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Introduction to the PRIME Leadership 
Framework

I refuse to accept the idea that the “is-ness” of man’s present nature makes 

him morally incapable of reaching up for the eternal “ought-ness” that 

forever confronts him.

— Martin Luther King, Jr., accepting the Nobel Peace Prize in 1964

Why Create a Leadership Framework?

Th e PRIME Leadership Framework provides a vision of what ought to be. It 

calls upon leaders not to settle for the current state of “is-ness” in mathematics 

education, but rather to lead the pursuit of a better future for every child. Student 

achievement in mathematics is unlikely to improve signifi cantly beyond current 

local, regional, state, national, or provincial levels until mathematics education 

leaders assume and exercise professional responsibility and accountability for 

their own practice and the practice of the teachers they lead. Leadership matters. 

A single mathematics education leader can have an incredible impact on the 

development and eff ectiveness of others.

Th e National Council of Supervisors of Mathematics (NCSM) is an organization 

of those leaders for the purpose of leadership in mathematics education. For 

NCSM, leadership for equity and excellence is a call for mathematics education 

leaders to create school programs in which all students are learning mathematics 

at a high level. NCSM envisions a future in which no resistant patterns of 

diff erences in academic access or success exist among students grouped by race, 

ethnicity, culture, gender, neighborhood, income of parents, or home language. 

NCSM recognizes the mathematics education leader must believe it is possible 

to create school mathematics programs that are both equitable and excellent, and 

then take action to implement access to those programs. 

Leaders in mathematics education at all levels of the school or district 

organization—people who are well trained, broadly informed, and perceptive—

are crucial for ensuring attainment of high-quality school mathematics programs. 

High-quality programs provide access to eff ective teaching of important 

mathematics and foster high levels of achievement for every student. High-quality 

programs are grounded in school-level conditions that enhance adult professional 

development and learning, support research-informed practice, and are guided 

by leadership that supports the ongoing improvement of curriculum, instruction, 

and assessment. 

As James Spillane and others have pointed out, “What seems most critical [to 

eff ective change] is how leadership practice is undertaken. Yet, the practice 

of school leadership has received limited attention in the research literature” 

(Spillane, Halverson, & Diamond, 2004, p. 3). Leadership standards documents 

are almost nonexistent in mathematics education, and those that do exist are 

vague at best. Doug Reeves (2004) notes, “In the vast majority of leadership 

evaluation documents I reviewed, one of two problems prevailed. Either the 

standards themselves were ambiguous, or performance expectations were 

A single 
mathematics 
education 
leader can have 
an incredible 
impact on the 
development 
and eff ectiveness 
of others.
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unclear” (p. 5). Th e NCSM PRIME Leadership Framework identifi es specifi c 

principles, indicators, knowledge, and skills necessary to lead other adults beyond 

the current status of student performance in mathematics into a focused, more 

equitable and successful future. Th is framework for the professional practice of 

mathematics education leadership actions can be used to meet the needs of novice 

leaders as well as to enhance the skills of veteran leaders. It serves as a tool to 

guide conversations and actions about leadership around indicators of exemplary 

practice, and it provides the language, focus, and actions for professional 

conversations with colleagues in the context of the workplace.

Th e PRIME Leadership Framework aims to describe actions for mathematics 

education leaders across all settings, preK–12, in all of its complexity. It begins by 

identifying the key leadership principle in each of four domains of mathematics 

leadership: equity, teaching and learning, curriculum, and assessment. It goes on 

to identify three specifi c indicators of leadership in each domain. Each indicator 

is further broken down into specifi c actions that fall on a continuum of three 

stages of leadership growth ranging from knowing and modeling leadership, 

to collaborating and implementing structures for shared leadership on a local 

level, to advocating and systematizing improvements into the wider educational 

community. Th e framework concludes with tools for refl ection, self-evaluation, 

and discussion. 

Underlying Assumptions of the Framework

Th e PRIME Leadership Framework does not describe or endorse any specifi c 

leadership style. Just as there is an art and a science to teaching well, there is also 

an art and a science to leading well. Th e framework is intended to engage leaders 

in conversations about what should be the focus of individual and collective 

leadership actions, energy, and eff ort, and seeks to expand the role of teacher 

leaders in mathematics education. PRIME is a “what to do” document and not 

a prescriptive “how to do” or “how to be” document. Accordingly, the PRIME 

Framework views leadership responsibility as founded upon three essential 

themes: 

1. Success for every student, teacher, and leader

2. Research-informed teacher actions

3. Teacher collaboration and professional learning

Success for Every Student, Teacher, and Leader

Th e National Council of Teachers of Mathematics’ Principles and Standards for 

School Mathematics (2000) asks two penetrating questions: How can all students 

have access to a high-quality mathematics education? And, how can all teachers 

learn what they need to know in order to ensure access, equity, and excellence 

for every mathematics student? NCSM believes mathematics education leaders 

must bring a laser-like focus to closing student achievement gaps in expected 

learning outcomes; closing student access and opportunity gaps to learn; building 

teacher responsibility for student learning; presenting a coherent curriculum; 

and creating consistent rigor, alignment, and analysis of student assessments. Th e 

comprehensive nature of leadership has important implications for the pursuit 

Leadership 

Domains 

1. Equity 
2. Teaching and 

Learning 
3. Curriculum 
4. Assessment

How can all 
teachers learn 
what they need 
to know in 
order to ensure 
access, equity, 
and excellence 
for every 
mathematics 
student?
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of best-practice experiences for every student and every teacher. When these 

conditions exist, the result is signifi cant student learning across a wide range of 

school settings.

