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Des Moines (Iowa) Public 
Schools is one of six urban 
districts participating 
in an effort to redesign 
the role of principal 

supervisors. The Wallace Foundation’s 
Principal Supervisor Initiative provides 
four years of support for these districts 
to transform the role, which has 
traditionally focused on operations and 
compliance, into one that supports 
principals to be instructional leaders.  

Des Moines’ experience illustrates 
how the initiative is changing leadership 
structures and roles, as indicated 
in an implementation report of the 
initiative (Goldring et al., 2018). It 
also shows how professional learning 
at all leadership levels is essential for 
improvement. 

Des Moines associate 
superintendent Matt Smith, principal 
supervisor Barry Jones, and project 
manager Ruth Wright shared their 
experiences with The Learning 
Professional. 

Q: Why are you focusing on the role 
of principal supervisors? 

Matt Smith: It started with 

superintendent Thomas Ahart’s 
vision to create an Office of School 
Structure to serve our leaders with 
development and support. Before this 
work began, our leaders had been 
focusing on alignment with the state 
standards, but we weren’t grounding 
that in instructional leadership. We 
recognized the need to make a shift in 
roles and support to really emphasize 
instructional leadership. 

We wanted to start with central 
office, because those of us in district 
leadership had been principals 
ourselves and had been the recipients 
of a lot of things that central office 
had pushed down to schools without 
real understanding or support. If we 
built the instructional focus among 
supervisors, they would be ready to 
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in Des Moines Public Schools, 
according to a study of the Schools 
for Rigor work.
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provide support, and we could roll it 
out to school leaders and then teachers. 

After vetting several instructional 
models and frameworks, we decided 
to use the Marzano Instructional 
Framework. We also decided to work 
with Learning Sciences International, 
which uses aligned, hierarchical 
structures for tracking and aligning 
practices across levels, so that we 
could create consistency around the 
instructional framework. I remember 
being a principal, and when we did 
instructional rounds, our coaching was 
left up to what each of us thought it 
should be. The instructional framework 
is important for changing that and 
creating consistency.

Q: What shifts are principal 
supervisors and principals making? 

Barry Jones: The instructional 
framework has been a game changer. 
Before, principals and principal 
supervisors had been acting as first 
responders, putting out fires all the 
time. Our umbrella of responsibilities 
was so big. When we started the 
Principal Supervisor Initiative, we 
focused really hard on working smarter 
and shifting from a mentality of 
management to one of instructional 
leadership. 

Smith: This meant changing the 
role of principal supervisors to one 
focused on observing and coaching 
principals around the competencies of 
the framework. We had to make that 

role abundantly clear to principals. We 
told them that they couldn’t call the 
principal supervisor anymore about 
things like a pipe bursting, and we 
explained that would detract from the 
supervisor helping them with their 
instructional leadership practices. And 
we coached the supervisors about how 
to handle those kinds of requests and 
help shift principals’ mindsets. 

Q: How are principal supervisors 
focusing more on instruction? 

Smith: We created structures at 
central office to prepare and provide 
ongoing support to the principal 
supervisors so they can go deep into 
the instructional framework. About 
30% of their time is spent engaging 
in professional learning about 
instructional leadership, in leadership 
PLCs, and in collaborative meetings 
with other principal supervisors and 
district teams. For example, they meet 
weekly or biweekly with the district’s 
teaching and learning curriculum teams 

so that everyone is calibrated on the 
standards and competencies and in tune 
about what to look for in schools and 
classrooms. The rest of the principal 
supervisors’ time is spent in schools, 
observing and coaching principals. 
We follow best practice guidelines 
for the number of principals for every 
supervisor. We initially started with 10 
to 1, and that ratio has fluctuated up 
and down slightly over time. 

Ruth Wright: Another big shift 
is that we offer aligned professional 
learning for principals. We did not 
offer them instructional leadership 
professional learning before. We had 
management meetings, but not content 
development and learning. Now, 
principals and supervisors engage in 
a series of four 45-day professional 
learning cycles. Each starts with training 
on an aspect of the instructional 
framework, and then the supervisors 
do observation and coaching of the 
principals with follow-up every two 
weeks.  

Smith: So when a principal 
and principal supervisor walk into a 
classroom, they can assess whether 
instruction and learning are happening 
at the right cognitive level, have deep 
conversations about whether the 
students are doing work that is aligned 
to the framework, and talk about 
pedagogical strategies like whether the 
teacher grouped kids well to achieve the 
task. 

Q: How does this translate to teachers 
and students? 

