
The School Leader Lab Competency Framework focuses on three domains that contribute to the development of transformative leaders:

The Framework is not intended to cover the multitude of things that school leaders do daily, weekly and annually to effectively lead schools – from systems for family engagement to structures for facilities and operational management. These are 
well-captured in other school leadership frameworks, such as the, OSSE Principal Standards, the DCPS Leadership Framework and the national Professional Standards for Educational Leaders. Instead, our Framework focuses on the highest-leverage 
and often most challenging actions that school leaders need to master in order to drive dramatic Improvements in outcomes for underserved students and students of color.  In addition, the Framework assumes that participants in School Leader 
Lab’s School Leader Cohort enter with substantial instructional leadership experience, most notably experience and expertise analyzing student work for mastery of standards. 

For each competency, the Framework describes three levels of practice:
• SUSTAINING – This level represents exceptional performance and is what we expect of seasoned principals and senior leaders who have moved from a focus on developing their own practice to building sustainable systems and supporting 

others to grow as leaders. 
• PRACTICING – This level represents strong performance and is what we expect of effective leaders. Through participation in the cohort program and determined effort, leaders should expect to meet this level of performance on most of the 

competencies.

• DEVELOPING – This level represents performance that is not yet strong but is promising. We expect that leaders who are new to their role will demonstrate performance at this level on many domains and will build their own plans for 
improvement around the motivation to move from Developing to Practicing.  There may be instances where early leaders have not yet been exposed to some competencies and may not demonstrate the Developing characteristics yet.

EQUITY AND CONTEXT
The work school leaders do to promote equity in all aspects of their

schools, from day-to-day dialogue to the development and implementation 
of vision for improvement

LEADING ADULTS
The work school leaders do to create an environment that supports 
educators to demonstrate excellence in alignment with the school’s 

vision and goals

INSTRUCTION
The work school leaders do to improve instructional practice, specifically through 

teacher observation and feedback, collective development opportunities, and 
through analysis of student mastery of standards
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This builds on the excellent work of our peers from Achievement First, 

Aspire, DCPS, EdFuel, KIPP, OSSE, Relay GSE, Uncommon and others. We 
are grateful for the all they are doing to support public school leaders. 

S C H O O L  L E A D E R  
C O M P E T E N C Y  F R A M E W O R K

https://osse.dc.gov/sites/default/files/dc/sites/osse/publication/attachments/OSSE%2520DC%2520Model%2520Leadership%2520Standards.pdf
https://dcps.dc.gov/sites/default/files/dc/sites/dcps/publication/attachments/IMPACT2016_PrincipalBook%252011032016.pdf
http://www.ccsso.org/sites/default/files/2017-10/ProfessionalStandardsforEducationalLeaders2015forNPBEAFINAL.pdf


Structure of the Framework

Domain: Broad area of leadership practice 

Competency: Specific area of school leadership practice
Performance Levels: Three levels of practice 
Leader Actions: Leader actions that correspond to each competency and performance level

Examples of Evidence: Observable processes and structures that exist in a school

Example:

Builds and maintains relationships with staff • Understands basic power dynamics 
associated with positional authority and 
attempts to build support for leadership 
decisions and actions 

• Demonstrates a basic understanding of 
the relationships among values, beliefs, 
attitudes, and observed behaviors among 
staff

• Understands and considers the way that 
identity and position influence the role of 
leader in a diverse school community, 
building support for leadership decisions 
and actions 

• Demonstrates a sophisticated 
understanding of the values, beliefs and 
attitudes underlying observed behaviors 
among staff

• Effectively balances the use of positional 
and influential authority, relying on the 
former only when absolutely necessary

• Coaches other leaders on how to identify 
values, beliefs and attitudes based on 
observed behaviors

Staff report that school leadership treats them 
with respect, values their opinions, and 
effectively addresses and resolves conflicts

The school has a high rate of retention of 
effective teachers

COMPETENCY DEVELOPING PRACTICING SUSTAINING EXAMPLES OF EVIDENCE



School is building the capacity of adults to 
support diverse student needs and diverse 
groups of students through professional 
development

Adults and students monitor themselves and 
hold each other accountable for language, 
attitudes, and behaviors that are offensive or 
uninformed around racial, cultural and other 
differences

Written school values are visible and are 
regularly referred to in conversations and 
public settings

The majority of adults in the school/LEA 
understand that equity is about differential 
resources and support 

• Reflects on the role that identity plays in 
one’s own work and personal 
development and actively seeks to identify 
and combat potential blind spots

• Builds expectation for students, staff, and 
parents that success is possible for all 
students; Confronts adults who display 
low assumptions about student potential

