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REVIEW

A systematic literature review of barriers and supports:
initiating educational change at the system level
Felicity I. McLure a and Jill M. Aldridge b

aCollege of Indigenous Futures, Education and the Arts, Charles Darwin University, Alice Springs,
Australia; bSchool of Education, Curtin University, Perth, Australia

ABSTRACT
The purpose of this systematic literature review of empirical
studies was to analyse the results of 20 years of research,
related to education reform, to identify factors that support
or hinder change efforts. An electronic search identified a
total of 160 relevant primary studies published between
2000 and 2020 that were included in the review. Whilst
recognising that change processes are not linear, this paper
reports factors (possibilities and constraints) that are
reported in the literature as change is planned for and
introduced into schools. The review suggests that, to
heighten the success of change initiatives at the initial
stage, those designing and mandating the changes need to
consider six overarching factors: coordination of the reform;
coherence between goals, strategies and professional
learning and the vision and needs of the school;
connection between the new reform and ongoing changes
occurring across schools; flexibility of the reform to address
different needs between schools and within schools; fit with
sociocultural factors found in each school context; and
construction of school leadership capacity to manage
change.
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Introduction

Over the past 40 years, many countries have embarked on substantial pro-
grammes of educational reform to raise the levels of student learning and
achievement. Governments have identified improved student outcome and
achievement as important goals that will drive economic prosperity, and
improve a range of social outcomes, such as equity, social cohesion, health
and civic engagement. Whilst the investment of time and money into change
efforts is immense, alarmingly, the success of these initiatives has varied
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considerably (e.g. Masters 2014; Alkhater 2016; Croft, Roberts, and Stenhouse
2015; Van Kuijk, Mullender-Wijnsma, and Bosker 2021).

Evidence suggests that many change efforts are not achieving the desired
outcomes (e.g. OECD 2019). International surveys, including the Progress in
International Reading Literacy Study (PIRLS) and OECD’s Program for Inter-
national Student Assessment (PISA), provide comparative information about
students’ performance and trends overtime. The data collected from these
instruments, which has been the impetus for many reform initiatives, indicate
that many developed countries have made little progress and in fact, some
countries are going backwards in terms of performance (e.g. Masters 2014;
Niemann, Martens, and Teltemann 2017; Bulle 2011). In fact, 70% of all
change initiatives in all fields fail (Balogun and Hailey 2008).

Despite the promise of change initiatives, the success of their implemen-
tation is dependent on many factors (Garcia-huidobro et al. 2017). With the
numerous change initiatives being implemented worldwide, it makes sense
for future efforts to learn from experience (Levin 2010).

The importance of educational change has prompted reviews of literature
around the world. However, most prior reviews of change implementation
have focused on particular reforms in one country or region (e.g. Hallinger
and Bryant 2013; Honig and Rainey 2012; Tang, Lu, and Hallinger 2014). For
instance, Potter, Reynolds, and Chapman (2002) reviewed effective change by
examining school improvement initiatives over three waves (15 years) of
reform in the UK. In each case, the generalisability of the findings to other
countries could be limited.

Other literature reviews have focused on a particular reform type. For example,
Honig and Rainey (2012) reviewed ‘autonomy initiatives’ to develop independent
decision making to improve schools. In other examples, reviews have examined
reforms in specific contexts (eg., Datnow et al. 2005; Guhn 2009), from the per-
spective of a particular stakeholder (e.g. Leithwood’s (2016) systematic review
of department head leadership for school improvement), or from a particular
angle (e.g. Mizala and Schneider’s (1990) review of reform and teacher pay incen-
tives). However, no reviews synthesising findings from empirical studies of pro-
cesses that occur at the system level were found. We identified two reviews
that examined system-level factors (Cohen, Spillane, and Peurach 2018; Levin
2010), however, these did not identify specific aspects of reforms that hindered
or supported change at the system level.

Although studies have examined change efforts from various angles, few, if
any, literature reviews have examined factors that hinder or facilitate the
implementation of educational reform from a global perspective or that syn-
thesise the findings across different stages of reform. Further, to our knowledge,
no systematic literature review has reviewed findings of empirical studies from
reform efforts. Many discussions of change are based upon theoretically derived
models for change (e.g. Fullan, Wang, et al.). However, we wanted to start with
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empirical studies of change in schools to understand the barriers and support-
ing factors that are encountered in practice. This backdrop sets the stage for the
present study, which involved a large-scale systematic review of literature that
support or act as barriers to introducing educational change at the system level.
Whilst acknowledging that change is messy and non-linear in its implemen-
tation, this paper considers factors that system-level leaders and administrators
should consider before introducing change at the school level. Given the enor-
mity of the task, a lack of prior reviews of barriers and supports to change is not
surprising. However, our study took up this challenge to fill this gap in the
literature.

Theoretical framework

In this paper, we report themes related to change readiness of a system at the
macro-level (Wang, Olivier, and Chen 2020). We use the terms educational
change and reform interchangeably. Fink and Stoll (2005) identify two levels at
which change is effected: the classroom and the school or system level. Unlike
other reviews, our focus was on school-wide change efforts mandated across a
district, state or system and barriers and supports for that change in schools
under their jurisdiction, rather than describing the reform itself or the outcomes
of the reform.

