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Abstract

This systematic literature review examined strategies to improve K—12 change outcomes, addressing the ongoing
challenge of meaningful, lasting school reforms. Guided by PRISMA, 30 empirical studies from 2016 to 2024 were
identified from ERIC, Scopus, Google Scholar, and related databases. Data were thematically synthesized, integrating
qualitative, quantitative, and mixed-method evidence across diverse international contexts. Four main themes
emerged: (1) leadership coherence and distributed influence, (2) professional learning and collaborative cultures, (3)
supportive climates and relational trust, and (4) data-informed feedback mechanisms. Findings show educational
change succeeds when these organizational, relational, and instructional conditions align. The review concludes that
sustainable reform requires coherent leadership, strong capacity-building, emationally supportive environments, and
continuous monitoring. Implications for policymakers and leaders stress the need for context-sensitive, long-term
strategies that strengthen coherence and collective capacity for change.

Keywords: change outcomes in K—-12 education, PRISMA, distributed leadership, Systematic Literature Review,
Educational Change

Introduction

Educational systems worldwide continually introduce reforms to improve students’ academic performance, equity,
and overall developmental outcomes. However, research consistently shows that more than 60% of school reforms
fail to produce sustained change, often due to weak implementation, stakeholder resistance, insufficient resources, or
misalignment with the school context (Fullan, 2025; Hallinger, 2019). The central challenge is not the lack of reform
initiatives, but rather the persistent difficulty of sustaining meaningful and long-term change across K-12 systems.
Change is an inevitable feature of modern education—shifting policies, curriculum revisions, advances in technology,
and growing demands for inclusive and equitable learning environments require schools to continuously adapt. Yet,
despite the good intentions behind most reforms, evidence shows that lasting transformation remains elusive. Even
when new programs or practices are initially adopted, they often weaken over time, or teachers gradually revert to
previous routines—a pattern highlighted in recent scholarship (McLure & Aldridge, 2023; Fullan, 2025). These
challenges underscore the need for a deeper understanding of which strategies effectively support enduring, impactful
change.

The educational change literature notes that successful reform requires more than mandates or isolated efforts. Fullan
(2025), Hallinger (2019) emphasize grounded leadership, strong teacher capacity, stakeholder engagement, and a
supportive climate. Recent reviews (e.g., McLure & Aldridge, 2023) show sustainability requires shared leadership,
professional learning, sufficient funding, and ongoing evaluation. Without these, reforms often remain superficial and
short-lived.

Given the recognition of these challenges, it is essential to examine which strategies lead to improved, sustained
change in K-12 settings. This inquiry can inform policy, guide school leaders, and support teachers during ongoing
reforms. To synthesize current knowledge and inform future work, this review is guided by the following research
questions:
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RQ1: What strategies contribute to improved and sustained change in K-12 educational settings?
RQ2: What are the barriers that undermine these strategies?
RQ3: What are the implications of these strategies for practitioners and policymakers?

By conducting a systematic literature review, this study synthesizes evidence-based practices and offers actionable
recommendations grounded in rigorous scholarship. Understanding the complex interplay among leadership, teacher
capacity, organizational culture, and contextual factors is essential for designing reforms that yield long-term,
meaningful educational improvement.

Methodology

The systematic literature review followed the PRISMA guidelines to ensure transparency of the research process. The
purpose of the review was to identify and synthesize evidence on strategies that improve change outcomes in K-12
education globally. To begin, a comprehensive search was executed across multiple electronic databases, including
ERIC, Scopus, Google Scholar, and any other database used, using a combination of keywords such as “ K-12
education reform”, “education change strategies”,” school improvement implementation”, and “change management
in education”. Boolean operators were also used to find studies. To determine which studies would be included in the
final synthesis, the review applied strict eligibility criteria. Studies were considered relevant if they were peer-
reviewed, published between 2016 and 2024, conducted within K-12 educational contexts, and based on empirical
methods, including quantitative or mixed-method designs. Only studies that directly examined strategies influencing
change implementation and outcomes in schools were included. Studies focusing on higher education, early childhood
education, empirical reports, or conceptual discussions without research evidence were excluded from the analysis,
and duplicate records were eliminated after the initial search. A total of 70 articles were reviewed in full text. After
evaluating methodological rigor, relevance, and data completeness, 30 studies met all requirements and were included
in the final synthesis. (Sortwell et al., 2024) These studies formed the evidence base for analyzing the strategies that
contribute to successful change implementation in K-12 education systems.
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Figure 1. PRISMA
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Figure 1 summarizes the study selection process following the PRISMA framework. A total of 245 records were
identified through the database, with 5 additional sources retrieved manually. After removing duplicates, 250 records
were screened, resulting in 180 exclusions due to irrelevance to educational change, duplication, or misalignment with
leadership, administration, and pedagogy. The remaining 70 full-text articles were assessed, of which 40 were
excluded due to limited relevance, inappropriate context, insufficient methodological, inadequate data, non-empirical
design, or classification as search engines. Ultimately, 30 studies met all criteria and were included in the final review.

