
By Valerie von Frank

W
ehen a group of national education 

leaders began looking at what it would 

take to prevent teachers from leav-

ing the profession, the answer wasn’t 

shocking: teachers want opportunities 

to grow and lead while remaining in the classroom. But 

what the group did with the answer holds the potential for 

creating major change.

In work funded by the Educational Testing Service 

(ETS), these leaders have created a list of standards for 

teacher leaders modeled on the Interstate School Leaders 

Licensure Consortium (ISLLC) State Standards for School 

Leaders. The group, the Teacher Leadership Exploratory 

Consortium, will publish the standards in the first quarter 

of 2011; they will be available at the web site for the Center 

for Teaching Quality (www.teachingquality.org).

The new standards have the potential to create change 

in a profession that has traditionally separated itself into 

two categories: teachers and administrators.

“We are recognizing that teacher leaders exist and have 

a role,” said Katherine Bassett, director of educator relations 

at ETS and the consortium’s facilitator, “and we are defining 

what that role would look like.”

Not all teachers are leaders

Bassett said part of the group’s work was to carefully 

differentiate between excellent teachers and teacher leaders. 

Their roles are not the same. Some educators believe that 

many teachers may learn to be highly effective, but not all 

want to or will be teacher leaders. Others contend that all 

teachers should acquire the skills of teacher leaders.

The consortium uses a definition of teacher leaders by 

York-Barr & Duke (2004, p. 287) that stated, “Teacher 

leadership is the process by which teachers, individually or 

collectively, influence their colleagues, principals, and other 

members of the school community to improve teaching and 

learning practices with the aim of increased student learning 

and achievement.”

Teacher leaders may have formal roles on the school or 

district leadership team, as mentors or coaches, as curricu-
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lum leaders, in policy or advocacy, coordinating research, or 

in leading professional learning, according to consortium 

notes. Informal roles include study group leaders, com-

mittee leaders, and union 

representatives. Killion and 

Harrison (2006) defined the 

roles teacher leaders might 

have as resource providers, 

instructional specialists, cur-

riculum specialists, classroom 

supporters, learning facilita-

tors, mentors, school team 

leaders, data coaches, catalysts for change, and lead learners.

“In terms of employment, the teacher leader is a critical 

support for beginning teachers and struggling teachers,” 

Bassett said. “The teacher leader may work with groups to 

unpack student data, facilitate conversations in groups of 

teachers, and drive conversations so teachers can learn from 

each other.”

Seven domains

The standards follow a format similar to the ISLLC 

standards for school leaders — a series of broadly stated 

expectations or “domains” that define critical dimensions of 

teacher leadership and “performance indicators” that define 

actions or expectations related to that domain. (See box for 

the seven domains.)

Presenting information in this way allows educators to 

understand and begin to define what skills teacher leaders 

need, to measure whether teachers are fulfilling leadership 

roles, and to begin to learn the skills they need to do so, 

Bassett said.

According to Bassett, among the skills and knowledge 

areas for teacher leaders are: 

external;

“The standards will help in providing a foundation for 

what programs to prepare teacher leaders might look like,” 

Bassett said. “They will provide a basis for states to formal-

ize roles and evaluate whether someone is ready.

“Part of the problem is there is no place for teachers to 

learn these skills,” she continued. “There were no standards 

on which a curriculum could be based. They are a basis 

for states to formalize the role of the teacher leader and a 

catalyst for changing the profession.”

 Bassett emphasized that the consortium’s role was to 

operate at the policy level, not to solve questions of imple-

menting the standards or determining if the role should be 

achieved through licensing, educational degree, endorse-

ment, or certification. She said, though, that some states 

or districts might use the standards to consider creating a 

contractual category for teacher leaders who would be paid 

at a higher level than other teachers.

Currently, several states are considering defining a 

continuum of teacher practice. Arkansas, Kansas, Missouri, 
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The standards consist of seven domains describing the diverse and varied dimensions of teacher leadership: 

Domain I: Fostering a collaborative culture to support educator development and student learning. 

