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SCHOOL MANAGEMENT          

The Instructional Playbook+ : A Bespoke Model for Pedagogic Improvement in Schools 

In education, there is a growing emphasis on the concept of a playbook. While the playbook is the 

noun in this equation, we propose that it is the actions - the verbs - the install processes that 

surround the playbook, which are of more importance in the total equation, as it is these processes 

that provide the required direction and support that teachers need to enact and embed what is 

espoused in a school’s playbook. It is within this context that we see genuine instructional leaders at 

work. Here is an example of an install book or install processes that accompany a playbook. 
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Install processes are the supports and structures that bring the playbook to life in a school. 

Introduction 

Currently, the term playbook is becoming faddishly topical in schools and some school systems. At a 

superficial level, the term is used simply as a representation of the restatement of schools’ policy 

statements and something that is done, rather than acted upon. Playbooks are not unique to 

education and, in their original forms (often in the sporting arena), actually provided specific 

detailed descriptions of the actions that were expected of individuals within various organisations, 

rather than just providing bland statements of intent. Tim Layden (2010) showed that high level 

football teams in the United States supplemented their playbooks with Install Books which 

specifically choreographed what each position player was expected to do in any given situation. We 

argue that playbooks in schools are simply the first step of a planning process, and that it is the 

install processes, the active implementation roles of the instructional leader and their team, that 

enable teachers to bring the playbook to life in their classrooms with a high level of consistency 

across the school setting.  We propose that for school personnel, the Instructional Playbook+, which 

not only articulates a school’s instructional framework but integrates the teacher’s install actions, 

along with the leadership team’s actions that facilitate this, is a better way to go in schools as it the 

+ that brings the playbook to life. Before we examine this in a little more detail, let us first consider 

the notion of the playbook. 

https://www.educationtoday.com.au/subjects/School%20Management
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In education, the term playbook is now appearing more often in the literature, including on various 

social media platforms where school personnel share their latest ideas. It is being used to describe 

the confluence of the school’s pedagogic policies and procedures. In an excellent examination of the 

playbook strategy, Jim Knight et al. (2020) stated, “An instructional playbook is a concise, precise 

document that summarizes the essential information about evidence-based teaching strategies that 

instructional coaches use to support teachers and students” (p.5). For this reason, it is potentially 

why the concept of a playbook has wide acceptance in the sporting and business-organisational 

world. The Harvard Business Review writers, Lang and Whittington (2022), pointed out the origin of 

the term playbook: 

In North American football, teams rely on playbooks: sets of moves, or “plays,” that coaches 
devise ahead of time to use during games in response to evolving circumstances. A strategy 
playbook serves the same purpose for organizations: Anticipating a variety of plausible 
futures, leaders generate a broad repertoire of strategic initiatives and responses ahead of 
time, and in so doing create a playbook that makes them able to adapt and pivot their 
organizations quickly and successfully as circumstances change.    
 

It is interesting that, in American football, accompanying the playbook is an install book, which 

explains the detailed learning processes involved in embedding the playbook. Tim Layden (2010, p. 

12) noted that the Duke NFL team members are given two binders before the start of the football 

season: 

One is the playbook. The other is the “install book,” which is broken down by calendar days, 

with a detailed description of which schemes and plays will be installed on each day, long 

before the season starts.” The playbook at first is pretty general,” says Sutcliffe. “The install 

book … has more specifics to everything they might see in a particular play. Fewer plays - 

more details.” 

Furthermore, for any sporting team, complementing both the playbook and install book are the 

install processes that ensure success for the team - regular training and practise of plays, coaching 

to improve skill and knowledge, ongoing feedback, review and reflection on games and plays to 

improve. If the install processes are not in place, the playbook and the install book would just be 

books that sit on the shelf and the team would not experience success. 

Another excellent example of an install book in practice can be seen in the Army contact drills, 

where the troops in small units learn how to counter ambushes and direct fire contacts. The units 

practise these, under the watchful eye of their drill sergeants until every soldier knows how to react 

in contact situations automatically. Thus, making the unit more effective in how the formation is 

carried out. Again, the install book is brought to life through careful actions and processes, and in 

this context, lives literally depend on the extra processes that combine with the playbook and install 

book. 

