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Building Capacity for Quality Teaching and Leadership
A Design Group convened by School Communities that Work: A National Task Force on the
Future of Urban Districts is developing a variety of tools and ideas to help enable districts to
work more effectively in enhancing the ability of educators to make all students and schools
successful.

Capacity for Quality at Scale
The Design Group on Building Capacity for Quality Teaching and Leadership has reviewed
research about effective practices and developed a set of principles for providing and sup-
porting high-quality teaching and learning across an entire district. 

Assessing the Central Office
An urban superintendent talks about the value of using a structured process for assessing
district capacity, such as the Central Office Assessment Tool now being developed by the
Design Group.



2 Building Capacity for Quality
Teaching and Leadership

n the past few years there has been a growing consen-
sus that high-quality teaching and leadership are the
most critical factors in school improvement. Evi-

dence abounds that teacher quality has a substantial
influence on student learning and that the presence of
strong, capable, instructionally focused administrators
makes a significant difference in the effectiveness of schools.
Only with a full complement of knowledgeable and skilled
educators will all students and schools become successful.

There is increasing recognition, though, that teachers
and school leaders need enormous support in order to

achieve such success. Most teachers were prepared in an ear-
lier time and need additional skills to bring all students to
achievement levels only a few had been expected to reach
before. Principals, too, were for the most part not prepared
for a system organized around challenging standards for all
students. And few schools have created new roles for teach-
ers to enable them to build the capacity of peers within
their own buildings.

Yet while there is widespread support for policies and
practices to improve the capabilities of educators, there has
been less attention to the crucial question of whether cen-
tral offices of school districts are in a position to provide
such support. If central offices lack the capacity to enhance
the knowledge and skills of teachers and school leaders and
build new structures for ongoing support within schools,
the goal of high-quality teaching and leadership is unlikely
to be reached. While other entities can provide some sup-
port, few can do so on the scale of central offices.

To examine what it would take to build the necessary
support for educators and schools on a large scale, School
Communities that Work: A National Task Force on the
Future of Urban Districts convened a Design Group on
Building Capacity for Quality Teaching and Leadership.
Composed of researchers, practitioners, and policy makers,
the Design Group is now developing and will test a variety
of tools and ideas to help enable districts to work more
effectively in enhancing the ability of educators to make all
students and schools successful. 
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3Capacity for Quality at Scale

s educators and policy makers are well aware, the trou-
bling reality about American public education is that
schools work well for some students and their fami-

lies, but for many they hardly work at all. Glaring gaps in
achievement exist between racial and ethnic groups, between
rich and poor, and between urban and nonurban areas.

Of course, there are high-achieving students, good
schools, and high-quality teachers in almost every commu-
nity. The problem is one of scale. Good schools and good
instruction have never been widely available to all students.
To make them available, schools need a range of supports,
and numerous studies and reflections on practice agree on
what these supports are: 

• high standards and expectations, a shared philosophy
about learning, and the authority to make key decisions,
including hiring staff who support the philosophy; 

• a pool of well-qualified teachers and administrators; 

• incentives to participate in, and ready access to, high-
quality professional development, curriculum support,
and on-site assistance; 

• respectful and trusting relationships that connect school
staff, students, and parents—both on a person-to-person
basis and through formal organizations like parentteacher
associations and unions; 

• a mechanism for monitoring school progress in terms 
of equity, achievement, and other important student 
outcomes; 

• access to economies of scale (for functions like data and
technology management as well as transportation, food
services, etc.); and 

• substantive parent and community involvement in
schools and in the lives of students. 

A ROLE FOR CENTRAL OFFICE
While research and experience have identified the supports
schools need to be effective, there is less certainty about
how to provide them on a large scale. This is particularly
true about the most critical resource: the capacity to teach
all students well all of the time. The growing body of
research on effective instruction and schooling strongly sug-
gests that school district central offices can play a significant
role in equipping teachers and school leaders with supports
and resources to enable them to do their jobs well. 

But the literature also shows that few central offices
play this role effectively. In many cases, this is because cen-
tral offices themselves lack the capacity they need to build
capacity within schools.

“Building capacity” has become something of a cliché
in education circles. The important question is, capacity for
what? Capacity to conduct ineffective practice is not worth
having. Yet members of the Design Group on Building
Capacity for Quality Teaching and Leadership recognized
that there was substantial agreement among respected schol-
ars and practitioners about the types of practices that are
effective. The Group brought together this research into a
set of principles, which it calls “Generally Accepted Princi-
ples of Teaching and Learning” (GAPTL). Like the Gener-
ally Accepted Accounting Principles used in financial state-
ments, the GAPTL represents a starting point. 

A system designed to enhance educators’ capabilities
can only work if those capabilities are clearly defined from
the outset. The GAPTL implies characteristics of effective
school communities, which includes school boards, central
offices, schools, and the local community. Districts and
communities that accept the GAPTL will want to structure
their central offices in these ways (see box on pages 4–5). 

