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Abstract� Turnitin:9%
School Improvement Planning (SIP) is a cornerstone of evidence-informed 

educational change.This conceptual paper synthesizes four prominent 
models Improvement Science (systems thinking), Mass Insight’s four-stage 
planning model (strategic change), Hanover Research’s best-practices model 
(organizational development), and the School Development Planning (SDP) 
framework (participatory planning) and integrates current evidence on school 
turnaround and state supports.Using a comparative analytic approach, we 
elucidate theoretical underpinnings, operational mechanisms, stakeholder 
engagement, and measurement practices across models.We propose a synthesis 
framework for selecting and adapting SIP strategies to local context, with 
practical guidance on goals, indicators, and implementation routines.Implications 
for policy, accountability, accreditation readiness, and continuous improvement 
are discussed.
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Introduction
School Improvement Planning 

(SIP) has become a core strategy for 
guiding institutional transformation, 
enhancing student outcomes, and 
ensuring accountability.As schools 
navigate resource constraints, shifting 
policy landscapes, and persistent 
achievement gaps, strategic, evidence-
based, and context-sensitive planning 
is paramount (Bryk et al., 2015; 
U.S.Department of Education, 
n.d.).This paper compares four 
SIP models Improvement Science, 
Mass Insight’s four-stage planning, 
Hanover Research’s best-practices 
model, and the School Development 
Planning (SDP) framework to 

الملخص
هو   )SIP( ال��م��دارس  تحسين  تخطيط 
حجر الأساس في التّغيير التّعليمي المستند 
المفاهيميّة  ال��ورق��ة  ه��ذه  الأدلة.تجمع  إل��ى 
أربعة نماذج بارزة: )علم التّحسين ) )التّفكير 
المراحل  ذو  التّخطيط  نموذج  النّظامي(، 
ن��م��وذج  الاستراتيجي(،  )التّغيير  الأرب����ع 
ه��ان��وف��ر ل�لأب��ح��اث لأف��ض��ل ال��م��م��ارس��ات ) 
تطوير  تخطيط  (وإطار  المنظمات،  تطوير 
التّشاركي(،  )التخطيط   )SDP( ال��م��دارس 
وت����دم����ج الأدل�������ة ال���ح���ال���يّ���ة ح�����ول ت��ح��ول 
المدارس ودعم الدّولة.يعتمد البحث النّهج 
النّظريّة،  الأس��س  نوضح  م��ق��ارن،  تحليلي 

والآل���ي���ات ال��تّ��ش��غ��ي��ل��يّ��ة، وت��ف��اع��ل أص��ح��اب 
المصلحة، وممارسات القياس عبر النّماذج.
نقترح إطار عمل تركيبي لاختيار وتكييف 
استراتيجيّات SIP مع السّياق المحلي، مع 
إرشادات عمليّة حول الأهداف والمؤشرات 
على  الآث�����ار  التّنفيذ.تناقش  وروت���ي���ن���ات 
ال���س���ي���اس���ات، وال���م���س���اءل���ة، وال���ج���اه���زيّ���ة 

للاعتماد، والتّحسين المستمر.
تحسين  تخطيط  المفتاحيّة:  الكلمات 
التّفكير  ال��م��س��ت��م��ر؛  ال��تّ��ح��س��ي��ن  ال����م����دارس؛ 
تطوير  الاس��ت��رات��ي��ج��ي؛  التّغيير  ال��نّ��ظ��ام��ي؛ 
المنظمات؛ التّخطيط التّشاركي؛ اتخاذ القرار 
القائم على البيانات؛ الاعتماد؛ ضمان الجودة.

illuminate theoretical bases, 
operational mechanisms, and practical 
applications.We then synthesize 
design principles to support leaders in 
selecting and adapting SIP strategies to 
their local contexts.

Research Problem 
School Improvement Planning 

(SIP) has evolved into a central strategy 
for guiding educational transformation, 
yet its practical enactment remains 
fragmented and uneven across systems 
and schools.While multiple influential 
models exist such as Improvement 
Science (systems thinking and 
PDSA), Mass Insight’s four‑stage 
strategic planning, Hanover’s 
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top‑down steering vs.co‑design), 
leading to initiative overload, weak 
fidelity, and limited impact.