Adopting a change management perspective (Cameron and Green 2004)
allowed us to focus on factors under the control of leaders who are managing
reform at the organisational level and which affect successful introduction of
change at the team and individual level. Change management requires iterative
cycles, reviewing the goals of an organisation, its structure and capabilities for
reaching those goals, in relation to internal and external stakeholders’ needs
(Moran and Brightman 2001). Organisational readiness for change requires
that stakeholders believe: that they are capable of implementing the
changes; that the changes are appropriate and useful; that there is commitment
amongst leaders for that change; and that the change benefits all members
(Holt et al. 2007). In order to support change, change agents need to be ident-
ified and resourced (Wang, Olivier, and Chen 2020). In addition, our theoretical
framework draws on the work of Mehan, Hubbard, and Datnow (2010), to
understand the co-constructed nature of school change. Their work illustrates
how educators’ actions in schools shape and are shaped by actions simul-
taneously occurring in diverse contexts, including the classroom, school, district,
reform design team, state, and federal levels’ (Datnow and Stringfield 2000,
187). The co-construction perspective does not view change implementation
as a linear process (Datnow and Stringfield 2000). Instead, players at different
levels (including policymakers, educators, design teams) co-construct the adop-
tion and implementation of change. This notion overlaps Fullan and Quinn’s
(2016, iv) idea of ‘systemness’ or ‘the need to integrate with what the system
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is doing’ and the work of Robinson and her colleagues (Robinson et al. 2017) on
cohesion and connectedness within schools.

Methods

To carry out this systematic literature review the Preferred Items for Systematic
Reviews and Meta-Analysis (PRISMA) (Moher et al. 2009) steps were followed:
identification of sources; data extraction; data analysis and synthesis of themes.

Identification of sources

ProQuest ERIC, Scopus, Sage Journals and Web of Science databases were
searched using a search for terms in the title, abstract and keywords, these
being: school change; school reform; school improvement; educational change;
or educational improvement as well as factors affect(ing); affect(ing); impact;
inhibit; barrier; support; affordance; or effective as well as primary school; second-
ary school; middle school; or school. These search terms were agreed upon
between the authors. Addition of a search term excluding university removed
studies of interest and so articles related to a tertiary education setting were
removed during screening. Because of the large number of studies obtained
through these searches the authors decided to limit the scope of the study to
publications from January 2000 onwards.

Inclusion criteria:

. Research topic: Studies describing factors that are barriers or supports to intro-
duction of system-wide reforms/change in more than one school. Studies
investigating strategies designed to support school improvement plans man-
dated by district/state authorities and the factors that supported or were bar-
riers to use of those strategies. Reforms were introduced after 1970.

. Types of research: Journal publications of empirical research (quantitative,
qualitative and mixed methods).

. Study population: K-12 educational settings.

. Date of publication: January 2000 and October 2020.

. Language of publication: English.

. Transparency: Studies that explicitly described theory, methodology and data
on which conclusions were based.

. Reliability/validity: Depending on the type of study, findings were valid and
reliable.

Exclusion criteria:

. Theoretical discussions rather than presentation of empirical evidence.
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. Studies that did not identify constraints or facilitating factors for introduction
of reform.

. Studies that focused on results of reform rather than factors affecting
implementation.

. Descriptions of the reform without analysis of barriers or supports to
implementation.

. Studies that investigated reforms of pre-primary or tertiary settings.

. Book chapters, conference proceedings, reviews, theses, and discussions pri-
marily of the effects of political factors on reform

Data extraction

To facilitate systematic screening and ensure agreement between the authors,
data screening and extraction was carried out in a three-stage process using
CovidenceTM (Covidence systematic review software, 2019). The search results
(n = 2560) were imported into Covidence and a check for duplicates was made.
Each author then checked the titles and abstracts, excluding those studies that
did not meet the inclusion and exclusion criteria. Where conflicts arose, the
authors consultedanddiscussedwhether to includeorexclude thestudy. Theexclu-
sion/inclusion criteria were refined as the authors became aware of the types of
studies available. For instance, studies focusing on political factors influencing
reform implementation were excluded, as these factors were beyond the control
of the educational leaders/administrators/reform designers and the schools.

In the second phase of screening, the authors individually examined the full
text of studies, where available, and made decisions to include or exclude the
studies. Where conflicts related to decisions about exclusion/inclusion occurred,
the authors met to resolve them.

Finally, each author extracted data from the study including, authors, insti-
tutions of author, publication date, country and setting of the study, study
design, data type collected, population of the study, intervention, barriers for
change and supports for change. Each study was also evaluated for quality of
the evidence presented. Once again, when conflicts arose, the authors resolved
them collaboratively. In a small number of cases, where the quality of the data
did not meet high standards, studies were returned to the previous stage and
excluded. The extracted data from the remaining studies were then entered
into an Excel spreadsheet for further thematic analysis. The PRISMA flow
diagram for study selection is presented in Figure 1. The authors then organised
themes into four categories of the reform process (see Figure 1).

Data analysis

Studies meeting the criteria were analysed for themes related to barriers and
supports to implementing school change (Nowell et al. 2017). Initially, major
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themes were identified as they arose on examination of each study, such as lack
of coherent integration of strategies and goals within the reform. Data from
each paper was placed under each of these themes as appropriate. When
new themes arose during this initial analysis, these were added. Once saturation
of themes was achieved and no more major themes arose (Bryman 2012), the
authors cross checked themes and identified sub-themes within each theme.
Finally, the authors organised themes within overarching themes, such as
coherence. Once overarching themes were determined, these were further
organised to align with different phases of the reform (see Figure 1) consistent
with Fullan’s (2001) proposed phases for the change process of initiation,
implementation, and institutionalisation: system-level factors influencing

Figure 1. PRISMA flow diagram of study selection for the systematic review.
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initiation of reform implementation; school-level factors influencing initial
implementation of the reform; factors for sustaining or institutionalising
implementation in the school and classroom; and additionally, barriers and sup-
ports for developing positive teacher attitudes towards reform.