Research-Informed Teacher Actions

As mathematics education leaders pursue signifi cant improvement in student 

achievement, they understand it is more likely to occur when mathematics 

teachers take actions toward research-informed best practices. Th erefore, the 

mathematics education leader must lead the way and teach to the understanding 

and knowledge of these practices. Th e PRIME Leadership Framework is grounded 

in a body of research and literature that identifi es eff ective teaching practices 

and actions and indicates references as appropriate. NCSM recognizes there are 

limits to available research evidence, however; accordingly, the framework is also 

built upon recommendations from experts in the leadership of equity, teaching 

and learning, curriculum, and assessment around actions that lead to success for 

every child. Ultimately, leaders must ensure that teacher actions translate from “all 

students can learn” to “each student will achieve.” 

Teacher Collaboration and Professional Learning

Th e Glenn Commission Report for the National Commission on Mathematics 

and Science Teaching for the 21st Century (2000) indicated that the most direct 

route to improving mathematics and science achievement for all students is 

improved mathematics and science teaching. In addition, fi ndings from the 

National Commission on Teaching and America’s Future (2003) indicated that 

quality teaching requires collegial interchange within the norm of professional 

learning communities. Th us, communities of adult learning are the building 

blocks that will establish a new foundation in America’s schools. 

Th ese two reports provide a clear vision of the future necessity for mathematics 

education leaders to create, support, and ensure the collaborative structures and 

culture necessary for leading adult learning. Furthermore, this adult learning 

must be shared and guided by research-informed best practices in mathematics 

curriculum, instruction, and assessment as teachers move toward “deprivatizing 

their practice [and] work together to continuously improve their instruction” 

(Fullan, 2007, p. 35). Th e leadership of well-designed and implemented 

professional learning communities of teachers and leaders will be “a powerful 

means of seamlessly blending teaching and professional learning in ways that 

produce complex, intelligent behavior in all teachers” (Sparks, 2005, p. 156). 

The Framework

Quality teaching in all classrooms necessitates skillful leadership at the 

community, district, school, and classroom levels . . . Th ese leaders make 

certain that their colleagues have the necessary knowledge and skills and 

other forms of support that ensure success . . . Th ese leaders read widely, 

participate in learning communities, attend workshops and conferences, and 

model career-long learning by making their learning visible to others.

—National Staff  Development Council, 2001, p. 8 

Ultimately, leaders 
must ensure that 
teacher actions 
translate from “all 
students can learn” 
to “each student 
will achieve.”

Communities of 
adult learning are 
the building blocks 
that will establish a 
new foundation in 
America’s schools.
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The Leadership Principles 

Th e NCSM PRIME Leadership Framework is based upon four essential principles 

of leadership that drive an improved future for mathematics education. 

Equity Leadership 

Principle 1: Ensure high expectations and access to meaningful 

mathematics learning for every student. 

Teaching and Learning Leadership 

Principle 2: Ensure high expectations and access to meaningful 

mathematics instruction every day. 

Curriculum Leadership 

Principle 3: Ensure relevant and meaningful mathematics in every lesson. 

Assessment Leadership 

Principle 4: Ensure timely, accurate monitoring of student learning and 

adjustment of teacher instruction for improved student learning. 

Th ese four principles emerge from the National Council of Teachers of 

Mathematics’ (2000) Principles and Standards for School Mathematics and provide 

a coherent focus for our leadership energy, accountability, and eff ort. No matter 

what term is used—principles, vision, mission, legacy, dreams, goals, or personal 

agenda—the intent of these four leadership principles is the same: Mathematics 

education leaders must be able to ensure a better future for every student through 

initiating adult actions focused on improved student achievement. 

Action Indicators of Leadership

NCSM recognizes that the leadership of a vision for a better future requires 

action. Th us, 3 research-informed indicators of leadership accompany each 

principle, for a total of 12 indicators. Th ese indicators describe the conditions that 

must exist and the leadership actions that must be taken to move toward a deep, 

sustained implementation of the principle. Ultimately, leadership actions that seek 

to erase inequities in student mathematics learning experiences will lead to the 

implementation of the 12 indicators for improved student achievement. 

Th e leadership 
of a vision for 
a better future 
requires action. 
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Principle Indicator 1 Indicator 2 Indicator 3

Equity 

Leadership

Every teacher 
addresses gaps 
in mathematics 
achievement 
expectations for all 
student populations.

Every teacher 
provides each student 
access to relevant 
and meaningful 
mathematics 
experiences.

Every teacher works 
interdependently in a 
collaborative learning 
community to erase 
inequities in student 
learning.

Teaching and 

Learning 

Leadership

Every teacher 
pursues the 
successful learning 
of mathematics for 
every student.

