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About Instruction Partners

Our vision
All students experience an excellent education that prepares them to contribute to their community,
achieve economic security, and pursue their dreams.

Our mission

We strengthen instructional leadership in schools, school systems, and states to ensure teachers have
the support they need to improve learning experiences and learning outcomes for students—with
attention to students of color, students experiencing poverty, multilingual learners, and students
with disabilities.

Learn more about us on our website, www.instructionpartners.org.
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Executive summary

In 2024, we published a paper, Principal Role Clarity: What does “principals need to be instructional

leaders” mean in practice?, that surfaced a sector-wide role clarity problem. We found that leaders were

trying to improve instruction without a shared picture of what support teachers should receive or who,
exactly, should be responsible for providing it. This paper picks up where the first left off and explores a
practical follow-up question: What does real role clarity look like, and how can school systems build it?

We studied four systems that pair strong student results with concrete efforts to define leadership roles:
Trousdale County Schools, Valor Collegiate Academies, Metro Nashville Public Schools, and Houston
Independent School District. Each distributed responsibilities among principals, assistant principals,
coaches, and teacher leaders differently. Yet, they all followed a similar sequence to achieve role clarity:
define, in observable terms, what support every teacher should reliably receive; assign clear owners and
contributors; and build schedules, tools, and routines that make follow-through feasible. Central offices in
these systems didn’t treat role clarity as a school-level issue. They took work off principals’ plates, aligned
messages and supports, and organized their own teams so principals could focus on leading instruction.

Additionally, to understand what it would take to build role clarity from the ground up, we partnered
with Sumner County Schools (SCS) in Middle Tennessee. Together, we settled on three core supports
that every teacher in the district should receive: 1) high-quality instructional materials, 2) collaborative
planning, and 3) coaching and feedback. SCS identified what it would take for leaders to implement
those supports well, mapped them onto different models of role distribution, and planned a pilot for
those models with a small group of schools. Though the work is still unfolding, what we’ve learned so far
suggests a repeatable design sequence for school systems:

Step 1: Agree on the core teacher-facing practices (i.e., the what).

Step 2: Codify practices into observable expectations.

Step 3: Choose model(s) for role distribution (i.e., who-does-what).

Step 4: Make system responsibilities explicit: supports, conditions, and offloads.

Step 5: Build routines to monitor the work in action.

Because of their role as a primary support for principals, we believe that system leaders are best
positioned to create clear instructional leadership expectations. This paper is written primarily for
system leaders who want to define those expectations and create the conditions that make principal-led
instructional leadership doable. Our aimis to help system leaders move from broad aspirations about
“instructional leadership” to explicit, usable expectations that their teams can actually execute.

Executive summary
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Introduction and context

Published in November 2024, Principal Role Clarity: What does “principals need to be instructional leaders”

mean in practice? documents just how far the education field is from a shared definition of “instructional

leadership.” We found that principals and their managers embraced the label “instructional leader” but
inconsistently described what responsibilities it encompassed or how they distributed them across a school
team. These findings suggest a sector-wide role clarity problem: principals are expected to lead instruction
without a shared understanding of what key elements of teacher support should look like or who should
deliver them.

That lack of clarity likely has real consequences. A major synthesis of two decades of research found that
principals’ impact on student outcomes depends less on personal charisma than focused, system-level
priorities, clear instructional expectations, aligned supports, and defined accountability.” In other words,
shared instructional priorities at the school and system levels may be the difference between scattered efforts
and steady improvement in classroom practice and student outcomes.

The reaction to Principal Role Clarity was immediate. System and school leaders told us that lack of clarity
was not an abstract problem; it was a familiar experience, creating daily challenges for principals, teachers,
and students. Many school and system leaders also told us that they didn’t know how to start solving this
problem.

This paper picks up where the first left off and examines what it would take to move from broad aspirations
to specific expectations that every leader can enact. We conducted a bright spot analysis of four systems
characterized by both strong role clarity and student growth and achievement to understand how they
aligned their leadership teams so effectively. In the next section, we present detailed case studies of each and
outline key consistencies across their different approaches.

We also partnered deeply with one district, Sumner County Schools (SCS) in Middle Tennessee, to test a
process for outlining what instructional leadership looks like in action. Our work with SCS did not grow out
of the case studies; it was designed in parallel, shaped by what we surfaced in our first paper: wide variation
in definitions, unclear expectations for teacher support, and limited ways to see whether practices were
happening well. We bring them together in this paper because they offer complementary vantage points: the

"Jason A. Grissom, Anna J. Egalite, and Constance A. Lindsay, How Principals Affect Students and Schools: A Systematic Synthesis of
Two Decades of Research (New York: The Wallace Foundation, 2021),
https://wallacefoundation.org/sites/default/files/2024-09/how-principals-affect-students-and-schools.doi_.10.59656%252FEL-
SB1065.001.pdf.
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case studies show what role clarity looks like once established; SCS’s story illustrates how to build toward that
clarity from an earlier starting point.

Through this work, we found that school systems don’t need a perfect model or a one-size-fits-all solution;
they need a reliable way to build role clarity for instructional leadership—to name the work, assign it,

and monitor it. However, we did conclude that the core implications of role clarity work are not for

school leaders but for school system leaders—only they can set and sustain the expectations that make
principal-led instructional leadership doable. We offer these examples so teams can move from intention to
implementation.