The findings reported in this article were related to system-level preparation
for change (see Figure 1) and, as such, were required to describe factors that:

. Occur at the systems level or are influenced by or controlled at the systems
level;

. Can be addressed before the introduction of the reform in schools; and

. Were factors over which state/district leaders/administrators/reform
designers have some control.

Since reform is non-linear, the separation of themes was not always straight-
forward. For instance, building leadership capacity is essential before beginning
reform implementation but is also an ongoing factor in sustaining reform initiat-
ives. Where a theme could be situated in more than one phase of the implemen-
tation process, the authors chose to include it where it might be most beneficial
to the reader and based on congruency with other themes in the paper.

Characteristics of included studies

The characteristics of the 160 studies that met the eligibility criteria for this paper
are presented in Figures 2–5. Articles from 90 journals were examined. Reform
efforts of more than 37 countries were represented in this study, including three
studies that compared two or more countries. The number of eligible studies
doubled between the 2000 and 2004 period and the following five-year periods
(Figure 2). Almost half the studies were carried out in North America (Figure 3:
USA 68, Canada 7) and more than 75% of studies reported on qualitative data
(Figure 4). Implementation of educational changewere studied inprimary and sec-
ondary (middle and high school) settings (Figure 5). The reforms were many and
varied, for instance, whole school improvement reforms related to No Child Left
Behind (NCLB), Comprehensive School Reform (CSR), Science Education reforms,
reforms that mandated inclusive practices, small schools reform, system-wide
introduction of activity-based learning and English language policy reform.

Results

Overarching themes related to barriers and supports encountered when imple-
menting reforms at the system-level are summarised below. Sub-themes that
arose within each theme are elaborated using examples from the literature
reviewed. For a complete presentation of articles linked to each theme, see
appendix 1.
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Our analysis of themes revealed six considerations for those designing
change efforts that support the introduction of the reform on a system-wide
basis: coordination of implementation; coherence between the change strat-
egies and the needs within the school system; connections between the new
strategies and those that are already in place; building flexibility into the
change strategies to ensure individual school agency; the sociocultural
context of students and teachers; and, providing training and support to
school leaders to build capacity to lead change.

Coordination

Careful coordination by the overseeing state/district bodies would appear to be
an obvious requirement for the successful introduction of system-wide reform.
Surprisingly, however, studies (7) indicated that the complexities of implement-
ing change within schools were not always considered (e.g. Hallinger 2010;
Razzaq and Forde 2013). In some cases, training to support the change was
uncoordinated and inconsistently delivered and there was limited follow-up
afterwards (Owen et al. 2018), or no guidance was given at all to schools
about how to implement the change (Hallinger 2010). Sometimes

Figure 2. Studies by year published.

Figure 3. Number of studies by region.
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Figure 4. Study design.

Figure 5. Study school setting.
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implementation of change was so rapid that it left little time for small scale trials,
comprehensive communication with schools and teachers, or for making the
public aware of the changes (Hallinger 2010). Razzaq and Forde (2013)
described incomplete implementation planning with no timelines or indication
of who would be responsible for each part of the change process.

However, in 12 studies, where planned coordination of reform between
external and internal change agents or a central steering group was documen-
ted, implementation was more successful (e.g. Datnow and Castellano 2001;
Gunter et al. 2007). In most cases, this involved a paid change agent/coordinator
to provide individualised planning support for schools and a timeline for imple-
menting strategies (Datnow 2005a).

Coherence

Coherent integration of strategies and goals
When designing change strategies, the most common problems that were
documented (19 studies) involved a lack of integration between the reform pro-
gramme and the identified goals (e.g. Anderson et al. 2012; Chapman 2019). A
lack of integration arose when ideas were taken from outside the system and
introduced without modification without careful consideration of how they
will address the specific needs and goals in the new context (Chapman 2019).
For instance, in the case of a reform of science education, funding was provided
for building science classrooms without considering the goals of the school for
changes in pedagogical practices or more time to teach science (Johnson 2013).
Similarly, when the goals of the reform were unrealistic, unclear, or the goals
change over time, the change effort lost momentum and focus (e.g. Robinson
et al. 2017).

However, in 9 studies, when reform was well-integrated and linked to the
identified school improvement goals through a backward design process,
reform initiatives were more likely to be successfully implemented (e.g. Lai
Wah 2007). Several approaches were identified in the literature for successfully
integrating strategies and goals. For instance, setting clear goals and targets
for each phase of the reform, developing specific strategies for achieving
these goals, and allocating leadership responsibilities related to those goals,
provided clear operational strategies for change (Robinson et al. 2017).
Further, time is needed for targeted professional development (PD) to
ensure that the strategies and practices necessary to reach the goals are
developed (Robinson et al. 2017). Setting up data analysis and accountability
systems at the outset of the change process and providing opportunities for
reflection on whether the strategies support the achievement of identified
goals will ensure that the goals of the change are effectively addressed
(Muir et al. 2018).
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Coherent implementation of change strategies across the school/school
system
Another barrier to the successful introduction of a change initiative (reported
in 11 studies) was the lack of coherence between subsystems (e.g. between
the national government, publishers of curriculum materials, school leaders,
teachers, and students) (e.g. Carpay et al. 2013; Patterson et al. 2013).
When education departments, district leaders, and schools do not consider
the effects of the activities and change efforts on different subsystems,
implementation of the change strategies is inconsistently applied (Carpay
et al. 2013). For instance, when teachers and district leaders/principals dis-
agreed about the alignment between the mandated reform and the state
standards this led to a reluctance for teachers to engage with the process
(Patterson et al. 2013). This lack of coherence was particularly evident
when policy and practice related to the change initiative did not consider
all stakeholders, for example, where change initiatives did not include
goals and strategies appropriate for students with special needs (Truscott
et al. 2004).