ASSESSING CAPACITY 
How can districts structure themselves to support the prin-
ciples of good teaching and learning? The first step is to
understand current practices. Just as student assessment is
an essential tool in teaching, assessing central office func-
tions can be vital. Too often district leaders make decisions
based on the latest fad or pressure from school boards or
parents, rather than on solid information about what is
working and what is not. 

To help districts collect such information in a system-
atic way, the Design Group is developing a Central Office
Assessment Tool (COAT). The COAT is designed to help
districts see if they are organized to support instruction that
aligns to the Generally Accepted Principles of Teaching 
and Learning—and, if not, what they need to address to
strengthen the alignment. Thus, the COAT can become a
key element in the effort to redesign school districts so that
they work effectively for all schools and all students. 

The assessment tool does not address everything that
central offices do in relation to schools, but it holds up
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Some Key Principles of 
Teaching and Learning
The Generally Accepted Principles of Teaching and
Learning (GAPTL) carry implications for teaching
(�) and for local education support systems (�). The
following is an excerpt; the complete GAPTL will be
available on the School Communities that Work Web
site (www.schoolcommunities.org) in summer 2002.

In the GAPTL, “local education support systems”
refers to the full range of supports schools need to be
successful for all students. These systems often include
traditional district central offices but are also likely
to encompass supports that some central offices either
do not currently provide or functions that they do not
or cannot perform well. Indeed, the Design Group
does not assume that all of the functions listed here
should be performed by district central offices; rather,
it assumes that creating “school communities that
work” may well require the involvement of other
organizations and/or the development of other orga-
nizational arrangements.

II. All children can learn to much higher standards than
they are now commonly held to, regardless of their race
or ethnicity, family income, gender, primary language, or
disability.
� Good instruction makes the goals for learning clear and

comprehensible to students, parents, and the broader com-
munity. 

� Good local education support systems 

• provide a core instructional framework that defines the
knowledge and competencies students should acquire and
that guides instruction; 

• make the obligations and rights of learners, families, and
communities clear;

• allocate resources such as materials, time, and staff assign-
ments to advance the core instructional framework and to
avoid diffuse, scattered improvement efforts;

• require formative and summative assessments to be congru-
ent with the learning goals laid out in the core instructional
framework.

III. Learning is a complex process interrelated with all
aspects of development, including cognitive, social, and
emotional development.  
� Good instruction 

• recognizes the emotional aspects of learning and thus helps
establish 

• comfortable, efficient routines well-known to students;

• norms that make learning a primary value in the class-
room and school; 

• learning communities made up of adults and students
who feel safe to take risks with each other, support each
other’s learning, and work cooperatively; 

• draws out and draws on children’s cultural backgrounds and
preconceptions; 

• builds on students’ knowledge and prior experiences by pre-
senting them with “just manageable difficulties”; that is,
activities or assignments that are challenging to students but
not so hard as to be discouraging. 

� Good local education support systems 

• recognize that policy implementation is also a process 
of teaching and learning and thus structure policies, con-
tracts, and procedures to meet the developmental needs 
of their staff by making connections with other aspects of
educators’ lives, drawing on their cultural backgrounds and
preconceptions, and building on their knowledge and prior
experiences; 

• have social norms that value the search for understanding
and see errors as valuable sources for learning;

• have staffs that model the kinds of positive relationships and
continuous learning that they seek to develop in students;

• encourage the development of strong teacher leadership and
distributed leadership in schools. 

IV. All children do not learn in the same ways or at the
same pace.
� Good instruction 

• draws from a wide repertoire of teaching strategies to tailor
instruction to the needs of different students;

• relies on ongoing formative assessment data to inform stu-
dents of their progress and to help identify the areas where
further instruction and inquiry should be focused; 

• recognizes that learning is subject-sensitive—children don’t
simply learn, they learn to dance, to paint, and to do mathe-
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5
“multi-sided mirrors” in five key areas: 

• recruiting, allocating, and retaining high-quality teachers
and principals; 

• providing professional development and supports that
model and promote good instruction; 

• developing and distributing instructional tools and
resources; 

• managing and supporting policies and practices that meet
students’ learning and developmental needs; and 

• holding the central office and other district stakeholders
accountable for results. 

The Design Group has structured the COAT to make
it manageable and to make the process of collecting data
itself informative and useful in building capacity. Toward
that end, the Group recommends that the district enlist an
external group of “critical friends” to assist the central office
in collecting the data, making sense of it, and choosing
areas of focus. In addition, the process calls for significant
dialogue among stakeholders within a district, which will
help the participants understand—and be able to build
upon—each other’s skills.

