadership 
opportunities under the federal Every Student Succeeds Act. We 
hope this report will serve as a similarly valuable open-source tool 
for our partners and other stakeholders. 

Transformational Leadership 
Framework (TLF) Categories 

LEARNING AND TEACHING: Effective 
leaders create clarity across a school 
community around what students 
need to learn and how they will learn 
most successfully. This category 
focuses on the rigor of curriculum and 
planning, the consistency of instructional 
strategies and classroom routines, 
the use of data to improve instruction, 
and the process of differentiating 
instruction to meet students’ needs.

SCHOOL CULTURE: Culture is the 
heartbeat of a school, and leaders set 
the pace. This category focuses on 
actions that set community-wide high 
expectations, shared accountability, 
and a culture of deep learning.   

PERSONAL LEADERSHIP: How a 
leader makes change is as important as 
what changes leaders make. Personal 
leadership encompasses leaders’ values, 
beliefs, and attitudes. This category 
focuses on defining leadership stance and 
style, acting with integrity in accordance 
with values, reflecting on performance, 
and seeking feedback for improvement.

TALENT MANAGEMENT: Effective 
leaders share the challenge of improving 
instruction across a school by supporting 
leaders within it. This category 
focuses on developing and sustaining 
professional learning communities while 
providing actionable feedback to staff. 
Spending time and energy to develop a 
strong school staff is perhaps the best 
investment a school leader can make; 
developing teacher leaders also reduces 
staff turnover, even in struggling schools.  

PLANNING AND OPERATIONS: 
School operations—from bell schedules 
to budgets—help educators manage 
time, set goals, maintain facilities, and 
develop external relationships. This 
category focuses on implementing 
key structures to support school-
wide learning and align resources 
with instructional priorities.



INTEGRATING NEW LEADERS’ TOOLS 
INTO A STATEWIDE FRAMEWORK

The Director of Educator Evaluation and Support 
with the Texas Education Agency (TEA), Tim 
Regal, shares how a New Leaders tool helped 
inform TEA’s Effective Schools Framework. 

“The TLF has been an extremely helpful tool 
in getting a feel for where our districts are 
with their daily practice. The framework is a 

sequenced document that lets you know where 
schools are and offers concrete suggestions for their 

next areas of focus. I think our biggest takeaway from our 
work with New Leaders is the necessity of having a strong, 

shared tool that helps you identify where folks are in their imple-
mentation of school improvement strategies and then identify the 

highest-leverage practices and interventions to focus on moving forward. 

“Another of our biggest takeaways in the last couple of years—and this is sort of 
modeled off of the TLF—is the importance of statewide alignment on best prac-
tices. If we can norm on which ones are highest leverage, we can be a little bit more 
efficient and targeted in what we focus on for improvement. And I think we have a 
much better chance at helping campuses and districts that are struggling. That’s 
been a huge takeaway for me: the value of clarity in your tools and your resources 
so that people get on the same page, focused on the same things, and that they’re 
more targeted in their efforts as part of a continuous improvement cycle.

“[In TEA’s Effective Schools Framework], we’ve isolated what we’ve called 13 
essential actions: 13 things that campuses have to have in place to really move 

the needle consistently from classroom to classroom on student growth. We’re 
using that framework in our school improvement process as a starting point. 

Before we really have folks creating these intricate implementation plans, 
we want to first take time to step back and figure out where they are 

relative to those 13 best practices. And once we have a clear and accu-
rate perspective of where they are relative to those 13 best practices, 

then we can be a lot more strategic and targeted in which of those 
practices we start focusing on for improvements.

“We want to be able to have a process where we can prior-
itize and sequence the work that the campus does and the 

district does to improve the campus’ reality and that’s what 
our Effective School Framework is trying to do. First, get 

aligned about what those practices are. Second, create 
the process by which we can really step back and have 

a sequenced, prioritized path to improvement.”
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New Leaders:  
A Dynamic, Capacity-building Partner 
In its 2019 report, RAND found that district and CMO leaders deeply value New Leaders 
as a partner and that New Leaders became an even stronger partner over the course 
of the study. Specifically, we better understood districts’ and CMOs’ needs and 
responded to them accordingly, provided better value for their investments, 
and built their capacity to identify high-potential leaders internally. 

We are energized by these findings. 