In those schools and systems which successfully initiated and sustained
change (5 studies), concerted efforts were made to apply standardised policies
and knowledge management practices across the entire district (e.g. Muir et al.
2018; Anderson et al. 2012). One factor supporting change initiatives was that
the principal ensured consistent use of strategies throughout the school and con-
tinuity of focus over time rather than a piecemeal approach (Finnigan 2011). For
example, Muir et al. (2018) described the benefits of providing a numeracy coach
to work with all teachers and school leaders to ensure coherent implementation
reforms targeting national improvement priorities in mathematics.

Coherence between theoretical models, established school philosophy/vision
and the reform
A feature identified in nine studies that led to failure to introduce change into
schools was when the adopted changes did not involve evidence-based theoreti-
cal frameworks or lacked coherent philosophical underpinnings for making struc-
tural, curricular, and educational decisions (e.g. Arco-Tirado and Fernandez-
Balboa 2003; James and Jones 2008). For example, when a political agenda
drives the change to gain votes rather than a theoretically sound educational
agenda, the changes may be short-lived or incoherently applied (Kurt 2011).
Additionally, James and Jones (2008) described the challenges of overcoming a
strong culture of autonomous decision making amongst school leaders when
trying to establish collaborative leadership structures within schools.

On the other hand, two studies showed that where the change initiatives
fitted with the established vision of the schools and were underpinned by
well-considered theoretical frameworks, greater coherence of implementation
was achieved (e.g. Edwards 2012).
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Alignment between the change strategies and the needs of the school/
community
Seven studies revealed that another area essential for successful change is align-
ment between the needs of the school and the goals of the reforms being intro-
duced (e.g. Fomichova, Kazama, and Misonou 2014; Good 2008). Change
initiatives that do not consider prior educational experiences, address major con-
cerns (e.g. Fomichova, Kazama, and Misonou 2014) or meet the needs of students
(e.g. Nolan 2015) or individual schools (e.g. Good 2008) were unlikely to succeed.
For instance, where changes were introduced that did not consider particular
difficulties schools face (such as, poverty or lack of resources), the school had
limited ability to access the changes and their benefits (Good 2008). Likewise, a
major reform of the education system in Ukraine, failed because it did not con-
sider the major concerns of educators, specifically funding and the use of out-
dated teaching methods (Fomichova, Kazama, and Misonou 2014).

Eleven studies reported that school improvement plans and reform models
are most effective when solutions align with the school needs, and staff, par-
ental and individual student needs (e.g. Karagiorgi et al. 2015; Strunk et al.
2016; Stringer 2009). This includes alignment of PD provision with both the
reform goals and the teachers’ needs (Sánchez 2019). Additionally, progress
in reform implementation depended on school leaders and external partners
adapting the reform strategies as the school needs changed (Li 2017).

Connections between the change being introduced and other change
initiatives and mandates

Many studies identified that numerous change initiatives are being introduced
in schools in addition to the government or system-level mandates (e.g. Bagli-
bel, Samancioglu, and Crow 2018; Copland 2003). These studies indicate that
these schools were overwhelmed by the number of change initiatives being
introduced without consideration of how they could be successfully integrated
(e.g. Bisschoff 2009; Chow, Hewitt, and Downs 2013).

Links made between the changes and other ongoing or new change
initiatives
Six studies noted that a major barrier to introducing change was the incompat-
ibility of strategies in the new reform with ongoing change initiatives at the
school (e.g. Baglibel, Samancioglu, and Crow 2018). In some cases, ongoing
and new reforms have competing goals which result in competition for
resources between projects (e.g. Bishop et al. 2012). For instance, in one
study of reforms to special education, conflicts between the goals of a new stan-
dards-based reform initiative and an established reform resulted in a loss of
flexibility in service provision (Furney et al. 2003).
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In six studies, successful introduction of reforms occurred where the new
initiatives were evaluated for compatibility with extant programmes, and
the reform programmes were then carefully integrated with ongoing initiat-
ives (e.g. Bishop et al. 2012; Chow, Hewitt, and Downs 2013). For example,
Bishop et al. (2012) reported that the schools that most successfully
implemented the Te Kotahitanga reform to improve outcomes for Maori stu-
dents were those that evaluated other change initiatives in the light of the
philosophical framework of Te Korahitanga and ensured that the principals
and practices outlined in this reform were consistent with other change
strategies.