Therefore, the core problem 
addressed in this study is the lack of a 
coherent, comparative, and practically 
actionable framework that

(a) clarifies theoretical underpinnings 
and operational mechanisms across 
leading SIP models.

(b) delineates the role of stakeholder 
engagement and measurement for 
learning

(c) provides selection and 
adaptation guidance tailored to 
local constraints and accountability 
requirements.Addressing this problem 
is essential to help educational 
leaders move from model confusion 
to context‑sensitive synthesis, 
thereby improving the feasibility, 
ownership, and effectiveness of school 
improvement efforts.

Significance of the Study 
This study contributes to the 

improvement of literature by bridging 
theory and practice through an 
evidence‑informed comparative 
analysis of prominent SIP models and 
a synthesized framework that can be 
adapted to diverse school contexts.
Practically, it equips school leaders, 
coordinators, and improvement teams 
with a clear decision‑support structure: 

organizational development approach, 
and Ireland’s School Development 
Planning (SDP) framework leaders 
often struggle to determine which 
model, which sequence of steps, 
and which implementation routines 
best fit their context, capacity, and 
policy environment.This challenge 
is heightened by variability in school 
readiness, resource constraints, data 
literacy, and stakeholder engagement 
structures, which together undermine 
the consistent translation of plans 
into measurable, sustainable gains in 
student learning and school climate.

Moreover, SIP guidance is 
frequently siloed: some models 
emphasize rapid‑cycle learning and 
tests of change, others privilege 
strategic diagnostics and goal‑setting, 
while still others foreground 
participatory curriculum planning 
and whole‑school collaboration.
Without a synthesized framework 
that integrates the strengths of 
these approaches diagnostic rigor, 
theory‑of‑improvement clarity, 
participatory structures, and 
disciplined measurement schools risk 
adopting partial solutions that generate 
compliance‑oriented documents rather 
than robust improvement routines.The 
absence of an integrative, comparative 
lens also obscures critical trade‑offs 
(e.g., breadth vs.focus; speed vs.depth; 
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ensure feasibility; organizational 
development codifies measurement 
and governance; and participatory 
planning strengthens coherence and 
sustainability.By articulating how 
these elements can be sequenced 
and integrated, the study advances 
a portable, context‑aware playbook 
that can inform professional learning, 
coaching, and cross‑school networks.
Ultimately, the significance lies in 
enabling more reliable implementation 
and more realistic impact expectations, 
especially in resource‑constrained or 
high‑need settings where improvement 
stakes are highest.

Research Questions 
Theoretical and Operational 

Foundations
What theoretical assumptions 

(e.g., systems thinking, strategic 
change, organizational development, 
participatory planning) underpin each 
of the four SIP models?

How are key constructs (problem 
definition, root‑cause analysis, theory 
of improvement, goals, indicators) 
operationalized within each model?

In what ways do models specify 
the sequence and granularity of steps 
from diagnosis to implementation and 
evaluation?

Stakeholder Engagement and 
Governance

where to start (diagnosis and root‑cause 
analysis), how to organize the work 
(driver diagrams, focused priorities, 
action plans), how to learn (PDSA cycles 
with prediction vs.result comparisons), 
and how to institutionalize routines 
(participatory structures, monitoring 
cadences, indicators, and milestones).
The synthesis helps teams avoid common 
pitfalls such as overly broad goal sets, 
disconnected initiatives, or sporadic 
data use and instead cultivate disciplined 
inquiry and stakeholder ownership.

At the policy level, the study clarifies 
how SIP can align with accountability 
expectations (evidence‑based 
interventions, equity reviews, and 
transparent monitoring) without 
reducing planning to compliance.
By detailing indicators across student 
learning, climate, and implementation 
fidelity, the framework supports 
accreditation readiness and quality 
assurance while maintaining a focus on 
continuous learning rather than one‑time 
planning events.It also highlights how 
state or system supports, technical 
assistance, and accessible toolkits can 
lower the operational burden on schools 
and build local capacity.