For example, districts using the tool will, with the help
of the external partners, convene focus groups of key con-
stituents—including teachers, principals, student leaders,
parents, union leaders, community leaders, reform support
providers, and central office staff—who will reflect on or
respond to data and share their views on and experiences of
central office policies and practices in the five key areas. The
groups will consider the state of student achievement in the
district, the possible causes of the achievement patterns, the
district’s responses to those patterns, and evidence that the
responses are working.

matics, to read and critique text, to build tables, and to write
stories; what students are learning is an important variable in
the learning process.

� Good local education support systems 

• offer differentiated supports based on the needs of particular
students and schools; 

• recognize that it’s not only children who vary in the ways
they learn—adults also vary in the ways they learn. Thus,
policies, contracts, and procedures should

• be flexible enough to adapt to the varied conditions,
capacities, and attitudes of school staffs; 

• allow flexibility in school organization and staff working
conditions; 

• provide instructional supports that balance the need for
teacher creativity and decision making with the need for
some systemwide consistency and comparative assess-
ment; 

• use data to inform decision making, interventions, and cur-
ricular and programmatic choices.
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Assessing the Central Office: A Superintendent’s View

Design Group member Vicki Phillips is superintendent of the School District of Lancaster, Pennsyl-
vania, a small urban district that shares many of the characteristics of larger districts. Here she dis-
cusses why and how a central office assessment tool is useful.

WHY DO YOU FIND THE CENTRAL OFFICE ASSESSMENT TOOL VALUABLE?

Vicki Phillips: Any time you can provide a tool that enables a district to take a hard, focused, laser-like look
at what it’s doing is a good thing. But this particular tool is especially valuable. Often what happens when you
get something to help you do an assessment, it pinpoints a specific area without looking at how things bump
up against one another. One of the things I like about the COAT is that it helps you look at the whole, while pro-
viding enough depth to help you focus.

WOULD A DISTRICT BE WILLING TO ASSESS ITSELF IF THE RESULTS MAY NOT BE GOOD?

VP: A district like ours is willing to do that. We’re not afraid of the results. We’re looking for feedback along
the way that will help us make midcourse adjustments. We’re oriented toward continuous improvement.

It could tell us something we might not like, or something we’re not tuned into. But that’s valuable—it helps
you make informed decisions about things you need to do. It can be scary for some districts. But I don’t under-
stand how you can improve if you have no way of looking at yourself.

HOW CAN THE TOOL CONTINUE TO BE REFINED TO MAKE IT MORE USEFUL?

VP: We need to craft it in a way that allows for multiple entry points. My district has a lot of the instructional
pieces done, but we’re struggling with some of the human resources issues. We would enter into it at a very
different level than a district that is just coming to terms with being standards-based. That’s okay, but it’s a
challenge in how you craft the tool.

Another challenge is coming up with ways to help districts use the information they get from the assess-
ment. As important as the instrument is, what’s more important is where the district is going with the feed-
back. Is there a way—for the Annenberg Institute or the team helping you do the assessment—to help the
district broker additional information or find places that are already doing the work the assessment identifies?

It doesn’t stop with delivering feedback. Implementing changes—that’s where the rubber meets the road. It’s
one thing to get feedback; it’s another to know where to go once you’ve gotten it. That’s the $64,000 question.

6

CREATING SYSTEMS OF SUPPORT
Assessing a district central office’s policies and practices
obviously does not create capacity to support high-quality
teaching and learning in schools. But knowing where the
strengths and weaknesses lie is a critical first step. Acting 
on that information and implementing changes is, as one
Design Group member put it, “where the rubber meets the
road.”

To make the COAT as effective as it can be, the Design
Group will work with a handful of districts to test the tool

once it is ready later this year. These tests will show whether
it is feasible, whether it provides useful information, and
whether the process of collecting the data actually helps dis-
trict central offices improve their operations. Over the next
few years, the Design Group will work with collaborating
districts on how to use the data effectively to strengthen
their capacity to support schools. 

The good news is that we know what high-quality
teaching looks like. The challenge is to make it happen in
every classroom.
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visit our Web page at 
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About the School Communities that Work Task Force

The Design Group on Building Capacity for Quality Teaching and Lead-
ership is one of three groups formed by School Communities that Work to
help imagine what new school communities could look like and how to
create them. The other design groups are examining issues around organ-
izing and governing schools and school systems and developing family and
community supports. Each of the groups is crafting models and tools that
can be tried out in partner school systems. 

School Communities that Work: A Task Force on the Future of Urban
Districts was launched in 2000 by the Annenberg Institute for School
Reform at Brown University with funding from the Carnegie Corpora-
tion of New York, the Pew Charitable Trusts, and the Ford and Rocke-
feller foundations. Its goals are to help create, support, and sustain high-
achieving schools across entire urban communities and to stimulate a
national conversation to promote the development and implementation 
of school communities that do, in fact, work for all children.

Brown University
Box 1985
Providence, RI 02912

Presorted
First Class Mail

U.S. Postage
P A I D

Providence RI
Permit No. 202


