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Dismantling Current Perspectives on Teacher Leadership:

Novice Teachers as Teacher Leaders
Introduction and Personal Rationale

Teacher leadership.  It is a daunting and confusing term for many novice teachers.   Beginning teachers have one goal during their first years in the classroom: survival (Mandell, 2006).  New teachers struggle with a variety of obstacles including addressing the curriculum, meeting the needs of their students, developing relationships with parents, and even, how to operate the old copy-machine in the second floor teacher’s lounge.  Teacher preparations programs strive to equip new teachers with understandings about the teaching profession, however tend to focus mainly on pedagogical tools rather than teaching ideologies and philosophies.  Further, once inside the classroom, many beginning teachers may feel overwhelmed, like a small fish in a large sea.  With these realities facing beginning teachers, where does teacher leadership for the novice teacher play a role?  Is it possible for a novice teacher to be a teacher leader? If so, what steps can facilitate teacher leadership for beginning teachers?


This year I will finish six years of undergraduate and graduate schooling in education and begin my teacher career.  Several months ago, if I was asked how I will approach teacher leadership during my upcoming first year teaching, I would have scoffed and said, “As a first year teacher? Leadership is not on my radar.  I’ll leave that to the more experienced teachers.”  All soon to be graduates of my Curriculum and Instruction graduate program must complete the course Teacher as Leader the semester of graduation.  Entering this course, I assumed that I would function more as an observer of my classmates who were mostly young, yet more experienced, teachers.  I believed this course would be better suited towards their career and professional goals, as they have survived their first years teaching, and can set their sights on grander goals.  In short, I assumed this course had little to do with my personal situation as a pre-service teacher.  As weeks passed and I engaged in class discussions on leadership, read fantastic and encouraging authors that declared leadership feasible for all teachers, and reflected personally in my “leadership log,” I began to realize that teacher leadership was not only for more experienced teachers or teachers with administrative goals.  In reality, teacher leadership suits me perfectly: a teacher with no experience, nothing to lose, and everything to gain.  To gain further knowledge and insight into how to be a teacher leader and a novice teacher, I have turned to research, formal studies, respected educational intellectuals, and my fellow colleagues and classmates.

What is Teacher Leadership?

What seems at first a straightforward term, the definition of teacher leadership holds little widespread consensus.  What is teacher leadership? Who are teacher leaders?  What does teacher leadership look like?  To what extent can teacher leadership vary?  Katzenmeyer and Moller define teacher leaders as those who, “lead within and beyond the classroom; identify with and contribute to a community of teacher learners and leaders; influence others toward improved educational practice; and accept responsibility for achieving the outcomes of their leadership” (2009).  Zemelman and Ross assert that all teachers in a community lead in one way or another at points, but explain that teacher leadership “means taking a more active and constructive role in the professional community and developing an authentic kind of power that legitimizes and strengthens this role” (2009).  Quinn, Haggard, and Ford describe a teacher leader as “an individual who has the knowledge, skills and temperament to engage in the important decisions that guide the educational endeavor” (2006).
Teacher leadership has many facets and holds varying definitions, however, some patterns become present.  Teacher leaders, in general:

· Lead within and outside of the classroom

· Perform a constructive role in contributing to teacher and student learning

· Have the ability to engage in meaningful decision making that affect the classroom, the school, and in some cases, the surrounding community.

· Advocate for students and themselves.
The above mentioned aspects and definitions of teacher leadership are not the upmost authority on the issue, but can serve as a springboard for thinking about teacher leadership and the forms it takes.

Novice Teachers: The “New Breed” of Teacher Leaders
Many definitions of teacher leadership include, sometimes subconsciously, the notion that leadership comes with experience; therefore, only experienced, seasoned, and veteran teachers hold the capacity to be teacher leaders within their schools and communities.  Certainly, experience lends well to developing leadership qualities and seniority provides clout when executing leadership actions and initiating change in the educational environment.  However, would it be possible, as Nolan and Palazzolo (2011) ask, to break the association of experience with leadership, and novice with follower ?
While teacher leadership research does not explicitly exclude novice teachers from definitions and list of descriptors, “the frameworks and criteria used to describe teacher leaders generally are not well aligned to the realities of the novice teacher” (Nolan & Palazzolo, 2011).  The qualities embodied by teacher leaders should be within and executed by every teacher, from pre-service, to novice, to veteran.   While the importance of teacher leadership is evident for all teachers, regardless of career stage, the question remains: how can novice teachers identify with teacher leadership?

