
Case Study: “Everyone a Leader”

Denver’s Math and Science Leadership Academy (MSLA) is a small, teacher-led elementary school where the 
tagline is, “Where everyone is a learner, teacher, and leader.” While the intent is easily understood, execution 
of this idea can be challenging. 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. (See “design 
approach” case study for a sketch of the school’s leadership model.

Selecting Leaders
MSLA’s leaders are the same as its teachers. Hiring processes for the school are intensive. In addition to 
submitting application materials, candidates are asked to undergo at least one interview (in person or via 
video conference) with a hiring committee of future colleagues and may submit evidence of teaching 
effectiveness. Prior leadership experience as well as a successful track record of classroom teaching are 
required. Once a teacher is hired, he or she is considered to be eligible to and is expected to fulfill some type 
of leadership role. The strengths-based framework below is used to guide placement of every teacher leader 
into a leadership position within the school.

MSLA’s Strengths-Based Leadership Framework
Every two to three years, the MSLA staff reviews the number of participants and content of the teams and 
makes adjustments based on student needs and teacher expertise. Teachers can change teams each year, 
however, as long as at least one member remains from the previous year in order to ensure continuity and to 
carry the institutional memory for the team. These teams are still responsible for complying with district policy 
but have the leeway to make decisions as long as they do not conflict with district policy.

Each staff member takes the Strengths-Finder Assessment which is a tool to identify an individual’s top five 
strengths. These strengths are then compared against the Strengths-Based Leadership framework (seen 
below) to identify each person’s leadership strengths. This information is then used to select team members, 
in alignment with the school’s “everyone a leader” vision and leadership model. The goal is to ensure that the 
MSLA community makes the best possible use of all the expertise available within the school. What’s 
important about this approach is that it takes skills and knowledge into account, but also dispositions toward 
specific kinds of and contexts for leadership.

http://strengths.gallup.com/110440/About-StrengthsFinder-20.aspx
http://strengths.gallup.com/110440/About-StrengthsFinder-20.aspx
http://strengths.gallup.com/110242/About-Book.aspx
http://strengths.gallup.com/110242/About-Book.aspx
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For example, Sarah has strengths in all four areas, including two in relationship building. She might be a 
strong member of the Peer Observation and Evaluation team. Henry, on the other hand, has strengths in 
Influencing and Strategic Thinking, so he might be a good Curriculum, Instruction and Data team member. 
Martha has strengths in relationship building and executing so she might be a good Climate and Culture 
team member.
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Tom Rath, Barry Conchie, Strengths-Based Leadership: Great Leaders, Teams and Why People Follow, Gallup Press, 2008.

It is worth noting that there are several different working styles and personality assessments that could be 
used for this type of exercise. Another example (which is also much more brief and free to all users) is the 
North, South, East, West Compass Points that can be accessed online. There is an online quiz that relates to 
this tool as well. If you choose to use the compass points approach you could use this chart to map people’s  
strengths in order to begin thinking about how to most effectively position them for success, as well as how 
to build your own teams.

Designing Your Selections Process and Criteria
Questions for consideration:
1. Go back to the focuses of work (or role descriptions) you have already created for teacher leaders in your 

district or school. For each leadership role, list the essential knowledge and skills that a teacher leader 
would need to have to be successful. 

2. Now consider dispositions and attitudes that would make teacher leaders successful in particular roles. 
Numerous assessments and inventories that can be used to identify working styles and strengths. How 
might the information gathered from those assessments be structured to help inform decisions about 
teacher leadership in your school or district? At MSLA, this was central to the process; the same is true 
for CTQ’s selections process for teacherpreneurs around the country. In Hillsborough Co., FL, teacher 
leaders are selected based on “hard” skills criteria for the leadership pool by a district committee, and 
then selected based on “soft” cultural and dispositional criteria by principals for roles in certain buildings. 
Where does this consideration fit in your selections process?

3. Who needs to be involved in your selections process, either to assist in vetting or because they need to 
be bought into the process and the leaders selected?

4. How can you create a selections process that balances tight rigor with openness to “quiet” and 
unexpected leadership?
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http://www.nsrfharmony.org/protocol/doc/north_south.pdf
http://www.nsrfharmony.org/protocol/doc/north_south.pdf
http://www.gotoquiz.com/leadership_style
http://www.gotoquiz.com/leadership_style

