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I
n the early part of the decade,
Springfield (Mass.) Education
Association President Tim Collins
was negotiating the teachers’ con-
tract in what he described as a chal-

lenging environment. Teachers had gone
years without a contract or salary increase
and politicians were pressuring the district
to enact performance-based merit pay, he
said. Teachers, he said, were fleeing to sur-
rounding districts.

“There was a real brain drain, a talent
drain,” Collins said.

When the contract was settled in
2006, the atmosphere — and the provi-
sions — were strikingly different.
Collaboration began to change the culture.
Rather than rewarding individual teachers
for students’ performance in a single year, a
move Collins said fails to recognize the
effect of all teachers within the school on a
child’s academic career, the contract recog-
nized teachers’ expertise with a new career
ladder. Without having to leave teaching
for administration, Springfield teachers
now can be designated as teacher leaders or
instructional specialists. In these nonevalua-
tive roles, they earn more than in a regular
teaching position and lead colleagues in
improving instruction.

School leadership isn’t just for princi-
pals anymore. Research is bearing out that
principals who share leadership create
stronger school cultures and improve teach-
ing and learning (Copland, 2003; Lord &
Miller, 2000). Rather than the principal as
the sole person responsible for the increas-
ing number of aspects of work in a school,
the principal is becoming leader of an
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instructional leadership cadre (Portin, et al., 2003).
Kenneth Leithwood, in How Leadership Influences
Learning, found evidence from multiple studies
that successful school leaders share responsibility
and create opportunities for leadership throughout
their school. A Wallace Foundation Perspective on
principal preparation, Becoming a Leader: Preparing
Principals for Today’s Schools, states that a “successful
school leader more closely resembles an orchestra
conductor than a virtuoso soloist.”

TThhee rroollee ooff tteeaacchheerrss aass lleeaaddeerrss
The concept of shared leadership is more than

giving teachers authority over whether the lunch-
room should have soda machines or students
should be allowed a Halloween parade. Although
some teachers in the past had leadership roles as
department heads or specialists, the new paradigm
does not involve management. Teachers are sharing
in school improvement decisions, along with prin-
cipals. A forthcoming report by Bradley S. Portin
and a team of researchers from the University of
Washington finds distributed leadership often
involves not only a role with the school leadership
team, but decision making roles on other learning
teams, focusing on curriculum, instruction, or lead-
ing professional learning. In the districts Portin and
his co-authors study, teacher leaders are part of
schoolwide instructional leadership teams develop-
ing strategies for improving teaching and learning;
do the bulk of professional development work,
spend time with individuals, small groups, and
sometimes the whole faculty to boost instructional
capacity; are focused on relationships and commu-
nicating improvement to teachers; and connect
with teachers using data. By remaining nonevalua-
tive, teacher leaders retain greater credibility,
according to the study, commissioned by The
Wallace Foundation. 

The benefits of teachers as leaders also have
been made clear. Leadership roles for teachers,
according to Joseph Murphy (2005):
• Foster collegiality;
• Lessen attrition;
• Increase capacity by attracting bright newcom-

ers;
• And, most importantly, promote change at the

classroom and school levels.
Leadership roles enhance teachers’ feelings of

professionalism and student academic performance,
according to some research. Ladson-Billings (1999)
and Dilworth and Imig (1995) find that when
teachers design and implement professional devel-
opment, rather than having learning created for
them, teachers feel more valued and are more will-
ing to adopt new pedagogical techniques. 

SSttaatteess aanndd ddiissttrriiccttss rreeccooggnniizzee tteeaacchheerrss’’
eexxppeerrttiissee

While many states, districts, and schools con-
tinue to have a top-down model, others have given
up the hierarchy and are harnessing the expertise of
classroom teachers. Teachers are becoming active
participants in leadership roles:
• The Ohio Leadership Advisory Council’s lead-

ership development framework creates build-
ing leadership teams that share leadership
among school staff members, allowing for
teacher leadership outside the classroom. The
state’s professional
standards for educa-
tors also include
teacher leadership.

• With support from
The Wallace
Foundation, Delaware
worked with a consor-
tium of states includ-
ing Alabama, Kansas, Kentucky, and Ohio to
develop a model teacher leadership curriculum
that allows teachers to add a teacher leader
endorsement to their certification. Skills
include broadening one’s understanding of the
school as a whole, working collegially, deepen-
ing the instructional capacity of colleagues,
and leading school improvement.