Case studies across systems:
What clarity looks like in action

Because we observed so few examples of systems that established real role clarity at the system or
school levels in our previous paper, we decided that finding, analyzing, and elevating systems that created
meaningful clarity would be a useful guidepost. We set out to find bright spots—school systems with
strong student learning outcomes that established role clarity—to learn more about how they did it so we
could deepen our understanding of best practices.

To understand variation across systems but hold the state policy and funding context constant, we
centered this follow-up study in Tennessee. However, in the course of our broader work, we learned about
Houston Independent School District’s (HISD) efforts to define instructional leadership expectations.
Their strong results and the particular way they drove role clarity made them a compelling example, so

we included them in our final sample. In total, we analyzed four systems: Trousdale County Schools, Valor
Collegiate Academies, Metro Nashville Public Schools (MNPS), and Houston Independent School District.
Each system uses distinct levers and distributes work differently, yet all share an uncommon focus on role
clarity.

Across these systems, one throughline stands out: clear, measurable expectations for teacher support,
made feasible by deliberate choices about how responsibilities are shared among principals, school-based
instructional staff (e.g., assistant principals, coaches, teacher leaders), and the central office.

We summarized what we learned into the case studies that follow; they are descriptive, not causal, and
they are not meant to assert that any single move or approach led to specific outcomes. They draw on
interviews with multiple members of each school system and artifacts to document reported progress,
decisions made, tradeoffs navigated, and recurring patterns that appeared to sustain follow-through.
Together, they offer practical entry points for systems seeking clarity and coherence, illustrating different
ways to organize people, time, and accountability around a shared vision for instructional leadership.

Case studies across systems



Trousdale County
Schools

Trousdale anchors their instructional strategy in
the belief that consistent instructional support,
delivered through frequent observation and
feedback, raises the baseline of teaching quality
for every student. Every teacher receives regular
observation and feedback anchored to a common
rubric; new and struggling teachers are visited
more frequently. As a small district serving three
schools, Trousdale needed to find a way to both
enable a focus on instruction and acknowledge

Trousdale County Schools, a small rural system

in Tennessee, posted some of the state’s biggest the reality of the administrative and operational

pandemicrecovery gains: grades 3-8 math work needed to run a safe, efficient school.
proficiency jumped from 27% in 2021 to 44% in

2022, and ELA reached 46% the same year. The The answer for Trousdale was a clear division

district has also earned the state’s “Exemplary” of responsibility. Principals lead the school as

designation in multiple years, including 2012, a whole, while assistant principals (APs) carry

2019, 2022, and 2023. Statewide Tennessee the day-to-day of instruction. APs conduct

Comprehensive Assessment Program'(TCAP) walkthroughs (at least five observations a week,

results continued to rise in 2024-25. though they typically exceed 10), support weekly
grade-level planning, and provide direct coaching

to teachers. Principals manage everything
else, including school culture, discipline, and

”The answer FOF community engagement; they do, however,
Trousdale was a conduct formal teacher evaluations. That

l d o o _c F structure is mirrored at the district: central
Clear IV.IS!O_n O - instructional staff oversee teaching and learning,
responsl bili ty. Principa s including developing the APs to lead instruction
lead the SChOOl as a well, while the superintendent focuses on overall
WhOle Whlle aSSiSta nt system coherence, operations, and principal

]

principals (APs) carry

the day'tO'day O"—' The district’s monitoring system is tight. Each
c c " visit is logged in a shared spreadsheet that
Instruction.

supervision.

tracks frequency, focus, and follow-up, making
instructional support visible and accountable

Trousdale County Schools
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between the APs, principals, and district

leaders. “All of us talk with each other about
what we’re seeing in that classroom and the
feedback we have given, so we’re not giving
teachers inconsistent feedback,” an AP said. Data
from observations and benchmarks feed into
grade-level planning sessions where teachers
and leaders examine student work and adjust
instruction.

The tradeoff for such consistency and clarity

is reduced flexibility. As the district tightened
expectations and defined what consistent, high-
quality instruction should look like, not everyone
found the shifts easy. The superintendent
explained, “In the past, teachers had been able
to do what they wanted to. When we started
standardizing, that really made some teachers
mad, we had some people leave us...including
some outstanding teachers who got good results
with kids.”

For those who stayed, the structure freed them
to focus on craft rather than chase competing
demands. One AP explained that clearly set
guidelines and roles prevent confusion from
“trickling down” to teachers and allow them

to focus squarely on instruction. That clarity

has also shaped the district’s feedback culture:
observations are used to coach and prompt
reflection rather than simply “tell,” which leaders
believe makes teachers more likely to adjust
practice and more comfortable seeking support.

Role clarity is supported by a cultivated pathway
to leadership. Every principal once served as

an AP in the district, and every AP began as

a classroom teacher there. High-performing

teachers are identified early and developed
through leadership experiences such as leading
summer school or chairing grade-level planning
teams. This pipeline creates a deep sense of
continuity and shared expectation across the
system. Leaders know exactly what instructional
support should look like because they have all
received it themselves. One leader put it this
way, “We learn to do the work by doing the work
together.”

