
A Design Approach to Teaching and Leading

Case Study: Math and Science Leadership Academy (MSLA)
MSLA, a small teacher-led school, was designed to meet the specific needs of the students it serves. Seated 
in southwest Denver, 70% of the students are English Language Learners, 95% are Latino and 95% qualify 
for free or reduced-price lunch. Research suggests that these students need specific structures and 
supports in order to support their learning. These include:

Exposure to real-world activities to build background knowledge;
Intentional development of oral language; and
Specific focus on the development of academic language.

Rather than try to create a one-size-fits-all school that might not be successful in advancing student learning, 
MSLA planners (led by teachers) chose to design a school to meet the specific needs of the students that 
would attend. For far too long traditional models did not address the specific challenges, nor did they 
capitalize on the specific strengths that were inherent in this community. As a result, there was an intentional 
effort to design a school around the strengths and challenges of the students.

During the design phase of the school, it became quite apparent that some aspect of the school would have 
to be able to attract the most accomplished teachers: those who want to lead without leaving the classroom. 
Only these teachers would be able to carry out the instructional design needed to make students successful, 
so the leadership model MSLA developed was designed with that in mind. In short, the leadership model of 
the school had its foundation in what would best serve students while also being able to attract the most 
accomplished teachers. The framework below shows how MSLA moved from basic considerations about 
student learning needs and used those considerations to design an instructional approach and leadership 
model to carry it out.
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Design considerations for MSLA
Key Questions Design Elements

Students Who are they? 
What do they need?

70% English Language Learners, 95% Latino 
and FRL
Opportunities to apply learning in a real world 
context
Opportunities to develop oral and academic lan-
guage
Opportunities identify and pursue passion areas 
to connect to school

Model What instructional design will 
meet the needs of students?

Math and science focus due to under-
representation of Latinos in math and science 
majors and careers
Service learning/students’ passion areas ex-
plored through clubs and project-based learning 
that links regular curriculum to extracurricular 
explorations
Philosophy of “everyone a learner, teacher and 
leader” should be reflected in structure and cul-
ture of school and all its programs

Staffing What essential qualities must 
the teachers and other staff 
possess to successfully deliver 
instructional design?

Highly accomplished; proven positive impact on 
student learning
Ability and willingness to collaborate with col-
leagues
Highly reflective and with an “open door” phi-
losophy about one’s teaching; willingness to par-
ticipate in a peer observation process for forma-
tive feedback and summative evaluation
Leadership experience (at school, district, or 
other level) and comfort with leading alongside 
teaching
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Key Questions Design Elements

Leadership What must the leadership 
model be in order to attract and 
retain the teachers needed?
How will teachers model for 
students?

Two co-lead teachers released .8 to .5 FTE and 
paid increased base salary to handle facilities, 
external meetings, etc. in absence of traditional 
administrator positions 
Authentic leadership opportunities; everyone in 
school serves on a decision-making team so that 
participation and power in these processes is 
shared. Schedules adjusted to permit handling 
responsibilities during contractual day without 
release time or bonus pay.
Opportunities for self-directed learning and prob-
lem solving through peer observation and evalua-
tion system tied to professional development
Stengths-based leadership model ensures that 
unique knowledge, skills of each staff member 
are leveraged

The MSLA leadership model
Traditional concepts of leadership rely on the notion that one person is “in charge” and everyone else follows. 
More and more evidence is emerging that indicates a significantly different type of leadership is needed and 
more effective, especially in schools. This new form of leadership aligns with this notion of “everyone a 
leader” and focuses on capitalizing on the unique strengths and assets that each individual brings to a task 
or organization. MSLA is structured to do exactly that. Below is a diagram of the four different decision-
making teams that all play a part in the successful functioning of the school.
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One representative from each team is a member of the School Leadership Team which serves in a role 
similar to a Board of Directors. Members of the School Leadership Team are responsible for ensuring that the 
work of the teams is in alignment with the mission, vision, and values of the school. This team also has the 
authority to approve or send plans back to a team for revision, but not the authority to change a plan or 
decision. Each team has a clearly stated charge that defines the scope of their work and the ways in which 
decisions are to be made. There is a flow chart that defines when a decision is an individual, team, or whole 
group decision. 

Your Turn
How are you designing your teacher leadership model, roles, and structures to meet the needs of your 
students? You may use the blank graphic to define roles and focuses for teacher leaders’ work that meet 
your needs and match the vision for your schools, or sketch your own if they are configured in ways that are 
less like hubs to a central leadership team. 

1. What are the key areas in your school or district that teachers could be positioned to make authentic 
decisions based on their classroom-level expertise? Label the focuses at the top of each box and add 
bullets that explain duties for each leadership role.

2. What team or committee structures can be put in place in order for teachers to be able to make those 
decisions? Add in arrows linking leadership positions that show how roles interact and collaborate.

3. What structures would need to be put in place to ensure that teams are making decisions that are in 
alignment to mission, vision, and values? 
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