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Teacher 
Leadership: 
The Call of the 
Committed

BY KATHLEEN C. MCCABE

ajor efforts to reform and restructure schools began on a national scale after the launch of 
Sputnik in 1957 (DuFour & Eaker, 1998). Since then, there have been many efforts aimed at 
applying world-class standards to public schooling in America. At the forefront now is Public 
Law 107-110, better known as the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001, or NCLB (United States 
Congress, 2002). NCLB requires that all children attending public schools throughout the 
United States reach profi ciency in both reading and mathematics by 2014, a mere two years 
away. Couple that with the competitive grant funding in Race to the Top and it is no wonder 
that the pressure to succeed is intense enough to cause anxiety in both teachers and adminis-
trators as they seek to fi nd a better educational system for all children.

One of the efforts that appears to be most successful in changing school culture, and thus 
student achievement, is teacher leadership. At its essence, teacher leadership is about exer-
cising infl uence on peers without the benefi t of a managerial position (Muijs & Harris, 2007). 
However, promoting teacher leadership at a time when accountability has put a huge stress 
on all educators and people are shying away from assuming formal leadership positions is a 
challenge. This task is even more diffi cult in rural elementary schools, where the principal 
is the leader in the most traditional sense (Howley, Larson, Andrianaivo, Rhodes, & Howley, 
2007; McCabe, 2007). 

Traditional School Leadership
Research has shown clearly that leadership is important in student achievement (Marzano, 
Waters, & McNulty, 2005), yet in many instances it is still being considered as a formal 
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position (Grant, 2006). The mental model of leadership is, for 
many educators and non-educators, about that positional role 
(Crowther, Kaagan, Ferguson, & Hann, 2002; Lambert, 1998a; 
Muijs & Harris, 2003; Marzano, 2003; Neuman & Simmons, 
2000; Ryan, 1999; Senge et al., 2000)—a single person per-
forming a specifi c task or tasks. Traditionally, leadership is about 
a person, an authority fi gure who controls the power within the 
organization. Bass (1990) describes this vision of leadership as 
“headship,” and he believes people with this perception are often 
frustrated when they fail to fi nd the ideal leader.

There is a plethora of literature that suggests the notion of tra-
ditional leadership—that is, an authoritative fi gure working in 
a quid pro quo relationship—is both outdated and ineffective 
(DeBlois, 2000; National Commission on Teaching and Ameri-
ca’s Future, 2005; Krisko, 2001; Neuman & Simmons, 2000) 
and the days of the principal in a traditional leadership role are 
numbered if not long gone (Katzenmeyer & Moller, 2001; Lam-
bert, 2003). The impact of leadership on school success and, 
most importantly, on student achievement is paramount (Har-
ris, 2004). Unfortunately, there seems to be tension in regards 
to desired and existing educational leadership style and skills, 
especially at the building level. The urgency to meet the require-
ments of No Child Left Behind results in a competitive environ-
ment in which administrators are assuming a managerial role and 
using transactional leadership skills. This autocratic leadership 
style is diametrically opposed to the skills and strategies needed 
to foster teacher leadership and create a cooperative environment 
where professional learning communities (PLCs) thrive. It is in 
PLCs that teachers take risks and focus on student learning and 
in which leadership skills are cultivated.

Teacher Leadership
Teacher empowerment through leadership began in earnest in 
the mid-1980s (Allen, 2004). Pounder (2006) reports on what he 
calls the stages in educational history that relate to the develop-
ment of teacher leadership. The fi rst stage, or wave, is the use 
of teachers to perform managerial tasks. The second stage is an 
attempt to include direction of instruction in the job of depart-
ment heads and their counterparts. This stage bridges the gap 
between transactional behaviors and transformational ones and 
begins a different perspective of teacher leadership. Pounder 
writes that these classroom teachers were excellent performers 
who had many of the characteristics of transformational leader-
ship. The third wave is demonstrated in teachers who have inter-
nalized the concept of leadership and do not rely on a title or role 
to perform leadership activities in their schools. The transforma-
tion, where teaching and leadership are combined, takes place in 
the fourth stage (Pounder, 2006). This stage is part of the profes-

sional reform movement that resurged in the 1980s (Little, 2003; 
Pounder, 2006; York-Barr & Duke, 2004).

The power of this fourth stage needs to be realized now. Naïve 
interpretations of teacher leadership, such as heading the report 
card committee or leading the “Sunshine Fund,” undervalue the 
educator and ignore many possibilities. Katzenmeyer and Moller 
(2009) describe the untapped potential of teachers as “sleep-
ing giants” (p. 3). Teachers are no longer the “staff” of a school. 
Teacher leadership is being rewarded, or at least recognized, by 
some states that are awarding a teacher leadership endorsement 
in the teaching credential (Olson, 2007). 

Danielson (2006) puts forth nine dispositions that she believes 
are inherent in teacher leaders. Those dispositions include deep 
commitment to student learning, optimism and enthusiasm, open-
mindedness and humility, courage, confi dence and decisiveness, 
a tolerance for ambiguity, creativity and fl exibility, persuasive-
ness, and a willingness to work hard. 

