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National
Teacher of the
Year for 2003
Betsy Rogers
had only one

goal in mind when she sat for
certification from the
National Board for
Professional Teaching
Standards: To improve her
work with the 1st- and 2nd-
grade students in her class-
room. “I never saw beyond
those four walls,” said
Rogers. “I went through the
process strictly to become a
better teacher. That was my goal all
along.”   

Like most of the nation’s 55,000
National Board Certified Teachers
(NBCTs), Rogers reached her goal, stak-

ing out a place on the cutting edge of edu-
cation after demonstrating an ability to
translate new ideas into classroom prac-
tices informed by rich understandings of
students. Rogers began to constantly ana-
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The challenge
of learning to
lead as an
NBCT

“Becoming an

NBCT means you

have demonstrated accomplishment

in teaching children and working with other

adults to further the learning of your students. While

this certainly qualifies one as a role model for other

teachers, it does not assess one’s readiness to be a

mentor, staff developer, or assume other leadership

roles. Some of us were ready for these roles prior to

certification and others were not. Certification has lit-

tle to do with that readiness. The question becomes,

“After certification, then what?”

— Carolyn Guthrie, NBCT

CERTIFIED —
 TO LEAD?



lyze the impact of her instruction, praising lessons
learned from the National Board. “The process of
certification helps you to understand your content
and your kids better,” said Rogers, who now
works as a curriculum specialist at Brighton
Elementary School in Jefferson County, Ala. “It
taught me to focus at a much deeper level.”

But classroom successes often aren’t enough,
especially if districts are using National Board
certification as a strategy for improving teaching
quality throughout a system. With a growing
body of evidence that NBCTs have a positive
impact on student achievement, decision makers
are increasingly interested in engaging these
highly accomplished teachers as leaders. “Each
NBCT has publicly demonstrated professional
expertise in both content knowledge and peda-
gogy. As a district, we would be remiss in our
failure to acknowledge this accomplishment,’’
said Sue Dole, deputy superintendent of
Springfield (Ill.) School District No. 186 (The
National Board Resource Center, 2005). Dole’s
district is exploring ways to involve NBCTs in its
new teacher induction program, as professional
development leaders, and as hosts of observation
classrooms.

Several states are beginning to document a
wide range of new work being done by NBCTs.
In Washington, for example, a 2003 survey
showed that NBCTs were more engaged in advo-
cating for quality teaching, leading professional
development, and implementing new instruction-
al approaches after certifying than they were
before becoming NBCTs (Stokes, Helms, &
Maxon, 2003). A follow-up study in October
2006 found that over 50% of NBCTs in the state
of Washington were more involved in school and
district leadership after certifying (Center for
Strengthening the Teaching Profession, 2007).

Of particular interest to NBCTs are coaching
opportunities. “I could see myself mentoring new
teachers,” shared Mike Hutchinson, one of North
Carolina’s 11,000 NBCTs. “The process of think-
ing through objectives … is learned through
National Boards. Those processes would be good
to pass on to new teachers.” NBCTs also express
confidence in their ability to support colleagues
learning to design effective instructional practices
and to use multiple measures for student assess-

ment (National Board Resource Center, 2005).
But are NBCTs uniquely qualified for — and

prepared for — leadership?

Leading “beyond the box”

Many of the accomplished educators in the
Teacher Leaders Network, a professional com-
munity of nearly 300 teachers working in rural,
urban, and suburban schools across America,
have learned that leading adults takes a unique
set of skills. During a focused three-day conver-
sation in February 2007, these educators — 80%
of whom are NBCTs — examined the challenges
of stepping into leadership roles.

Teachers working outside the classroom
quickly learn that leading adults requires a meas-
ure of unexpected staying power. “My biggest
challenge was adjusting to the needs of adults. To
work effectively with adult learners, I’ve had to
remember to be flexible, patient, and responsive
to individual situations. All these are qualities I
needed for my work with kindergartners and 1st
graders. I just needed them in larger quantities
for adult learners,” said Virginia NBCT Gail
Ritchie.

Susan Graham, an NBCT from Stafford
County, Va., added, “Adults process and are
motivated differently than children. To some
extent, we lead children to, as well as through,
learning because their base of knowledge and
ability to make meaning … are still developing
and must be guided. With adult learners, the
teacher’s job is to facilitate self-instruction.”  