In listening to our partners, we have learned that districts, CMOs, 
and states appreciate our comprehensive offerings (i.e., Emerg-
ing Leaders and Aspiring Principals) and recognize how those 
programs increase leadership capacity and student achievement in 
their schools. Yet our partners want to involve even more educators 
in leadership development and they want to involve those educators 
in more targeted ways. In response to that need, New Leaders has 
created a more nimble approach to complement our traditional year-
long residency model and comprehensive training for teacher leaders. 

Take Shelby County Schools12 in Memphis, Tennessee, as an example. 
Shelby County Schools was an early partner, using Aspiring Principals to 
develop its next generation of principals. Over time, the partnership has 
evolved to include the development of other leaders in the district’s schools 
as well as the district office. In reflecting upon the evolution of Shelby County’s 
partnership with New Leaders, Deputy Superintendent Dr. Angela Whitelaw 
shares how partnering with New Leaders over the past ten years has helped the 
district identify leaders and grow systemwide leadership capacity. 

“When we started working with New Leaders, we were focused on Aspiring 
Principals. We then took a step back and thought longer term about our 
future leaders,” Dr. Whitelaw explains. “We wanted to make sure that we 
had a pipeline of leaders that were making a difference in their classrooms, 
and that we were sharing leadership knowledge and skills within and across 
schools. We started deepening our bench by building the leadership capac-
ity of teachers throughout our district through Emerging Leaders. Then 
New Leaders partnered with us to work with our Instructional Leadership 
Directors [(ILDs or principal supervisors)] because we wanted them to 
be able to go into classrooms and schools to give valuable feedback to 
teachers and principals.”

According to Dr. Whitelaw, expanding to focus on leadership across the 
whole district, rather than individual schools, was a “turning point” for 
the the district. “We moved from New Leaders helping Instructional 
Leadership Directors to helping the Assistant Superintendent,” she 
explains. “New Leaders has been clear about the importance of 
developing a proper sequence so that the work that they do with me 
will spill over to ILDs, principals, teachers, and classrooms. Then 
they started working with our professional learning coaches.” 

12  In 2012-13, Memphis City Schools transitioned to operate under Shelby County Schools, as 
mandated by the United States Court. New Leaders has worked with area schools since 2005. 
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The leaders of Shelby County Schools have been thoughtful and  
strategic about leadership development over the years, and have 
appreciated the “push and pull conversations” with New Leaders about 
future directions. Dr. Whitelaw shares, “New Leaders has always been 
a thought partner. They always listen first. Then, we always have a 
follow-up meeting or a session so they can come back share, ‘This is  
what I heard you say that you need in your district. After going back and 
thinking about the work, these are the things that we want to put on  
the table for your consideration.’”

Now, the district has New Leaders-trained principals serving in more than 
a quarter of their current principal positions as well as a host of district 
office roles. More than 80 percent of current program participants report 
an increased ability to create the school conditions necessary to improve 
student achievement. In focus groups, participants noted they: 

• immediately used the research-based strategies they learned  
and honed in their New Leaders trainings; 

• developed targeted skills to give feedback and build trusting 
relationships with team members; and

• built their knowledge of standards-aligned instruction. 

To address Shelby County Schools’ specific needs, New Leaders  
needed to be flexible. We provided research-based content and  
delivery elements proven to increase student achievement and  
school leader retention—but in a format and cadence tailored to the  
local context and individual needs of targeted leaders. In addition to 
meeting local needs, we were also able to build the district’s capacity 
and foster conditions that support and sustain research-based  
practices and school leader effectiveness across the system. 

A New Approach: Tailored Programming and Partnerships
The scope of New Leaders’ programming has expanded from providing 
comprehensive, ready-to-wear programs, to creating bespoke solutions 
with partner-centered pathways and an even heavier emphasis on 
strengthening instructional leadership. Over the past decade, we’ve grown 
from an organization focused on transforming principal preparation to  
one that develops teacher leaders, sitting principals, principal supervisors, 
instructional leadership teams (leaders collaboratively executing instruc-
tional goals), and professional learning communities (leaders and teachers 
engaged in practice-based learning). Now, more students benefit from  
a greater number of aligned, well-trained leaders across the system. 

In addition to expanding who we train, we have strengthened how we 
partner with districts, CMOs, and states to more deeply understand their 
areas of need, their areas of promise, and their areas of success. Through  
our partnerships, we develop and monitor the transformational leader-
ship skills and practices needed to fuel continuous school improvement.  
We ground our approach in a simple set of beliefs: every school must be 
led by a well-prepared, well-supported leader, who is surrounded by a 
high-performing instructional leadership team and who benefits from 
the coaching of a skilled supervisor. Together, these leaders support 
every teacher in every classroom to do their very best work for students.