Conceptually, the study adds 
value by showing that SIP models are 
complementary rather than competing 
systems thinking sharpens causal 
reasoning; strategic change routines 
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capacity, policy requirements, and 
resource constraints?

How can schools sequence 
diagnostic review, theory building, 
focused aims, iterative testing, and 
participatory institutionalization to 
maximize impact?

Research Hypotheses 
H1 (Synthesis Advantage):
A synthesized framework that 

integrates systems thinking (driver 
diagrams and causal clarity), 
strategic planning (diagnostic review 
and priority focus), organizational 
development (SMART goals, 
indicators, and governance), and 
participatory planning (whole‑school 
and departmental routines) will yield 
greater implementation fidelity and 
clearer learning cycles than reliance 
on any single model in isolation.

H2 (Feasibility–Focus Hypothesis):
Schools that limit SIP to a small 

number of measurable priorities aligned 
to a clear theory of improvement and 
supported by milestone monitoring 
will exhibit higher feasibility, stronger 
stakeholder ownership, and more 
consistent progress than schools that 
adopt broad, diffuse goal sets.

H3 (Learning Routines Hypothesis):
Embedding rapid‑cycle tests 

of change (PDSA) with explicit 
predictions and post‑hoc comparisons 

How does each model structure 
stakeholder roles (leaders, teachers, 
students, families, external partners) 
and decision‑making authority?

What are the recommended 
participatory mechanisms (e.g., 
whole‑school teams, subject‑department 
planning, networked improvement 
communities) and how do they 
influence ownership and coherence?

Data, Measurement, and Learning 
Routines

What forms of data (student 
learning, demographics, climate, 
fidelity) and evidence standards are 
emphasized across models?

How are measurements for learning 
(e.g., PDSA cycles, interim milestones) 
and measurements for accountability 
balanced within each framework?

Comparative Strengths, Limitations, 
and Use Contexts

What strengths and limitations 
characterize each model with respect 
to feasibility, focus, scalability, and 
sustainability?

In what contexts (e.g., turnaround/
CSI, routine continuous improvement, 
curriculum reform) does each model 
tend to be most effective?

Synthesis and Adaptation Guidance
Which design principles and 

implementation routines can be 
synthesized to guide selection and 
adaptation of SIP strategies to local 



34
السنة الثامنة ـ العـدد الثاني والأربعـون ـ آذار ـ 2026

To analyze convergences (e.g., 
diagnostic rigor, focused aims, iterative 
learning) and divergences (e.g., locus 
of change, scale, tool specificity), and 
to identify context‑conditions under 
which each model is most applicable.

Synthesis Framework Development:
To develop a practitioner‑oriented 

synthesis that sequences diagnostic 
review, theory of improvement, 
focused aims and indicators, iterative 
testing (PDSA), and participatory 
routines, with guidance on right‑sizing 
the work to local capacity.

Measurement & Monitoring 
Toolkitting:

To specify indicator sets, milestones, 
and progress‑monitoring cadences that 
balance measurement for learning and 
accountability, including examples 
for student outcomes, climate, and 
implementation fidelity.

Implementation Guidance & 
Routines:

To provide actionable 
recommendations on team 
composition, meeting structures, 
documentation (driver diagrams, 
action plans), and decision protocols 
that minimize initiative overload and 
promote manageable scope.

Policy & Accreditation Alignment:
To outline how the synthesized 

framework aligns with evidence‑based 
intervention requirements, resource 

will increase the rate of practice 
adaptation and the use of evidence in 
decision‑making, resulting in more 
timely course corrections and stronger 
cumulative effects.

H4 (Participatory Sustainability 
Hypothesis):

Establishing participatory structures 
(whole‑school and subject‑department 
planning, standing improvement 
teams) will strengthen curricular 
coherence, build collective efficacy, 
and improve the sustainability of gains 
beyond initial implementation periods.

H5 (Accountability Alignment 
Hypothesis):

Aligning SIP design with 
accountability expectations 
(evidence‑based interventions, equity/
resource reviews, transparent progress 
reporting) will reduce compliance 
burden, improve access to supports, 
and enhance the scalability of 
successful practices across schools.