In education, as we have already noted, there is a growing emphasis on the concept of a playbook. 

While the playbook is the noun in this equation, we propose that it is the actions —the verbs — the 

install processes that surround the playbook, which are of more importance in the total equation, as 

it is these processes that provide the required direction and support that teachers need to enact 

and embed what is espoused in a school’s playbook. It is within this context that we see genuine 

instructional leaders at work. However, in the educational material to date, it is difficult to find an 

example of an install book or install processes that accompany a playbook.  
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Educational Playbooks 

An excellent example of a playbook in education is PLC+: A Playbook for Instructional 

Leaders by Nancy Frey et al. (2024). In the book, the authors set out the playbook for 15 ideas to 

enhance the operation of the school as a professional learning community (PLC). The playbook has a 

series of questions or statements that guide the new learning. What becomes clear is that this 

playbook develops activities that are a cross-over into the domain of the install book, not surprising 

given that it is an accompanying manual for Douglas Fisher et al.’s 2019 book, PLC+:Better Decisions 

and Greater Impact by Design. In their playbook, they guide the reader to identify actions that may 

be required to establish a functional PLC.  

Figure 1 The Idea Focused Playbook Actions 

The Idea Playbook: 

Idea 1- Not everything works, and we can learn from what does not work in professional 

learning communities. 

1. Smart goals are 

not necessary for 

PLC success 

Authors warn of the 

unnecessary diversion 

from action caused by 

SMART goals.  

Activity: Pause and ponder. How does your 

school, district or organization use SMART goals? 

Is this effective? How might freeing people from 

this task help them focus on student learning? 

2. Course-alike 

teams are the only 

one way to 

structure learning 

communities.  

There can be a problem 

in the structuring of 

teams.  

Activity: Pause and ponder. Currently, how are 

PLC+ teams configured at your site? How do 

singletons collaborate with other educators? 

How often and how effective are these 

arrangements? What ideas do you have for 

future configurations to enhance PLC+ teams’ 

impact? 

3. Response to 

Intervention 

(RTI)/Multi-tiered 

Systems of Support 

(MTSS) cannot be 

the default solution 

when students do 

not respond to 

instruction.  

When RTI and MTSS are 

too closely linked it 

appears that teachers 

become focused on 

removing the student.  

Activity: Pause and ponder. At your school, is 

RTI/MTSS used as a fix-it strategy to defer 

responsibility for students who aren’t making the 

expected progress? How might teams 

coordinate, time, and share the responsibility to 

collaborate with other teams (such as MTSS, 

special education, Student Success Team, and 

others) in order to accelerate student learning? 

4. Common 

formative 

assessments are 

not the only way to 

talk about 

evidence.  

Data showed that team 

discussions focused on 

dismissing data- 

students home life, 

disability etc.  

Activity: Pause and ponder. How and when do 

the PLC+ teams at your school site discuss 

student learning? What ideas do you have to 

keep conversations focused on what teachers 

have control of? 

5. Self assessment  

 

 Activity: Pause and ponder. Use the circles 

(Sphere of Concern, and Sphere of Influence) to 

analyze what teams in your school, or district do. 

What can you influence? (Frey et al., 2024). 
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Another playbook example that invests time into articulating what the various actions look like, is 

that of Jim Knight and his co-writers who developed The Instructional Playbook. In their 

instructional playbook, Knight et al. (2020, p. 6) shared both “one-pagers” and checklists. The one-

pager describes the purpose of the strategy, the research background, and teacher and student 

actions, which includes more comprehensive notes for the install process aimed at teachers in 

specific class levels. The checklists however are more than just checklists, in that they encourage the 

reader to consider the how of application and articulate what the various actions might look like if 

they were to be observed. It is this aspect that we believe is a crucial aspect of any school’s 

playbook. It is in this space that schools are able to begin to move from creating a simple policy 

document to identifying a series of processes that will support staff to adopt and embed the 

instructional framework that is outlined within the playbook.  