For me, it has been 
helpful to truly partner 

with you and have 
my voice be part of 

content design. Work 
is not done to us, but 
done because of our 

partnership.

DR. ROSETTA WILSON 

EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR  

LEADERSHIP INSTITUTE 

JERSEY CITY PUBLIC SCHOOLS
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Engaging with Partners to Determine their Needs 
for Leaders and Students
Over the years, we have deepened our partnerships by becoming 
more nimble and truly partnering with a district, CMO, or state rather 
than simply delivering a standardized program. During the years of i3 
grant funding, partners expressed the value of New Leaders’ support 
in building their internal leadership pipelines and capacity, being “in 
the pot as partners”, and nimbly customizing programs in response to 
partner needs.13 Our comprehensive, performance-based programs 
worked well for some systems; for others, we tailored our approach. 

New Leaders staff members, who are often former district and 
school administrators, seek to not only understand partner-identi-
fied strengths and needs, but to also push district, CMO, and state 
leaders on interdependencies and priorities—needs that may exist 
below the surface. Based on research, experience, and our data, 
staff members thoughtfully examine partner practices that could 
be strengthened to yield even more effective leadership. Then, 
practitioner staff members visit sites to see the partners’ practices 
for themselves. We collect further data through focus groups, 
diagnostics, and school visits to identify which leadership elements 
to strengthen. For example, in Denver Public Schools, we conducted 
focus groups with administrators and school staff members to 
design custom support for their instructional leadership teams. We 
then used insights gained from that process to also support freshly 
surfaced needs for their principal supervisors. 

The Art of Designing a Tailored Solution 
Once New Leaders staff members build a thorough understanding 
of the partner district, CMO, or state context, we propose a specific 
solution based on our proven content and implementation strategies, 
tailored to best meet that partner’s needs. In concert with district, 
CMO, or state leaders, we create plans that identify key leadership 
development focus areas and audiences. 

Our theory of action weaves together our leadership development 
pathways with partner engagement to ensure offerings are tailored 
and effective. When we work with our partners to identify needs and 
target audiences, we adjust pathways to address priorities. The main 
pathways are: High-Quality ELA Instruction; High-Quality Math 
Instruction; and Data-Driven Decision Making. A focus on effectively 
leading teams is woven throughout all three pathways. Based on 
the needs assessments and conversations with partner leaders, we 
select the most relevant pathways or combine them together to 
devise an efficient, effective training solution.

13  Gates, et al., 2019

It is incumbent on us 
to work in partnership 

with you.

JEAN DESRAVINES 

CEO, NEW LEADERS 

(IN SPEAKING TO A PANEL OF 

DISTRICT LEADERS)

[New Leaders is] a servant 
leadership model for us.  
New Leaders is humble 
enough to listen to us, 

but we need courageous 
conversations and that’s 

what I value the most in our 
partnership with New Leaders.

DR. ANGELA WHITELAW 

ASSISTANT SUPERINTENDENT  

DEPARTMENT OF SCHOOLS & LEADERSHIP 

SHELBY COUNTY SCHOOLS (MEMPHIS, TN)
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Focusing on Content that Matters
To develop program pathways that are tailored to meet 
local needs and ensure alignment with our evidence-based 
approach, New Leaders draws from a comprehensive library 
of leadership development content. The content library 
is based on our TLF and aligned to nationally-recognized, 
research-based standards. We continue to add to our library 
and refine content based on our partners’ needs, demands 
from the field, and lessons learned from our internal and 
external evaluations as well as other research.  

The pathways and their content are applicable to leaders 
across the school and district continuum, with adjust-
ments made based on need. For example, instructional 
coaches in the ELA Instruction pathway may be focused 
on building their own understanding of high quality ELA 
instruction, while principals in such a pathway would 
be focused on how they lead a building to improve ELA 
instructional practices. 

The pathways can also be applicable to a range of needs 
within the district, CMO, or state. For example, a partner 
might choose to focus on a particular pathway each year 
with a different leadership audience to build sustainability 
and coherence over time. In this case, separate audiences 
(principal supervisors, principals, instructional coaches) 
may each take subsequent years to focus on stan-
dards-based instruction for math. Alternatively, a partner 
might choose for one audience to develop three different 
pathways in three consecutive years. 