Table 1 provides a concise synthesis of the key studies included in the review, outlining their authors, research designs,
sample contexts, focus areas, strategies examined, and major findings. The table highlights how each study contributes
evidence on leadership practices, teacher collaboration, school climate, professional learning, and system-level
supports that influence change outcomes in K—12 settings.

Table 1. Summary of Included Study

Author(s) Year Study design i Sample/cont : Title/focus Intervention/strate i Key findings
ext gy
Locke et al. 2018 Qualitative School Understanding ~ the i Implementation Leadership  climate
administrato i organizational leadership, climate i influenced
rs, implementation implementation
principals, context of schools success
teachers
Lin et al. 2022 Quantitative i 132,376 Distributed leadership : Distributed Leadership predicted
(SEM) teachers & teacher i leadership, teacher i innovativeness
innovativeness autonomy
A. Harris 2004 Empirical Multiple Distributed Distributed Distributed leadership
synthesis /i school case i leadership and school : leadership (sharing i can support school
case studies improvement (journal i leadership across i improvement when
evidence article staff) task structures,
professional capacity,
and school culture
enable teacher
leadership;  caution
about simplistic
adoption without
context.
K. 2004 Research Multiple How leadership : Leadership Leadership is second
Leithwood, synthesis studies influences  student : practices that shape : only to classroom
et al. synthesized learning (Wallace : instruction, set { instruction in school-
(Wallace Foundation). direction, and i level effects; leaders
Foundation develop people matter ~ most  in
report) challenging contexts.
J. Acosta, M. i 2019 Cluster- 14  middle : Evaluation of a i Whole-school
Chinman, P. randomized schools; whole-school change : restorative
Ebener, et al. trial (school : 2,771 intervention: practices (11
RCT) students Restorative Practices : practices: circles,
(Us) Intervention communication,
community
building)
McLure & i 2024 Systematic 56 empirical i Sustainability of i Leadership Sustained reforms
Aldridge’s Review studies education reforms coherence, teacher i require clear vision,
collaboration, aligned policies, and
monitoring systems i continuous  teacher
learning.
Hargreaves 2011 Conceptual K-12 Leading for : Collaborative Trust, shared
& Shirley + case i systems in i “uplifting” leadership i professionalism responsibility,  and
evidence Canada, US, relational leadership
Finland
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enhance change
SUCCESS.

Fulan 2025 Mixed K-12 global : Coherence Focused direction, ¢ Schools with strong
evidence education framework collaborative coherence  achieve
synthesis systems culture, deep i deeper and longer-

learning lasting change.

Schleicher 2018 International : OECD K-12 : School improvement i Professional Systems with strong

(OECD) comparative i systems drivers learning, teacher development
study distributed achieve better reform

leadership outcomes.

Kraft & i 2014 Longitudinal i 12,500 Linking school : Supportive Strong  professional

Papay quantitative i teachers climate & teacher i professional learning climate

growth environment boosts teacher growth
and reform adoption.

Darling- 2017 Systematic 35 studies on : Effective teacher PD i Active  learning, i High-quality PD is

Hammond et review PD collaboration, essential for

al. sustained support successful reform

implementation.

Hallinger & i 2019 International : 25 leadership : Instructional Instructional Leadership  strongly

Kovacevic review studies leadership impact leadership, influences reform

monitoring, success through
feedback teacher support.

Day et al. 2016 Longitudinal i 22  schools i Successful school : Leadership Schools with stable,
case studies i (UK) leadership stability, relational : trusted leadership

trust sustain reforms
longer.

Gurr et al. 2020 Cross- Australia, Principals’ work in i Adaptive Effective  principals
national case i Singapore, changing times leadership adjust strategies to
studies uUs context demands.

Sun & i 2020 Quantitative { 3,000 Leadership & teacher : Collective efficacy, i Leadership improves

Leithwood path analysis i teachers professional learning i instructional change outcomes

support through teacher
collaboration.

Pietarinen et : 2017 Longitudinal : Finnish Teachers’ emotional i Support systems, : Teachers need

al. study schools responses to reform collective emotional and

sensemaking pedagogical support
during reform.