“Trousdale started
by naming the what:
every teacher will

receive frequent,
actionable feedback
to continually sharpen
daily instruction.”

Trousdale started by naming the what: every
teacher will receive frequent, actionable feedback
to continually sharpen daily instruction. They
made that concrete through two non-negotiables:
1) use a common curriculum with integrity and

2) run frequent, bite-sized observation-and-
feedback cycles. Only then did they organize

the who and how: clearly defined roles with APs
owning day-to-day instructional support.




Valor Collegiate
Academies

Valor Collegiate Academies, a small Nashville-
based charter network serving 1,900 students

in grades 5-12, has built a track record of
exceptional student outcomes. All three schools
earned “A” letter grades on Tennessee’s report
card in 2022-23 and 2023-24; all posted the top
rating on the Tennessee Value-Added Assessment

System (TVAAS) in recent years, meaning
students made significantly more progress than
expected. Valor College Prep’s ACT composite
ranks in the 99th percentile among open-
enrollment high schools statewide.

At Valor, the what is explicit: every teacher will
build deep content knowledge and be prepared
to teach it well. The how is equally clear: every
teacher receives weekly coaching and engages in
weekly, content-specific collaborative planning.

Coaching conversations follow the same
sequence: tend the relationship, analyze student
work, debrief the observation, identify one action
step. In collaborative planning, instructional
leaders facilitate unit and lesson internalization,
text examination, and materials adaptation.

These are non-negotiable by design, to guarantee
consistent, growth-oriented support for every
teacher.

These routines offer substantial support to
teachers but demand significant time from
leaders to execute effectively. The core challenge
Valor faced was how to structure roles so this
level of support was feasible across content
areas with a small team. Their solution was to
distribute coaching and collaborative planning
responsibilities across the full leadership team,
rather than organizing roles based on titles
alone. Assistant principals (APs) carry most of
the day-to-day instructional support, coaching
seven to eight teachers and leading two to three
collaborative planning teams. Principals manage
and coach APs and other staff; they also directly
coach two to three teachers weekly and lead at
least one collaborative planning team. In addition

“To protect the time
needed for this work,
operations, budgeting,
and family engagement

sit in the central office,
freeing instructional
leaders to focus on
teaching and learning.”

Valor Collegiate Academies
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“As one leader put
it, principals ‘are the
leader of the team,
the person who is

responsible for our
shared commitments
being followed in
[each] building.”

to school-based capacity, central office content
directors coach teachers as well. To protect the
time needed for this work, operations, budgeting,
and family engagement sit in the central office,
freeing instructional leaders to focus on teaching
and learning.

Because so many different roles support teachers,
delivering consistent, high-quality support can

be challenging. Valor addresses this by ensuring
that everyone who supports teachers receives
high-quality support themselves, regardless of
role or content expertise. Every instructional
leader, including principals, participates in twice-
monthly meetings focused on deepening content
knowledge within the context of the curriculum.
In these sessions, leaders study the materials,
analyze student work, observe lessons together,
and role play feedback conversations.

This distributed approach is pragmatic and builds
trust in the support teachers receive: network

staff refine rubrics they’ve used that week, and
principals coach APs with the same routines those
APs use with teachers. The expectations are clear,
and everyone practices the work they expect
others to do.

Though leadership responsibilities are distributed
across many roles, the importance of the
principal remains paramount. Principals hold
direct responsibilities for supporting teachers,
but the most time-consuming and consequential
part of their work is managing their leadership
team, ensuring consistency of coaching and
collaborative planning processes as well as
operating as key members of the network
leadership team. As one leader put it, principals
“are the leader of the team, the person who is
responsible for our shared commitments being
followed in [each] building.”

At Valor, clarity begins with two non-negotiables:
weekly coaching and weekly, content-specific
collaborative planning. Roles are distributed

so those routines run consistently without
overloading one role.




Metro Nashville
Public Schools

In 2025, Metro Nashville Public Schools (MNPS), a
district of about 80,000 students and more than
150 schools, posted its highest ELA, math, social
studies, and science proficiency since Tennessee
reset benchmarks in 2016-17 (in 2018-19 for
science) and outpaced statewide gains in every
tested subject. Since 2021, district proficiency has
risen by 12.8 points in ELA, 19.2 points in math,
17.5 points in social studies, and 13.2 points in
science—a sustained climb that sits alongside
the highest level of Tennessee Value-Added
Assessment System (TVAAS) growth.

For a district as large and varied as MNPS, the task
is balancing two needs—coherent instructional
leadership across schools and the flexibility
principals require to apply it locally.

Beginning in the 2020-21 school year, MNPS
developed the School Leadership Playbook, a
districtwide framework that codifies instructional
leadership into a concrete, learnable set of
practices. It provides the common language and
structures to describe how teams collaborate,
how learning problems are identified, how
feedback cycles run, and how principals protect

time. By codifying non-negotiables and clarifying
what principals own versus what can be
distributed, the Playbook creates the conditions
for clarity at scale.

To bring the School Leadership Playbook to life,
every school engages in a focusing process each
summer. Principals sit with their instructional
leadership teams to study student data and
identify a clear desired change in student
experience (i.e., what students need to be doing
more, differently, or better). They name the
specific problem of practice to facilitate that
change. Then, they commit to specific actions
that support teachers in addressing the identified
problem. Principals and supervisors translate

the focus into a school-level theory of action—
connecting leadership routines to teacher support
and, ultimately, to the student experience.