Avoiding change fatigue
A common complaint about the introduction of new initiatives raised in 16
studies was that changes occur too rapidly, or the number of changes over-
whelmed stakeholders (e.g. Bisschoff 2009; Brown, Rutherford, and Boyle
2000; Copland 2003). In their view, major problems arose when there was a
lack of communication about reforms and coordination across multiple
reform programmes (Glaes-Coutts and Nilsson 2020). This multiplicity of
reform demands led to cynicism, stress, and feeling ‘swamped’, leading to sta-
keholders resisting or ignoring reform initiatives (e.g. Gunter et al. 2007). For
example, there have been so many reform initiatives in Finland that there is a
lack of enthusiasm for improvement initiatives among stakeholders (Wikeley
et al. 2005). Introduction of multiple reforms may lead to low coherence
between the initiatives and a constantly shifting focus from leaders who cham-
pion one reform over another (Robinson et al. 2017). Change fatigue is com-
pounded by feelings of lack of agency when multiple changes are imposed
from the state/district level by central educational institutions (Micanovic 2019).

Connection made between the change and other mandates (e.g. meeting
national/state standards)
Twenty studies discussed the problems that arise when change initiatives are
disconnected with or conflict with national/state curriculum mandates and
other requirements such as state or school testing, resulting in the focus
being on meeting the mandatory requirements rather than on introducing
the school improvement initiatives (e.g. Datnow 2005a, 2005b; Feiler 2010).
Schools in most jurisdictions have mandates set by national or state govern-
ments or regulatory bodies, which must be met. However, due to limited
time resources, the focus often turns to preparing students for tests rather
than reform implementation, since these results will be used to judge the stu-
dents, teachers, and the school (Johnson 2013). This focus is intensified when
parents believe that the focus should be on test results, such as the GCSE
results in the UK, rather than implementing new (and, in their view, untried)
learning strategies (Feiler 2010).
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Six studies showed positive outcomes when reforms were integrated with
mandatory testing and standards by ensuring that the initiative supported tea-
chers and the school in meeting the mandatory standards (e.g. Chen 2008;
Datnow 2005a).

Avoiding internal conflicts that mitigate against change implementation
Six studies described everyday issues/expectations in schools that can leave
little time for reform implementation (e.g. Ham and Dekkers 2019; Liljenberg
and Nordholm 2018). These factors need to be considered and solutions
found before introducing new initiatives into schools. For instance, a
common complaint from teachers asked to implement changes is that they
are too busy due to the amount of content required to be covered in the
curriculum (Ham and Dekkers 2019). Other procedural discussions, for
instance, about rules and schedules, prevent discussion about reform
implementation (Liljenberg and Nordholm 2018). For example, in a reform
using ICT to monitor and support reform implementation, ICT resources
were unavailable since they were used primarily for administrative purposes
(Owen et al. 2018).

Flexibility for differentiation of the change strategies

Each school within a school system has a specific context within which they
work and a unique set of challenges and strengths. For change strategies to
be successful across the schools within a system, they need to be sufficiently
flexible to address the unique context of each school.

Differentiation of plans between schools based on school context
Five studies in this review revealed that a barrier to change implementation
was the lack of district/state/organisational planning for differentiation of
strategies between school contexts (e.g. Higham and Booth 2018; Johnson
2007). This was particularly evident where there was a lack of capacity
within the education bureaucracy to ensure alignment between the local
needs and the policy mandates (Mertkan-Ozunlu and Thomson 2009)
and when PD supporting reform introduction was not differentiated for
schools in different contexts and for teachers with different needs
(Johnson 2007).

On the other hand, 18 studies showed that successful introduction of
reform occurred when there was a process in the district that allowed for
differentiated plans and individualised school support (e.g. through coach-
ing), which took into account the context, specific barriers, and problems
of each school (e.g. Mayer, Woulfin, and Warhol 2014; Anderson et al.
2012). One way of ensuring that the school context is considered is
through consultation with stakeholders, which privileges school communities
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as experts in their context (Mayer, Woulfin, and Warhol 2014). Clear guide-
lines for professional practice, and well developed training programmes,
together with district leaders who have spent time understanding the
different problems at each school resulted in effective differentiation of
support (e.g. Anderson et al. 2012).

Flexibility within the school to vary the original plan for evolutionary change
When a change plan is introduced to schools, the change strategies must be
sufficiently flexible to allow adaptation within the school context and overtime
as the context changes. Ten studies showed that a lack of flexibility for adapting
the reform to fit different contexts within the school resulted in limited
implementation (e.g. Razzaq and Forde 2013; Rowan and Miller 2007). The
school context also changes over time, and when the reform is too prescriptive,
it does not allow for the evolution of the reform to address the changing
context (Graczewski et al. 2007). For example, one study showed that two
extremes should be avoided which suppress the creativity/innovation found
in a school environment: being too prescriptive; or allowing for too many
opinions (Rowan and Miller 2007).

Thirteen studies indicated that where the reform encourages principal (and
teacher) flexibility and willingness to vary from the original plan, the changes
are more likely to be successful (e.g. Holmes, Clement, and Albright 2013;
Jackson 2000), for example, when school-specific PD was provided to address
teacher diversity (Genlott, Gronlund, and Viberg 2019). Additionally, where
mechanisms are put in place for stakeholders to regularly revisit the reform
vision, critique it and modify the support given, the changes will continue to
address the school’s needs, capacity and context (Lakkala, Uusiautti, and
Määttä 2016).

