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The Initiative

Of the myriad problems that have plagued American public education in recent years, few have
resisted resolution more stubbornly than the complex of issues surrounding school leadership. While
we sense that it is not working as well as it must, there has been no concerted national call to find
out why—and to suggest how to improve it. Yet without richly qualified, dedicated, and enlightened
state-of-the-art professional and political leadership, efforts to bring abour genuine reform to en-
hance student learning are destined to suffer, possibly even to fail. Sadly, the American public and
the nation’s political leaders have yet to acknowledge the intrinsic seriousness of this marter,

This is the backdrop to the School Leadership for the 21st Century Initiative, a national effort
led by the Institute for Educational Leadership (IEL) to clarify the issues of school leadership, shep-
herd them into the spotlight of public policy, and debate where they belong. To prod the process,
the Institute created four task forces of experts, practitioners, business leaders, elected and appointed
government officials, and others who met for a day and a half each in 2000 to probe one of four lev-
els of school leadership—state, districr, principal, and teacher—and examine ways to improve it as
part of a massive, long-needed upgrading.

Not surprisingly, the task forces yielded differences in ideology and in how to approach the con-
siderable dilemmas of leading public education. Had such differences not risen to the surface, the na-
tional debate about school teadership that the Initiative hopes to spark would be less spirited and ro-
bust than we expect it to be.

TASK FORCE ON TEACHER LEADERSHIP

Co-Chairs

Mary Haewood Futrell, Dean, Graduate School of Education and Human Development, The
George Washington University, Washington, DC

James A. Kelly, Founding President, National Board for Professional Teaching Standards, Grosse
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Joan Celestino, Communication Skills Teacher, Mineral Springs Middle School, Winston-Salem,
North Carolina

Linda Darling-Hammond, Charles E. Ducommun Professor of Teaching and Teacher Education,
Stanford University, Stanford, California

Claudia Geocaris, Assistant Principal for Teaching and Learning, Hinsdale South High School,
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Doug Hartman, History Teacher/Administrative Intern, Highlands Ranch High School, Highlands
Ranch, Colorado
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Eduardo Holguin, Fifih Grade Teacher, Booker T. Washington Elementary School, Las Cruces, New
Mexico
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Preface

No single principle of school reform is more valid or durable than the maxim that “student
learning depends first, last, and always on the quality of the teachers.” Experts may disagree about
how highly to value the size of a class or school, how the system functions, or whether it is ade-
quately funded—but nobody’s list of education’s priorities fails to place teacher quality at or very
near the top.

As a front-running national concern, the issue of improving teacher quality has taken on a con-
troversial life of its own that extends beyond the world of public education and into our political cul-
rure, where it was a spotlighted feature of the presidential campaign of 2000. On a seemingly non-
stop basis, this core element of schooling in America has become an editorial staple, the rationale for
countless legislative debates, and the subject of numerous books, reports, and commentaries by com-
missions, task forces, councils, working groups, scholars, and journalists.

Typifying this concern most recently is Jnvesting in Teachers, an analytical dissection of public
school teaching in early 2001 complete with a package of recommendations by the National Alliance
of Business in conjunction with the U.S. Chamber of Commerce, the National Association of Man-
ufacturers, and the Business Roundrable.

Any issue of public policy that can arouse the concern of the nation’s media, politicians, scholars,
and business interests—and have most of them on or near the same page—clearly demands more
than just the rhetoric it usually receives.

How much good such attention is doing teachers and student learning is debatable. Indeed, a
strong case can be made that its yield has been relatively modest, that, in facr, it has resulted in fewer
tangible gains for teachers than those produced by the National Education Association (NEA) and
the American Federation of Teachers (AFT) in helping to raise teachers salaries and benefits, while
working to stimulate the recognition and political backing that an undervalued line of work deserves.