“MNPS developed

the School Leadership
Playbook, a districtwide
framework that

codifies instructional
leadership into a
concrete, learnable set
of practices.”

Metro Nashville Public Schools
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“When done well, this
clarity of roles frees
principals to focus

on instruction. ‘I'min

classrooms three to
four hours a day, one
principal said; ‘it's my
job to coach, not just
manage.”

Theories of action follow a shared structure, but
the focus reflects individual schools’ priorities.
For example, one principal targeted multilingual
students’ participation in class dialogue. His
theory centered on consistent, well-facilitated
weekly planning that guided teams to plan

for discourse—choosing tasks, scripting talk
moves, and embedding scaffolds—so classrooms
routinely supported meaningful participation
and steady language and academic growth. By
the end of the year, proficiency for multilingual
learners rose from 10% to 20%, a shift that the
principal credits to the clarity of the theory and
the way it sharpened planning and feedback.

Theories of action also give central office staff
greater clarity about how to best support. “If a
school asks for a strategy, our only question is,
‘How does it connect to your theory of action?’”
said a central-office multilingual learner coach.
“We build from their goal, not ours.”

However, the success of the theories depends
on how principals manage them. The School
Leadership Playbook provides the structure,

but it is principals’ responsibility to define and
distribute team roles, organize time, and ensure
the work connects back to their school’s theory
of action. When done well, this clarity of roles
frees principals to focus on instruction. “I’'m

in classrooms three to four hours a day,” one
principal said; “it’s my job to coach, not just
manage.” District directors reinforce this focus
by helping principals design their ideal week,
including time to be in classrooms and time

to coach their leadership team and by pairing
specialists with schools that need deeper support
in specific areas.

At MNPS, clarity comes from a shared theory of
action that anchors the work of every school.
With that theory set, the principal’s job is to keep
people aligned and build the roles, routines,

and time structures that make follow-through
possible.




Houston Independent
School District

Houston Independent School District (HISD), the
eighth-largest school district in the United States,
serves more than 170,000 students. Over the

last two years, it significantly improved student
growth and achievement outcomes. In 2023, 121 of
HISD’s 274 schools earned D or F ratings. Just two
years later, in 2025, the number of low-performing
schools dropped to 18—with zero F-rated
schools—and the count of A- and B-rated schools
more than doubled, from 83 to 170. Overall, HISD
has raised students’ proficiency by seven points in
ELA and eight points in math.

Houston’s example stands out both for the
precision of its principal expectations and for
the way it reorganized the function of its central
office to protect school leaders’ ability to focus
on those expectations. The district intentionally
offloaded competing demands from principals’
plates, an essential step toward meaningful role
clarity.

HISD began by establishing the clear expectation
that principals are, first and foremost,
instructional leaders. The district’s evaluation
system, 70% of which is based on student

outcomes and classroom observations, reinforces
this priority, as do requirements for principals

to conduct frequent, high-quality observations
supported by centralized tools and independent
calibration. HISD also recognized that clarifying
expectations and making them feasible are not
one and the same. To ensure that principals could
actually meet the district’s instructional demands,
district leaders undertook a series of system-level
changes that removed competing responsibilities
and reorganized central office support.

First, HISD completed a comprehensive audit
across the entire central office, asking every
cabinet member to document each request made
of principals throughout the school year. The

“To ensure that
principals could actually
meet the district’s
instructional demands,
district leaders

undertook a series of
system-level changes
that removed competing
responsibilities and
reorganized central
office support.”

Houston Independent School District



superintendent set a clear goal: remove all tasks
that are not legislatively required or directly tied
to instruction. When the full list was compiled
into “principal does it,” “principal delegates

it,” or “district takes it,” the sheer volume of
non-instructional asks became immediately
visible. Some departments required more than
a full day simply to catalog the work they were
pushing to schools. The audit forced a degree of
cross-departmental alignment and prioritization
that was new to HISD, creating the structural
foundation to focus the principal role.

District leaders knew that shifting work off
principals’ plates required more than categorizing
responsibilities; they needed to change operating
norms and reset the culture for communicating
with school leaders. Departments were trained to
stop asking principals for information the district
already had. One leader summed it up, saying, “If
you’re asking a principal for data, you’re doing

it wrong. We have the data.” This culture shift
was driven by a singular goal: ensure principals
can focus entirely on strengthening instruction
(e.g., conducting daily observations, coaching
teachers, planning with teams, helping leaders
build instructional capacity), not operational
responsibilities.

This goal also led HISD to create cross-functional
unit teams (i.e., HR, finance, operations, IT, and
compliance staff). Each school was assigned a
team responsible for quickly resolving operational
and administrative issues. Rather than navigate
multiple departments or troubleshoot problems
independently, principals can now contact a
designated member of their unit team who is
accountable for addressing the issue. This direct

support for non-instructional responsibilities
dramatically reduced operational noise and
helped ensure that principals don’t get pulled
away from classrooms to manage transportation
challenges, staffing paperwork, procurement
issues, or facility concerns. The unit team model
embodies HISD’s core idea: if the work is not
instructional, the district, not the principal, should
own it.

