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Teacher leaders often take part in ensuring that changes affecting classrooms and
schools are either implemented or challenged depending on how the initiatives will affect
the students (Ackerman & Mackenzie, 2006).
The need for school change has been building for decades. While names and plans
have been developed to represent the idea of school change for improved student
achievement, the underlying idea has remained the same: more innovative thinking to
meet new demands. This need has prompted an exploration of hybrid school
management, such as shared leadership. The demand for change has included
accountability and site-based shared decision-making. Increased accountability is tied
directly to a need to work within an environment increasingly dependent on state and
federal funding, as well as widespread systemization - common design and expectations.
These continual changes have caused a need for increased teacher leadership (Beachum
& Dentith, 2004; York-Barr & Duke, 2004).
The idea of teacher leadership is not entirely new. Although the phases
representing a formal sense of teacher leadership as recognized by Silva, Gimbert, and
Nolan (2000) has been identified as starting fairly recently, approximately five decades
ago, teachers have always filled some form of leadership role. Teachers have been in the
role of leader since the one-room schoolhouse, and have always held roles as
grade/department chairs, team leaders, and curriculum developers (Silva, Gimbert, &
Nolan 2000). Fullan and Hargreaves (1996) stated that teacher leadership involves the
need for both capacity and commitment to contribute beyond the classroom, to contribute
to the school. A calling that requires extensive motivation to move out of a comfort zone,
teacher leadership involves greatly increased responsibilities.
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It includes recognizing a need and working toward meeting it whether formally
or informally within a shared leadership setting.

Focus of Teacher Leadership
Changing the American school system as a whole is an overwhelming task
(DuFour & Eaker, 1998). Current demands require that our public schools must now
provide a first-rate academic education for all students ( Darling-Hammond and
Friedlaender, 2008; Schlecty, 1997). Contextually, first-rate is defined as one that is
comparable to other leading nations and prepares students to be successful contributors to
society (Schlecty, 1997). This is most often measured through standardized test scores as
well as international math and science test comparisons that focus on increased student
achievement.
Bracey (1997) and Tye (2000) suggested that we first identify why past
improvements have not been successful, and then what course of action might offer the
best success based on a review of history. Fullan (1993) wrote that current methods of
training educators and operating schools only support the status quos. The key to the
future lies not in attempting to overhaul such a complex system, but rather in focusing on
how the inner workings of the education system influences behaviors in the schools,
most importantly, in the classrooms.
Throughout the literature, researchers have identified teacher leaders‟ work as
being that of working with colleagues and administration with the goal of ultimately
improving student learning (Beachum & Dentith 2004; Fullan, 1993; Lambert, 2002,
York-Barr & Duke 2004). The literature suggests many reasons why teacher leaders are
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an important cornerstone in today‟s schools (Barth, 1991; Crowther, Kaagan, Ferguson,
& Hann, 2002; Donaldson, 2006; DuFour & Eaker, 1998). Crowther, Kaagan, Ferguson,
and Hann (2002) stated that a large amount of educational literature suggested the
traditional view of the teaching profession is outdated. It discounted teachers‟ abilities to
contribute to school improvement. Katzenmeyer and Moller (2001) supported the idea of
traditional leadership models as being outdated designs not intended for modern times.
Katzenmeyer and Moller (1996) further supported teacher leadership by stating that
America‟s schools draw strength from the creativity and commitment of their teacher
leaders. Donaldson (2006) recognized American schools as unusual organizations that do
not fully benefit from classic or traditional leadership models. Donaldson suggested the
unique design called for a stronger communal design involving teacher leadership. Barth
(2001), DuFour and Eaker (1998), Lieberman and Walker (2007), and Muchmore,
Cooley, Marx, and Crowell (2004), reported that teacher leadership is essential to student
achievement. Katzenmeyer and Moller (2001) stated that teacher leaders engaged in
professional development opportunities to increase their own knowledge, which in turn
empowers them to increase student learning. Ackerman and Mackenzie (2006) stated that
teacher leaders close the gaps between an ideal educational setting and the current reality
at schools. School improvement based on student achievement is central to much of the
teacher leadership literature. Researchers such as Durrant and Frost (2003), Hickey and
Harris (2005), Leithwood and Riehl (2003), Lord and Miller (2000), Mayo (2002),
Surrana and Moss (2002), Silva, Gimbert, and Nolan (2000), Smylie (1995), and YorkBarr and Duke (2004) all furthered the concept that foundations of school improvement
are based on teacher leaders. Thus, teachers are strong candidates for leadership roles.