Teachers who succeed as leaders also recog-
nize the importance of trust in the adult learning
process. An atmosphere of safety is essential for
encouraging educators to take professional risks
so building community becomes a critical first
step for driving change. “I quickly learned that
building relationships is essential,” said Betsy
Rogers. “Anything that I can do to assist teachers
with teaching is what helps me to build positive
relationships, and those relationships are impor-
tant for having influence as a leader.”

“Adults bring a wide range of prior experi-
ences with them,” added Carolann Wade, coordi-
nator for National Board Certification for Wake
County (N.C.) Public School System. “You have
to respect and value that experience in order to
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be successful.”  
Finally, teacher leaders learn to balance an

adult’s need for safety with the mental challenge
required for meaningful change. Laurie
Stenehjem, supervisor for a novice teacher induc-
tion program in Grand Forks, N.D., wrestles with
this balance regularly. “I’m finding that many
teachers are impatient with their own learning …
As adults, maybe we don’t want to feel the cog-
nitive dissonance that happens before really deep
new learning takes place. Learning can be
uncomfortable and we avoid discomfort.”
Stenehjem said.

Lessons learned the old-fashioned way

The assumption that board certification auto-
matically prepares teachers to tackle these dis-
tinct challenges is flawed. “Too many NBCTs are
pushed into the role of teaching teachers when
they are not comfortable with adult learners.
They may have already taken on the role of com-
mittee leaders and curriculum developers … but
they still may not be comfortable providing true
staff development for their colleagues,” said
Deanna Harris, an NBCT in Wake County, N.C.

Rogers echoed this thinking. “When you
become board certified, people tend to think that
you can do it all, but that’s really not true. To
lead, you have to have background knowledge
and personality traits that aren’t related to board
certification. Moving beyond my classroom
scared the death out of me. I never had any train-
ing in working with adults.”

Many learn leadership lessons the old-fash-
ioned way — through repeated experiences and a
personal dedication to growth. Pursuing individ-
ual professional development helped Harris cope
with new opportunities. “The year after I certi-
fied, I was invited to join an action research
group. That was a nice ‘after NBC’ professional
development. My principal also encouraged me
to take facilitative leadership training, which was
another ‘next step’ for me.”

Others establish relationships with informal
mentors that provide continuing support after cer-
tification. “One major lesson I learned was to
find a trusting mentor,” said Shelly Ward, NBCT
and 4th-grade teacher from Bellevue (Wash.)
School District. “Having someone be honest and

forthright with me (about leadership) helped. It
was only then that I began to understand how I
could make a difference.”

Wake County’s Wade sees these informal
mentors as the key to developing teacher leaders.
“NBCTs need to have people guide them into
new leadership roles because they often have a
sense of initial fear about teaching other adults,”
she writes. “Mentors support teachers through
each new stage of professional growth until they
have confidence in their own abilities to lead.”      

Sometimes, success in newly created posi-
tions relies on little more than a tenacious refusal
to quit. Serving as district trailblazers, teacher
leaders adopt a ‘make it happen’ attitude when
faced with unforeseen barriers. “I work in a posi-
tion that is new for our district. There are three of
us — all of whom are NBCTs — so we’re trying
to shape what this role is going to be. Sometimes,
we feel like we are spinning our wheels, but we
jump in and do what has to be done,” Rogers
said. 

Redefining the teacher as leader

Six years ago, the Institute for Educational
Leadership released Leadership for Student
Learning: Redefining the Teacher as Leader. In
this report, the Task Force on Teacher Leadership
argued that teachers should play a central role in
school change. “Teacher leadership can be a big
part of the answer [to critical questions like] how
can we create the ‘professional community’ that
research shows is essential to peak school and
student performance? What can be done to
increase the quality of teachers and enhance the
professionalism of teaching and teachers? How
can the necessary bridge be made between chal-
lenging academic standards … and what goes on
in the classroom?” (Usdan, McCloud, and
Podmostko, 2001).

Driven by a sense of responsibility for
advancing education, NBCTs are helping to
rethink teaching and learning. Few back down
from professional challenges and most are recog-
nized and respected by their peers. For many
NBCTs, certification serves as an invitation to
become leaders.  