While the research is clear on the benefi ts of teacher leader-
ship in schools, there are challenges associated with suggesting 
and implementing teacher-leadership models in schools. These 
challenges include, but are not limited to, resistance to change 
(Crowther et al., 2002), communication (Barnett, McKowen, & 
Bloom, 1998; Gabriel, 2005), sustainability (David, 1996; Ful-
lan, 2002, 2005; Goldberg, 2000; Guskey & Peterson, 1996; 
Johnson, 2005; Lambert, 2005; Supovitz & Christman, 2005), 
developing a shared vision and building leadership capacity (Ful-
lan, 2001b; Lambert, 1998a, 1998b; 2003; Neuman & Simmons, 
2000), culture and change (Fullan, 2002; Nichols-Solomon, 
2000; Rooney, 2005), and the change process (Bridges, 2004; 
Fullan, 2001a, 2001b, 2002, 2005; Sturner, 1987). Careful 
planning on the part of the change agent and attention to pos-
sible ethical confl icts (Vago, 1999) can optimize the chances 
of successfully implementing a new organizational leadership 
model, which empowers teachers and will lead to greater student 
achievement at all levels (Wagner, 2001). 

Developing a Culture of Support for 
Teacher Leadership
Parallels between the outcomes and challenges of teacher lead-
ership and professional learning communities are readily evi-
dent. For example, the diffi culties associated with implementing 
teacher leadership models are the same as those associated with 
sustaining a professional learning community. This is another 
piece of evidence that shows the interconnectedness of the two 
concepts. The cultural elements that Muijs and Harris (2007) 
fi nd essential to the development of teacher leadership in a school 
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closely parallel the elements necessary 
for a professional learning community. 
To successfully implement teacher lead-
ership in a school, a culture of support 
must be present. 

Teacher leadership is also about “con-
tributing to a community” (Katzenmeyer 
& Moller, 2001, p. 5) by mentoring other 
teachers, challenging assumptions, 
and questioning traditions that are rou-
tine practices. Such teacher leadership 
actions clearly parallel the work con-
ducted within a professional learning community. While some 
writers contend that it is rare to fi nd truly empowered teachers 
(Allen, 2004), I have not found that to be true. 

Having taught graduate courses at Plymouth State University for 
almost 15 years and having spent four years studying the emer-
gence of teacher leadership in a rural elementary school in New 
Hampshire, I have great hope for the future of public education. 
I believe we are approaching a realization of Pounder’s (2006) 
fourth stage of teacher leadership, a transformational state. 
Krisko (2001) talks about the passion that is needed to become 
a leader, a passion for both teaching and learning so that one is 
indeed a lifelong learner. In addition, there are seven other skills 
or attributes that she fi nds important for teacher leaders. They are

• creativity,
• risk taker,
• effi cacious,
• sense of humor,
• interpersonal skills,
• intrapersonal skills,
• fl exibility.

I have personally witnessed Danielson’s dispositions and Kris-
ko’s attributes in emerging leaders in our public schools. I see 
graduate students in my leadership classes struggling with what 
Piaget called equilibrium (Ormrod, 2004). According to Piaget’s 
theory, we spend a great deal of time in a state of fl ux, causing 
dissonance and feelings of uneasiness. Schein (1996) believes 
that all forms of learning begin the same, with a dissatisfaction or 
frustration that is brought on by some data that “disconfi rms our 
expectations or hopes” (p. 28). The educators I interact with want 
to embrace change but feel uneasy about it. As Schein argues, 
having the information alone is not enough to cause a change. 
Human beings ignore lots of information or blame their situation 
on others (the outside agent) or simply deny that change should 

happen. Schein contends that what 
must happen for this second-order, or 
transformational, change to occur is an 
arousal of what he calls the “survival 
anxiety” or “survival guilt.” (p. 28). 
This state takes place when we accept 
the data as valid. For change efforts to 
be effective, the psychological safety 
of those involved cannot be ignored or 
taken lightly. So what does this mean 
for emerging teacher leaders? The fi rst 
step in encouraging teachers to assume 
a leadership role is to create that cul-

ture of support, caring, and listening, where each teacher is 
responsible for the success of every student in the school. 

I know that while the struggles of becoming a teacher leader can 
seem daunting, our best teachers are committed to making it hap-
pen. I also know that the conversations taking place within many 
of the committed professional learning communities in schools 
throughout our state are not always easy. Yet, teachers are chal-
lenging each other. They are questioning the status quo. They 
are determined that decisions being made at the local level are 
well reasoned and strategic. Gone is the reason for doing things 
out of tradition (or habit) alone. These emerging teacher leaders 
are challenging the students and the system. A culture of com-
mitment to students and their learning is becoming more of the 
norm. Perhaps we are nearing a “tipping point.”

Listen carefully. The call of the committed teacher leader can be 
heard echoing in the granite hills of New Hampshire. And the 
number answering that call is growing!
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