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In addition, Leithwood, Louis, Anderson, and Wahlstrom (2004), stated,
“Leadership is second only to classroom instruction among all school-related factors that
contribute to what students learn at school” (p.3). According to Leithwood, Louis,
Anderson, and Wahlstrom (2004) teachers are in an ideal position for leadership roles.
Their proximity to students and the relationships they develop with them put teachers in
the best possible situation to contribute to curricular decisions and implement innovative
and necessary strategies. Teacher leaders also share responsibilities with administrators
that include building trust and developing rapport among faculty, diagnosing
organizational conditions, dealing with processes, managing the work, and building skills
and confidence in others (Ackerman & Makenzie, 2006; Lieberman, Saxl, & Miles, 1988;
York-Barr & Duke, 2004).
Future success for schools using formal teacher leadership is based on the ability
to communicate meaningful information and build relationships among organizational
members (Pearman, 1998). Teachers have to be involved in the decision making process
as part of the school communication loop. Schools, as currently structured, depend too
greatly on the principal as ultimate leader, exercising isolated control. Schools depend on
skilled, effective principals in order to grow, but they also depend on skilled individuals,
teacher leaders, to outgrow their dependence on the principal‟s leadership and move to a
level of self-sustained growth (Donahoe, 1993). Dufour & Eakers‟ (1998) work with
Professional Learning Communities speaks to the idea that, “Change is always a threat
when it is done to people, but it is an opportunity when it is done by people” (p.83).
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Statement of the Problem
Today‟s educational system is faced with greater demands than ever before
(Beachum & Dentith 2004; Lieberman & Miller, 2005; Nelson, Palonsky, McCarthy,
2004; Stevenson & Stigler, 2006). As society undergoes economic and political changes,
the need for change in schools is evident. The necessity for schools to reflect society has
created an intensification of the educational system. This intensification has created
greater demands on teachers and administrators (Apple, 1986; Stevenson & Stigler,
2006)), increasing the need for shared leadership. This increased need in expanding
leadership beyond its traditional administrative role has been attributed to ever expanding
responsibilities (Surrana & Moss, 2002).
Higher expectations are accompanied by greater accountability of school systems
across the nation. Policies such as No Child Left Behind, the federal law that requires all
students meet state prescribed standards and improved international
communication/awareness of educational standings, have contributed to a heightened
belief that change is needed (DuFour & Eaker, 1998; Benham Tye, 2000). Government
sponsored programs such as The Excellence Movement as prompted by the Nation at
Risk report (Yow, 2007), as well as the Goals 2000 initiative and No Child Left Behind
have addressed the need for school improvement. Each one has identified deficits in the
educational system and suggested policies directed at achieving desired results. Schneider
and Keesler‟s (2007) review of school reform asserts that Goals 2000 and NCLB were
conceived as a response to perceived educational crises, and they have not fared well
over time. Their short-lived successes suggested the need to examine traditional
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organizations in an attempt to understand possible shortcomings in design and create
new, effective models to increase schools‟ performances (Newman, 1993).
The urgency associated with this higher accountability has forced many
administrators to make frequent changes in their leadership practice rather than focus on
the optimal conditions for sustainable improvement. The demand for improvement has
been such that for many schools, trying to keep up with which structures have changed or
are to change, hides those forces within the schools that have been successful (Apple,
1986). This lack of understanding supports Schneider and Keesler‟s (2007) assertion that
federal policies have not been successful. The response of increasing administrative
responsibilities has not replaced previous responsibilities. It has added new and increased
responsibilities on top of existing ones, adding to the already complex role of leading a
school.