Wright: Everyone across the 
district is aligning their work with the 
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The Principal Supervisor Initiative includes five core components: 

1.	 Revise the principal supervisors’ job description to focus on instructional 
leadership; 

2.	 Reduce principal supervisors’ span of control (the number of principals they 
oversee), and change how supervisors are assigned to principals ;

3.	 Train supervisors and develop their capacity to support principals; 

4.	 Develop systems to identify and train new supervisors (succession planning); 
and 

5.	 Strengthen central office structures to support and sustain changes in the 
principal supervisor’s role.

“We told them that they couldn’t call the 
principal supervisor anymore about things like 
a pipe bursting, and we explained that would 
detract from the supervisor helping them with 
their instructional leadership practices.”

— Matt Smith
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instructional framework. After central 
office and principals, we rolled this out 
to instructional coaches and teachers. 
With the foundation of the framework 
and use of a common language in 
place, we committed to going further 
and deepening the learning with 
Learning Sciences International ’s 
Schools for Rigor approach to school 
transformation to help us align practices 
across levels. (See the article on p. 
51 for details about the teaching and 
learning approaches of Schools for 
Rigor.) 

Smith: With the instructional 
framework, learning targets are a 
rallying point for curriculum. Teachers 
post them on their boards, so the 
principals and principal supervisors 
can assess what students are doing and 
whether it is aligned to the learning 
target. Everyone is on the same page. 

To build their knowledge, teachers 
participate in PLCs in addition to 
the observation and feedback from 
principals and coaches. The work of the 
principal supervisors has been critical 
in getting school leaders to understand 
deeply what a highly effective PLC 
looks like. In addition to spending a lot 
of time in classrooms with principals, 
the supervisors spend many hours 
in principal PLCs, and they guide 
principals to see how they are modeling 
what effective teacher PLCs should look 
like. 

Q: What changes are you seeing in 
leaders’ and teachers’ practices? 

Jones: When we started this work, 
the majority of all classroom instruction 
was teacher-centered, and students 
were practicing at retrieval-level tasks. 
The growth that’s been made has been 
in tasks that are more rigorous. Now 
students are doing most of the thinking 
and talking, instead of teachers.

Smith: To assess the level 
of effectiveness of the principal 
supervisors, we are looking at student 
achievement data by network. There is 
a lot of context to each building’s data. 
For example, in several of his schools, 
Barry is focused on closing the gap for 

African American males because that 
is a need in those buildings. But in 
another one of his buildings, the school 
is undergoing complete turnaround, 
so we are looking for accelerated 
growth for all students. We also do 360 
evaluation, during which principals 
give detailed feedback about their 
supervisors. 

Wright: They take this feedback 
seriously and are thoughtful about it, 
because they know it will impact how 
their supervisors support them in the 
future. But we see that most of the 
principals feel very positively about 
the supervisors and the process. Some 
of them say, “I hope my teachers feel 
about me the way I feel about my 
principal supervisor.” Principals tend 
to feel very isolated, but now with a 
principal supervisor who has been in 
the game and is responsible for the 
principals’ success, they feel they can be 
vulnerable so they can learn and grow. 

Q: What are your plans for the 
future? How will you make this work 
sustainable? 

Smith: The work of and support 
for principal supervisors has to be built 
into district infrastructure. Too often, 
when districts use grant funds to create 
new positions, they end up with a 
warm body but no capacity to change 
anything. And they often have to cut 
the positions when the grant funding 
ends. 

Instead, from the beginning of 
the initiative, our superintendent has 
invested general funds in the principal 
supervisor positions and used grant 
support to build knowledge and 

capacity through contracts with experts 
on instruction and leadership. That 
has allowed us to build knowledge that 
can be shared throughout the district. 
When we expanded this work from 
an initial pilot of six schools to 22 
schools, principal supervisors led the 
implementation, with gradual release 
of responsibility from our partners at 
Learning Sciences International.  

We are also aligning this work 
with a leadership pipeline. We are 
investing in our associate principals, 
and we know we need to go down a 
level to potential teacher leaders. The 
traditional pipeline work we used to 
do (identifying high-flying associate 
principals and meeting with them 
three hours a week for 12 weeks to 
discuss leadership principles) didn’t 
quite capture the disposition and 
mindset we needed to create among 
principals. Now we are more focused 
on instructional leadership and what 
that really looks like. 
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“Principals tend to feel very isolated, but now 
with a principal supervisor who has been in 
the game and is responsible for the principals’ 
success, they feel they can be vulnerable so 
they can learn and grow.” 

— Ruth Wright