• Georgia, Illinois, and Louisiana offer perform-
ance-based teacher leader endorsements, but
without a requirement for differentiated pay.
The endorsements more typically are a path to
school leader certification.

• Kentucky added leadership standards for new
teachers in 2002. All teachers are required to
earn a master’s degree.

• Maryland and Massachusetts have partnered
with education associations to expand the roles
of teacher leaders. Montgomery County,
Maryland, expanded teachers’ leadership role
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to professional learning and curriculum devel-
opment. 

SSpprriinnggffiieelldd’’ss ccaarreeeerr llaaddddeerr
In Springfield, Collins said the career ladder is

helping to retain talented teachers in the district, as
well as helping teachers become recognized for
their knowledge as teacher leaders identify their
colleagues’ areas of expertise to share with others.
The job-embedded nature of the work as teachers
coach colleagues and model instruction techniques
syncs with what is known about best practices for
professional learning, according to a Stanford team
of researchers led by Linda Darling-Hammond
(Wei, et al., 2009). 

The contract created two new designations for
teachers: teacher leader and instructional leadership
specialist. Teachers apply for the positions, submit-
ting a portfolio and interviewing for the select des-
ignations. They receive two-year appointments,
then must be reappointed.

Only the most experienced teachers are eligible
for the elite positions. They must have master’s
degrees, seven years of experience, and a 97% per-
sonal attendance rate. In addition, they must
demonstrate that their students achieved more than
one year’s growth in achievement on the district’s
value-added model. They must be willing to be
placed where the district perceives a need.

The benefits can be considerable. Teacher lead-
ers earn 4% and instructional leadership specialists
get an additional 7% beyond their regular salaries.
The additional money can put them thousands
above what they could earn at the top of the regu-
lar teacher scale.

Teacher leaders mentor colleagues, and the
instructional leadership specialists work with other
teachers, modeling, sharing best practices, working
with data, and designing professional learning. 

The specialists continue their own learning
with one day each month devoted to topics from
effective classroom management to content areas to
pedagogy. They also hone their skills in working
with adult learners, in how to model and mentor
colleagues. “We need to give them as much help
and support as possible,” Collins said. “Schools
really rely on them, so they need to be up to
speed.”

Approximately 100 instructional leaders were

hired beginning in 2006-07
after portfolio reviews and
interviews. Teacher leaders
positions were filled in
2007-08.

Collins warns that the
positions can be powerful,
but also can shut down com-
munication in a building
when those in the roles are
asked to become an exten-
sion of the administration
and take on the perception
that they are supervising,
evaluating, or even reporting
details to the principal.

“People will not share
their weaknesses (with a
teacher leader or instruction-
al specialist) unless they are
confident it is not going to
hurt them,” he said. “There’s
a lot that can be learned if
someone is lucky enough to
be in a school where people
share. Working collaborative-
ly increases the chances of
growing, becoming an excel-
lent teacher. That’s at the
heart of this possibility. 

“The concept of a career ladder for teachers, if
done appropriately and not used as supplementary
administrative staff, is exceptional,” he continued.
“It’s about growing our own and growing together. 

“Teachers need to be the architects (of reform);
top-down reform never works. You have to create
an atmosphere where there’s honest, open conversa-
tion about what’s happening, and then a whole cul-
ture develops that makes the difference.”
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IMPLICATIONS FOR TEACHER LEADERS’
LEARNING

What teacher leaders need to know —
like their role — is still evolving, according
to Bradley S. Portin and his co-authors.
However, the researchers conclude in a
forthcoming report from The Wallace
Foundation that teacher leaders need:

• Strong content knowledge, but also to
be able to identify areas of need by
analyzing data and linking decisions to
these data;

• To support colleagues in a
nonsupervisory role, helping them to
open classroom doors and to
understand best practices through
demonstrations;

• To learn to navigate a new relationship
with colleagues and develop others’
trust in their expertise;

• Excellent communication skills to
translate district and school reform
messages appropriately to teachers.