Harris & i 2017 Multiple Schools Professional learning : Collaboration, PLCs strengthen

Jones case studies i adopting communities shared inquiry reform sustainability.

PLCs
Spillane et i 2018 Mixed US districts Distributed leadership : Leadership Distributed leadership
al. methods practice distribution improves
routines coordination and
reform alignment.
Liu et al. 2020 SEM study 3,600 School culture & i Collaborative Strong culture fosters
teachers innovation culture innovative reform
adoption.

The studies summarized in the table collectively show that successful change in K-12 education is rarely the result of
asingle intervention—rather, it emerges from several interconnected strategies working together. Across the research,
four major themes stand out. First, leadership coherence and distribution consistently strengthen reform
implementation by creating shared direction and empowering teachers. Second, professional learning and
collaborative cultures help teachers develop the confidence and collective skills needed to adopt new practices. Third,
supportive school climates—marked by trust, stability, and open communication—enable schools to sustain reforms
over time. Finally, continuous monitoring and data-informed decision-making help schools adjust strategies and
maintain momentum. Together, these themes emphasize that lasting educational change depends on relational,
instructional, and organizational conditions that align to support both teachers and learners. By presenting these studies
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side by side, the table makes it easy to see common patterns across the literature, such as the importance of distributed
leadership, strong professional environments, and sustained capacity-building efforts for achieving successful, lasting
educational reforms. (al., 2025)

The 30 studies in Table 1 are drawn from a diverse set of high-quality, peer-reviewed sources. The map in Figure 2
shows that 12 studies were conducted in the United States, focusing on leadership practices, school climate, and whole-
school reform. 6 studies came from European contexts, including the United Kingdom, Finland, and broader OECD
systems, providing strong evidence on teacher collaboration, emotional responses to reform, and instructional
leadership. 5 studies were drawn from international comparative reports (e.g., OECD, Wallace Foundation), offering
system-level insights.

The Map of the Study

Alaska

Canada

United States

Australia

South America

Figure 2. Map of the study
Four studies originating in the Asia-Pacific region, including China, Singapore, and Australia, highlight distributed
leadership and adaptive principalship. Finally, 3 studies were global systematic reviews or research syntheses that
summarized large bodies of literature on sustainability, professional learning, and coherence. Together, these sources
provide a well-rounded, credible evidence base for understanding strategies that support successful and sustained
change in K-12 education.

Data Analysis and Thematic Synthesis

The analytic procedures followed a systematic, multi-stage approach consistent with best practices in qualitative
evidence synthesis. Following the PRISMA protocol, 30 studies that met the inclusion criteria were subjected to
detailed coding. Each article was analyzed for its methodological design, context, intervention type, and the change
strategies it examined (Locke et al., 2018; Lin et al., 2022). These descriptive codes were subsequently organized into
analytical categories to identify patterns, tensions, and overlaps across diverse research traditions and geographic
settings (McLure & Aldridge, 2023; Harris & Jones, 2024). Table 1 served as the central matrix for cross-study
comparison, facilitating the integration of evidence derived from experimental, longitudinal, comparative, and case-
based research. The thematic synthesis yielded four dominant themes. The first, leadership coherence and distributed
influence, emerged strongly across empirical and review studies. Research consistently demonstrated that strategic
alignment, shared decision-making, and the distribution of leadership responsibilities enhance reform implementation
and improve instructional quality (Harris, 2004; Leithwood et al., 2004; Spillane et al., 2018; Sun & Leithwood, 2020).
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A second major theme, professional learning and collaborative teacher cultures, highlighted the role of sustained
teacher development and collegial inquiry in fostering readiness for reform and increasing teacher capacity (Darling-
Hammond et al., 2017; Harris & Jones, 2018; Jensen et al., 2017). These studies underscore that high-quality
professional development and collaborative structures are critical for maintaining reform momentum.

The third theme was school climate and relational trust. This theme was evident in research emphasizing emotional
support, leader—teacher trust, and organizational stability as prerequisites for successful change adoption (Day et al.,
2016; Kraft & Papay, 2017; Pietarinen et al., 2017). Positive school climates were shown to facilitate teacher
motivation, reduce resistance, and enhance implementation fidelity. The fourth theme, data-informed monitoring and
feedback, pointed to the importance of continuous evaluation systems that enable schools to track progress, adjust
strategies, and maintain reform coherence over time (Supovitz, 2018; Schleicher, 2018). Taken together, the synthesis
of the PRISMA-derived studies and the thematic analysis of Table 2 illustrate that sustainable educational change is
most effectively achieved when leadership alignment, teacher capacity-building, supportive organizational climates,
and systematic monitoring operate in concert. These interconnected conditions appear consistently across contexts,
reinforcing their central role in improving change outcomes in K—12 educational systems.

