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TOOLSTOOLS

BY SHARRON HELMKE 

For those who support teachers, 
it can feel like there are myriad 
urgent needs, especially when 
educators are stretched thin 

and students are struggling, as many 
are now. How do you prioritize your 
support, and where do you start? 

The effort-to-impact matrix is a 
simple but valuable tool that can help 
instructional coaches, teacher teams, 
administrators, and other change 
agents prioritize their efforts and make 
strategic choices about which steps 
to take and when. It allows the user 
to map out potential strategies and 
identify how much effort each will take 
versus how much impact it is likely to 
make. 

The matrix is divided into four 
quadrants. (See figure above right.) 

Quadrant 1 refers to low-effort, 
low-impact strategies. Strategies in 
this quadrant don’t require much 
educator effort, but they also are likely 
to produce few improvements in 

student outcomes. These strategies often 
leave the learning leader wondering 
why he or she should bother. That 
doesn’t mean that the strategies are 
useless, but they are unlikely to make 
meaningful changes in teacher practice 
and student outcomes. Examples might 
include redesigning bulletin boards or 
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changing lesson planning templates for 
administrative purposes.

Quadrant 2 is for high-effort, 
low-impact strategies. They require 
much effort on the part of teachers 
and perhaps other staff but have little 
impact on student outcomes. Strategies 
in this quadrant often lead participants 
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to wonder, “Whose idea was this 
anyway?” An often-cited example 
is filling out binders of professional 
learning community documentation 
that teachers perceive as being unrelated 
to the actual work of the team or their 
teaching efforts.

Quadrant 3 is for high-effort, 
high-impact strategies. Coaching cycles 
or change initiatives in this quadrant 
take cognitive heavy lifting. They take 
time to investigate, learn, practice, 
and implement with consistency and 
fidelity, but they make an obvious 
difference for most or all students. 

Examples of Quadrant 3 activities 
include instructional changes such as 
ensuring that all members of teacher 
teams have a common planning period 
or moving a teacher whose comfort 
zone is whole-class direct teaching 
to a more interactive approach that 
incorporates student groups and 
independent practice. 

While Quadrant 3 activities 
produce big wins for teachers and 
students, they require intensive efforts 

to produce results that unfold slowly 
over time, and they can leave teachers 
and coaches feeling overwhelmed and 
burned out.

Quadrant 4 strategies are low 
effort, high impact. They can be 
considered quick but effective wins. 
Strategies in this quadrant may result 
in small changes that add up quickly 
and make a noticeable difference in 
student outcomes. Examples include 
improving classroom management and 
implementing more effective student 
grouping strategies, both of which 
can help maximize instructional time 
while also decreasing teacher stress and 
improving teacher efficacy. 

Different combinations of effort 
and impact make sense in different 
situations. For example, during 
especially challenging times, such 
as during post-pandemic recovery, 
focusing on small, quick wins (low 
effort, high impact) can make 
professional learning feel manageable 
and increase teacher buy-in. During 
more stable times — for example, when 

the district has stable leadership and an 
influx of grant funding — professional 
learning leaders might choose to focus 
more on high-effort, high-impact 
strategies. 

An effort-to-impact matrix can 
also help professional learning leaders 
sequence their support over time. 
Consider, for example, the value of 
building momentum with several 
low-effort, high-impact cycles. This 
can build teachers’ interest in and 
commitment to coaching. That might 
open the door to a single high-effort, 
high-impact cycle. Following that 
push, the district might choose to ease 
off, using a few more low-effort, high-
impact cycles to keep the pace and load 
manageable for teachers.  

Use the tool on p. 74 to create your 
own effort-to-impact matrix.

•
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helmke@learningforward.org) is vice 
president, professional services at 
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TOOLS

EFFORT-TO-IMPACT MATRIX  

1. Thinking alone or in collaboration with a teacher, consider current student learning needs and brainstorm a list of possible 
change strategies. 

Needs and strategies:

2. For each strategy, consider the amount of effort required for this change to be made.

• How much effort will it be for the teacher? Is it a simple behavior to learn, practice, and establish consistency of use? Or is it a 
complex behavior that requires rethinking several aspects of practice or underlying beliefs and values?

• How much effort will it be for the coach or other leader? Will it require several modeling or co-teaching experiences?

Notes:

3. Consider the anticipated impact of each strategy. 

• If this strategy is successful in changing practice, who would benefit and how? The most important factor to consider is how 
the change would benefit student outcomes, but you might consider teacher-level factors as well, such as how the proposed 
change might impact teacher stress levels or self-efficacy.

Notes: 

4. Place each strategy in the appropriate 
quadrant of the matrix. Note that there is no 
standard definition of high-impact or low-
impact. It is a subjective judgment based on 
your reflections and discussions of the above 
questions.

5. Reviewing the options you’ve identified in 
the matrix, consider the following questions: 

• Which quadrant are you most drawn to right 
now, and why? 

• Are there strategies you can immediately 
discard or disqualify? Which ones, and why? 

• Which strategies make the most sense to 
implement right away? Why? 

• Which strategies might you implement later? 
When and why? 

• Is there a sequence of strategies you might 
try? Why did you choose that order? 

6. Plan with your team how to begin 
implementing the strategies you plan to try first.
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