• Understands and can articulate that 
equity is about differential resources and 
support at times to ensure each child has 
what is needed to succeed

• Maintains an ongoing commitment to 
examining one’s own power and privilege 
in the context of work and personal 
development

• Consistently articulates a belief in the 
potential of every student to achieve at 
high levels with all stakeholders and adult 
accountability to make it happen; 

• Communicates confidently and sensitively 
about race, class, gender, sexual 
orientation and other forms of difference;

Equity and Context

Models an unwavering commitment to 
equity.1

• Understands how identity and personal 
experiences influence one’s work as a 
leader 

• Asserts belief that all students can 
achieve at high levels with staff and 
school community; Attempts to learn 
about and to share successes in an effort 
to challenge low expectations

COMPETENCY DEVELOPING PRACTICING SUSTAINING EXAMPLES OF EVIDENCE

Leads community dialogue about equity • Corrects intolerant statements directed at 
individuals or groups; Initiates 
conversations about diversity and culture 
as well as about how they may impact 
student learning; 

• Includes information equity in community 
forums about student progress

• Effectively assesses the readiness of staff 
and community to engage in equity-
focused conversations regarding content, 
pedagogy, school culture, learning 
outcomes, and discipline; 

• Skillfully facilitates conversations about 
race and class, supporting others to face 
and overcome conflicts that arise

• Creates structures for regular community 
dialogue about equity and student 
progress

• Builds the capacity of school leaders to 
effectively assesses the readiness of staff 
and community to engage in equity-
focused conversations regarding content, 
pedagogy, school culture, learning 
outcomes, and discipline; 

• Coaches other leaders to facilitate 
conversations about race and class, 
supporting others to face and overcome 
conflicts that arise; 

• Ensures that meaningful dialogue about 
race, class and equity happens with 
regularity in the school community

Community conversations about culture and 
diversity occur regularly

Stakeholders describe equity measures as 
important to the success of the school

1 Equity, for our purposes, refers to the beliefs and 
actions connected to ensuring that every student is 
supported to move from their unique educational 
starting point to a high level of educational success. 
Equity demands close attention to students’ 
community and family context and requires differential 
supports to empower students and families to 
overcome any barriers and gaps to effective learning. 

Embeds equity in planning, decision making 
and implementation of school vision

• Monitors instruction and identifies student 
outcome data trends, including 
differences among identifiable groups 

• Advocates school improvement strategies 
consistent with research on improving 
equity 

• Puts strategies in place focused on equity, 
but may leave in place other non-aligned 
strategies

• Monitors equity-focused patterns and 
trends in data at the classroom and 
school level

• Articulates links between equity findings 
and school improvement priorities; 

• Implements school improvement 
strategies aligned to equity findings and 
to the school vision and phases out 
unproductive strategies

• Effectively surfaces equity-focused 
patterns and trends in data at the 
classroom, department, school and 
system level 

• Creates durable systems for translating 
equity-focused data findings into school 
improvement planning 

• Creates durable systems for monitoring 
the equity implications of implemented 
strategies and making adjustments that 
advance equity on an ongoing basis

School improvement plan and other written 
artifacts (e.g., values statements) show high 
expectations and a clear focus on strategies 
to address equity findings

Student performance data is readily available 
and can be organized by cohort, grade, 
subject, sub-group, etc.

The school has readily identifiable processes 
for continuous improvement and evidence of 
shifts in strategies on short cycles



Staff report that school leadership treats them with 
respect, values their opinions, and effectively 
addresses and resolves conflicts

The school has a high rate of retention of effective 
teachers

• Understands and considers the way that identity 
and position influence the role of leader in a 
diverse school community, building trust and 
support for leadership decisions and actions; 
Consistently uses storytelling to gain trust 
among staff

• Demonstrates a sophisticated understanding of 
the values, beliefs and attitudes underlying 
observed behaviors among staff; 

• Effectively balances the use of positional and 
influential authority, relying on the former only 
when absolutely necessary; Creates an 
environment in which stakeholders feel safe 
enough to share vulnerably so that the team can 
feel connected and build a culture of trust.