While many states,
districts, and schools
continue to have a
top-down model,
others have given up
the hierarchy and are
harnessing the
expertise of
classroom teachers. 
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We become a teacher’s inner voice

QHow should the coach enhance
teachers’ ability to become leaders
themselves?

Instructional coaches are constantly trying to
work themselves out of a job. We build capacity in
each teacher so that they don’t need us anymore.
We are giving them skills to be reflective on their
practices so that it becomes automatic for them to
reflect on their lessons, data, and the curriculum.
They need to be constantly in a cycle of learning to
make sure lessons are appropriate for their students.
Eventually, the instructional coach doesn’t need to
be there because our little voices are stuck in their
heads as they’re planning a lesson: ‘What modali-
ties should I teach to? What does the child need to
know before I teach this? What are the prerequi-
sites?’ Those questions become their inner
thoughts. 

One way is to accomplish this is to use proto-
cols regularly in every meeting. Another way is to
ask the same questions and to keep going to that
learning cycle in our team meetings and our con-

versations when we work with teachers individually
and in groups. We use different protocols and are
aware of teachers’ individual needs. A coach’s most
important skill is understanding the power of lis-
tening and being present in the moment so that
other adults feel appreciated and that someone
understands where they’re coming from. As a facili-
tator, I make sure everybody is active, that I don’t
have somebody talking the whole time and some-
body who never opens her mouth. 

Just as teachers gradually release responsibility
to students, as an instructional coach, I gradually
release responsibility to teacher leaders. At first they
see me modeling, then I release a little bit to them.
Then they start taking over the roles, such as ana-
lyzing data or unpacking a standard with their
team, with safety nets of me supporting them and
giving them feedback as part of the team. Later, we
might have a reflective conversation to build their
capacity as teacher leaders. That, of course, goes
back to listening, facilitation skills, and the cycle
and protocols to build teacher leaders. That’s how
we build capacity. �

LESSONS FROM
A COACH

TEACHERS TEACHING TEACHERS PAGE 5t3

National Staff Development Council • 800-727-7288 • www.nsdc.org SEPTEMBER 2009

Marie Parker-McElroy
is a cluster-based
coach at Graham
Road Elementary
School in Fairfax
County, Va. You can
contact her at
EMParkerMcE
@fcps.edu.



For more
information about
NSDC’s Standards
for Staff
Development, see
www.nsdc.org/
standards/
index.cfm

W
hen the phrase school leader
is used, most people think
about principals or assistant
principals. Yet schools are
filled with teacher leaders,

as well. These teacher leaders are responsible for
guiding instructional improvement to increase stu-
dent learning. Over the years, researchers have
explored what it takes to become a teacher leader
and what teacher leaders do, yet most teacher lead-
ers enter their roles as volunteers with little or no
preparation. In many cases, they become successful
leaders by emulating leaders they have known and
appreciated and depend on what they have learned
as leaders of their classrooms. 

Skillful teacher leaders who influence change
within their schools and their colleagues lead with
attitude, focus, and commitment. Teacher leaders
emerge from many corners of the school. The
school media specialist who organizes a schoolwide
research initiative to explore the impact of global
warming on Earth’s climate is a teacher leader. So,
too, is the ESL teacher who hosts her students’ par-
ents for a family introduction to school and the
school’s curriculum and helps parents learn about
resources available for families in the community.
Teachers who serve as grade-level, department, or
team chairs are leaders — responsible for engaging
teachers in curriculum alignment, examining stu-
dent work, and screening curriculum resources to
ensure they complement adopted curriculum stan-
dards.

Some district leaders and principals under-
stand the significant contribution teacher leaders
make to improving school culture, teaching, and
student learning. In those schools, teacher leaders
have opportunities to develop leadership competen-
cies, some of which they developed over their
career, such as those associated with curriculum,
assessment, and instruction. However, some com-

petencies teacher leaders need are not common to
classroom instruction. Teacher leaders develop
those areas of expertise through practice or through
professional learning that focuses on teacher leader-
ship.
In their analysis of leadership for transforming high

schools, Michael Copland and Elizabeth
Boatright (2006, p. 11) identified five areas of

focus for school leaders that align with other
research studies on leadership. Those areas
include:

11.. FFooccuuss oonn lleeaarrnniinngg.. Leaders’ ability to promote
a clear and consistent focus on learning for all
high school students and professionals is a cen-
tral part of their work.