HISD also deliberately addressed a pain

point common in many districts: inefficient
communication. Previously, principals received a
constant stream of emails, memos, and updates
from dozens of central office senders. To protect
leaders’ attention and reduce confusion, the
district consolidated official communication into
a single weekly message delivered on Fridays.
Rather than contacting principals directly,
departments submit items for central review,
where they are checked for clarity, necessity,
and alignment to the reduced set of principal
responsibilities established through the audit.
This approach not only cut down on volume but
also created coherence, ensuring that principals
are not left to decipher conflicting or duplicative
messages. The streamlined communication
system became a powerful mechanism for
reinforcing role clarity, keeping principals’
cognitive load focused on instruction.

To monitor whether the intended culture and
structures were taking hold, HISD established a
principal advisory committee that meets regularly
with district leadership. Its primary purpose is

to understand principals’ experience of the new
system and provide a structured avenue for input
into district operations. The committee also




“Accountability tools
help principals stay
focused on improving
instruction and

give the district a
simple way to gather
consistent information
across schools.”

serves as a vital check on drift: principals bring
forward examples of requests or expectations
that are slipping through the communication

review process or reappearing from departments.

These real-time observations allow the district
to refine procedures and support further culture
change. The advisory committee helps keep the
system honest, ensuring that the reduction of
non-instructional demands is not a one-time
event but a sustained organizational priority.

Accountability tools help principals stay focused
on improving instruction and give the district

a simple way to gather consistent information
across schools. First, HISD created an in-house
classroom observation progress monitoring tool
that allows the district and all school leadership
staff to track feedback and observation data,
including the number of classroom observations
completed for each teacher by each leader, the
observation scores, and the feedback provided.
Second, HISD built all daily exit tickets and unit

assessments into an assessment platform so all
school and district administrators can monitor
student progress daily and by unit almost
immediately. These data points offer the district
a clear picture of instructional health and allow
school-based instructional leaders to adjust
coaching in real time based on data. Third, to
support districtwide calibration, ensure scoring
is reliable from school to school, and implement
a fair principal evaluation system, HISD created
independent review teams to conduct a set of
classroom observations at each school, each
quarter. These teams receive extensive training,
coaching, and calibration support to ensure they
can observe instruction, validate alignment, and
provide high-level insights that guide continuous
improvement. Centralized tools from the district
cut down on school-level data collection and put
actionable information in leaders’ hands for more
strategic teacher support.

Together, the changes HISD made reduced non-
instructional noise that was scattering principals’
attention, freeing them to focus squarely on
instruction and student outcomes.




Cross-case synthesis:
Features of role clarity

Though Trousdale County Schools, Valor Collegiate Academies, Metro Nashville Public Schools, and
Houston Independent School District vary in size, structure, and approach to instructional leadership, they
share five key features in the way they created system-level role clarity:

The shared features
1. They clearly defined the teacher’s experience.
In Principal Role Clarity, we found that leaders interpreted the same labels (e.g., “collaborative
planning,” “coaching”) to mean different things. These systems began defining instructional
leadership by answering the question, “What support should every teacher reliably receive?” They
clearly named, for each support: what happens, how often, and what evidence looks like. Only
after the teacher support was concrete did they distribute roles and set routines to deliver it.

2. They defined non-negotiables and flex points.
Principal Role Clarity showed us that even when some systems had defined practices for teacher
support, they often lacked adequate expectations for how those practices should play out
in schools. These systems drew firm lines and stuck to them. They established a set of non-
negotiables and then marked the boundaries where schools could adapt to their context. The
result wasn’t uniformity across schools; it was coherence—different approaches met the same bar
because ownership and coordination were explicit.

3. They clarified ownership.
In Principal Role Clarity, we saw diffused responsibility—key teacher supports were everyone’s
job in theory but no one’s job in practice. By contrast, they made ownership unmistakable: who is
accountable, who contributes, and how responsibilities shift across roles and levels. They pressure
tested their plan to prevent overload, offloading and adjusting as needed. Crucially, they defined
the role work first—accountabilities, contributions, and handoffs—then staffed based on scope,
rather than wrapping the plan around whoever happened to be in place. In practice, this meant
hiring and development matched the role, and offloads were designed to keep the distribution
even. That sequence created stability: the work continued through staffing changes, teachers
experienced predictable support, and leaders spent less time re-litigating who-owns-what.

4. They shared the lift.
In Principal Role Clarity, we saw how school-level clarity fades without central support. In these
systems, central teams aligned on one message for principals so guidance did not conflict across

Cross-case synthesis: Features of role clarity



departments. They protected time, offered simple tools, and took work off principals’ plates—
retiring duplicative forms, centralizing data pulls, and spelling out who-does-what. Clarity held
because the central office shared the lift in a coordinated way.

5. They monitored closely and routinely.
Principal Role Clarity surfaced a gap in how leaders determined whether supports were happening
and improving. These systems checked two things on a steady cadence: whether routines were
happening and whether artifacts met the minimum bar, using evidence schools already produced.
Periodic stepbacks used that evidence to adjust tools, training, and time, ensuring that monitoring
improved support instead of adding another task.

The process in action:
Sumner County Schools

To learn what it takes to define instructional leadership, create concrete expectations, and distribute roles
across a system, we partnered with Sumner County Schools (SCS), which, unlike the systems featured in
the case studies, had yet to engage in role clarity work.