• Coaches other leaders on how to identify values, 
beliefs and attitudes based on observed 
behaviors 

Leading Adults

Leads from authentic core values with emotional 
intelligence

• Understands basic power dynamics associated 
Understands basic power dynamics associated 
with positional authority and attempts to build 
trust and support for leadership decisions and 
actions; Tells a meaningful story to build 
investment and model productive vulnerability

• Demonstrates a basic understanding of the 
relationships among values, beliefs, attitudes, 
and observed behaviors among staff

COMPETENCY DEVELOPING PRACTICING SUSTAINING EXAMPLES OF EVIDENCE

Manages and adapts to change • Positively supports staff as they raise questions, 
doubts, and feelings about change and as they 
adapt to change

• Embraces changes that are in the best interest 
of the students 

• Anticipates reactions to change and initiates 
forward moving momentum 

• Attempts to engage in difficult conversations 
about the need for change

• Facilitates opportunities for staff to raise 
questions, doubts, and feelings about change 
and to adapt to change; Uses active listening to 
mine for conflict

• Adjusts strategies in response to disequilibrium 
to create space for work and to maintain 
forward momentum; 

• Builds the commitment of staff to embrace and 
support changes that are in the best interest of 
the students; 

• Skillfully engages in warm/demanding 
conversations to build urgency and 
understanding about the need for change 

• Develops and maintains systems for surfacing 
and addressing issues related to change; 

• Builds internal capacity to lead change in the 
best interest of students; 

• Builds leadership in others to hold 
warm/demanding conversations rooted in core 
values school mission about the need for change 

Staff are supported through change processes; staff 
feels cared for personally and challenged directly 
where appropriate

School improvement outlines multiple tactics and 
strategies that can be adapted to reach identified 
goals

School improvement plan and long-term school wide 
goals are not lowered or adjusted based on negative 
feedback or because of current or past challenges in 
making progress 

Uses an adaptive leadership lens to address school 
based problems

• Before moving to solution, analyzes problems 
and identifies multiple potential root causes, 
most of which focus on technical issues (time 
constraints, agendas, policies, reporting 
structures etc…)

• Before moving to solution, analyzes problems 
and identifies 1-2 key root causes focused on 
components that are adaptive in nature 
(emotions, motivations, values, loss, fear etc…)

• Addresses challenges that are adaptive in nature 
by identifying factions and enlisting others in a 
way that brings them into the dilemma and 
addresses the core elements of the issue; 
simultaneously addresses the technical 
challenges that are contributing to the dilemma

Addresses problems in such a way that staff that the 
core issues, and not just the surface issues have 
been addressed

Notices the factions among stakeholders and 
leverages them in order to address arising issues

Builds a development culture for the team • Encourages reflection on practice; 

• Provides some opportunities for adult learning 
and improvement; 

• Celebrates successes 

• Encourages reflection on practice and builds 
time for it; 

• Creates and implements consistent systems and 
structures for adult learning and improvement; 

• Celebrates successes tied to goals

• Models and builds regular structures for 
reflection on practice; 

• Builds capacity of others to lead the 
implementation of consistent systems and 
structures for adult learning and improvement; 

• Develops and maintains systems for celebrating 
successes tied to goals 

Staff is aware of and can share missteps, mistakes, 
tactics that were unsuccessful, and how they were 
used as learning opportunities

Staff express that their efforts to meet goals are 
recognized and honored

Manages people, resources and operational systems 
in support of the vision, mission and goals of the 
school

• Aligns staffing and resource allocation decisions 
to goals for every student and school-wide 
objectives; 

• Identifies effective teachers and provides them 
with leadership opportunities; 

• Understands the impact that operational and 
administrative systems have on overall school 
effectiveness and works to address obstacles to 
teachers’ focus on teaching and learning

• Regularly monitors and adjusts staffing and 
resource allocation decisions based on equity 
impacts; 

• Actively provides meaningful leadership 
opportunities to effective teachers and other 
staff, with a focus on diversity; 

• Ensures the smooth functioning of operational 
and administrative systems that impact the 
ability of teachers and other instructional staff to 
focus on teaching and learning

• Coaches other leaders to monitor staffing and 
resource allocation decisions based on equity 
impacts; 

• Identifies talented educators and cultivates their 
leadership, with a focus on diversity; 

• Builds and maintains systems to monitor and 
adjust the functioning of operational and 
administrative systems without requiring 
substantial personal attention on a day-to-day 
basis

People and other resources are aligned with 
strategic priorities

Teacher assignments result in expert teachers paired 
with students most in need of improvement

Multiple staff members serve as instructional leaders 
in the school and represent the diversity of the 
professional staff

Staff report that operations are effective in 
supporting students’ learning

Non-instructional staff can articulate how their work 
supports the school’s vision, mission, and goals



Staff report that leadership provides useful and 
actionable feedback on instructional practice

Teacher practice improves in areas targeted in 
observations

• Effectively identifies appropriate action steps 
based on classroom observation; 

• Expertly communicates teacher improvement 
needs and creates multiple opportunities for 
teachers to practice strategies and get 
feedback