Quinn, Haggard, and Ford (2006) offer an interesting and realistic suggestion for creating novice teacher leaders: socializing new teachers, beginning in pre-service teacher preparation programs, to associate leadership qualities and roles with successful teaching practices.  Once novice teachers enter the profession, their understanding of successful teachers includes an element of leadership, which should remain present for their entire career.  A four phase plan to create this “new breed” of teacher leaders is suggested:

Phase 1: The Pre-service Experience

During the pre-service stage, future teachers create fundamental ideas, notions, and philosophies about the teaching profession.  Teacher education programs should include leadership issues in every course.  Upon conclusion of the teacher preparation program, graduates should be able to organize student needs, materials, content, and time for effective instruction, properly choose the most effective methods and strategies for communicating varying types of content, creatively teach content in age and intellectual appropriate ways, and effectively communicate with students, colleagues, administrators, and parents (Quinn, Haggard, & Ford, 2006).  While these outcomes represent the goals of most existing pre-service programs, teacher education courses should strive to make a long-lasting association of leadership with successful teaching practices.  In other words, when defining the roles of effective teachers, leadership vocabulary, terms, and ideas should be used (Quinn, Haggard, & Ford, 2006).  

Phase II: Peer and Professional Association Leadership

This phase discusses the first few years as a teacher in the classroom.  It is during this time that novice teachers hone classroom management skills, master content and curricula, and become aware of school culture.  Also during this phase, novice teachers are encouraged to participate in a teacher mentor program, practice self-evaluation, maintain a “teacher diary” or practices log, attend conferences and professional development opportunities, observe or join local or school task forces/committees to self-educate to aid in making meaningful decisions that affect students (Quinn, Haggard, & Ford, 2006)

Phase III: Mentoring New Teachers

As stated in Phase II, it is highly encouraged that novice teachers participate and engage in mentoring programs.  Phase III focuses on successful teacher mentor practices.  Many novice teachers leave the profession due to inadequate preparedness for the realities of teaching.  Effective mentoring programs greatly reduce the number of new teachers that leave, by providing concrete support to novice teachers, e.g. sharing effective teaching methods, navigating the copy room, or communicating with parents.  Effective teacher mentor programs benefit both the mentee (providing a supportive relationship that retains teachers in the career) and the mentor (providing times for professional and personal inquiry, reflection, growth, and renewal) (Quinn, Haggard, & Ford, 2006).

Phase IV: Changing the Profession

Teacher leaders hold special power for initiating and implementing educational change.  Empowered and educated teacher leaders make meaningful decisions at the classroom, school, and community levels that encourage change and advocate for students.  Teacher leaders also empower other teachers to continue to learn, develop within the teaching profession, and function as agents of change to better education for all students (Quinn, Haggard, & Ford, 2006).

A Personal Teacher Leadership Development Action Plan


Quinn, Haggard, and Ford’s (2006) model for teacher leadership personally resonates deeply, especially Phases II which focuses on how novice teachers can extend their leadership as new educators.  Taking into consideration their suggestions, I have developed an action plan for how to grow as a leader as a beginning teacher.
Maintain a “Teacher Diary”

 Writing thoughts, ideas, and experiences down has historically been a revered practice for personal as well as professional reasons.  Quinn, Haggard, and Ford (2006) suggest that novice teacher leaders create a “teacher diary” in which is recorded daily experiences, successful and unsuccessful teaching practices,  leadership musings, observations of students and teachers, frustrations, victories, and questions to be answered by mentors or fellow teachers.  Maintaining a diary or log of teaching practices and experiences can illuminate patterns in teaching style, student and teacher behavior, and ideas/notions about teaching, leadership, and education. 