22.. UUssee ooff ddaattaa aanndd eevviiddeennccee.. Leaders continuous-
ly use data and evidence in service of instruc-
tional improvement and as a basic element of
decision making related to instructional
improvement in the high school.

TEACHERS TEACHING TEACHERS PAGE 6t3

National Staff Development Council • 800-727-7288 • www.nsdc.org SEPTEMBER 2009

Leaders come from all corners
Joellen Killion is
deputy executive
director of National
Staff Development
Council.

FOCUS ON NSDC’S
STANDARDS

Leadership:  Staff
development that
improves the
learning of all
students requires
skillful school and
district leaders who
guide continuous
instructional
improvement.

NSDC STANDARD



33.. AAlliiggnniinngg rreessoouurrcceess wwiitthh lleeaarrnniinngg iimmpprroovvee--
mmeenntt ggooaallss.. Leaders reallocate resources and
create incentives that serve the specific instruc-
tional improvement goals that each high
school sets out for itself, across differing school
district contexts.

44.. CCoonnssttrruuccttiioonn ooff rroolleess tthhaatt eennaabbllee lleeaaddeerrss ttoo
ffooccuuss oonn lleeaarrnniinngg iimmpprroovveemmeenntt.. The redefini-
tion of leadership roles and authority relation-
ships enable leaders (construed broadly) to
impact teaching and learning in high schools.

55.. EEnnggaaggeemmeenntt wwiitthh tthhee ccoommmmuunniittyy.. Leaders
emphasize engaging community constituents,
parents, and support providers in ways that
promote the learning agenda. 
These areas of focus require those in leadership

roles, including teachers, to hone a set of skills
based on a body of knowledge and embedded in
healthy attitudes about productive leadership. Some
district leaders realize the importance of providing
opportunities for developing teacher leaders who
will influence school improvement and have
designed appropriate programs. Some principals
work closely with teacher leaders, coaching them.
Others teacher leaders learn on the job through tri-
al-and-error. Knowledge and skill areas such as adult
development, individual and organizational change,
facilitation, and communication are often included
as core content in teacher leadership programs.
What is frequently missing is attention to the atti-
tudes or dispositions for successful leadership.
Three, in particular, are important to consider. 

EEffffiiccaaccyy:: Teacher leaders have a strong belief
in their own efficacy. They know they make a dif-
ference; seek the learning that will help them
improve continuously; feel confident in their
actions; have a strong sense of empowerment to
take action; and believe others share their sense of
self-efficacy. Strong efficacy prevents blaming and
fault finding, encourages action even in the face of
adversity, and ensures commitment to overcoming
barriers.

CCoolllleeccttiivvee rreessppoonnssiibbiilliittyy:: Closely related to
efficacy is a strong sense of collective responsibility.
Teacher leaders recognize that no one person is
capable of transforming schools. They believe every
adult within a school has a role and responsibility
to ensure student success. They work collaborative-
ly with their peers to set short- and long-terms

goals, define specific actions to accomplish those
goals, engage in learning to expand and refine their
practice, and evaluate the impact of their work on
student learning. 

EEqquuiittyy:: Teacher leaders are committed to suc-
cess for all students and adults. They recognize that
success depends on the success of each learner
within a school and work to identify and overcome
practices that include inherent bias, preferential
treatment, unfair practices, and inadequate oppor-
tunities for the learning. Teacher leaders actively
pursue ways to develop and support classroom,
school, and community interventions that address
underserved students, and they hold a deep belief
that the nation’s future depends on a well-educated
citizenry. 

Attitudes, what people believe, are more chal-
lenging to develop in leaders than knowledge and
skills. Successful leaders demonstrate strong align-
ment between what they say and do. This align-
ment is based on a mental model in which one has
integrity and clarity about his or her dispositions.
In order to understand one’s beliefs and to refine
them, it is important to examine practice, receive
feedback, reflect on the alignment between one’s
actions and espoused beliefs, and engage in dia-
logue. Teacher leaders, as other leaders, often have
limited opportunities for this form of learning and
engagement with others, yet teacher leaders can
influence the content of conversations to focus on
beliefs associated with actions.  