Domain II: Accessing and using research to improve practice and student achievement. 

Domain III: Promoting professional learning for continuous improvement. 

Domain IV: Facilitating improvements in instruction and student learning. 

Domain V: Using assessments and data for school and district improvement. 

Domain VI: Improving outreach and collaboration with families and  community. 

Domain VII: Advocating for student learning and the profession. 

Source: Teacher Leadership Exploratory Consortium
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South Dakota, Utah, and West Virginia are considering 

a four-staged continuum of practice in which the fourth 

stage, beyond being an effective teacher, is demonstrating 

the characteristics of a teacher leader. Georgia is developing 

a five-stage continuum, with master teacher as the stage just 

below teacher leader.

“That states are having that conversation is significant,” 

Bassett said.

The carrot and the stick

In a recent interview with Claus von Zastrow of the 

Drive, a 

book about what motivates people, noted that educators are 

generally not motivated by external forces such as perfor-

mance pay or more stringent accountability measures. A 

reward and punishment system, he said, is outdated. 

”Educators understand the differences between intrinsic 

motivation and extrinsic motivation better than almost any-

one in American society,” said Pink. “… Everybody thinks 

that intrinsic motivation and extrinsic motivation can more 

or less coexist, that they can layer on top of each other. But 

the science shows that just isn’t right.” 

Similar to the consortium’s conclusion, Pink also 

contended that autonomy drives educators and will create 

higher performance.

Bassett said developing teacher leaders will create a 

“largely untapped resource for change and improvement in 

schools” that will ultimately benefit students.
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ARTICLES/REPORTS

SHOULD I STAY OR SHOULD I GO? HOW TEACHER 

LEADERSHIP CAN IMPROVE TEACHER RETENTION 

Journal of Scholarship and Practice, Summer, 2010

This article explores an alignment of the attributes 

of teacher leaders and conditions affecting teacher 

retention. Characteristics of teacher leaders are discussed 

and compared with the opportunities and conditions 

that reportedly have a positive influence on teacher 

retention. 

www.aasa.org/uploadedFiles/Publications/Journals/

AASA_Journal_of_Scholarship_and_Practice/ 

JSP-Summer2010.pdf

TEACHERS ARE THE CENTER OF EDUCATION: 

MENTORING, TEACHING AND 

IMPROVING STUDENT LEARNING

The College Board, December, 2010

The fourth in an ongoing series 

of reports on the role of teachers in 

the U.S. education system, this report 

looks at nine teachers who have taken 

time from their classroom practice to contribute their 

knowledge and experience to their new colleagues. 

http://advocacy.collegeboard.org/sites/default/

files/10b_1532_Teachers_and_Mentors_Report_

WEB_101117.pdf 

WEB SITES

SUCCESS AT THE CORE

This free professional development tool kit designed 

to help middle school leadership teams and teachers 

elevate classroom instruction and improve student 

outcomes. Those who register will gain access to 

www.successatthecore.com

TEACHER LEADERS NETWORK 

Use this network of active communities populated 

by teacher leaders to join others from across the nation 

dedicated to student success and the transformation of 

teaching into a true profession. A national initiative of 

the Center for Teaching Quality, much of its work takes 

place in a web environment tailored for daily use as a 

professional learning resource.

www.teacherleaders.org

TEACHING AS LEADERSHIP

to guides, annotated illustrations, common pitfalls, 

and tools to help all teachers embody principles and 

strategies that distinguish highly effective teachers in 

www.teachingasleadership.org

ONLINE COMMUNITY BECOMES A PATHWAY TO 

TEACHER LEADERSHIP 

JSD, February, 2010 

University faculty in a Professional Development 

encourage teachers to develop leadership capacity. 

www.learningforward.org/members/getDocument.

cfm?articleID=2016

WEB OF SUPPORT STRENGTHENS THE 

EFFECTIVENESS OF SCHOOL-BASED COACHES 

JSD, Winter 2007

Educators at all levels, from national to state to local, 

based coaches. 

www.learningforward.org/members/getDocument.