Research Objectives 
Comparative Mapping:
To systematically map the theoretical 

bases, process steps, engagement 
structures, and measurement practices 
across Improvement Science, 
Mass Insight’s four‑stage planning, 
Hanover’s best‑practices model, and 
the SDP framework.

Cross‑Model Analysis:
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and routines for measurement and 
assessment (Hanover Research, 2014).
Participatory planning frameworks 
such as Ireland’s School Development 
Planning (SDP) emphasize inclusive, 
collaborative planning across whole-
school and subject-department 
structures, with curriculum planning 
processes and monitoring/evaluation 
tools (Professional Development 
Service for Teachers [PDST], n.d.).

Evidence syntheses provide context 
for expected impacts: meta-analysis of 
turnaround policies shows moderate 
average positive effects in mathematics, 
mixed effects in English language 
arts, and larger gains associated with 
extended learning time and teacher 
replacement (Schueler et al., 2020).
Recent reports highlight state supports 
and technical assistance for evidence-
based comprehensive school reform 
(Woo et al., 2025), while practitioner 
toolkits offer meeting agendas and 
templates for improvement team 
routines (Shakman 

et al., 2020; Vermont Agency of 
Education, n.d.).

Theoretical Frameworks
Systems Thinking (Improvement 
Science)
Improvement Science operationalizes 

systems thinking through disciplined 
inquiry and networked improvement 

equity reviews, technical assistance 
opportunities, and accreditation/
quality assurance expectations.

Capacity‑Building Pathways:
To identify professional learning 

and coaching strategies (e.g., 
networked communities, peer review 
of plans) that build local capability 
to design, test, scale, and sustain 
improvements.

Literature Review
The literature on continuous 

improvement and SIP emphasizes 
disciplined inquiry, measurement, and 
collaborative structures for change.
Improvement Science advances 
networked learning and rapid-cycle 
tests of change (Plan–Do–Study–
Act, PDSA) to address system-level 
causes of performance (Bryk et al., 
2015; Shakman et al., 2020).Strategic 
turnaround literature underscores 
diagnostic reviews, root-cause analysis, 
and focused priorities, often in contexts 
identified for comprehensive support 
and improvement under accountability 
policies (Mass Insight Education & 
Research, 2024; U.S.Department of 
Education, n.d.).

Organizational development 
approaches to SIP detail 
comprehensive needs assessments, 
prioritization of needs, SMART goal-
setting, indicators and milestones, 
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Participatory Planning (School 
Development Planning, SDP)
The SDP framework, widely 

implemented in Ireland, centers on 
inclusive, collaborative planning at 
whole-school and subject-department 
levels.It provides curriculum planning 
processes, self-evaluation instruments, 
and action-planning templates to 
sustain improvement (PDST, n.d.).

Methodology
This study employs a conceptual 

comparative analysis.We purposively 
sampled foundational texts, 
practitioner guidance documents, 
toolkits, and evaluative research 
representing four SIP models.
Inclusion criteria required (a) 
explicit process descriptions, (b) 
alignment to evidence-informed 
improvement, and (c) applicability 
to K–12 school contexts.Each model 
was analyzed across six criteria: 
theoretical foundation; core process 
steps; stakeholder engagement; data 
and measurement; implementation 
supports; and evidence of impact or 
typical use contexts.The goal was to 
synthesize design principles rather 
than adjudicate a single “best” model.

Findings: Model Overviews
Improvement Science and PDSA: 

Emphasizes problem-specific, user-

communities.Central tools include 
driver diagrams to articulate theories of 
improvement, fishbone or cause-and-
effect analyses for root causes, and rapid 
PDSA cycles that test change ideas on 
a small scale and refine based on data 
(Bryk et al., 2015; Shakman et al., 2020).