It was with this in mind, that we (authors Boyd and Lehr) developed the idea of the Instructional 

Playbook+ at Dayton, where consideration was not just given to outlining to staff the school’s 

instructional framework, but also identifying structures and processes that would be utilised to 

support the school’s staff to embed these.  

Instructional Playbook+: Dayton Primary School 

At Dayton Primary School, we have implemented an 

Instructional Playbook+ in our school that opened at the beginning 

of 2023. Our leadership philosophy is underpinned by the belief that 

transparency can limit uncertainty, even out differences, and 

improve consistency and predictability in delivering educational 

services, thus ensuring we can successfully attain our vision. Our 

Instructional Playbook+ was developed ahead of the school opening 

and, for transparency and consistency, was shared with prospective 

staff and our foundation staff to ensure the expectations for 

teaching and learning in every classroom in the school were clearly 

articulated, meaning everyone knew “what they were getting into”. 
 

Our Instructional Playbook+ outlines pedagogic expectations for instruction, providing context and 

the evidence that shapes the ‘why’ behind the expectations, and also proposes further professional 

reading for staff. Our goal in creating a playbook was to outline an instructional delivery framework 

that would ensure the highest levels of consistency, both within year levels and across year levels, 

to enable seamless transitions from year to year and year-on-year progress. We espoused to our 

school community that we are committed to equipping our teachers with core knowledge, 

understanding and skills as the foundation for high quality teaching which meets the needs of every 

one of our students and ensures they reach their full potential. To realise this, we understood that, 

as leaders, we must know and understand what high-quality teaching is, what it looks like, and what 

it feels like - something that we continue to deepen our learning in.  

It is to be noted that simply sharing our plan for effective instruction and student success by way of a 

playbook isn’t the key to making a difference in relation to instruction. We could talk about what is 

outlined in our Instructional Playbook+ until we are “blue in the face”, and even have teachers read 

it, over and over, yet that is going to have very little impact on altering the instruction that occurs in 

each classroom. As is well known from experience and research, we learn best by doing and by 

implementing what we have learned, by trying out the practices, reflecting on how they are going, 
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learning from our mistakes, and revising our 

practices in the pursuit of continual growth. As 

mentioned previously, the success of any 

playbook does not come from the creation of 

such a booklet, or even the sharing of this with 

the team, but hinges on the install processes 

that accompany this. At Dayton Primary School, 

some of the bespoke install processes that 

turned our Instructional Playbook into an 

Instructional Playbook+ are: 

● Constantly reflecting on and refining the 

content of the Instructional Playbook + to 

ensure it is relevant to our context and by 

seeking for knowledge about 'best practice' to 

guarantee our playbook content is evidence-

based and aligned with the data on what works 

best in teaching and learning. 

● Providing clear induction processes for 

all staff that outline what is in the playbook, 

why these aspects are there, and how this 

looks in practice for teachers (as well as how it 

connects to our vision and our why). 

● Offering ongoing targeted professional learning for teachers that connects back to our 

school vision and the expectations for teaching and learning (the framework/processes 

articulated in the playbook). Our professional learning is shared in staff meetings (which are 

not management meetings but always learning focused), the school’s staff newsletter and 

via articles in Teams. We ensure that all professional development is closely aligned with 

effective curriculum delivery and we lead these sessions ourselves (where possible). 

● Having regular discussions (both formal and informal) about teaching and learning with our 

team, and taking on feedback about what is working well and what may need to be adapted. 

● School leaders regularly being in classrooms observing teachers implementing the teaching 

practices outlined in the playbook and providing feedback (both formal and informal) that 

supports teachers to teach effectively and to continue to refine and improve. 