cfm?articleID=1343

CHANGE, LEAD, SUCCEED: BUILDING CAPACITY 

WITH SCHOOL LEADERSHIP TEAMS

NSDC, 2010

This book shows school leaders and teachers in 

leadership roles how to redefine leadership in their 

schools and create capacity through school leadership 

teams that successfully coordinate professional learning. 

www.learningforwardstore.org
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TOOL

Clarify 
the 
coaching 
role

Source:
Adapted from: Taking the Lead: New Roles for Teachers and School-based Coaches, by Joellen Killion and Cindy Harrison. Oxford, OH: NSDC, 2006.

A coach is ...  A coach is not ...

Use this chart to help teachers  

understand the coach’s role  

and the services a coach will provide.
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TEACHERS LEADING   

R
ecently developed model 

standards for teacher 

leaders establish clear 

criteria for teachers  

   who want to advance 

as professional educators without 

leaving teaching or their schools (see 

article on p. 1). The standards strive 

to build consistency without being 

prescriptive. They confirm the impor-

tance of teacher leadership and define 

common expectations for those who 

become teacher leaders. Ministries or 

departments of education may use the 

standards as a guide to develop their 

own standards. Schools and school 

systems may establish different criteria 

for various leadership roles since the 

responsibilities of teacher leaders vary 

based on the specific leadership role. 

The teacher leadership standards 

have the potential to professionalize 

teaching and improve both teaching 

and student learning, but they also 

raise questions. 

Some or all?

A fundamental question is which 

teachers are teacher leaders and will 

they be expected to meet the model 

teacher leadership standards. Some 

education leaders hold the expectation 

that all teachers are teacher leaders. 

Others consider teacher leaders to be 

a subset of all teachers that includes 

only those who aspire to a leadership 

role and who choose to accept ad-

ditional responsibilities beyond their 

classroom teaching roles. 

Those who hold the expecta-

tion that all teachers become teacher 

leaders operate from the perspective 

that all teachers have the responsibil-

ity to demonstrate the ability to lead 

and to contribute to the education 

profession beyond their individual 

classrooms. In this case, all teachers are 

accountable not only for being an ef-

fective classroom teacher, but also for 

contributing in other ways. Because 

what it means to be a teacher leader 

differs from system to system, the 

standards provide examples of what 

some of those leadership responsibili-

ties might be. Some roles may require 

the skillfulness to facilitate meetings of 

peers. Some teacher leaders may need 

the ability to serve as a spokesperson 

for the school or the school system. 

Other leaders may serve as mentors to 

novice teachers. Leadership may also 

mean influencing policy about educa-

tion or contributing 

to the direction of the 

school’s improvement 

plan and supporting 

the implementation of 

that plan. Leadership 

may mean participat-

ing as a member of a 

learning community 

and contributing to 

collaborative work and 

learning within a team 

of peers. 

The latter stance, 

that only some teachers 

are teacher leaders, is 

more broadly accepted. 

The designation of 

teacher leader is re-

served for teachers who 

have both more experience and a level 

of expertise as a professional educa-

tor not typical in novice teachers. 

This perspective of teacher leadership 

acknowledges that one grows into a 

leadership role through a wide range 

of experience and formal and informal 

professional development. In this per-

spective, teacher leadership is a point 

along the career continuum of teach-

ers. Teacher-leader competencies and 

responsibilities relate to contributions 

teachers make to school improvement 

and student achievement outside their 

own classrooms. 

Typical teacher-leader respon-

sibilities include facilitating profes-

sional learning communities, leading 

school-based committees, serving 

as department, team, or grade-level 

Continued on p. 8
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With opportunities 

for leadership are 

parallel needs for 

ongoing professional 

development, 

supervision, and 

support of teachers 

engaged in leadership 

roles. 

chairs, providing coaching, mentoring 

novice teachers, or serving on district 

curriculum task forces. 