Strategic Change Theory (Mass 
Insight)
Mass Insight’s four-stage 

planning model structures 
strategic change: (1) diagnostic 
review; (2) root-cause analysis; 
(3) strategies and goals; and (4) 
manageable action plans.The 
model emphasizes a focused set of 
priorities, representative planning 
teams, milestone monitoring, and 
continuous revision (Mass Insight 
Education & Research, 2024; Mass 
Insight Education & Research, n.d.).

Organizational Development 
(Hanover)
Hanover’s best-practices model 

highlights organizational components 
for effective SIP: comprehensive needs 
assessment, prioritization, SMART 
goals with indicators and timelines, 
leadership and taskforce structures, and 
data collection across student learning, 
demographics, school environment, 
and implementation fidelity (Hanover 
Research, 2014).
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collaborative curriculum planning, 
monitoring, and evaluation, with 
practical worksheets and templates 
(PDST, n.d.).

Comparative Analysis
Across the four models, common 

strengths include structured 
diagnosis, explicit theories of 
change, iterative learning via PDSA 
cycles, capacity-building, and clear 
monitoring routines.Differences 
include locus and scale of change 
(classroom/school vs.system), 
degree of participatory co-design, 
and specificity of tools.A hybrid 
synthesis is recommended: begin with 
diagnostic and root-cause analysis; 
establish a theory of improvement 
(e.g., driver diagram); select few 
measurable priorities; implement via 
PDSA cycles; and institutionalize 
through participatory structures and 
organizational routines (Bryk et al., 
2015; Mass Insight Education & 
Research, 2024; Hanover Research, 
2014; PDST, n.d.).

Table 1.Comparative Features of School Improvement Planning Models

Model Theoretical 
Base Core Steps Stakeholder 

Engagement
Data & Measure-

ment Typical Use

Improve-
ment 

Science 
(PDSA)

Systems 
thinking; 

networked 
improvement 
communities

Define problem; driver 
diagram; test change 

ideas via PDSA; learn 
and scale

Practitioner–
researcher 
networks; 
co-design

Rapid-cycle 
measures; predic-
tion vs.outcome 

analysis

Continuous 
improvement; 
classroom and 
school routines

centered inquiry; measurement for 
learning; and accelerated learning 
through networked communities.
Typical tools include driver diagrams 
and small-scale tests with predicted 
outcomes compared to results (Bryk 
et al., 2015; Vermont Agency of 
Education, n.d.).

Mass Insight’s Four-Stage 
Planning: Organizes planning from 
diagnostic review to action plans, 
promotes stakeholder representation, 
and focuses on a few key priorities 
with milestone monitoring to ensure 
feasibility and impact (Mass Insight 
Education & Research, 2024; Mass 
Insight Education & Research, n.d.).

Hanover Best-Practices Model: 
Details SIP fundamentals needs 
assessment, prioritization, goal 
composition, timelines, organizational 
practices and measurement routines 
that include multiple data domains 
(Hanover Research, 2014).

School Development Planning 
Framework: Establishes whole-school 
and subject-department structures for 
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Education, n.d.).
Step 5: Participatory Structures 

and Routines.Embed collaborative 
planning through whole-school and 
subject-department teams; schedule 
monitoring and evaluation routines 
(PDST, n.d.; Shakman et al., 2020).

Step 6: Alignment to Accountability 
and Supports.Ensure SIPs meet 
evidence-based requirements and 
resource inequity reviews; leverage 
state technical assistance and tools 
(U.S.Department of Education, n.d.; 
Woo et al., 2025).

Discussion
The synthesis framework integrates 

strengths of all four models and aligns 
with emerging evidence and policy 
guidance.By anchoring improvement 
in a clear theory of change, focused 
aims, iterative testing, and participatory 
structures, schools can build practice-
based evidence that travels across 
contexts (Bryk et al., 2015; Shakman et 

Mass 
Insight 

Four-Stage

Strategic 
change; 

turnaround 
planning

Diagnostic review; 
root-cause analysis; 

strategies & goals; ac-
tion plans

Representative 
planning team 
(leaders, teach-
ers, counselors)