The impact of this professional energy is left
to chance, however, in districts that fail to pro-

See the May 2007

issue of The Learning

System to learn more

about how states and

districts support

National Board

certification.
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vide the kinds of supports necessary for success.
Pairing some of our most influential and accom-
plished teachers with systematic training on the
nature of adult learners can only help to blend
who NBCTs are with who the profession wants
them to be. 
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NSDC’s Learning standard includes
several key components. First,
adults learn in different ways. An
additional idea is that learning is
change. Last, learning is a social

process. As coaches interact with teachers, they
use the Learning standard to shape the nature and
the content of every conversation.

Successful coaches enter each coaching
interaction with some fundamental choices. One
choice is the stance they take in relationship to
the teacher they are coaching. In Mentoring
Matters (MiraVia, 2001), Laura Lipton and Bruce
Wellman describe three approaches to mentoring:
consulting, collaborating, and coaching. Each
approach is a choice a coach makes. In this arti-
cle, I will use the terms expert, peer, and facilita-
tor to describe the three stances a coach may
take.

The stance may be one of expert to novice;
peer to peer; or coach to teacher.

In the first stance — expert to novice — the
coach has confidence that he or she has knowl-
edge and/or skills teachers do not have. The goal
of this interaction is to develop a teacher’s com-
petence, capability, and confidence and to devel-
op his or her knowledge or skills. In other words,
the coach acts as a teacher. 

In the second stance — peer to peer — the
coach is a peer who works alongside his or her
colleague. In this interaction, peers learn togeth-
er, each developing and applying knowledge and
skills to refine practice and sharing with one
another what they are learning as they apply their
learning. In this stance, the peers may offer one
another feedback or jointly solve problems relat-
ed to implementation of the new learning.

In the third stance — coach to teacher — the
coach is a facilitator who guides teachers as they
reflect on and self-analyze their practice. In this

interaction, the coach helps teachers gain
increased consciousness about their practice to
understand more deeply their decision-making
processes, and encourages them to explore how
variations in their practice influence how students
learn.  

Coaches select a stance based on teachers’
needs and the goals of the interaction. One chal-
lenge coaches have is to main-
tain flexibility about which
stance to take and to resist the
easy role of being the expert.
Coaches become coaches
because they are master teach-
ers. They have demonstrated
their expertise and have credi-
bility with their peers. It
would be easy to destroy that
credibility if coaches acted as
if they have the one right
answer or one right way to
teach. This is particularly dif-
ficult when teachers, glad to
have support and eager to
refine their instructional skills,
seek advice from a coach, ask-
ing the coach what he or she
would recommend in a particular situation. This
might be an appropriate approach for a coach in
some situations, but it could provoke ill will in
others. Coaches might begin with a facilitator
stance before moving to an expert stance. 

Selecting a stance allows the coaches to
identify an instructional approach to coaching. 

EXPERT:As an expert, the coach uses a direct
instruction model. The coach shares the rationale
for the learning, grounds it in the teacher’s expe-
rience, gives examples, models the learning,
guides the teacher as she or he practices using the
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learning in the classroom, and then offers oppor-
tunities for reteaching or extending the learning.
If a coach works with a novice teacher, for exam-
ple, who does not have an array of strategies for
differentiating instruction for students who read
substantially below grade level, the coach could
convey to the teacher the importance of employ-
ing instructional strategies to meet the needs of
all students; share several strategies for differen-
tiating a lesson; model the strategies; observe the
teacher as he uses the strategies in his classroom;
offer feedback; and, as the teacher demonstrates
competence with these strategies, share ways to
differentiate assessment, assignments, and/or
instructional materials, all while holding students
to the same rigorous content standards.

PEER: In the peer stance, the coach invites
teachers interested in learning about differentia-
tion to join with him in a learning team. The
coach schedules a time for teachers to gather,
brings some possible resources including books
and videos for their collaborative investigation to
the first meeting, asks teachers to explore their
assumptions about teachers’ responsibilities relat-
ed to student learning, and engages teachers in a
discussion about the importance of differentia-
tion. The coach coordinates the team as they
develop a plan of action for learning about differ-
entiation. He is the first to volunteer to demon-
strate a strategy for several team members in one
teacher’s classroom and asks the observers to
give him feedback on the lesson. He covers one
teacher’s class while she observes another
teacher. He works with individual team members
or pairs to design lessons that include differentia-
tion. He observes and gives teachers feedback
about their use of differentiation strategies. He
seeks support from the principal to buy instruc-
tional resources to use with non-readers that will
help them meet the standards. 