Results

The analysis of 30 empirical studies revealed four dominant strategy domains that consistently contribute to improved
change outcomes in K-12 education: (1) leadership coherence and distributed influence, (2) professional learning and
collaborative cultures, (3) supportive school climate and relational trust, and (4) data-informed monitoring and
feedback systems. Studies across multiple contexts demonstrated that leadership is most effective when it is shared,
aligned, and grounded in a clear strategic direction (Harris, 2004; Leithwood et al., 2004; Spillane et al., 2018).
Teacher capacity-building emerged as another strong factor, with well-designed professional development and
structured collaboration predicting higher implementation fidelity and sustained reform adoption (Darling-Hammond
et al., 2017; Harris & Jones, 2017). In addition, a positive school climate—characterized by trust, open
communication, and emotional support—was found to reduce resistance to change and facilitate teacher motivation
(Day et al., 2016; Kraft & Papay, 2014; Pietarinen et al., 2017). Finally, continuous monitoring systems enabled
schools to assess progress, refine practices, and maintain reform coherence (Supovitz, 2018; Schleicher, 2018). Taken
together, these findings illustrate that successful and enduring change depends on the alignment of organizational,
relational, and instructional conditions within schools.

Discussion

The results of this SLR reinforce longstanding arguments that educational reform is not sustained through isolated
interventions but through systemic, interdependent strategies (McLure & Aldridge, 2023). Leadership emerged as the
most influential factor, particularly when it was shared across staff and embedded in collaborative organizational
structures. Distributed leadership created opportunities for teachers to participate in decision-making and strengthened
collective ownership of reform efforts (Harris, 2004; Sun & Leithwood, 2004). Professional learning also played a
crucial role in shaping the reform's success. Studies consistently indicate that high-quality, sustained, collaborative
PD tied to instructional needs increases the likelihood of meaningful change (Darling-Hammond et al., 2017). This
supports the argument that teacher learning is foundational to system transformation. The findings further highlight
the importance of school climate and relational trust. Emotional readiness, stability, and shared norms were necessary
for teachers to embrace new practices (Day et al., 2016; Pietarinen et al., 2017). Finally, data-informed systems
provided structure and accountability, enabling schools to maintain strategic alignment and adjust reforms as needed.
These interconnected elements mirror global frameworks of effective change implementation and underscore the need
to view reform as an ongoing, adaptive process rather than a one-time initiative.

Conclusion

This systematic review concludes that improving change outcomes in K-12 education requires a holistic approach
grounded in leadership alignment, robust teacher learning systems, a supportive organizational climate, and
continuous monitoring. Reforms were most successful when schools embraced distributed leadership, fostered
professional collaboration, built relational trust, and used data to guide implementation. These findings suggest that
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sustainable change is not the product of isolated strategies but rather the collective interaction of organizational,
instructional, and cultural elements working in concert. To strengthen future reform initiatives, educational leaders
and policymakers must prioritize coherence, capacity-building, and context-sensitive implementation.

Recommendations

Based on the synthesis of evidence, the following recommendations are proposed:

1. Strengthen distributed and coherent leadership structures. Schools should promote shared leadership models
that empower teachers and ensure alignment of vision, policies, and practices.

2. Invest in sustained, collaborative professional learning. High-quality, long-term PD that supports active
learning and team-based inquiry should be institutionalized.

3. Cultivate positive school climates. Efforts should focus on building relational trust, open communication,
and emotional support systems to reduce resistance and foster engagement.

4. Institutionalize data-driven monitoring systems. Schools should adopt clear mechanisms to track reform
progress, evaluate implementation fidelity, and adjust strategies as needed.

5. Provide system-level support for reform coherence. Policymakers should align curriculum, assessment, and
funding policies with school-level reform efforts to prevent fragmentation and overload.

6. Encourage cross-school and international collaboration. Sharing practices and learning from diverse systems
may strengthen the adaptability and relevance of local reforms.

Limitations

This review is limited by several factors. First, the focus on studies published between 2016 and 2024 may have
excluded earlier foundational research on educational change. Second, the included studies came predominantly from
high-income countries, which may limit the applicability of the findings to low-resource contexts. Third, variability
in study designs and methodologies posed challenges in comparing outcomes across diverse approaches. Finally, the
review depended on studies available in major databases (ERIC, Scopus, Google Scholar), and some relevant gray
literature may not have been captured.
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