Milestones, prog-
ress monitoring, 
readiness assess-

ment

CSI/turn-
around; stra-

tegic planning 
cycles

Hanover 
Best-Prac-

tices

Organi-
zational 

development; 
data-informed 

planning

Needs assessment; 
prioritization; SMART 
goals; implementation 

& assessment

Leadership 
groups; district 
taskforces; staff 

engagement

Student learning, 
demographics, 
environment, 

implementation 
fidelity

District/school 
improvement; 
compliance 

& continuous 
improvement

School De-
velopment 
Planning 

(SDP)

Participa-
tory planning; 
collaborative 
curriculum 
structures

Whole-school plan-
ning; subject-depart-
ment planning; moni-
toring & evaluation

Multi-
stakeholder 

participation; 
student/family 
engagement

Self-evaluation 
tools; curriculum 

review; action 
plans

System-wide 
school develop-
ment; curricu-

lum change

A Synthesis Framework for SIP
Step 1: Diagnostic and Root-Cause 

Analysis.Conduct a comprehensive 
needs assessment and readiness review; 
use fishbone analysis and data inventories 
to identify a few priority problems 
(Hanover Research, 2014; Mass Insight 
Education & Research, 2024).

Step 2: Theory of Improvement.
Build a driver diagram linking aims 
to primary and secondary drivers; 
articulate change ideas and predicted 
outcomes (Bryk et al., 2015; Shakman 
et al., 2020).

Step 3: Focused Aims and 
Indicators.Set SMART aims with 
interim milestones and indicators 
across student learning, climate, and 
fidelity (Hanover Research, 2014; 
U.S.Department of Education, n.d.).

Step 4: Iterative Testing (PDSA).
Run small tests of change; compare 
predictions to results; adapt, adopt, 
or abandon; scale successful changes 
(Bryk et al., 2015; Vermont Agency of 



39
السنة الثامنة ـ العـدد الثاني والأربعـون ـ آذار ـ 2026

representative improvement team; 
adopt driver diagrams and PDSA 
routines; define a small set of 
measurable priorities; and protect 
meeting cadence for data reflection 
and decision-making (Bryk et al., 
2015; Shakman et al., 2020).

For policy: Align state/district 
guidance and grant mechanisms to 
support evidence-based interventions, 
capacity-building, and monitoring; 
publish accessible toolkits and 
progress reporting templates to 
reduce compliance burden and 
enhance learning (U.S.Department of 
Education, n.d.; Woo et al., 2025).

Limitations and Future Research
This conceptual synthesis draws 

on publicly available guidance 
and evaluative studies; it does not 
include original empirical testing or 
meta-analytic re-estimation.Future 
research should examine the combined 
framework’s implementation fidelity 
and impact across diverse school 
contexts, test which sequences of 
steps yield the strongest gains, and 
explore equity-centered stakeholder 
engagement strategies (Schueler et al., 
2020; Woo et al., 2025).

Conclusion
Strategic models for SIP offer 

complementary strengths.Integrating 

al., 2020).Strategic planning routines 
from Mass Insight ensure feasibility 
and manageability, minimizing 
initiative overload while maintaining 
stakeholder ownership (Mass Insight 
Education & Research, 2024).

Organizational routines described 
by Hanover provide practical scaffolds 
for measurement and assessment 
across multiple domains, helping teams 
balance compliance and continuous 
improvement (Hanover Research, 
2014).Participatory planning through 
SDP strengthens curriculum coherence 
and collaborative capacity, which are 
essential for sustainability (PDST, 
n.d.).Accountability guidance and 
state supports clarify expectations 
for evidence-based interventions, 
monitoring, and resource equity 
(U.S.Department of Education, n.d.; 
Woo et al., 2025).

Meta-analytic findings suggest 
realistic impact expectations: 
mathematics gains are more 
consistently observed than ELA, and 
conditions like extended learning time 
can amplify effects (Schueler et al., 
2020).Therefore, SIPs should prioritize 
time for learning and coherent staffing 
supports alongside instructional 
improvement.

Implications for Practice and Policy
For practice: Establish a 
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plans for educational excellence.
The proposed synthesis framework 
provides actionable steps and tools to 
navigate complexity while building 
capacity for continuous improvement.
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