SCS serves more than 30,000 students across 52 schools in Middle Tennessee. For years, principals
operated with wide autonomy and few districtwide expectations for instructional leadership; definitions,
expectations, responsibilities, and routines varied school to school. Their superintendent recognized the
patterns outlined in Principal Role Clarity in his own district, and set two clear aims: 1) define what strong
instructional leadership should look like across schools and 2) make it feasible to deliver.

The superintendent convened a cross-functional working group—principals, assistant principals (APs),
instructional coaches, and central office leaders—facilitated by Instruction Partners. Early sessions
confirmed a shared commitment to “instructional leadership,” but competing definitions about what it
meant in practice were leading to uneven expectations. Rather than debating definitions, the group began
by anchoring on what every teacher should reliably receive (i.e., “What supports should every teacher
receive, regardless of school?””). After discussion, the district settled on three practices it would guarantee
in every school.

1. Every teacher should have access to high-quality instructional materials (HQIM).

2. Every teacher should engage in structured, collaborative planning focused on implementing HQIM.

3. Every teacher should receive regular, actionable coaching and feedback to improve practice.

The process in action: Sumner County Schools



Clarifying expectations and aligning systems

Next, SCS turned to creating clear, observable expectations for each practice. In Principal Role Clarity, just
as with “instructional leadership,” we saw leaders embrace the same labels (e.g., “collaborative planning,”
“observation and feedback”) but define them differently, which made support, follow-through, and
monitoring difficult to execute at scale.

In collaboration with Instruction Partners, a group of central office leaders began defining each practice
using two prompts: “What does this look like when done well?”” and “What does it not look like?” From there,
the team specified two anchors for implementation:

« Enabling conditions (school-level feasibility): The time, tools, staffing, and supervision routines
schools need so the practices can actually happen in day-to-day work (e.g., protected planning
blocks on the master schedule, a published unit internalization protocol, an aligned observation
and feedback tool).

e Guardrails for implementation: The minimum expectations across schools and the flex points
where schools can tailor approach without lowering the bar (e.g., who facilitates planning may
vary, but frequency and products do not).

By recording the definitions, expectations, enabling conditions, and guardrails before debating who-
owns-what, SCS set principals up to organize people and time against shared, concrete expectations for
consistent teacher support.

Before presenting these expectations to school leaders, the team conducted a district-level conditions
inventory. For each of the three priority practices, they asked: “Does our current support align, conflict,
or overlap with the new expectations?” and “What do we need to build, adjust, or clarify?”” That inventory
surfaced specific alignment decisions the district had to make, most notably around coaching.

SCS’s coaching program—comprising school-embedded instructional coaches developed by a director of
coaching and leadership at the central office—was strong and intentionally non-evaluative. Historically,
principals were not expected to coach; most of their feedback came during formal evaluations. That
created a fault line: the director feared that pulling principals deeper into coaching—or sharing

coaching notes—would erode trust between teachers and coaches, while the chief academic officer

and superintendent worried that teachers only heard from principals at evaluation time. Evaluation-only
feedback is high-stakes and infrequent; it doesn’t build a day-to-day instructional relationship between
teachers and principals or give teachers timely feedback they can act on, and it doesn’t provide principals
with much opportunity to build a habit of offering instructional feedback. The district addressed hard
questions: “What should flow between coaches and principals?”’; “Who sets the focus?”’; and “How do we
protect coaches’ work so they can coach deeply?”’

Clarifying expectations and aligning systems



After debating whether to maintain the status quo or merge everything, SCS chose a middle path.
Principals would conduct short, routine, non-evaluative feedback loops tied to the three priority practices;
coaches would keep full, trust-based cycles. Raw coaching notes would stay private, but principals and
coaches would meet at least every two weeks to share trends so teachers heard one message, not two.

Understanding and refining models of distribution

To better understand how the three practices (i.e., HQIM, collaborative planning, and coaching and
feedback) showed up in schools and to build on what was working, the district surveyed 180 staff (i.e., 96%
of principals, 56% of assistant principals, 80% of instructional coaches).

Variation was evident: some teams distinguished between professional learning communities and
collaborative planning; others ran a single, catch-all meeting. In some buildings, the principal facilitated; in
others, instructional coaches or teacher leaders facilitated; and in a few schools, no one explicitly owned
facilitation.

The survey surfaced a strong appetite for clearer expectations, tools, practical support, and peer
examples, as well as a continued desire for latitude to tailor implementation to school context. With a clear
picture of current practice, the district used the survey and artifacts to map how schools were distributing
roles to support instructional leadership. They identified three models at play in their district that met their
established standard for teacher support. These models aligned closely to those we outlined in Principal
Role Clarity:

Principal as Instructional Driver

The principal serves as the lead instructional leader, staying close to the core practices—HQIM
implementation, collaborative planning, and coaching and feedback. The principal and other key
instructional leaders (e.g., APs, coaches, or teacher leaders) share responsibility with clear structures,
defined roles, and aligned priorities. The principal is the ultimate decision-maker and ensures
coherence across instructional efforts.