FACILITATOR: As a facilitator, the coach
meets with individual teachers or small groups to
explore their understanding of differentiation,
their strategies for differentiation, how those
practices impact student learning, and ways to
refine their current practices. His goal is to raise
teachers’ consciousness about how they think

about and use differentiation in their classrooms,
their ability to analyze their practice based on its
impact on student learning, and their capacity to
think about their thinking. He meets with teach-
ers as they plan instruction and asks teachers to
be aware of the decisions they make and to share
their rationale for their decisions. He asks reflec-
tive questions that promote thoughtful examina-
tion of practice, encourages teachers to come
together with samples of student work to more
deeply understand the impact of teachers’ work
on student work. In addition to asking teachers to
examine the practical reasons for their decisions,
he asks them to consider the theoretical and
moral rationale for their decisions.

When coaches recognize that they have
options (different ways) about their stance for
coaching, they can be flexible and adjust their
approach to coaching to meet the needs (change)
of their clients and their goals. They engage
teachers in conversations (social interaction) to
promote collaborative interaction about teaching
and learning. A coach’s mission is to improve
teaching and student learning. As such, the coach
views his or her work as promoting learning
among both teachers and their students. u

FOCUS ON NSDC’S
STANDARDS
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The trust level at

Garrison Middle

School is high and

teachers are willing to

receive feedback.
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B y  T r a c y  C r o w

Instructional coach Marit Nierman
approaches her job with teachers this way:
“I’m the person in this building who gets
to roll up my sleeves and help you do this
— I am an extra set of ears,” Nierman

describes. When she looks to the future, one of
her questions is how long will the district need a
coaching program? Nierman asks, “Will teachers
get to a point where they coach each other? Or
will we always need an extra pair of ears?”

Nierman works at Garrison Middle School in
Walla Walla (Wash.) Public Schools. She has
worked in the past as a reading specialist in a tra-
ditional pullout model. Now, as part of a dis-

trictwide literacy initiative, she is a coach who
works with teachers in grades 6-8. The school
has about 600 students and 40 teachers.

Building relationships was — and still is – a
major goal for Nierman. She was new to the dis-
trict when she became Garrison’s instructional
coach. “I know I was lucky; this school already
had an extremely positive culture,” she said.
“The staff is a highly collaborative group; there
are many entry points for my work and a lot of
information about what is needed.”  

The trust level at Garrison is high and teach-
ers are willing to receive feedback. Typically,
Nierman helps teachers plan lessons and she talks
with them after they’ve taught certain lessons so
they can reflect upon the experience. 
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Coach lends them her ears
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Nierman also helps teachers “connect the
dots.” “There are many things going on in the
district. How are these all supposed to connect
and work together?” she said.

The Walla Walla district is focused on litera-
cy in all content areas so Nierman and three other
coaches collaborate to build a comprehensive
coaching and professional development program
to address literacy across content areas at the sec-
ondary level. Each year, the coaches work with a
cohort of teachers to develop common lesson
structures and integrate specific instructional
strategies.

Literacy is “the ability to read, write, and
communicate at a level that allows you to partici-
pate in society,” Nierman said. For content-area
teachers, this means being able to read and write
like a mathematician or to read and write like a
scientist. For math and science teachers in partic-
ular, emphasizing thinking skills and information
processing skills is more meaningful than just an
emphasis on reading and writing, Nierman has
learned. 

Because of the instructional strategies and
common lesson planning structures, “our culture
has changed,” Nierman said. “Now we have con-
versations that go across departments.”

The district has also adjusted schedules to
enable every teacher to have an hour of collabo-
ration every week. At Garrison, students arrive an
hour late each Wednesday in order to provide this
time for teachers. 

Much of Nierman’s learning occurs as the
secondary coaches meet weekly to plan the work
and hone their skills. They discuss how to inte-
grate literacy strategies throughout the secondary
curriculum. They discuss what a year’s worth of
professional development should look like. To
“build our toolbox,” Nierman said, “we pair up,
we practice reflective conversations, and we role-
play different strategies that we want teachers to
use.”