Determining the Right Delivery Techniques  
As New Leaders works with partners to determine the 
right combination of leadership content, we also collabo-
rate to establish the most relevant delivery methods and 
timing based on our partners’ current and evolving goals, 
needs, and context. 

New Leaders’ partnership with Guilford County Schools 
in Greensboro, North Carolina, is illustrative. Guilford’s 
Dr. Tiffany Perkins, Executive Director of Professional 
Leadership and Learning, recounts that the beginning 
of their partnership with New Leaders was focused on 

“establishing programming for the different layers of the 
organizations—from principal supervisors to the staff at 
the school levels that are engaged in instruction.” Then, 
the partnership focused on “aligning those delivery 
methods and those layers with the standards for profes-
sional learning. So, for example, when you establish a 
community of practice and leadership with those support 
officers [principal supervisors], you’re engaging them 
in better understanding the work that they can do to 

HIGH-QUALITY ELA INSTRUCTION / 
HIGH-QUALITY MATH INSTRUCTION 

Leaders support rigorous ELA and 
math learning across classrooms. 
Through Community of Practice 
sessions, these pathways build 

leaders’ knowledge of literacy skill 
standards and math standards and 
progressions. In parallel, we guide 
leaders to build new systems for 

observing, identifying, and providing 
feedback on high-quality instruction. 

Three program pathways, 
based on research of the most 

critical elements necessary 
to drive outcomes 

DATA DRIVEN DECISION MAKING 
Leaders support continuous student 

improvement by gathering and 
analyzing data to drive progress 
within their sphere of influence.

You listen to us, but you also 
help us learn what we don’t 

know. You have national 
expertise to bring to bear.

SUSANA CORDOVA 

SUPERINTENDENT 

DENVER PUBLIC SCHOOLS



 © 2019 New Leaders Inc. All rights reserved. TAILORED  |  14

support principals.” The programming evolved over the 
years, starting with a community of practice for principal 
supervisors in year one and then adding a second year 
of programming for principal supervisors to engage in 

“structured leadership walks so they could better under-
stand and support the needs of principals.” 

The programming evolution continued in subsequent 
years. Guilford County Schools values the data-driven 
conversations they have with New Leaders, which have 
helped inform strategic shifts in the scope and delivery of 
leadership programming. “In our midyear conversation, we 
looked at the evaluations and other data that New Leaders 
collected and shared,” Dr. Perkins shared. “It was a critical 
conversation around what type of programming we would 
need the following year.” Both parties realized there was 

“learning happening with current delivery methods, but it’s 
staying in the leadership bubble” and not yet “finding its 
way into impacting changes in practice at the classroom 
level.” Therefore, in concert with New Leaders, Guilford 
decided to expand who was engaged their community 
of practice to include teachers and teacher leaders in 
selected schools. “If you think about the standards for 
professional learning,” Dr. Perkins reflects, “you want to 
make sure you’re engaging leadership at all levels in the 
process of professional learning.” Guilford also decided to 
add a coaching element for their principal supervisors to 
receive and build their capacity in coaching others.  

Guilford’s Chief Academic Officer, Brian Schultz, has 
found that the work the district has engaged in with New 
Leaders has cultivated greater connectivity across the 
system’s many leaders. “Incorporating the themes of 
the Instructional Leadership Team (ILT) session learning 
into our principal meetings creates a great connection 
between the communities of practice and the school 
support officers [principal supervisors], principals, 
assistant principals, and principal coaches,” Shultz 
reflects. “I’ve heard principals say that it’s beginning 
to come together in their minds how everything fits 
together. When you get to that point, it’s really beautiful.” 
The alignment, in his opinion, is helping “to make sure 
that it is so well connected that there is no question in 
principals’ minds where our district is headed.” With 
regards to leadership development, the district is “trying 
to learn it, demonstrate it, see it happen in schools, and 
then apply what we’ve learned through that process to 
our decision-making as a district, especially how we 
integrate leaders at the school level into the delivery of 
the sustainability model going forward.”

