
Planning your teacher leadership system 

Every district, and sometimes each individual school, may have different needs from a teacher leadership system. Those needs will depend on goals 
for supporting student learning, current gaps in staffing and leadership of all kinds, the profile of the teacher workforce, how well prepared teachers 
and administrators alike are for shifting roles, and other factors. However, some common considerations outlined here can help to provide a general 
roadmap for your process. CTQ can offer additional consultations and supports upon request.

What to consider How and when to consider it Notes on our process

Define your planning team.
Allow for broad—yet focused—participation. Determine a 
size for the planning group that will be small enough to make 
decisions nimbly, but big enough to be representative of your 
whole school or district.
Balance voices. Include individuals in diverse roles and with 
diverse perspectives.
Identify “expected” and “unexpected” leadership. Include 
individuals who have influence over others’ thinking and are 
connected with many people. But don’t include only frequent 
and vocal leaders. Bring new voices and “quiet leaders” to the 
table to keep ideas fresh.
Create a team, not a secret society. If you are worried about 
how some people will respond to not being asked to join the 
team, consider how you’ll “report out” to the wider community 
to stay transparent and connected.

Take one to two weeks to form 
this team, including getting 
commitments.
Be clear as you ask people to 
join about why they are being 
invited and which decisions 
they will help to determine.
Be equally clear about what 
the expectations are for their 
participation: what they should 
give and receive throughout 
the process.
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As a group, examine your goals and needs. 
Even if you think these are explicit at the school or district level, 
hold conversations in which you can assess how well the group 
understands—and agrees with—present goals and needs. Make 
changes together, if needed. Get to a common understanding of 
these foundational issues before you start. Questions to address 
include:

What are our goals and needs, and how well are they 
shared? What might we need to update?
To what extent, and how, is the current system of leader-
ship helping us address our goals and needs?
Do a gap analysis. What leadership roles, styles, exper-
tise, or opportunities may be missing?

Depending on how frequently 
you can meet and for how 
long, issues may be consid-
ered in a series of meetings 
spaced closely together or in a 
single session. 
These conversations need not 
take more than two weeks.
Mixed groups of stakeholders 
(teachers, administrators, un-
ion representatives) will allow 
for common understandings to 
emerge.
Don’t forget to report back 
what you learn.

Study other systems of teacher leadership.
What do best practices and research say about keys to 
identifying, sustaining, and rewarding teacher leadership? 
The research literature is a little thin since teacher leadership 
isn’t widespread yet, but study what is known with your team.
Every school and district is unique, but no one is completely 
alone. What systems are in place in districts and schools 
with similar needs and challenges to yours?  
What are the strengths and weaknesses of these models?

This stage may take up to a 
month—perhaps more—if you 
are gathering the examples, 
research, and best practices 
for yourself.
Investing time here with your 
team feels like a slowdown. But 
your ideas should be as 
grounded in best practices 
and prior lessons learned as 
they can be. Time spent on 
study will also accelerate your 
design process.
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Design your ideal system with best practices and your 
needs in mind.

What elements of the teacher leadership systems you stud-
ied feel like priorities based on the local goals and needs 
you identified? For instance, is expanding the number of 
teacher leaders necessary for you to carry out the work you 
need to accomplish? If so, you may want to look at strategies 
for developing and supporting new teacher leaders as a key 
element of your local system.
What solutions or features might you need to adjust or 
create from scratch?
How will the teacher leadership system impact other sys-
tems that are already in place, especially evaluation and 
compensation systems?
To what extent and how will the creation of new or trans-
formed positions for teacher leaders change the roles of 
other teachers, administrative leaders, union leaders, etc.? 
If you brought together the right team, representatives of those 
stakeholder groups will already be “at the table” to guide think-
ing here.
What barriers stand in the way of being able to implement 
the plan? 
How might you address those barriers through outreach, 
communications, collaboration, funds, professional learn-
ing supports, etc.?

Design will require about as 
much time as your study—at 
least a month.
Start with the ideal first. The 
next step will help you prioritize 
if you must make hard choices 
to stay within budget.
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Do a reality check.
Step back and look at the plan with fresh eyes. Which ele-
ments are must-haves? which are nice-to-haves? which 
could you drop without harming the overall system?
How can the design be presented within the teacher lead-
ership framework offered by the Department? IDE offers a 
great deal of flexibility that should allow you to propose almost 
anything you need, but be sure you can explain it in the terms 
offered by the guidelines from the agency.
What’s the cost for your design? Can you afford it as you 
imagine it?
If the cost exceeds what’s possible, what can you pare 
without gutting your goals? 
If members of the team disagree, go back to your goal-
setting phase to gain agreement on priorities.

This stage can take two to four 
weeks just for discussion of 
priorities.
Communication is key, espe-
cially if not everyone on the 
team has shared priorities. 
Consider outside facilitation to 
assist with maintaining a neu-
tral environment and keeping 
the discussion productive.
Experts in cost modeling can 
speed the process; they may 
begin work on costing out the 
system while the design phase 
is still going on.
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Create the proposal.
The proposal guidelines will guide all your efforts in this stage.

It is possible to begin this 
process while “reality check-
ing” is still going on. Some-
times it helps to see how these 
ideas are presented to the 
funding agency to gain per-
spective.
If you choose to do these steps 
concurrently, be sure that very 
organized individuals are man-
aging the process. It gets con-
fusing very quickly to manage 
multiple possibilities at once!
This work is often best done 
NOT by the whole team, but by 
a few individuals tasked with 
proposal development.
However, the WHOLE team 
should know what the proposal 
contains and the final elements 
included. 