Preparing leaders

Determining which teachers 

become teacher leaders has multiple 

practical implications. Some of these 

implications involve preparation and 

opportunity for leadership roles. If 

all teachers are expected to be teacher 

leaders, will the responsibility for 

preparing teachers to be teacher lead-

ers fall to those who prepare teacher 

candidates or will schools systems 

or individual teachers share respon-

sibility for developing teacher lead-

ers? Both traditional and alternative 

teacher preparation 

programs focus on 

preparing candidates 

for the core practices 

of teaching. Those 

who prepare teach-

ers may be called 

upon to reconfigure 

how they define 

the core competen-

cies of teachers, 

how they structure 

learning experiences 

and practice opportunities for teacher 

candidates, and how they define exit 

expectations. Licensing agencies may 

need to alter current criteria and add 

additional assessments or portfolio 

requirements to ensure that those 

licensed to teach demonstrate leader-

ship competencies. 

Systems and preparation programs 

will also need to determine when 

during a teacher’s career leadership 

competencies are developed. Will 

teachers’ preparatory programs focus 

on teacher leadership, or will teachers 

first develop fundamental teaching 

skills and focus on developing leader-

ship skills when they are more experi-

enced? If the decision is to postpone 

development of these competencies, 

who will provide opportunities for 

developing these skills? Options in-

clude universities and colleges, school 

systems, or other providers. Teachers 

may additionally require professional 

development, formal courses of study, 

or advanced degrees to gain expertise 

in teacher leadership. 

Opportunities to lead

Another major consideration is the 

number of opportunities for teachers 

to engage in authentic leadership prac-

tices. Preparing teachers for leadership 

and then affording them insufficient 

opportunities for authentic leadership 

wastes the potential created. If teach-

ers are expected to acquire leadership 

competencies and yet have no op-

portunity to use and refine those skills 

in their work, those competencies will 

quickly weaken and their acquisition 

becomes pointless. And, if the op-

portunities to engage in leadership are 

not authentic, professionally reward-

ing, challenging, coordinated, and 

supported, teacher leadership will be 

trivialized. Many schools and school 

systems currently have insufficient 

opportunities for teachers to engage in 

authentic leadership roles. 

With opportunities for leadership 

are parallel needs for ongoing profes-

sional development, supervision, and 

support of teachers engaged in leader-

ship roles. When a teacher assumes a 

designated leadership role, someone 

will need to provide the appropriate 

level of coaching and supervision to 

allow the teacher to develop leader-

ship competencies. The logical person 

to assume this responsibility this is 

the school principal or someone in 

central office. Expecting teachers to 

practice leadership without appropri-

ate preparation, ongoing professional 

development, support, and supervision 

is not only an unacceptable person-

nel practice; it also opens the door to 

other more significant challenges. 

and licensing agencies require all 

teachers in leadership positions to have 

appropriate credentials and prepara-

tion, and demonstrate they meet the 

standards? Will some roles, such as 

that of a coach, require teachers to 

meet the teacher leader standards 

while other roles will not require the 

same? This question has potential for 

affecting the success and quality of 

teacher leaders.

Until now, teacher leaders have 

emerged from opportunities or their 

own desire to assume leadership, often 

with little formal preparation. Some 

teachers have completed advanced 

degrees in education administration 

with plans to move into principal-

ships, yet upon further thought 

decided to remain in classrooms. Once 

leaders in the field have examined the 

challenges and issues involved, teacher 

leader standards will professionalize 

these opportunities for influence and, 

ultimately, help improve teaching and 

student learning. 

Joellen Killion (joellen.killion@
learningforward.org) is deputy 
executive director of Learning 
Forward. T3 3

Continued from p. 7



A COACH’S DILEMMA   

By Valerie von Frank

Q
What is the most important 
skill you’ve needed to coach 
successfully?

As a coach, being transparent is 

very important and transparency takes 

preparation. You have to make sure 

people understand the reasons behind 

what you’re doing and understand that 

everything has a purpose. Working 

with teachers is the same as working 

with kids — if you aren’t clear about 

what you want them to learn, they 

aren’t going to learn it.