School autonomy/agency
All the themes reported so far suggest giving agency to individual schools to
adapt the changes as appropriate to their context will support success. Unfortu-
nately, 27 studies reported that reform implementation that did not allow for
autonomy/agency of individual schools was unsuccessful (e.g. Craig 2012;
Erlichson 2005; Lingam, Lingam, and Sharma 2017). These studies described a
top-down approach that included procedural control, control over the
budget, and centrally driven policies, where reform developers were too far
removed from the school context and schools/teachers were forced to
implement changes even when they believed they were inappropriate (e.g.
Jones 2008; Orange 2014). There were numerous examples of limited autonomy
and increased coercion in setting up improvement activities through mandated
reforms, leading to increasing resistance from teachers (e.g. Hargreaves 2004).
For instance, attempts to standardise teaching methods led to lack of teacher
and school autonomy and resulted in staff feeling disempowered and lacking
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in intrinsic motivation to participate (e.g. Craig 2012). In one case, not all schools
were given the same level of autonomy as mandated changes were more pre-
scriptive in African-American schools than ‘white’ schools (Esposito, Davis, and
Swain 2012). In particular, procedural control and monitoring for fidelity of
implementation limited values-based decision making and was not supportive
of a climate of innovation within schools (Park 2012; Rowan and Miller 2007) and
even resulted in the undermining of principals’ authority, as they were seen as
passive instruments of government/district policy (Patterson et al. 2013).

Fewer studies reported (12) successful introduction of reforms to schools
where schools were supported and given agency to implement their change
strategies (i.e. bottom-up reform) (e.g. Erlichson 2005; Higham and Booth
2018; Mayer, Woulfin, and Warhol 2014). The findings of these studies indicate
the importance of autonomy to appoint or remove staff (Tarpey and Poultney
2015), and autonomy over budget (Borko, Elliott, and Uchiyama 2002). For
example, choosing which PD programmes would be helpful or how to use
grant funds, were identified as important factors in a school embracing the pro-
posed changes (e.g. Epstein 2005; Borko, Elliott, and Uchiyama 2002).

Interaction between the change and the cultural context

Culturally responsive changes which consider the socio/cultural context of
the school/students
Several studies in non-Western countries or contexts examined the success of
implementing reforms developed in a Western context (e.g. Tahirsylaj 2013;
Panhoon and Wongwanich 2012). Six studies indicated that where reform is
transplanted from one culture to another, the reform was not sustained (e.g.
Baglibel, Samancioglu, and Crow 2018). In each case, the reform was seen as
inappropriate to the prevailing cultural norms of the country. For instance, a
reform to include student voice carried out in a Confucian culture failed
because the principles of respect for authority acted as a barrier for indepen-
dent thinking and expression amongst students (Huang and Asghar 2018).

On the other hand, eight studies showed that when administrators and facil-
itators of the reform are aware of students’ socio/cultural context and introduce
culturally-responsive changes, the reform is more likely to be adopted (e.g.
Antrop-González and De Jesús 2006). Examples of culturally-responsive
changes included adapting the reform to include indigenous perspectives
(Bana 2010); including bi-lingual teaching (Datnow et al. 2003); inclusion of cul-
tural events and showing respect for traditions were used to deepen under-
standing or acceptance of changes (Frost 2012).

The cultural context of the teachers is considered
As well as considering the cultural background of the students, taking account
of teachers’ beliefs and culture is essential when designing and introducing
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reforms. In five studies, where teacher beliefs were shaped by dominant ideol-
ogies that contradicted the reform assumptions, the teachers resisted or did not
understand the reforms (e.g. Hallinger and Kantamara 2000; Ham 2020). For
instance, in one context, the teachers were unwilling to put forward ideas in
front of senior teachers, which meant that introducing a participatory manage-
ment model was unsuccessful (Hallinger and Kantamara 2000). There was a
clash of values in some cases (Hallinger 2010) or the teachers did not under-
stand Western pedagogies (Ham 2020). Without considering these barriers
and empowering schools to adapt the reforms to take account of these
obstacles, the reform is likely to fail (Brinkmann 2019).

However, in three studies, giving local teachers agency to adapt PD and strat-
egies to the culture led to successful implementation of reforms (e.g. Barakat and
Maslin-Ostrowski 2019). Likewise, where the cultural needs of teachers, for
example, for strong relationships and precedence of age based on Confusion prin-
ciples, were taken into account when implementing reform, teachers were more
accepting of the changes being introduced (e.g. Hallinger and Kantamara 2000).

Building leadership capacity to manage change

Support and training for leadership for introducing and managing reform
implementation
Throughout the papers reviewed, a common thread is that introducing and sus-
taining change in schools is not easy. However, observations in 22 studies indi-
cated that leaders and administrators do not receive sufficient guidance, PD or
district support in implementing the particular reform they are presented with,
and are left feeling confused, isolated and unsupported (e.g. Chow, Hewitt, and
Downs 2013; El-Bilawi and Nasser 2017; Goe 2006). Principals’ leadership capa-
bility and capacity were often found to be underdeveloped, particularly in the
areas of data literacy, inquiry habit of mind, ICT skills, and knowing how to
determine the main problems in the school (e.g. Geijsel, Krüger, and Sleegers
2010). Inexperienced principals often lacked training or mentoring to develop
leadership or management skills, and in producing systematic implementation
plans for change (e.g. Hussin and Al Abri 2015; Glaes-Coutts and Nilsson 2020).
They also felt overwhelmed by having to be both administrators and pedagogi-
cal leaders in understanding and leading the implementation of the reform, par-
ticularly reforms, such as technology integration, in which they may lack
confidence (Chow, Hewitt, and Downs 2013; Liljenberg and Nordholm 2018).
Sometimes administrators were left out of the PD related to the reform,
which further exacerbated this problem (El-Bilawi and Nasser 2017).