• Teaches other leaders to conduct effective 
observations and provide high quality 
feedback; 

• Leads a “norming” process to ensure 
consistency among observers of classroom 
teaching

Instruction

Observes and gives feedback on teacher practice • Identifies appropriate action steps based on 
classroom observation; 

• Provides actionable feedback based on 
evidence collected from observations and 
ensures feedback is incorporated into 
teacher practice

COMPETENCY DEVELOPING PRACTICING SUSTAINING EXAMPLES OF EVIDENCE

Leads a comprehensive system for observation 
and feedback on teacher practice

• Conducts formal and informal observations 
to collect evidence of teacher practice; 

• Ensures that teachers have the minimum 
number of observations and receive 
suggestions for professional development 
tied to their observed areas of growth

• Prioritizes observation and feedback 
practices in own schedule; 

• Develops and consistently implements a 
system to ensure teachers have regular 
observation and feedback and have 
opportunities to follow up on individual 
professional development needs

• Ensures that all building leaders maintain a 
focus on observation and feedback practices 
in their weekly schedules; 

• Uses patterns in observational data to guide 
staff professional development needs

Instructional feedback builds effective teacher 
practice and observable changes in teacher 
practice

Teachers are taught how to use a variety of 
instructional strategies

Demonstrates skill in analyzing student mastery 
of standards

• Demonstrates ability to identify critical 
standards at a few grade levels and/or in 
one subject area, identify what constitutes 
student mastery of the standards, align tasks 
to standards, and analyze student work to 
identify critical mass or error

• Demonstrates ability to identify critical 
standards at each grade level or subject 
area, identify what constitutes student 
mastery of the standards, align tasks to 
standards, and analyze student work to 
identify critical mass or error

• Leads professional development and/or 
coaches others on identifying critical 
standards, student mastery task alignment, 
and analysis of student work;  

• Leads processes to ensure consistency of 
standards alignment practices across grade 
levels or subject areas

Data meetings include discussions about key 
issues such as understanding difference between 
conceptual misunderstanding and procedural 
misunderstanding

Evidence (formative and summative) that student 
mastery of standards is increasing

Leads a comprehensive system for developing 
and implementing standards-based lesson and 
unit-plans

• Participates in practices for tracking student 
mastery of standards; 

• Promotes the collection and analysis of 
student work samples and teacher exemplars 
on high leverage assignments/ standards; 

• Creates structure for data meetings focused 
on analyzing standards-based student work, 
developing re-teaching plans, and reviewing 
lesson and unit plans

• Prioritizes practices for tracking student 
mastery of standards in own schedule; 

• Ensures every teacher team periodically 
collects and analyzes student work samples 
and teacher exemplars on high leverage 
assignments/ standards; 

• Leads data meetings focused on analyzing 
standards-based student work, developing 
re-teaching plans, and reviewing lesson and 
unit plans

• Ensures that all building leaders maintain a 
focus on tracking student mastery of 
standards in their weekly schedules; 

• Develops and consistently implements a 
system to collect and analyze student work 
samples and teacher exemplars on high 
leverage assignments/ standards; 

• Skillfully plans and facilitates data meetings 
where teachers are empowered and 
supported to undertake cognitively 
challenging work of analyzing standards-
based student work, develop and monitor re-
teaching plans, and adjust lesson and unit 
plans based on the data

Data are used and reviewed in every teacher 
team meeting to improve instruction, to 
determine differentiation, and to drive re-
teaching

Intervention assignments and schedules are 
frequently updated to reflect student needs and 
progress

School calendar of professional development, 
interim assessments and re-teaching is in place

Daily/weekly schedules create adequate time for 
all student interventions and adult development 
and are flexible enough to adjust to new 
priorities and needs

Implements effective instructional strategies to 
meet student learning needs

• Encourages staff to use instructional 
strategies that support student learning;

• Identifies adaptations to instructional 
practices and assessments that would 
improve student mastery of content

• Supports staff in effectively implementing a 
variety of rigorous strategies and 
pedagogical methods that are meet to 
student needs and drive student learning;

• Adapts instruction and assessments to 
ensure that all students master content

• Builds the capacity of staff to effectively 
implement a variety of rigorous strategies 
and pedagogical methods that meet student 
needs and drive student learning;

• Builds the capacity of staff to adapt 
instruction and assessments to ensure that 
all students master content

Throughout the school, classroom activities 
engage students in cognitively challenging work 
that is aligned to standards

Instructional staff (teachers, coaches, and 
administrators) have a broad repertoire of 
pedagogical approaches that they effectively 
incorporate into lesson plans