Blended learning, or the delivery of 
training via a combination in-person 
and independent, online instructional 
components, may be appropriate for 
some partners. With support from 
the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation, 
New Leaders’ researchers identified 
five factors14 influencing participant 
engagement with a blended learning 
program. These factors include Relevance, 
Accountability, Motivation, Self-Regulation, 
and Prior Experience, and they update 
traditional adult learning principles 
for new technologically-rich learning 
environments. As part of New Leaders’ 
continuous improvement cycle, these 
findings are being embedded into the 
organization’s approach to designing and 
delivering effective, tailored programming 
for our partners. Blended programs 
offer participants greater flexibility in 
scheduling and allows New Leaders to work 
with more remote communities where 
an entirely in-person program would be 
logistically difficult and cost-prohibitive.

14  Sutherland & Porter, 2019 
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School systems today are 
being asked to do more with 
less. Fortunately, invest-
ments in leadership can be 
extremely cost-effective: 
supporting one principal is 
actually an investment in 
the 25 teachers and 500 or 
more students he or she, on 
average, supports. In fact, a 
National Governors Associ-
ation report describes how 
slightly shifting the balance 
of educator investments 
toward school leaders is 
a smart way to improve 
school working conditions, 
foster effective teaching 
across classrooms, and 
achieve stronger outcomes 
for students.15  One of New 
Leaders’ goals is to provide 
high-quality professional 
development at a price point 
that allows districts, CMOs, 
and states to partner with 
us even under tight fiscal 
conditions. To support the 
effectiveness and sustain-
ability of our work, we also 
aim to build school systems’ 
internal capacity such that 
they can bring some or all 
of their leadership develop-
ment in-house.  

Originally, Aspiring Principals had a high cost per par-
ticipant due to the intensity of its on-site coaching and 
in-person learning, which included a large gathering of 
participants from across the country for over a month 
of in-person training. To meet our goals, we have been 
focused on increasing efficiency and strategically reducing 
certain programmatic costs over time. For example, over 
the course of our i3 grant we reduced costs considerably 
by making the deliberate decision to deliver content locally. 
In addition to lowering the cost of Aspiring Principals, we 
took the content from that proven model and leveraged it 
to provide support to a variety of audiences (e.g., principal 
supervisors through teacher leaders) and larger cohorts of  
 
 
 
 

15  National Governors Association, 2015. 

participants (e.g., in some 
cases, working with all 
principals across a dis-
trict rather than a small 
set of aspiring leaders).  
Our Aspiring Principals 
residents continue to work 
in small cohorts, while 
our newer program path-
ways often engage much 
larger groups of leaders in 
communities of practice, 
blended learning, and other 
rich delivery methods—
allowing us to scale without 
sacrificing program quality. 

Currently, our program costs 
generally vary based on 
three factors. The first factor 
is the type of support and 
audience. Costs associated 
with supporting principal 
supervisors— including 
engaging facilitators with 
prior experience as a 
superintendent or principal 
supervisor— would be higher 
than costs associated with 
supporting teacher leaders. 
A second factor involves 
the intensity and intended 
outcomes of the leadership 
development. Some districts, 
CMOs, or states may seek 
a “high-touch” program 

with multiple outcomes, while others may seek to establish 
common language and a shared set of practices through a 

“light-touch” program. Third, costs would vary based on the 
number of participants in a cohort. We work hard to engage 
in economies of scale. In some of our newer partnerships, 
we are working with over one hundred principals in a given 
district, providing the trainings at a more economical unit cost 
than if we were working with a smaller number of leaders. 
Whether a large or small number of participants, we work 
closely with all our partners to design a program to meet their 
needs that is both impactful and affordable. New Leaders 
continues to be committed to creating systemic impact by 
providing strong value for our partners’ investments. 

Tailoring 
Cost Based 
on Partner 

Needs
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Building Capacity to Sustain Leadership Development  
New Leaders seeks to strengthen the capacity of districts, CMOs, and 
states, and to create a sustainable network of effective leaders and 
quality practices, often evolving to address emerging needs over the 
course of a partnership. Engagement with New Leaders may change in 
intensity, content area, or leadership level over time. For example, New 
Leaders’ first year working with the Texas Education Administration 
(TEA) focused on aligning principals and teacher leaders on research-
based practices known to improve teaching and learning; the participants 
spanned two regions in the state of Texas. As we learned more about the 
complexities of implementing a statewide program in a rural area, we 
worked with the partner to redesign our program delivery model at the 
mid-year to achieve greater vertical alignment across all our programs—
this time, focusing on the same content, but differentiated by role. In the 
second year, the state education agency identified a rural region that 
needed support for their principals and principal supervisors. 