Conversely, 16 studies described how reform implementation was more likely
to be successful when the training of principals and leaders in how to
implement changes was planned as part of the reform strategy (e.g. Hussin
and Al Abri 2015; Li 2017; Lochmiller 2018). This was achieved when PD
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identified by principals was provided for developing skills in: inquiry habit of
mind; data literacy; setting goals and evaluating outcomes; designing, imple-
menting and evaluating curriculum; building teacher professionalism and
instructional skills; understanding students’ development and learning;
problem-solving; building shared decision-making; research knowledge skills;
ICT utilisation; defining the core values and beliefs of education; creating a
learning organisation; communicating effectively; building team commitment;
team building skills; and resolving conflicts (Hussin and Al Abri 2015). Studies
indicate that ways to support principals include appointing external consult-
ants/leadership coaches or setting up practitioner networks (Cameron 2010).
Doing so, empowered principals in implementing reforms by helping them
determine and articulate the school’s needs (Li 2017), provide training, tools
and protocols, evaluate their behaviours which generate resistance to reform,
and promote collaborative practices (Lochmiller 2018). In addition, establishing
a network of consultants and principals to focus on specific areas of implemen-
tation or improvement, supported development of change strategies (Mette
and Scribner 2014) and helped them to recognise that many of the problems
they encountered were universal (Naicker and Mestry 2016).

Ensuring leadership stability
Finally, 15 of the empirical studies, highlighted the negative effects of staff turn-
over on leadership stability resulting in unsuccessful reform implementation
(e.g. Hallinger 2010; Hamann, Zuliani, and Hudak 2005) by eroding relational,
intellectual and cognitive capital (Holme and Rangel 2012). For instance, high
staff turnover in the district/state/education departments where the reform
had been designed resulted in a change of focus (Hamann, Zuliani, and
Hudak 2005) and reduced morale and trust (Holme and Rangel 2012). In
some cases, a change in district leadership led to funding and support for the
reform being removed (e.g. Jennings et al. 2007). Likewise, a change of principal
at the school level after a reform had been introduced often led to a change of
focus and loss of momentum (e.g. Patterson et al. 2013; Saito and Tsukui 2008).

Conversely, in seven studies, where continuity of school leadership and low
turnover of district leaders or external coordinators/facilitators was ensured, the
reform was longer lived and had more time to become normalised within each
school context (e.g. Sanchez, Usinger, and Thornton 2019; Klar 2013; Fox 2005).
In addition, where leadership turnover was unavoidable, priority was given to
ensuring the new leader also took up support for the reform (Hamann,
Zuliani, and Hudak 2005).

Discussion

As reform efforts continue to produce varied results, despite substantial invest-
ment from systems and governments worldwide, we offer the results of our
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systematic literature review with a degree of optimism. The papers reviewed (n
= 160) reported empirical results from studies diverse in objectives, theoretical
background, and methodologies. Analysis of the results of these studies allowed
us to delineate important factors that facilitate and hinder reform efforts related
to aspects that leaders at the state/system level should consider when design-
ing and introducing reforms. Our review highlighted six key features that
promote the success of reform efforts: coordination, coherence; connectedness;
flexibility; fit and leadership capacity. These factors elaborate on and extend the
findings of previous reviews (e.g. Cohen, Spillane, and Peurach 2018; Levin
2010), identifying multiple sub-themes and the generalisability of those
themes to many diverse contexts.

First, coordination of the reform at a system-leadership level is an essential
aspect of becoming change ready (Wang, Olivier, and Chen 2020). Coordi-
nation requires understanding the complex co-constructed nature of the
change process and developing a timeline for change that includes identifying
and preparing those responsible for each part of the change process (Mehan,
Hubbard, and Datnow 2010). Consistent with the system readiness for change
framework of Wang, Olivier, and Chen (2020), studies reported that organis-
ational learning can be supported by hiring external consultants or appointing
internal change agents to train and coordinate leadership/teachers in new
approaches to ensure consistency of implementation and communication of
goals to stakeholders.

Second, in order to be change ready, the ‘systemness’ of change (Fullan and
Quinn 2016) needs to be recognised and connections made between what is
already happening in the system and how the changes will impact all parts of
the system to ensure cohesiveness (Robinson et al. 2017). Evidence from this
review suggests that ensuring coherence is important to the success of
reform including: clear reform goals linked to strategies and supported by pro-
fessional development; policies and practices that ensure consistent implemen-
tation across the school or schools; alignment between the reform and the
established vision of the school; and alignment between the reform and the
needs and context of the school and/or community. These findings were con-
sistent with and expanded on those reported by Potter, Reynolds, and
Chapman (2002) who found that planning, building capacity and flexibility
were essential ingredients for successful reform in the UK.

Likewise, as a result of lack of recognition of the ‘systemness’ of reform and the
need for co-construction of the reform process (Mehan, Hubbard, and Datnow
2010), a major barrier to reform implementation described by authors was a
poor fit between the reforms, school organisational, or management structures,
and existing processes. It would appear that, in cases where reform did not
bring the anticipated change, there was often a disconnect between the whole
system infrastructure provided to support the implementation of reform policies
and the reform goals (see also Cohen, Spillane, and Peurach 2018).
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In addition, the importance of ensuring connections between the macro (dis-
trict), meso (individual schools) and micro (teachers) levels of the system
(Cameron and Green 2004; Robinson et al. 2017) was highlighted by evidence
obtained in this review. The evidence suggests facilitating reform success
requires: compatibility with ongoing reforms and initiatives at the school; consid-
ering the speed and number of changes that are demanded; aligning the goals of
reform and the goals for mandates (e.g. national standards); and addressing
internal conflicts (e.g. curriculum content, time for reform discussions and reflec-
tions). Our findings support and elaborate on reviews that found problems arise
when change efforts are implemented simultaneously (e.g. Reierson and Becker
2020; Cheng 2003, 2009) and when the school is focused on other priorities
(Tang, Lu, and Hallinger 2014), particularly if the coherence between reform
aims, goals and strategies are not considered. Robinson et al. (2017) describe
five domains that should be addressed in order to achieve reform coherence:
clear goals, organisation, appropriate professional learning which links with the
goals, development of positive teacher culture and strategic leadership, and
those domains were confirmed to be of importance in the empirical studies
described in this systematic literature review.