Nierman has worked at strengthening her
communication skills. “I thought I was already
pretty good in that area, but the more you learn,
the more you realize you don’t know,” she said.
“Instead of being the expert, I needed to become
more refined in the art of listening and question-
ing.”

Nierman particularly values the collaborative
work the coaches do to articulate their vision for
the Walla Walla coaching model. Her biggest
challenge is “having an idea where we’d like to
see the staff grow, in terms of instruction, in
terms of culture, and figuring how to get there
slowly. How do we scaffold this work, what do
we do first? We see where we want to get. What
is the road we take to get there?” Nierman said.

The Walla Walla coaches have worked
intensely with Joellen Killion, NSDC’s director
of special projects, and this summer will work
with Jim Knight, a researcher at the University of
Kansas and a leading voice in the field of instruc-
tional coaching. Nierman has found this type of
assistance critical to the growth of the coaching
program. 

The district’s support has also been signifi-
cant. The coaches’ principals join them in the
collaborative work once a month. “Our adminis-
trators are incredibly involved – as much as they
can be with all of their responsibilities,” said
Nierman. u
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B y  C a r l a  T h o m a s  M c C l u r e

English language learners (ELLs)
who have good word-reading and
verbal skills in English — including
many ELLs who no longer qualify
for language support services — are

not necessarily prepared for academic success,
according to a report from the Center on
Instruction. Especially as the focus shifts from
learning to read to reading to learn, ELLs can
benefit from explicit instruction in academic
English across all content areas, including mathe-
matics.

What is academic English?

Proficiency in academic language includes
the mastery of specialized vocabulary, content-
specific concepts, and complex sentence struc-
tures; it also encompasses the ability to write,
read, and understand such language. Such profi-
ciency is “arguably the single most important
determinant” of individual students’ mastery of
academic content, concluded the Center after
examining research on ELLs.

What prompted the Center on Instruction to focus

on academic English?

In its review of research on instructional
issues affecting ELLs, the Center found that most
ELLs can be taught to read words accurately, but
they don’t always comprehend what they are
reading. The reasons for such difficulties are not
entirely clear. As students move into the upper
elementary grades, and reading instruction drops

away, however, students must apply reading
skills to acquire concepts, ideas, and facts in con-
tent areas. At this point, poor reading comprehen-
sion can prevent ELLs from meeting higher-level
demands, such as analyzing text or writing about
what they have read.

Do native English speakers also struggle with aca-

demic language?

Yes. In fact, the Center reports that “native
English speakers from all ethnic and socioeco-
nomic backgrounds benefit from explicit instruc-
tion to develop academic language.”  

What can teachers do to help students acquire

academic English?

Carla Thomas McClure
is a staff writer at
Edvantia
(www.edvantia.org), a
nonprofit research
and development
organization that
works with federal,
state, and local educa-
tion agencies to
improve student
achievement.

Reading and verbal skills are not enough

RESEARCH
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Study finds English language learners
also need academic English
for their success

 



Targeted, classwide instruction can supple-
ment the skills of English speakers and help pre-
vent difficulties for ELLs. One-on-one or small-
group instruction can be used to address difficul-
ties that are shared by only a few students. 

The Center on Instruction recommends
vocabulary instruction that is frequent, intensive,
systematic, and complex. It should include words
that are important to understanding the text but
not commonly used in conversation (e.g., deter-
mine, whereas, and factor). Especially problemat-
ic for ELLS are words with multiple meanings.
For example, odd, root, and field take on special
meanings in the context of mathematics. Multiple
exposures to academic and content-specific
words across domains (reading, writing, speak-
ing, and listening) can reinforce vocabulary
learning. To gain deep understanding, students
need 12 to 14 exposures to each targeted word.

ELLs also need to learn strategies for com-
prehending and analyzing challenging narrative
and expository texts. 

The Center on Instruction recommends
explicitly teaching students to make predictions
before they read, to monitor their own under-
standing as they read, to reflect on the strategies
they use to increase text comprehension, and to
summarize what they have read. Repeated read-
ing is cited as an intervention that has been used
successfully with ELLs. Students practice orally
reading a text passage to a supportive partner
(usually an adult) until the passage can be read
expressively, with very few errors. The partner
provides corrective feedback and may ask the
student to summarize the passage, discuss it, or
answer questions.

