


With support from The Wallace Foundation, a team of researchers from the Center for the Study of Teaching and 

Policy at the University of Washington has undertaken an investigation of leadership in urban schools and districts 

that are seeking to improve both learning and leadership. The study explored the following overarching question: 

What does it take for leaders to promote and support powerful, equitable learning in a school and in the district and 

state system that serves the school? The study pursued this question through a set of coordinated investigations, 

each with an intensive qualitative or mixed-methods strategy and with overlapping samples, designed to offer  

images of what is possible in schools and districts that take learning improvement seriously. Study sites were 

chosen to reflect a focus on learning and leadership improvement and varying degrees of progress toward  

improvement goals. 

n	 School Leadership investigation: The reconfiguration and exercise of leadership within elemen-

tary, middle, and high schools to enable more focused support for learning improvement  

n	 Resource Investment investigation: The investment of staffing and other resources at multiple 

levels of the system, in alignment with learning improvement goals, to enhance equity and leader-

ship capacity 

n 	 Central Office Transformation investigation: The reinvention of central office work practices 

and relationships with the schools to better support districtwide improvement of teaching and 

learning

Separate reports detail the findings of each investigation, and a synthesis report identifies themes connecting the 

three study strands. 
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Executive Summary
Based on a 2-year investigation of how leaders invest staffing resources in four 
urban districts1 and 14 schools, this report provides analyses about (1) what staff-
ing challenges prompt or guide district and school leaders to consider investing 
staffing resources differently than their prior practice—and what frameworks 
they construct to guide their resource decisions, in relation to a learning improve-
ment agenda; (2) what strategies leaders pursue to bring staffing resources to bear 
more directly on improved, equitable learning outcomes for all students; and (3) 
how leaders establish and sustain support for differential investment of staffing 
resources in pursuit of greater equity in learning improvement.

This study focused on what it means to invest staffing resources to improve 
learning in urban schools and districts. By investment we are referring to a com-
prehensive and dynamic approach that includes considerations that go beyond the 
acute and immediate needs of a classroom, school, or district. Rather than relying 
on the traditional pattern of isolating a funding need and allocating resources for 
that specific need, leaders need to consider the types of approaches and strategies 
for investing resources in coherent, effective, equitable, and sustainable ways. This 
approach assumes that calculated risks must be taken at times and that strategies 
should be monitored and adjusted on a regular cycle, in light of changing condi-
tions and accumulated evidence over time regarding the effectiveness and equity of 
particular investment strategies.

Challenges and Conditions
The districts we studied, like many, if not most, urban school districts, face four 
interrelated challenges regarding the quality of their teacher and administrator 
workforce: maximizing the quality and longevity of teaching staff in high-needs 
schools, which are typically hard to staff; deploying and supporting the generally 
high proportions of novice teachers; managing and minimizing the often high rates 
of teacher mobility and attrition; and matching the ethnic, racial, and linguistic 
diversity of the student population with corresponding diversity in the teacher 
ranks. The districts were clear examples of these challenges at work. Besides the 
investment frameworks that district leaders create in approaching urban staffing 
challenges, several other conditions have an important role in shaping decisions 

1	Our study districts are Atlanta Public Schools, Atlanta, GA; New York City Department of Education/Empowerment 
Schools, New York, NY; Portland Public Schools, Portland, OR; and Lane County District Number 4J in Eugene, OR.
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about staffing resources: fiscal conditions, sources of staffing supply, collective 
bargaining agreements, the district’s human resource system, and the district’s 
accountability system. These matters are a partial result of district policy or 
organizational decisions, and in part a reflection of events or contingencies in their 
environments. 

The ebb and flow of fiscal resources provides the basic capacity for allocating, 
distributing, repurposing, and supporting staff. Collective bargaining agreements, 
or even the absence of them, create operational freedoms and constraints that can 
serve to support or detract from effective instructional operations that meaning-
fully benefit students. The current and potential sources of staff supply, residing in 
a local labor market and whatever talent pools the district is able to set up, provide 
personnel for positions in schools and within the central office. The arrangement 
of the district’s human resource function, including various rules and processes 
established by the district, handles the hiring or ongoing work of staff. Finally, the 
district’s accountability system (subsuming that of the state and federal govern-
ment) directly or indirectly frames and assesses staff performance. While these 
conditions are not the main focus of our analysis in this report, their presence, as a 
part of the staffing investment equation, must be acknowledged. 

District Investment Frameworks and Targets
The districts created an overarching set of investment frameworks that influ-
enced how school principals and central office officials approach specific staffing 
decisions. These frameworks significantly alter who assumes the initiative and 
responsibility for staffing decisions, among other things, and could have important 
implications for leaders with respect to their decision-making authority, ability to 
imagine creative possibilities, and motivation to address staffing matters. In par-
ticular, the following four frameworks, often present in particular combinations, 
set the stage for how staffing resources were invested in study sites. 

A mandated investment framework■■  imposed on district and school leaders a 
requirement to stipulate the ways in which a particular staffing resource might 
be used. 

A negotiated investment framework,■■  unlike mandates, offered the recipients 
varying degrees of latitude to choose among options. Negotiated investments 
sometimes resulted from an external partnership, grant, or other discretion-
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ary source, and within parameters set up by this source allowed leaders greater 
latitude in defining how staffing resources might be used.

An incentive-based framework■■  featured rewards or sanctions for staff perfor-
mance in response to particular school-level outcomes (or occasionally unit-level 
outcomes, in the central office). Typically, these actions affected individuals in 
leadership positions (e.g., school principals) who might be commended, compen-
sated, or even terminated based on the results they obtained. 

A market-based or market-like investment framework■■  encouraged staffing 
resource decisions that responded to the demand for particular services, gener-
ally through choice arrangements (e.g., parents choosing schools or programs, 
schools choosing support services). This type of framework was sometimes 
accompanied by allocating discretionary resources to the units (e.g., schools) 
that were participating in the market.

These four frameworks do not exhaust the logical possibilities, but they capture 
a dominant set of conditions that districts can create to guide the use of staffing 
resources. 

Taking action within these frameworks, the districts targeted three main invest-
ment areas:

Investing in instructional leadership within and across schools. ■■ This strategy 
(re)directed staffing resources to positions, team structures, and other arrange-
ments that increase instructional leadership activity inside or across schools. As 
such, it concentrated on both the supply of people able to exercise instructional 
leadership and their capacity to do so.

Investing in data-based practice. ■■ This strategy aimed more at staff perfor-
mance, and also capacity building, by focusing resources on the development 
of useful data sources and the systems that facilitate the use of these data for 
addressing problems of practice in classrooms and schools. Typically linked to 
accountability systems, this category of investment strategy included efforts to 
orchestrate staff, time, and technology so that school and district staff could 
engage in a continuous inquiry process about the learning improvement chal-
lenges they face.

Increasing capacity, flexibility, and support for school-level investment.■■  This 
strategy sought to enhance the discretion and wherewithal for school-level staff-




