
Staffing and Scheduling to Advance  
Teacher Leadership

Amphitheater Unified School District (Tucson, AZ) 
In 2006, the U.S. Department of Education (ED) started a competitive grant program known as the 
Teacher Incentive Fund (TIF). Most districts that have implemented teacher leadership systems have 
developed those pilot programs with the support of TIF grants. (Iowa districts are the exception since 
theirs is the only state agency that is supporting at-scale development of these programs.) Since the 
launch of TIF, ED has invested over $1.2 billion in supporting states and districts in re-thinking how to 
use compensation to support teaching and learning. Determining the effectiveness of plans that range 
from bonuses for test score improvement to plans that re-design the role of administrators and teachers 
has proven elusive, as plans like this are new, vary significantly in their design, and involve relatively 
small numbers of teachers, students, and schools.1

Amphitheater Unified School District (Amphitheater) includes 20 K-12 schools on the north side of 
Tucson, Arizona. Amphitheater has been involved in some form of alternative compensation. Project 
EXCELL! (EXCELL) began in 2007 with a $29 million TIF grant. In the fall of 2007, district leaders, 
teachers and data analysts collaborated in the design of the program. The goals were: improved student 
achievement, differentiated pay for teachers and principals, improved professional development, 
recruitment and retention of highly-qualified teachers in hard-to-staff schools, and an improved district 
data-management plan. 

EXCELL staffing model
To facilitate professional growth and focus on student learning, the EXCELL program uses 16 
instructional support leaders (ISLs) and 10 instructional coaches to work with principals. These skilled 
educators were selected through a rigorous screening process and serve for two years with full release 
from their classrooms. 

Every teacher receives two observations per year by an ISL and two to four by an administrator. 
Principals and assistant principals receive two and a half days of training on the observation rubric. ISLs 
receive five days of training. Much of the training involves scoring video lessons to ensure inter-rater 
reliability. Ten instructional coaches, also with full release from their classrooms, support individual 
growth plans by working with teachers to develop and refine their practice according to specifically 
defined goals. 
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Positions are designed as full-time for a variety of reasons.

It reduces complications with filling partly-released positions for the teacher leaders.
ISLs and coaches are available to work with teachers at any time during the school day, making them 
more universal resources to classroom teachers.
ISL and coach positions require extensive training and ongoing support to maintain consistency and 
reliability in their work with teachers across all schools. Full-time release from teaching allows space for 
this support without taking them away from schools too often to be effective.
Meanwhile, the two-year term ensures that no teacher leader leaves the classroom for so long that they 
lose credibility with peers but maximizes the investment made in their extensive training.

Questions to Consider
1.Based on the role descriptions you created, do your district’s teacher leadership roles need to be full-

time or part-time? How will you balance adequate time away from the classroom to lead with maintain-
ing credibility and active expertise as a practicing teacher?

2.If teacher leaders serve in hybrid positions that combine teaching with other leadership work, how will 
you ensure they are available to others with whom they should collaborate? Consider implications for 
the schedules of teachers NOT serving in teacher leader roles, administrators, and other staff as well.

3.If teacher leaders are in hybrid roles, how will you ensure they have adequate time for planning instruc-
tion, looking at student work and data, etc.? Remember that the “teaching” part of their day must ac-
count for this as well. Otherwise, they will have to take this time out of the “other leadership role” part of 
their days or will be forced to do their classroom planning work outside their contracted day. (This may 
be acceptable depending on your contract and the level of additional compensation that teacher 
leaders receive for doing extra duties, but it’s worth considering.)

4.If you need class coverage for a teacher leader in a hybrid role, think creatively about sources for addi-
tional half-time teachers. Might you access recent graduates from a local preparation program? Eligi-
ble retirees who are not ready to leave work but no longer want to be full time employees? Could effec-
tive teachers who applied for teacher leader roles but weren’t accepted serve as their co-teachers this 
year to help ready them as teacher leaders for a future year? Could distance learning or assignments 
to multiple school buildings for teacher leaders resolve tensions around coverage?

5.Consider “quiet” and unexpected leaders, including candidates for teacher leader roles who are pas-
sionate but didn’t quite meet selection criteria for the coming year. How might these emerging leaders 
be helped to develop their knowledge, skills, and dispositions so that they are ready leaders for the 
future? How might they lead now in small ways to prepare them for larger future roles?

1 This case study is based on two Capitol Hill white papers written by Jon Eckert in 2010 and 2013 
funded by the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation, the Joyce Foundation, and the National Institute for Ex-
cellence in Teaching.
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