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EDUCATION RESOURCE STRATEGIES 

 

Drive Instructional Improvement Through 
Team-Based, Curriculum-Connected 
Professional Learning and Collaboration 

Challenge  

At District D, teachers get the typical 45 minutes of planning time four days per week, one 45-
minute weekly block of team-based collaboration, and monthly schoolwide professional 
development workshops. District leaders recently invested in high-quality math and ELA 
instructional materials, but teachers report receiving little support around implementing the 
materials, and many substitute suggested assignments with below-grade-level work that they 
feel better matches their students’ needs. Teachers also report needing more time and expert 
support to assess student progress and plan instructional adjustments. 
 
Apart from ad hoc connections and independent planning time spent in peers’ classrooms, 
teachers have limited time for collaboration. With their time spent on instruction, planning, or 
non-instructional duties, teachers have few opportunities to talk through feedback and lack the 
flexibility common in other knowledge professions, leading to persistent burnout and turnover. 
 

 

 

 

 

Catalytic Entry Points in Action 
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EDUCATION RESOURCE STRATEGIES 

“Build Toward” Vision 

District D’s leaders want to create conditions for instructional improvement through a more 
robust, job-embedded professional learning and teaming model. They also aim to enable 
stronger, more resilient school cultures and help retain teachers who: 

• Collaborate as a team—with expert support—on curriculum-focused planning during 
long school-day blocks. 

• Retain individual planning time and gain more peer- and expert-led observation and 
feedback opportunities. 

• Have more flexibility during the school week to achieve a sustainable work-life balance. 

• Provide students with more rigorous, personalized instruction through increased 
planning and collaboration time. 

• Strengthen relationships with students and families by staying in their positions longer. 

 
“Do Now” Strategy 

District D’s leaders are piloting their approach to teacher learning and development in several 
elementary schools. One of these, Elementary School D, serves 450 students in grades K-5, with 
an average of three 25-student homerooms per grade. They will: 

• Increase collaboration time by stacking two-and-a-half-hour team-based planning 
blocks at the beginning or end of every third day. Newly assigned teacher leaders—who 
have demonstrated instructional expertise—will organize and plan grade-level 
collaborative time, based on district and school leader guidance, ensuring planning time 
is valuable, actionable, and tailored to team needs. 

• Set clear expectations for how teachers use their half-day planning periods, including 
curriculum-connected planning, student work review, and observation debriefing. 
Longer and more flexible planning blocks will reduce demands for additional student 
coverage when teachers might otherwise need to schedule medical appointments and 
other personal and family obligations. 

• Reassign non-instructional duties to other staff to make teachers’ workloads on non-
planning days more manageable. 

• Create breaks for students and homeroom teachers, such as 10-minute mini-recesses, 
physical stretch breaks, and classroom coverage trades, on full instructional days. The 
school team is also considering converting science to a “special” alongside art, music, 
and physical education (PE), which would further free up homeroom teachers and allow 
one teacher to specialize in a specific content area. 
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EDUCATION RESOURCE STRATEGIES 

Resource Shifts 

To create two-and-a-half hours of collaboration, learning, and “flex” time, Elementary School 
D’s principal will: 
 

• Implement half-day teacher release time every three days by redistributing existing 
planning time so that two grade-level teams have a two-and-a-half-hour daily 
collaboration block each day (one morning, one afternoon) while students are in 
extended blocks of project-based specials classes in art, music, and PE. Release time will 
occur alongside daily independent planning time during arrival and morning community 
time. While specials teachers won‘t receive this two-and-a-half-hour collaboration 
block, they will still have 60 minutes of daily planning across arrival, community time, 
and dismissal duties.  

 
Example schedule for teacher, student, and specials teacher 
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EDUCATION RESOURCE STRATEGIES 

• Protect the new half-day release time for lesson planning and collaboration. Teachers 
can also coordinate among each other to use this time for necessary appointments or 
tasks that enable work-life balance, reducing the amount of unplanned time teachers 
need to take off. 
 

Release time schedule across a three-day rotation 
 

 

  

 

• Create one teacher leadership role per grade level, or six teacher leader positions total. 
Teacher leaders will plan collaborative time and organize school-day professional 
development opportunities, receiving a stipend of $9,000 per year—or $54,000 for six—
for their additional responsibilities1. 

• Narrow the breadth of teacher responsibilities by splitting breakfast, lunch, recess, and 
dismissal duties among paraprofessionals, other educators, and school leaders.  

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
1 For this and every other stipend the school or district offers, leaders would also need to account for the cost of payroll 

tax and retirement contributions associated with the stipend, which typically ranges from 10-20% of pay. 
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EDUCATION RESOURCE STRATEGIES 

Resource Shifts in Action 

Redistributing instructional and planning time and reducing costs associated with non-school-
day professional development will cost Elementary School D around $54,000. With budget 
flexibility, creativity, and support from district partners, school leaders found resources for this 
investment by: 
 

• Balancing planning days with longer instructional days, so that teachers shift from 
teaching 280 minutes per day with 50 minutes of daily collaboration time to teaching 
330 minutes two of every three days. On release days, homeroom educators teach 185 
minutes, while students receive specials instruction—which doesn’t impact the total 
number of instructional hours students receive each year. Teachers can also spend the 
45 minutes previously spent on arrival and dismissal duties on lesson planning. 

• Reducing one clerk position by 0.5 FTE to offset the cost of teacher leader stipends, 
which will save around $54,000. 

 

Total Investments Total Trade-Offs Net Budget Impact 

Teacher Leader Stipends 
$9,000 x 6 = $54,000 
 

Reduce One Clerk Position by 
1 FTE = $54,000 

Budget-Neutral Investment 

 
The District’s Role 

District D’s leaders plan to scale this collaboration model to 10 more elementary schools each 
year, eventually reaching all elementary schools. District leaders will: 

• Seek philanthropic funding to cover two years of start-up costs for each elementary 
school—around 0.2% of a typical district operating budget.  

• Provide guidance on design and implementation. This includes sample schedules, 
criteria for teacher leader selection, protocols for using time effectively, and change 
management support for principals. 

 
To sustain and deepen change, the district will need to:  

• Systematize teacher leader roles as part of a defined career progression by establishing 
standard job descriptions and performance rubrics and intentionally cultivating future 
teacher leaders. 

• Develop a strategic compensation model that codifies increased pay for teacher leader 
roles as part of their career paths.  