Principal as Capacity Builder

The principal focuses on strategy, alignment, and growing people. Key instructional leaders lead day-
to-day execution of the levers. The principal sets the vision, monitors progress, and builds the capacity
of the other key instructional leaders to ensure effective HQIM implementation, collaborative planning,
and coaching and feedback. The leadership team meets regularly to review trends and adjust support.

Principal as Strategist

The principal provides high-level oversight, sets instructional priorities, and ensures alignment across
schoolwide efforts. Other key instructional leaders take full ownership of HQIM implementation,
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collaborative planning, and coaching and feedback. The principal reviews trends, monitors progress,
and makes strategic adjustments while concentrating on broader school leadership responsibilities.

Rather than force a single option across all schools, SCS leadership made a deliberate choice to manage
variation. They required every school to select one of the three models for distributing roles, but did not
dictate which one each school chose. The model a school selected reflects local conditions—such as size
(very small rural to large suburban), grade band (elementary to high school), staffing (no APs to multiple
APs), and leadership style. SCS seeks to move beyond the platitude that “there isn’t one right way”” to a
more practical, strategic approach: within a district, intentional variation can be organized and supported
so all schools meet the same expectations.

After clarifying the models and expectations, district leaders brought the plan to school teams and

asked, “If these are the expectations, what support do you need in Year 1 to do this well?”” Principals, APs,
coaches, and central office staff named concrete needs—tools, training, schedules, and supervision—and
the district, with support from Instruction Partners, turned that input into a simple action plan to make
supports explicit and track delivery. Because they were supporting different models of role distribution,
SCS realized they’d also need to differentiate the resources and training provided to school leaders based
on who is accountable for each practice in their chosen model.

With the support plan set, the district also established a practice-specific monitoring plan. They set out to
monitor two key indicators for each teacher practice: 1) whether the routines are happening as intended
and 2) whether the resulting artifacts meet the minimum standard. The district identified a small set of
simple tools, some newly created and others streamlined from prior use, for each of the three practices
that schools use to regularly monitor and adjust these indicators. Schools are expected to implement these
tools in targeted grades or content areas. Principals review indicators at the school level, instructional
supervisors sample across schools, and the district aggregates patterns to tune supports—clarifying tools,
adjusting training, or removing competing tasks.

Pilot approach and learning

Currently, six schools in the district are implementing the new role clarity expectations that SCS has laid
out. Because schools organize differently, the district decided to pilot the work in SY 2025-26 with a small
set of schools representing all three models, learn from implementation, and expand the following year.

The pilot schools are bringing the written expectations to life through building toward weekly HQIM-
focused collaborative planning, using shared protocols and products, short principal feedback loops
outside the evaluation cycle, and HQIM implementation checks aligned with the monitoring plan—all while
getting precise about who leads each piece under their chosen model.

Pilot approach and learning



Principals and teams are meeting in a small cohort to compare evidence, trade concrete examples (e.g.,
schedules, planning products, feedback notes), and troubleshoot together in mid- and end-of-year
stepbacks. The district’s role is to make that feasible—protecting time, training the people who lead
each practice (i.e., HQIM, collaborative planning, and coaching and feedback) in each model, and tuning
supports when gaps surface. What they learn will drive concrete adjustments to tools, training, and
time protections. Most importantly, their insights will inform clear decisions about which supports to
scale, which tasks to offload centrally, and how each model translates across contexts before expanding
districtwide.

A system-led, five-step
process for role clarity

The core implication of what we learned from our case studies and partnership with SCS is system-level:
district leaders must set and sustain the expectations that make principal-led instructional leadership
doable. Doing that starts not by answering, “What should principals be doing?”’ but by asking, “What
support should every teacher reliably receive?” Only then can districts meaningfully enumerate what
principals’ role in that support looks like and name the conditions that will make it possible. With the what
and key supports established, principals can organize the who and how in their buildings.

We’ve organized what we observed and tested into a five-step process for building and sustaining role
clarity and paired each step with must-answer questions to keep the plan executable:

Step 1
Agree on the core teacher-facing practices (i.e., the what).

Name, at the system level, the supports that every teacher will reliably receive (e.g., high-
quality instructional materials, collaborative planning, regular coaching/feedback). These
practices should be relatively few; if systems attempt too many, they risk scattering focus
and not implementing anything well. This step is about agreement on which practices matter
for improving instruction—before talking roles, cadence, tools, or monitoring.

Don’t leave this step until your team can answer: What are the teacher-facing practices?

Your team should be able to name, in one clear sentence per practice, what every teacher
will reliably receive.

A system-led, five-step process for role clarity



Step 2
Codify practices into observable expectations.

For each practice, make expectations specific and measurable so any leader can execute
them and any supervisor can see whether they’re happening well. Spell out:

e purpose and focus,

+ ‘“what good looks like” (and “what it doesn’t”),

» expected frequency,

« required artifacts/evidence,

e necessary conditions,

e timelines, and

+ how quality will be reviewed (e.g., routines, data sources).

Clarify what must be held constant across the system and what can be customized at the
school level so schools share the same bar while choosing the best route to achieve it (e.g.,
weekly planning with an approved protocol is constant; when it meets and who facilitates
can flex).

Don’t leave this step until your team can answer: How will we know the practices are
happening (and improving)?

Your team should have written down the minimums (e.g., actions, cadence, artifacts),
quality bar (i.e., “what good is/isn’t””), and evidence sources.