According to Spillane and Seashore (2002), many school leaders find themselves
being reactive instead of proactive due to the ever-increasing accountability demands
placed on the educational system. It is not always possible for a single individual to
sustain an effective school setting, especially given increased responsibilities with
demands for accountability. Many educational policy makers have come to realize that
the problematic design of top down leadership is not as effective as widely distributed
leadership (Elmore, 2000; Nelson, Palonsky, & McCarthy, 2004). As demands on schools
and their leaders have increased, the historical top-down administrative design has
encountered great difficulty adjusting or changing traditional structures while
maintaining high expectations (Datnow & Castellano, 2002).
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The traditional design of top-down hierarchy has allowed limited access to the
sharing of administrative burdens (Beachum & Dentith, 2004; Fullan & Hargreaves,
1996). Today‟s administrators are left isolated under increasing bureaucracy and
expectations for improvement. All educators face higher accountability; the principal as
leader is not the only one faced with the responsibility of student achievement as a whole
(Crowther, Kaagan, Ferguson, & Hann, 2002). The standards based movement and other
school improvement efforts have developed a need for the school and all persons in it to
be responsible (Crowther, Kaagan, Ferguson, & Hann, 2002; Elmore, 2000; Lambert
2002). As intensification of education continues to grow, so does the complexity within
schools. This complexity growth increases the need for shared leadership.
Keeping leadership to administrative levels only, not sharing responsibilities
among the teachers in some form, removes the advantage of teachers to contribute key
knowledge and influence. Such restrictions create an assumption that teachers neither
encounter nor successfully handle conflict. It discounts teachers‟ actions toward inspiring
students to achieve ever-higher goals. It leaves teachers out of school-wide policy issues,
and restricts participation in the formation of consensus or contribution to the overall
culture and climate of the school (Strodl, 1992). Teachers are the most prominent
advocates of student academic success in the school due to their close personal position
(Cuban, 2003). To accept teacher leadership as a necessary factor of school change
supports the need for extensive teacher involvement throughout the operation of the
school beyond the classroom walls (Berends, Bodilly, & Kirby, 2002; Cuban, 2003;
Gonzales, 2004; So, Sharpe, Klockow, & Martin, 2001; Suranna & Moss, 2002).
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Historically, responsibility and resources for student success have been directed to
top down administration, but recent research shows this model does not support today‟s
school change for student achievement as well as shared leadership does. Recent research
suggests that the majority of responsibility and resources should not go to the top or the
bottom, but to the teachers and their development as teacher leaders (Elmore, 2000;
Lambert, 2002; Nelson, Palonsky and McCarthy, 2004; Spillane, Halverson, and
Diamond, 2001). Therefore, teachers and administrators working together toward school
improvement, create a stronger model for school improvement.
The need for school improvement in an effort to increase student achievement is a
major focus for many schools. As society changes and advances, so does the need to
produce stronger teachers who are able to meet the current needs of their students and
schools. Research has shown that teacher leaders are an important part of professional
development and school improvement (DuFour & Eaker, 1998; Lieberman & Walker,
2007; Muchmore, Cooley, Marx, & Crowell, 2004), perhaps more so than systematic
reform. Therefore, greater development of teachers‟ knowledge, abilities, cultural
perceptions, and commitment may ultimately play a greater role in the organization and
climate of the school, resulting in greater school improvement (Smylie, Conley, & Marks,
2002). Research has also shown that such improvement is dependent on teacher
development in school improvement through collaboration of teachers and teacher
leaders (Ackerman & Mackenzie, 2006; Beatty, 1999; Conley & Muncey, 1999; Martin,
2002; Mayo, 2002; Riordin & da Costa, 1998; Rogers, 2006). These relationships must
evolve in response to current needs and may benefit from an increased presence of formal
teacher leadership.
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Continued school improvement ultimately benefits from increased formal teacher
leadership at all levels (Beachum & Dentith, 2004; York-Barr & Duke, 2004).