State leader, Tim Regal, felt that New Leaders’ model would best support 
rural leadership development. He found that educators in rural areas 
value personal connections, “and we thought the approach that New 
Leaders took was a little bit more conducive to that mentality, and so we 
thought that that would be the best match. We knew that [New Leaders] 
would come in and the same group of people would do the PD, the one-
on-one coaching, and the leadership walks, and we thought that would 
allow those important relationships to be built. The partnership really 
opened up our rural educators to the experience. That personal touch 
that you provide where you really do spend a lot of time cultivating the 
relationship and getting to know the districts and the personnel within 
the district prior to getting the content makes a difference.” 

When it comes to leadership sustainability, Mr. Regal says New Leaders’ 
structure inherently supports capacity-building: “I think the programming 
itself is built for that very thing. The idea that it’s not just face-to-face 
PD, everybody comes together, we download some stuff, and then off 
you go, and we cross our fingers and hope you do it. No, there’s actually 
follow-up, we [New Leaders] are going to come out there, we’re going to 
be on your campuses and in your districts, and we’re going to do one-on-
one coaching to help you make this a daily habit.”

Annually repeating the cycle of carefully examining district, CMO, 
or state needs—and proposing solutions tailored to those specific 
needs—underpins New Leaders’ approach. TEA’s Deputy Commissioner 
of Educator Support, Martin Winchester, appreciates the process of 
determining future directions for leadership development: “What I saw 
was a huge receptivity to have a two-way dialogue. I thought that you all 
really listened to us when we gave feedback. When we shared what it is 
we were looking for, what we were saying, and where we wanted to pivot, 
I just couldn’t have asked for greater receptivity and honoring that this is 
a true partnership. I’m very grateful for you [New Leaders] surfacing a lot 
of things that we needed to look at.”

“When we talk about 
building capacity, 
you’re talking about 
our people knowing the 
work. We definitely see 
a return on investment. 
In the central office 
and in the academic 
positions, we have 
been able to promote 
and retain New Leaders 
in our district in various 
roles. In schools, we’re 
seeing our return on 
investment because 
schools that are led 
by New Leaders 
are usually Reward 
Schools, meaning that 
they’re in the top 5 
percent in achievement 
or growth.”

DR. ANGELA WHITELAW 

ASSISTANT SUPERINTENDENT 

SHELBY COUNTY SCHOOLS, 

MEMPHIS, TN
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Hand in Hand with Partners, 
Creating a Brighter Future for 
Leaders and Students
The New Leaders approach gets results for teachers and leaders—and, 
most crucially, their students. Because of New Leaders’ Aspiring Principals 
programming, students attend school more regularly and score higher on 
math (5.0 percentile points) and literacy (3.5 percentile points) tests. 
Further, leaders are more likely to stay in their positions and districts 
than their peers (by an eight percent margin).16 

By expanding our proven programming and tailoring it to the distinct 
needs of partners, we aim to foster widespread adoption of effective 
leadership practices—in urban and rural environments, large and 
small networks, and at all levels of the system. Already we are 
seeing promising evidence that our expanded, tailored leadership 
development programming is making a difference as participants 
are recognizing their own improvements immediately during the 
training periods. For example, roughly 95 percent of teacher 
leaders agreed that the content they learned helped them 
develop leadership skills. Further, the same percentage of 
principal supervisors agreed the program improved their ability 
to accurately and rigorously evaluate principals as well as 
support principals and school improvement efforts.

In addition to participant feedback, New Leaders also 
implements a range of performance-based assess-
ments to measure changes in participant knowledge 
and leadership practices to understand—in close 
to real-time—how our programming is shaping 
participants’ leadership knowledge and skills. These 
assessments have long provided us with important 
data to support participants while in the program, 
and we are now building an evidence base to 
demonstrate how changes in participant practice 
during their training can lead to later student 
achievement gains once leaders-in-training 
become leaders-on-the-job. RAND’s finding 
about the relationship between participants’ 
skills in instructional and team leadership and 
student achievement17 have prompted new, 
deeper exploration. New Leaders’ long history 
and commitment to data and evaluation, 
combined with our growing research base, 
is supporting new predictive analytics work 
through which we aim to identify patterns of 
relationships between participant characteris-
tics, program performance, participant practice, 
and student achievement outcomes.

16 Gates, et al., 2019
17 Gates, et al., 2019 
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