What Copland and Boatright assert in their
discussion of high school leadership makes it clear
that the effects of leadership are measured on one
criterion. Their comment (p. 11) applies to all
schools: “The outcomes of leaders’ efforts to
improve high schools,” they state, “must be judged
on the basis of tangible evidence of learning —
learning by students and professionals and for the
school as an organization. Absent this, not much
else matters.”

RReeffeerreennccee
CCooppllaanndd,, MM.. && BBooaattrriigghhtt,, EE.. ((22000066,,

DDeecceemmbbeerr)).. Leadership for transforming high schools.
Seattle, WA: Center for the Study of Teaching and
Policy, University of Washington. Available at
www.wallacefoundation.org/wallace/
6LeadershipforTransformingHighSchools.pdf. �
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NSDC
TOOL

MEASURING collaborative norms

Purpose: To surface staff or team members’ awareness of the group’s use of
collaborative norms and to assist staff and team to identify areas in which
the staff or team wants to focus.

Time: 20 minutes to take the inventory; 30 minutes to discuss findings.

Directions:

11.. Make enough copies of the inventory (pp. 8 and 9) to allow each
member to have his or her own copy.

22.. Organize a large group into smaller groups of three persons each. Ask
each group of three to rate the larger group’s adherence to each norm
from low to high. Time: 20 minutes.

33.. At the conclusion, reassemble the larger group and invite one person
from each small group to report out the responses. Time: 30 minutes.

44.. Using the same scale, mark each group’s response on a poster-size piece
of paper.

55.. Identify norms where the groups scored the lowest.

66.. Invite the group to develop a plan to improve its abilities in those areas.

11.. PPaauussiinngg

THE NORM: Pausing before responding or asking a
question allows time for thinking and enhances
dialogue, discussion, and decision making.
• Listens attentively to others’ ideas with mind

and body.
• Allows time for thought after asking question

or making a response.
• Rewords in own mind what others are saying

to further understand their communication.
• Waits until others have finished before

entering the conversation.

22.. PPaarraapphhrraassiinngg

THE NORM: Using a paraphrase starter that is
comfortable for you such as “So ... .” Or “As you
are ...” or “You’re thinking ...” and following the
starter with a paraphrase assists members of a
group to hear and understand each other as they
formulate decisions.
• Uses paraphrases that acknowledge and clarify

content and emotions.
• Uses paraphrases that summarize and organize.
• Uses paraphrases that shift a conversation to

different levels of abstraction.
• Uses nonverbal communication in

paraphrasing.

� LOW HIGH � � LOW HIGH �
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33.. PPrroobbiinngg

THE NORM: Using gentle open-ended probes or
inquiries such as “Please say more ...” or “I’m
curious about ... .” or “I’d like to hear more about
... .” or “Then you are saying ...” increases the
clarity and precision of the group’s thinking.
• Seeks agreement on what words mean.
• Asks questions to clarify facts, ideas, stories.
• Asks questions to clarify explanations,

implications, consequences.
• Asks questions to surface assumptions, points

of view, beliefs, values.

44.. PPuuttttiinngg iiddeeaass oonn tthhee ttaabbllee

THE NORM:  Ideas are the heart of a meaningful
dialogue. Label the intention of your comments.
For example, you might say, “Here is one idea ...”
or “One thought I have is ...” or “Here is a possible
approach.”
• States intention of communication.
• Reveals all relevant information.
• Considers intended communication for

relevance and appropriateness before speaking.
• Provides facts, inferences, ideas, opinions,

suggestions.
• Explains reasons behind statements, questions,

and actions.
• Removes or announces the modification of

own ideas, opinions, points of view.

55.. PPaayyiinngg aatttteennttiioonn ttoo sseellff aanndd ootthheerrss

THE NORM:  Meaningful dialogue is facilitated
when each group member is conscious of self and
of others and is aware of not only what s/he is
saying but also how it is said and how others are
responding. This includes paying attention to
learning style when planning for, facilitating, and
participating in group meetings. Responding to
others in their own language forms is one
manifestation of this norm.
• Maintains awareness of own thoughts and

feelings while having them.
• Maintains awareness of others’ voice patterns,

nonverbal communications, and use of
physical space.

• Maintains awareness of group’s task, mood,
and relevance of own and others’
contributions.