ELLs also need opportunities to engage in
structured academic talk and can benefit from
purposeful independent readings that are matched
to the reader’s ability level (the student should be
able to read and understand 90% of the text).

Is academic language important for mathematics

proficiency? 

Yes. According to the Center on Instruction,
“a common misconception about mathematics is
that it is a ‘universal language,’ one that is syn-
onymous with numbers and symbols.” However,
teachers use academic language to teach mathe-

matics. Understanding word problems well
enough to solve them can also challenge ELLs. 

Reference

Francis, D.J., Rivera, M., Lesaux, N.,
Keiffer, M., & Rivera, H. (2006). Practical
guidelines for the education of English language
learners: Research-based recommendations for
instruction and academic interventions.
Portsmouth, NH: Center on Instruction.
www.centeroninstruction.org/files/ELL1-
Interventions.pdf

Note: The Center on Instruction (www.cen-
teroninstruction.org) is part of the federally fund-
ed Comprehensive Center network. The Center
provides research-based information on K-12
instruction in reading, math, science, special edu-
cation, and English language learners. u
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TO SUPPORT AND PROMOTE READING

DEVELOPMENT FOR ELLS:

1. Provide early, explicit, and intensive

instruction in phonological awareness and

phonics.

2. Increase opportunities for ELLs to develop

sophisticated vocabulary knowledge.

3. Teach strategies and knowledge needed to

comprehend and analyze challenging

narrative and expository texts.

4. Focus on vocabulary and increased

exposure to print.

5. Provide significant opportunities for ELLs to

engage in structured academic talk.

6. When assigning independent reading,

make sure there is a good reader-text

match and make assignments structured

and purposeful.

 



Comments to the facilitator: Storytelling is an opportunity for the participants involved in change

efforts to bring their right brains, their emotional selves, to the task. A scenario is a description of the

future based on goals or planned actions. It is a way of making intentions visible in a detailed way.

Use this activity with groups that are setting goals or stymied as they try to find solutions to specific

problems. The facilitator may already know what questions the group is trying to answer or each group

might have different problems to address.

Scenarios can be useful and actionable if focused on a particular issue or question. An example: What will

our school look like when more students in our 4th-grade classes are scoring at grade level in reading?

Time: 2+ hours

Supplies: Chart paper, markers, handouts with questions for writing scenarios.
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A ‘day-in-the-life’ scenario

“The best way to

predict the future is

to invent it.”

— Alan Kay

“The universal love of

stories is not a

coincidence; our

brains function by

constructing

narratives. Adults and

children alike live,

learn, and relate to

others through

stories. Unlike other

forms of writing,

stories engage our

emotions and

imagination in the

process of learning.”

— Editors of American

Educator

Directions

1. Distribute the handout, p. 12. Separate the larger group into smaller groups of three to five people.

2. Have each small group create a “day-in-the-life” scenario. You can have groups write about the same specific

issue or question or have each address a different issue, depending on the group’s needs. Invite each group

to select a spokesperson who will share the scenario with the larger group. Time: 30-45 minutes.

3. Invite all groups to share scenarios. Next, ask the larger group to list assumptions or ideas that are unusual or

thought provoking. Write those assumptions on chart paper so everyone can view them. Time: 60 minutes.

4. Ask the group,“What actions do the themes and scenarios suggest?” Have the group generate a list of

specific actions to take to achieve the desired outcomes. Write those actions on chart paper so everyone can

view them. Time: 30 minutes.
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A ‘day-in-the-life’ scenario

“We are defined by

our stories, which

continually form us

and make us vital and

give us hope.”

— Max DePree

“The telling of stories

leads to shared

meaning and

emotional experience

that changes

something

profoundly.”

— John Kao

Adapted from “Chapter 24: Visual Dialogue,” Powerful Designs for Professional Learning, edited by Lois Brown

Easton. NSDC, 2004.
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Write a detailed scenario describing what you will see in your classroom or school on one day when you

have achieved your desired outcome. Consider the following questions as you write:

• What details of learning will you see in the room and school?

• What will students be doing?

• What will teachers, other staff members, and parents be doing?

• What interactions will be significant?

• What materials will be evident?

• What emotions are detectable in the room?

• What will students and teachers remember about the day?
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