The need for increased teacher leadership has been established in the literature
(Anderson 2004; Beachum & Dentith, 2004; Leithwood, Jantzi, & Steinbach, 1999;
Donaldson, Bowe, L., Marnik, L., & Mackenzie, 2004; York-Barr & Duke, 2004).
According to Evans, superintendent of Vesta County school district (pseudonym) where
this study is conducted, Vesta County is dependent on formal teacher leadership as well
(Evans, personal communication, April 27, 2009). What is missing, is a greater
understanding of how the formal position of teacher leader equates to the perceived
practice; the field needs a greater understanding of formal teacher leadership and how it
is viewed by those individuals involved (Blase & Blase, 2002; Camburn, Rowan, &
Taylor, 2003; Coburn & Russell, 2008; Leithwood & Mascall, 2008; Leithwood & Riehl,
2003; Moss, & Suranna, 2002; Woods, Bennett, Harvey, & Wise, 2004).

Purpose of Study
The purpose of this study was to explore teachers‟ and formal teacher leaders‟
perceptions of the formal role of teacher leadership, what it ideally should look like, and
what the actual practice is. Conceptualization and implementation are two different
entities. Through gaining greater knowledge into how teachers and formal teacher leaders
understand the role of formal teacher leader, administrators, districts, universities, and
policy makers will be better able to create environments and policies that foster the
development and implementation of successful formal teacher leadership experiences.
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The questions that guided this study are:
1. What do teachers perceive the responsibilities of formal teacher leadership
should be and what constitutes the actual practice of teacher leadership by their
colleagues in these roles?
2.

What do individual teachers engaged in formal leadership roles believe their
responsibilities and practice of the position should be and what do they believe to
be their reality?

Vesta County School District has designed its district philosophy and school
improvement plan to meet the complex needs of schools using formal teacher leadership.
Vesta believes that formal teacher leaders are the foundation of school improvement and
their work is critical in all aspects of their schools (Evans, personal communication, April
27, 2009). Vesta has experienced continued growth in both the number and diversity of
students. As a result, the district has engaged in continual expansion programs and
creating new roles for teacher leadership within its schools. This increase has created
amplified formal teacher leadership opportunities. Current budget restraints and increased
district autonomy, which has recently been granted to Vesta through a state partnership
contract, Investment in Educational Excellence (IE²), has furthered the opportunities and
need for increased formal teacher leadership in all areas.
IE² is a transactional policy, which approximates a hybrid charter, between Vesta
County School District, the State Department of Education, and the Governor‟s Office of
Accountability, allowing increased flexibility within the district concerning state
regulations and mandates, in exchange for increased district accountability as measured
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through student test scores and other prescribed markers. Through IE², Vesta County
School District can adjust prescribed budgets, class sizes, use of personnel, program
designs, and other guidelines, which dictate school district operations and expenditures of
state funds and particular federal funds. Greater local control is granted to the district
based on its strategic plan. In exchange for this increased flexibility and independence,
Vesta School District is bound to increasing student learning as measured through No
Child Left Behind‟s keystone, AYP, or average yearly progress. AYP measures student
achievement from year to year and is calculated using standard test scores, attendance,
and graduation test results.
Based on this change in Vesta‟s educational process, the district‟s operations and
schools are changing to include a greater reliance on formal teacher leadership. The areas
of professional development of all teachers, collaboration among all faculty, and
curriculum implementation have been cited by the district as areas requiring increased
formal teacher leadership. Vesta acknowledges that school leadership needs to address
the complexity of schools themselves, and supports the idea that school improvement
starts in the classroom, with the teachers (Evans, personal communication, April 27,
2009). Therefore, the success of school-based committees, whose charge is school
improvement for increased student achievement, is essential within each school.
In an informal survey, Vesta elementary school principals cited three committees
that they believed yielded the greatest influence on school improvement. They are:
1.

Leadership Team - The leadership team is comprised of grade level and
Special Areas (e.g. art, physical education, and music) chairs and the
administrative team. The leadership team‟s function is to identify areas of