In the early years of the new century, public school teaching still lags behind its nominal profes-
sional peers, both within and outside of public service, in public esteem. Itis a dignity-challenged
profession that often is more reviled than praised or even appreciated, and its members have few le-
gitimarte opportunities to defend it. It is no secret (but, rather, a national shame) that average salaries
for teachers remain at or near the bottom of professional wage scales, while prospects for advance-
ment in the conventional, career-oriented sense are all but shut off. Except through the teacher orga-
nizations, most of the profession’s members normally have litde or no effective representation in the
key organizational, political, and pedagogical decisions that affect their jobs, their profession, and, by
extension, their personal lives. These indispensable professionals to whom the nation entrusts its
children daily rarely even have their own offices, computers, or telephones.

Mischaracterized though they often are as incompetent know-nothings, teachers are, paradoxi-
cally, also widely viewed as education’s “franchise players,” its indispensable but unappreciated lead-
ers in the truest meaning of the word. It is unarguable that they instll, mold, and ultimately control
much of the learning and intellectual development of the young people in their charge. It would be
difficult to find a more authentic but unacknowledged example of leadership in modern life.

Yet we are loath as a nation to consider whether our roughly 2.78 million public school teachers
should have any consequential role in schooling beyond that of closely controlled human mecha-
nisms for funneling information into schoolchildren—and then getting out of the way. The infinite
potential the nation’s teachers possess for sharing their hard-carned knowledge and wisdom with

Redefining the Teacher as Leader



players in education’s decision-making circles—or even for becoming part of these circles—remains
largely unexploited. There are a growing number of glittering exceprions, but they do not add up to .
much in American public education’s universe of 46-plus million students, 15,000-0dd school dis- '
ticts, and 100,000-plus schools. If they constitute a trend toward recognizing the teacher as leader,
it is surely a slowly developing one.
Even as some of education’s smartest people try to explain how the term “teacher leader” can
have real meaning, their message is too often lost in the Byzantine maze of educational governance
that runs our schools. The notion that classroom teachers should be part of education’s policy-
shaping, decision-making system—-and that they may actually be able to help redefine it and their
own role—is hardly new, but the record nearly a generation after the current incarnation of school
reform began refutes any serious claims that this is happening on a significant or measurable basis.
Throughout their discussions, Task Force

members consistently underscored two linked “The organizatianal structure of tnday:s schools

themes: 1) the vital role of the teacher in pro- ill not .y Task F b
viding instructional leadership, especially at a Will not survive. ask rorce member

time when the demands of up-to-date man-

agement, political pressure promoting tests and standards, and the near-universal obsession with
across-the-board accountability are making principals more conscious of what happens in class-
rooms; and 2) the constantly reiterated proposition that well-prepared professional teachers are cen-
tral to the decades-long push for school reform. In these pages, we will attempt to sift the evidence
that emerged from the discussions of the 1EL Task Force on Teacher Leadership, highlight the
dilemmas that seem to surround the issue, and make the case that it is not too late for education’s
policymakers to exploit a potentially splendid resource for leadership and reform that is now being
squandered: the experience, ideas, and capacity to lead of the nation’s schoolteachers.

o
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Teacher Leadership at Ground Level

Within the Task Force on Teacher Leadership there was strong sentiment that “the system has
not been organized ro trear teachers as leaders.” The main paths to leadership for teachers who were
interested have been 1) becoming an administrator—an obstacle-strewn route entailing added aca-
demic work, closely warched training, and tough competition for the few available slots; 2) organiz-
ing or hooking up with activist-type teacher movements (mainly in urban settings); and/or 3) be-
coming involved in local union affairs, thereby helping to improve conditions of work in the
profession. As a group, however, the Task Force was more inclined to believe that, despite many im-
pediments, the existing system is ripe for reacher-driven change from within—that is, for “teacher
leadership” intrinsic to the role of teachers in the classroom, school, and larger policy environment.