● Building on Jim Knight’s (2020) model by strongly addressing and placing additional 

emphasis for the leadership team on the embedding of the instructional practices in the 

classrooms and into teachers’ pedagogic repertoires. Ensuring all teachers participate in 

instructional coaching that focuses on the practices outlined in the playbook and providing 

teachers the opportunity to set goals for their own personal growth focus within the 

mandated instructional framework. Through this instructional coaching process, and being in 

the classes regularly, we have ensured that when it comes to instruction we are proactive in 

enacting David Morrison’s (2013) mantra of “the standard you walk past is the standard you 

accept” - even if this has meant having difficult conversations with individuals, to ensure our 

students are receiving the best possible education that they can. 
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● Video recording lessons for the teachers to watch themselves teach, and then participating 

in reflective coaching conversations that include a focus on both strengths and areas for 

growth, with further goal setting to ensure teachers continue to improve.  

● Providing additional documents that outline whole-school teaching and learning processes 

and expectations, our instructional coaching model, behaviour and engagement handbooks 

etc. 

● Meeting regularly with staff to provide the opportunity to have individualised conversations 

on what supports they need to implement our outlined instructional framework and our 

whole-school programs, and what questions, concerns and curiosities they have.  

Examples from Dayton Primary School’s Instructional 

Playbook: 

Dayton Primary School’s Instructional Playbook outlines for 

our staff the expected lesson structure. While it articulates, 

to some degree, what is involved in each stage, it does not 

provide examples of what this looks like, and this is where 

the importance of the install processes come into play. For 

example, whilst the “We do” section states that teachers 

“guide students as they practice”, it does not provide any 

clarity around what guided practice looks like. This is one 

place where you may begin to see inconsistency develop 

across the school if the instructional playbook was the only 

“point of truth”. It is the coaching, the professional learning, 

the in-class support and modelling from the leadership 

team that actually provide the necessary impetus for the 

structures to be understood and embedded.  
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Figure 2 

[The authors of this document acknowledge the work of Fleming & Kleinhenz, Rosenshine, and 

Archer & Hughes, Ybarra & Hollingsworth in creating the school-based mandated lesson structure.] 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

To add further to this, our Instructional Playbook provides descriptions, as seen in Figure 2, for 

teachers regarding the various elements of the daily review, as well as the why for utilising these. 

However, again, this only provides a general structure for teachers and is something that is common 

in most playbooks. It does not provide the support that enables teachers to actually enact it, as this 



8 

Education Today: The Instructional Playbook+ Boyd Lehr & MacNeill 

https://www.educationtoday.com.au/news-detail/The-Instructional-Pl-6153 

is something that the install processes of professional learning, coaching, peer observation and 

collegial discussion facilitate – all elements that are  often overlooked by many as they seek for 

pedagogic improvement in their schools through the implementation of playbooks. 

We don’t propose that Dayton Primary School’s outlined bespoke model of ensuring pedagogic 
improvement is perfect, and we acknowledge that it is also not finished; however, it provides an 
example for others to consider as they develop their own instructional playbook, and offers some 
‘food for thought” in relation to what additional install structures need to complement the writing 
of such a book. 
 
Summary 

The point that we make strongly in this paper is that the Instructional Playbook+ is not just another 
document that is produced for accountability purposes - it is a working, living  document that 
guides, not just the teaching in the school, but also the leadership actions to support that teaching. 
We propose that to implement an instructional playbook well, the playbook needs to be the 
lighthouse to share a school’s vision and instructional imperatives, yet it must be matched with 
targetted professional learning that spotlights exactly what you are looking for, and should be 
rounded out with instructional coaching to support teachers in effectively applying the expected 
instructional framework.  
 
Importantly, the use of an Instructional Playbook+ needs to be a process, one that grows and is 
refined over time, and should be shared with all teachers so it represents the school’s pedagogic 
ecology. Simply adopting another school’s playbook, and mandating its use is a pointless exercise, 
as it does not acknowledge the starting point for the genesis of the document, nor encapsulate the 
context and the install processes required to turn such a booklet into a living document that shapes 
teaching and learning in a school. That said, perusing examples of playbooks and “pulling them 
apart” is a useful exercise with staff in establishing commitment and in creating a personalised 
instructional playbook that is the best fit for your school’s instructional intent and provides an 
anchor for the install processes that will assist your school on its journey of pedagogic 
improvement. 
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