In recognition that each individual part of the system has unique needs, prior
experiences and contexts, it is essential that responsiveness to individual school
needs and contexts be built into the reform process (Wang, Olivier, and Chen
2020). This is supported by evidence from this review that suggests that flexi-
bility is important for reform success. Flexibility is required at two distinct
levels: flexibility between schools in terms of differentiated plans and individua-
lised support that considers the context and barriers related to individual
schools; and flexibility within schools to allow principals and teachers to be
responsive to changing contextual factors (evolutionary change). Our findings
support past reviews that found systemic barriers to autonomy must be over-
come if the specific needs of stakeholders within the schools are to be
addressed (e.g. Honig and Rainey 2012) and the reform design must have flexi-
bility built into it so that individual schools can adapt the reform to their context
(Levin 2010) without having to overcome major bureaucratic barriers to obtain
exemptions or make variations (Honig and Rainey 2012).

Likewise, the school context needs to be considered to ensure that the
reform ‘fits’ (Wang, Olivier, and Chen 2020). Features related to fit include
taking into account: (a) the sociocultural contexts of the students by includ-
ing culturally-responsive changes; and (b) the teachers’ culture, by providing
teacher agency and adapting professional learning rather than transplanting
strategies from one culture to another. These findings support those of other
reviews of reforms that involved implementation of strategies developed in
one culture and translated into other cultural contexts (Guhn 2009; Cheng
2003, 2009; Hallinger and Bryant 2013; Goldenberg 2003; Tang, Lu, and Hal-
linger 2014). Our findings highlight the importance of understanding and
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addressing cultural norms, making cultural links, and overcoming cultural
barriers.

Finally, a fundamental cause of failure to successfully introduce and sustain
change was a lack of training and support for leaders and administrators at
the school level. Professional training and support of school leaders in order
to be ready to lead change in their schools was an essential aspect of the
change readiness framework of Wang, Olivier, and Chen (2020). In many of
the articles reviewed in this study, principals themselves felt that they did not
possess many of the skills needed to guide the reform process in their
schools. The benefits of appointing leadership coaches or participation in prac-
titioner networks throughout the change process were described in several
studies. Additionally, the imperative of maintaining stability at the leadership
level throughout the change was highlighted, particularly as leaders understand
the reform process within their context and develop change management skills.

Limitations of our study

Although we endeavoured to synthesise relevant findings from as wide a range
of eligible literature as possible, the evidence presented in this review may be
incomplete for the following reasons. First, the date criteria placed on the
search may have excluded significant studies published before 2000.
However, the weight of evidence of the included studies might be strong,
especially in the light of the more recent move towards empirical studies in
the field (Garcia-huidobro et al. 2017).

Second, there is always a possibility, that the keywords searches may not
have identified relevant studies. Third, limiting articles to those written
in English reduces the generalisability of the study to the anglophone world.
Fourth, quality assessment criteria proved somewhat subjective considering
the qualitative nature of many studies. However, both authors evaluated the
quality of studies independently, reducing the likelihood of inaccurate results.

Fifth the sheer number of articles and themes meant that the authors had to
divide the study into four categories. The introduction of reform is not a linear
process, and many themes could have been placed in several different cat-
egories. However, to enhance reliability both authors undertook this process
collaboratively.

Recommendations for policymakers and reform developers

In light of our findings, it is recommended that:

1. To avoid a fragmented approach to reform efforts, reform developers con-
sider how the reform will affect various subsystems to ensure common pol-
icies and consistent practices are applied across different parts of the system.
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2. Policymakers and reform developers consider how a deep understanding of
the reform across all system parts is attained to ensure a coherent link
between the goals and targets and strategies.

3. To promote the success of educational change, the philosophy and theoreti-
cal model of the reform is educationally sound.

4. Consideration be given to the alignment of the reform philosophy and vision
with the already-established vision or philosophy in schools.

5. Government officials, policymakers and principals consider the speed
and number of reforms and initiatives being implemented and, impor-
tantly, the interactions within and across those efforts to avoid competing
goals.

6. Given that all schools have different contexts/needs, reform developers need
to consider how reform can be sufficiently flexible to allow adaptation across
different contexts.

7. Consideration be given to how differentiated support can be provided to
schools based on needs and principals/teachers be engaged in promoting
innovative implementation.

8. Reform developers consider teachers’ and students’ cultural needs, to ensure
culturally responsive strategies.

9. Consideration be given to external consultation systems that coordinate the
reform process and build capacity in leadership for flexibility and responsive-
ness in planning, consistent implementation of reforms across the school
and an understanding of the need for evolutionary change.

Having mapped the findings of the literature reviewed, we suggest future
systematic literature reviews delve deeper into each of the areas identified.
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