Given a reinforcing school culture and a self-con-
fident principal willing o experiment and to share “The effort to create a cadre of leaders
some power, the raw porential for teachers to become  within the teaching ranks is rhetorically

a serious force in ].o.cal s.chool po!icy would appear to supported by nearly BVBI’Ydey and
be enormous. Writing in the Phi Delta Kappan of actuall rted by very few.”
February 2001, Roland Barth, a strong supporter of Ctually suppaoried Dy very o

Harriet Tyson 1993

teachers as movers and shakers in schools, notes that,
although “something deep and powerful within

school cultures . . . seems ro work against teacher leadership,” there are at least ten areas, all of them
having an impact on teacher-student relationships, where teacher involvement is acrually essential o

the health of a school:
« choosing textbooks and instructional materials;
* shaping the curriculum;
* setting standards for student behavior;
+ deciding whether students are tracked into special classes;
* designing staff development and in-service programs;
* setting promotion and retention policies;
* deciding school budgets;
* evaluating teacher performance;
* selecting new teachers; and
* selecting new administrators.

T'o professionals in other fields, exercising responsibilities comparable to these would usually be
“no-brainers,” mere starting points leading to the serious participation in the affairs of their organiza-
tion that they had come to expect. It has long been part of the accepted wisdom in most secrors of
the economy and the human services, certainly since the information age became a reality, that verti-
cal hierarchy in organizations is giving way to horizontal information-sharing networks and collec-
tive decision-making. Rigid structures are becoming an anachronism, while organizational fluidity is
taken for granted. In the human services model of 2000 (excepr, in most cases, education), leader-
ship is conceived as being more transformational than transactional. And hearing all sides of an issue
before setting policy and making final judgments is a fact of life, not a distant goal, as is still the case
in most of public education’s executive corridors.
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Although the literature on the teacher as leader is thin, and some critics would argue that the
products of today’s teacher training institutions are not really qualified to take on more than the day-
to-day responsibilities of managing a classroom full of children, contrary anecdotal evidence
abounds. Across the country, teacher leaders have been making their presence felr beyond the class-
room walls. These are teachers who seek and find challenge and growth. Writing almost ten years
ago, Meena Wilson of the North Carolina-based Center for Collaborative Leadership, who inter-
viewed high school teachers their peers had judged to be leaders, reported that such individuals sup-
port their colleagues, are “risk-oriented and collaborative,” are often role models for students (al-
though less so for their teacher colleagues), and are especially effective in menroring or
“peer-coaching.” In the absence of valid statistical dara, that is probably about where things stand in
2001.

In his Phi Delta Kappan article, Roland Barth states, “Few schools operate democratically.” But
when reachers rake on leadership roles beyond the classroom their schools can become more demo-
cratic than dictatorial, and everyone benefits. The more democratic a school culrure, “the more stu-
dents come to believe in, practice, and sustain our democratic form of governance.” In similar ways,
teachers, principals, and the school itself will be sirengthened in their roles. A more participatory am-
biance is unlikely to materialize in settings where teachers’ daily lives are overloaded with a staggering
list of obligations, time is a precious commodity, and a climare of circumspection rather than creativ-
ity prevails in the school. .

Teacher leadership is not about “reacher power.”  “Hanor what we know. Hear our voices.”

Rather, it is about mobilizing the still largely un- National Teacher Forum. 1983
rapped attributes of reachers to strengthen student '

performance at ground level and working toward real

collaboration, a locally tailored kind of shared leadership, in the daily life of the school. Teachers
must be an essential part of that leadership, never more so than when issues of instructional leader-
ship are at stake. Teacher leadership can be a big part of the answer to questions like the following:

* How can we create the “professional community” that research shows is essential ro peak
school and student performance?

» How can we create school environments where each student is known and treated as an indi-
vidual?

* What can be done to increase the quality of teachers and enhance the professionalism of teach-
ing and teachers?

* How can the necessary bridge be made between challenging academic standards and account-
ability and whart goes on in the classroom?

* Whart can be done to ensure that state and national policies to reform education are informed
by the realities of the school and classroom and to enhance the probability of successful pol-
icy/reform implementarion?

Teacher leadership is no fantasy. The case is wo strong that it is becoming an increasingly visible
presence in our schools and that it can contribute much to improving their health and performance.
But implying that the teacher as leader is poised to become a controlling force in the near future is
delusional.

If there is one urgent requirement that cannot be emphasized too often as teacher leadership in-
evitably becomes more influential, it is that teaching must become a genuine profession rather than
one still seeking public legitimacy. Without greater recognition of them as partners in making

4 Institute for Educational Leadership