Step 3
Choose model(s) for role distribution (i.e., who-does-what).

At the system level, decide whether to implement one model of role distribution or support
multiple models across schools. Either way, practices, evidence, and measurement should
stay the same; only the distribution of responsibilities should differ. If supporting multiple
models, spell out the non-negotiables, decision rights, and the support each model of
distribution requires.

Use chosen model(s) to identify who owns delivery for each practice at the school level—
school leaders should facilitate this process for their individual campus. Document how
responsibilities connect and transition so there are no gaps or overlaps—ownership and
coordination must be unmistakable.




Don’t leave this step until your team can answer both:
What model(s) of role distribution will our school system support?

Your system-level team should have chosen what model(s) of role distribution you will
support throughout the district, and communicated that decision—as well as your
rationale—to all school leaders.

Who is responsible for delivering the practices at the school level?

For each practice, your school-based team should have identified the accountable owner
explicitly, named contributors, and mapped role transitions, so there are no gaps or
overlaps.

Step 4
Make system responsibilities explicit: supports, conditions, and
offloads.

Clarity at the school level is fragile without clarity at the system level. System leaders must
name what the central office will do to make the practices feasible and consistent:
« Setsimple expectations and identify practical tools.
« Provide training, coaching, and aligned supervision.
« Run monitoring routines and feedback loops.
» Take work off school leaders’ plates by doing things like centralizing data pulls,
sunsetting redundant forms, and managing compliance collection.

Explicit commitments from school systems make principals’ work doable and signal that
clarity is a shared responsibility, not just a principal’s burden.

Don’t leave this step until your team can answer both:
Who will prepare and support school leaders to effectively implement the practices (e.g.,
through training, coaching, tools, or aligned supervision)?

For each practice, your team should have specifically named the training, coaching, tools,
and aligned supervision needs as well as identified who, at the system level, is responsible
for providing them.

What is coming off school leaders’ plates (e.g., time protections, centralizing tasks, retiring
duplicative forms)?

Your team should have identified ways to protect principals’ time, tasks that can be more
efficiently handled at the system level than the school level, and made a plan to eliminate
redundancies in compliance work.




Step 5
Build routines to monitor the work in action.

Without a way to see whether practices are happening, and how well, even the best designed
plans lose momentum. Defining practices sets the bar, monitoring makes them visible and
improvable. Monitoring should be treated as core infrastructure, not an add-on:
+ Seta predictable cadence (e.g., quick weekly checks, a monthly pulse, and a quarterly
stepback).
« Name who looks at what evidence (e.g., artifacts, brief observations, participation
data).
» Decide how results trigger additional support (e.g., feedback to owners, targeted
coaching, or system offloads).

Keep tools lean and make adjustments part of the routine; celebrate wins, surface
challenges, and update the plan for the next chapter.

Don’t leave this step until your team can answer (operationally): How will we know the
practices are happening (and improving)?

Your team should have set a monitoring cadence (e.g., weekly quick check, monthly pulse
check, quarterly stepback), owners for collecting/reviewing evidence, and clear next
steps (e.g., feedback, targeted support, or system offloads).

Role clarity is a system-level responsibility. System leaders set the bar for teacher support, name owners,
equip them, remove competing work, and build simple routines to see and improve execution. Treat the
must-answer questions as stop signs at the right moments. If you can answer all the questions in their
corresponding step, that’s a good indication your plan is both clear and feasible.




Closing

In a moment when so many forces shaping schools feel beyond anyone’s control, clarifying expectations
for teacher support is squarely within the reach of system leaders. The systems we studied show that

it is possible to name the instructional practices that every teacher should experience and decide who

is responsible for making them happen. Teachers receive more consistent support, principals can focus
their time, and students experience stronger, more coherent instruction. Getting specific about teacher
supports and role expectations is technically demanding and, per the lessons we learned in Principal Role
Clarity, rare. Holding the line on those expectations is challenging. It requires system leaders to trade
ambiguity and limit autonomy for shared commitments and accountability.

Our findings suggest that it may matter less which instructional leadership practices systems choose to
prioritize, or exactly how they distribute the work, than whether they are willing to reach deep, often
uncomfortable, levels of specificity about those choices. Across the systems we studied, leaders made
different decisions about how much principals coach directly, how much they delegate, and where teacher
leaders and central office staff fit in. What distinguished them was not a single “right” model but the fact
that teacher supports were defined in observable terms, ownership was explicit, and expectations were
stable enough to organize time, tools, development, and performance evaluation around them.

Because role clarity is system-level work, district leaders must own it—principals then carry it into daily
practice. For everyone else in education—assistant principals, coaches, teacher leaders, preparation
programs, and technical-assistance providers—the charge is to help system leaders take up this work:
surface tradeoffs, offer tools that sharpen expectations rather than blur them, and align support to the
teacher-facing practices districts commit to.

In our first paper, we asked, “What does it mean for principals to be instructional leaders?” Our new learning
suggests that there may never be a single, sector-level answer. Each system may need its own clear,
concrete answer. When systems define the support every teacher will receive, make ownership for those
supports unmistakable, and back up those decisions with aligned conditions, instructional leadership
stops being abstract—it becomes the everyday work of principals and schools.

Closing
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