66.. PPrreessuummiinngg ppoossiittiivvee pprreessuuppppoossiittiioonnss

THE NORM:  Assuming that others’ intentions are
positive promotes and facilitates meaningful
dialogue and eliminates unintentional put-downs.
Using positive presuppositions in your speech is
one manifestation of this norm.
• Acts as if others mean well.
• Restrains impulsivity triggered by own

emotional responses.
• Uses positive presuppositions when responding

to and inquiring of others.

77.. PPuurrssuuiinngg aa bbaallaannccee bbeettwweeeenn aaddvvooccaaccyy
aanndd iinnqquuiirryy

THE NORM:  Pursuing and maintaining a balance
between advocating a position and inquiring about
one’s own and others’ positions assists the group to
become a learning organization.
• Advocates for own ideas and inquires into the

ideas of others.
• Acts to provide equitable opportunities for

participation.
• Presents rationale for positions, including

assumptions, facts, and feelings.
• Disagrees respectfully and openly with ideas

and offers rationale for disagreement.
• Inquires of others about their reasons for

reaching and occupying a position.

� LOW HIGH �

� LOW HIGH �

� LOW HIGH �

� LOW HIGH �

� LOW HIGH �

The group is invited
to develop a plan to
improve its abilities
in the areas with low
scores.

Source: The Adaptive
School: A Sourcebook
for Developing
Collaborative Groups,
by Robert Garmston
and Bruce Wellman.
Christopher-Gordon,
1999.
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T
he notion of distributed leadership
has gained increasing attention from
education researchers in recent years.
Researchers have been interested in
how leadership emerges from inter-

actions among teachers and other school staff
members who collaborate to make educational
decisions. Findings from a recent case study on dis-
tributed leadership have practical implications for
improving teacher teams.

LLiisstteenniinngg ttoo tteeaacchheerr ttaallkk
To examine the dynamics of distributed lead-

ership in teacher teams, researchers observed two
teams during one semester in a large Midwestern
high school. Team 1, comprising seven veteran
teachers, had a problem-finding purpose. This team
was charged with suggesting policies and interven-
tions to bolster the academic success of students in
danger of failure in more than one subject area. To
help these students succeed, they needed to figure
out why some were persistently failing multiple
classes. The team’s 10 meetings during the semester
averaged 35 minutes each. 

Team 2 included six core members, joined
periodically by other teachers. This team had a
problem-solving purpose: creating interdisciplinary
instructional and assessment materials for team-
taught English and social studies within a block
schedule format. The team met eight times, and
meetings lasted an average of 43 minutes.

During each team meeting, an observer took
notes and digitally recorded the meeting. The
researchers then used a technique called discourse
analysis to identify interactional routines—repeat-
ing patterns of conversational processes within each
team’s interactions. Previous research has estab-
lished that participants who share a culture know
how to “play the conversational game” at work in

each routine. As the researchers analyzed the notes
and recordings, they looked for internal and exter-
nal factors influencing the relative success and col-
laborative disposition of each team. 

LLeeaarrnniinngg ffrroomm tteeaacchheerr ttaallkk
The study revealed that conversational dynam-

ics within the problem-finding team differed from
those within the problem-solving
team — and that each type of team
was prone to interactions that either
helped or hindered collaborative
work. For instance, the problem-
finding academic intervention team
had an opportunity to brainstorm
and discuss possible causes for stu-
dents’ difficulties and to suggest
innovative solutions. However, the
open-ended nature of their task at
times seemed to overwhelm the
team. When discussions didn’t lead to creative solu-
tions, members seemed stuck and ended up argu-
ing about ground rules.

Meanwhile the problem-solving interdiscipli-
nary team started with a well-defined problem (the
need for assessment and instructional materials), so
there was less uncertainty. However, there was also
less innovation. When a team member ventured
outside the box to consider the task within a
broader context, her comments were ignored.
Why? Because team members were focused on
finalizing their product.

The researchers concluded that facilitators can
help teacher teams be innovative and productive by
increasing teachers’ awareness of conversational
dynamics that can either help or hinder the team’s
effectiveness. They also say that principals need to
be aware of the important role they play in estab-
lishing clarity of purpose and appropriate levels of
autonomy so that teams can be both innovative
and effective. �

How to improve teacher teams
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