Every teacher 
implements research-
informed best 
practices and uses 
eff ective instructional 
planning and 
teaching strategies.

Every teacher 
participates in 
continuous and 
meaningful 
mathematics 
professional 
development and 
learning in order to 
improve his or her 
practice.

Curriculum 

Leadership

Every teacher 
implements the local 
curriculum and 
uses instructional 
resources that are 
coherent and refl ect 
state standards and 
national curriculum 
recommendations.

Every teacher 
implements a 
curriculum that is 
focused on relevant 
and meaningful 
mathematics.

Every teacher 
implements the 
intended curriculum 
with needed 
intervention and 
makes certain it is 
attained by every 
student.

Assessment 

Leadership

Every teacher uses 
student assessments 
that are congruent 
and aligned by 
grade level or course 
content.

Every teacher uses 
formative assessment 
processes to inform 
teacher practice and 
student learning.

Every teacher 
uses summative 
assessment data to 
evaluate mathematics 
grade-level, course, 
and program 
eff ectiveness.

The PRIME Leadership Framework
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Stages of Leadership Development

Leadership is about learning that leads to constructive change. Learning is 

among participants and therefore occurs collectively. Learning has direction 

toward a shared purpose. Leading is a shared endeavor . . . the learning and 

leading journey must be shared; otherwise shared purpose and action are 

never achieved. 

—Lambert, 1998, p. 9 

Th e individual mathematics education leader cannot do it alone. Collaboration 

is a critical master skill that enables teacher teams at the department, school, 

or district level to function eff ectively. A hallmark of teacher leadership is the 

ability to help teachers collaborate with one another: “Teacher leaders must 

enlist colleagues to support their vision, build consensus among diverse groups 

of educators, and convince others of . . . the feasibility of this general plan for 

improvement” (Danielson, 2007, p. 16). Mathematics education leaders must 

foster collaboration by engaging teachers in collaborative activities and promoting 

a culture that builds trust and consensus. Th erefore, each of the indicators is 

described in three “stages” of actions on a leadership continuum. 

Stage 1: Leadership of Self—Leadership of self-knowledge, awareness, 

development, and modeling of the 12 leadership indicators; the leader 

is respected for his or her own teaching and learning skills. Th is is the 

“know and model” stage of leadership growth and development. 

Stage 2: Leadership of Others—Leadership of all students and teachers 

within the mathematics program; leadership and development of other 

teachers, teams of teachers, and administrators toward full knowledge 

and development of each of the 12 leadership indicators; the leader is 

respected for his or her interpersonal skills and commitment for leading 

change among teams of teachers and colleagues. Th is is the “collaborate 

and implement” stage of leadership development. 

Stage 3: Leadership in the Extended Community—Leadership of 

district, state, province, or beyond reform eff orts through sustained 

deepened systemic implementation of each of the 12 leadership 

indicators. Th e leader is respected for his or her infl uence and 

engagement with an expanded community of educational stakeholders. 

Th is is the “advocate and systematize” stage of leadership and 

development. 

 Know and Model

Collaborate and 
Implement

Advocate and 
Systematize
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Although Stage 1 is a self-awareness stage of leadership, a passion for acting 

upon, modeling, and teaching new knowledge builds the credibility and trust 

necessary to cross into Stage 2 leadership of others. It should be the aim of 

every mathematics education leader, regardless of the scope of job position 

and responsibility, to pursue and experience the impact of Stage 2 leadership. 

Subsequently, if appropriate to job or career expectations or responsibilities, the 

leadership actions in Stage 2 could lead to the opportunity for eff ective teaching 

and leading beyond the leader’s normal arena of infl uence, that is, Stage 3. Finally, 

experiences in Stage 3 could lead to discussions and expanded awareness that 

subsequently generate new knowledge for Stage 1 and Stage 2 development, thus 

beginning the cycle of leadership growth and learning anew (see Figure 1). It is 

quite possible for mathematics education leaders to be acting at Stage 3 for certain 

indicators while still processing new information in Stage 1 for other indicators. 

No doubt, leadership is complex. Th e ambitious vision of leadership in the PRIME 

Framework may take a lifetime of self-learning combined with an ongoing 

passion and push for systems change in a continuous eff ort to teach others how to 

lead. Th e hazards of leading eff ective mathematics education change for improved 

student achievement will probably never disappear. It is a continuous process of 

growth and learning, as Figure 1 illustrates. Th e National Council of Supervisors 

of Mathematics has created the PRIME Leadership Framework both to validate 

the current work of all mathematics education leaders and to focus future actions 

and leadership growth on the goals of social justice: providing meaningful and 

successful mathematics learning for every student. 

It should be the 
aim of every 
mathematics 
education leader, 
regardless of 
the scope of job 
position and 
responsibility, 
to pursue and 
experience the 
impact of Stage 2 
leadership. 

Stage 1: Know & Model

Leadership of Self

Stage 3: Advocate & 
Systematize

Leadership in the 
Extended Community

Stage 2: Collaborate & 
Implement

Leadership of Others

Figure 1: The Cycle of Action and Learning
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