In our school, the coaches, the 

principal, the assistant principal, 

the intervention coordinator and 

the community liaison form the 

coordination team. The team figures 

out what we want to have happen in 

the school and how to pace it so we 

are clear about what we expect, and 

that is communicated to teachers. 

Then it’s my job and the other coach’s 

to help teachers carry it out. Clarity 

among the leaders in the school is 

crucial, because if we aren’t all on the 

same page, we can’t expect anybody 

else to be.

Coaches have to communicate 

well ahead of time about what is going 

to happen, when, and why. Nothing 

should come up as a surprise, where 

people say, ‘Oh, I didn’t know.’ It takes 

being thoughtful about what we are 

doing and why, and communicating 

that plan to staff.

are sending out a graphic organizer 

to help grade-level teams plan their 

meetings and data driven dialogues 

for the next three months. Another 

example is a project we are engaged 

in schoolwide for bilingual students 

called Literacy Squared. Before school 

began, I explained and demonstrated 

one of their strategies and asked 

teachers to implement it within the 

first couple of weeks of school. I 

offered them my support. Last week, 

a new teacher asked for help and I 

went into his classroom 

to model the strategy on 

Monday and Tuesday. 

On Wednesday, he did it 

and I was there to jump 

in to help and to give 

feedback. Thursday and 

to him. He had the why 

and what ahead of time. 

Then I showed him how 

to do it and made sure 

he was able to carry it 

forward. You have to be clear about 

what you expect teachers to do, how 

and when, or it’s not going to happen 

the way you want.

Valerie von Frank 
(valerievonfrank@aol.com) is an 
education writer and editor of 
Learning Forward’s books. T3

   Academy members work collaboratively to learn about and solve significant student 
learning problems that occur within their school, district, or organization. Through immer-
sion in a model of inquiry-based and problem-based learning, participants gain solutions 
to the problems they and others bring; experience a model of professional learning that 
exemplifies our Standards for Staff Development; and construct knowledge and develop 
skills necessary to transform their learning, their work, and their organizations.

 Share 2 1/2 years of learning (July 2011 through December 2013)

 Experience face-to-face, team-based learning during 12 Academy learning days

 Participate in periodic 90-minute telephone conferences during the Academy experience

Learn more and apply at www.learningforward.org/academy

Application Deadline: Feb. 28, 2011

Join Learning Forward’s Academy Class of 2013.
The Learning Forward Academy is an extended and profound 
learning experience that models the organization’s vision for 
professional learning and teamwork in schools. 

T3     9



For Teacher Leaders and the Administrators Who Support Them

Save $50 
on a 3- or 4-day registration 
when you register by 
April 30, 2011.

SAVE 
THESE 
DATES!
July 17–20, 2011

JW Marriott 

Indianapolis

Keynote Speakers: 

 Wendy Robinson

 Ian Jukes

 Mary Cullinane

 Sarah Wessling 

 (2010 National   
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  eachers and principals will receive training, coaching, 
  and facilitation to advance their skills in applying our 
  Learning School principles and practices. LSA 
members will learn together in their own schools, 
with other schools through webinars and facilitated 
conversations, and at meetings held at Learning Forward 
conferences. They will openly share their goals, their 
progress, and — over time — their results.

LSA Member Benefits (valued at $7,000)

 convening 

 opportunities 

 with accompanying materials 

 online tools or telephone with an Alliance facilitator/coach 

 team 

Just a reminder:

 sources for the program fee.

Supported in part by the Arthur Vining Davis Foundations.

Calling all 
Schools: 
Apply to join the 
Learning Forward 
Learning School 
Alliance.

?

Apply online at www.learningforward.org/alliance. Application deadline: March 15, 2011.

 If you answered “yes” to any of these questions, then 

apply today to become a member of the Learning Forward 

Learning School Alliance — a network of schools committed 

to improved professional practice and student achievement.

Is your school in the beginning stages of 

creating professional learning communities?

Do you believe collaborative professional  

learning, teamwork, and problem solving 

are keys to school improvement? 

Do you have what it takes to be a Learning 

Forward Learning School?
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