The act of writing inevitably leads to reflection, a respected and encouraged practice that allows for learning and growth.  Reflecting on daily experiences and larger patterns allows for insight into how to keep developing teaching practices, methods, and approaches.  Teacher leaders are self-evaluators and self-monitors who understand the importance of reflection within the teaching profession.  Barth articulates this point well: “Personal reflection on our experience is how we learn from experience… Reflecting on practice – by observing practice, writing about practice, by engaging in conversations about practice, by embracing the differences we encounter in practice – builds a school culture hospitable to both learning and community” (2001). 

Participate in Professional Development Opportunities

Teacher leaders take the initiative to develop professionally and jump at opportunities to hone teaching and leading skills.  Quinn, Haggard, and Ford (2006) suggest that novice teachers attend conferences and maintain membership in professional organizations to develop interpersonal skills, build networks, and create wells of information from which to draw upon.  To develop schools into professional learning communities consisting of teacher leaders, individual teachers and schools as wholes should embrace a “sustained view” of learning and professional development that leads to school change and educational betterment (Flores, 2004).

Luckily, my undergraduate and graduate programs emphasized the importance of attending conferences, professional development opportunities, and building an network of organizations and memberships.  In the past, I attended the North Carolina Council for the Social Studies (NCCSS), a conference offering seminars in exciting new teaching techniques, theories, and strategies surrounding social studies education.  I plan to keep attending this annual conference.  Further, I was recently accepted an invitation to join Kappa Delta Pi, an international education honors society, that encourages teachers to continue learning and growing within the profession.  The habit of jumping on professional development opportunities will serve to develop my leadership skills as an educator.

Observe/Join School Committees and Local Educational Task Forces

Quinn, Haggard, and Ford (2006) emphasize that teacher leaders need to “keep pace with the neds of a changing student body within a changing environment.”  To become aware of larger educational issues surrounding the school and community, it is helpful for teacher leaders to join, or at least observe, school committee meetings or local education task force meetings (e.g. school board meetings).  These settings allow for novice teacher leaders to watch leadership in action and observe varying leadership forms.  Teachers are aware that their students can learn through modeling; the same holds for teachers learning to be teacher leaders.  Seeing effective leadership first-hand can help in develop personalized ideas about leadership.


Observing or joining these organizations also builds education about pressing issues that affect schools and students which leads to effective decision making on the individual teacher’s part.  Nolan and Palazzolo (2011) explain teacher participation and involvement in school and local decision making leads to “increased job satisfaction, increased teacher commitment to classroom goal achievement, and increased teacher attendance and decreased teacher burnout.”

Participate in a Mentor Program


Teacher mentoring programs appeared in the 1980s to help facilitate the transition into the teaching career and school culture, reduce the attrition rate of novice teachers, and engage veteran teachers in supportive relationships with beginning, and often younger, teachers (Tillman, 2005).  Many, if not most, beginning teachers are required to participate in mentor programs at the school or county level, but novice teacher leaders know how to take maximum advantage of these programs.  Most beginning teachers that leave the profession do so due to unpreparedness and a lack of supportive relationship within the school; leaving some critics to dub education as “the profession that eats its young” (Halford, 1998).  Mentoring programs should be designed to help novice teachers, not add stress or anxiety (Quinn, Haggard, and Ford, 2006).  Therefore, mentors of beginning teachers need to focus on the mentee’s needs, not their own professional or personal agendas (Mandel, 2006).  Sessions and meetings during which mentees and mentors engage should reflect the needs of the beginning teacher, which can be as mundane as how to navigate and operate the computerized grading system to larger theoretical issues about teaching strategies and best practices.  While mentor programs have been found to “invigorate” new and veteran teachers (Gehrke, 1991), focus should be kept on the beginning teacher.  Novice teacher leaders should engage in their mentor relationship, using the mentor teacher as a resource, confidant, and model.  As beginning teacher leaders grow into seasoned teacher leaders, the relationship roles will change as they develop their own relationships with as a mentor with new teachers.

Become Aware of School Culture and Seek to Make Changes

Flores (2004), quoting Hargreaves (1992), defines school culture as “beliefs, values, habits, and assumed ways of doing things among communities of teachers who have had to deal with similar demands and constraints over many years.”  Research shows that the culture of a school and the workplace environment greatly influences teacher learning and the education of students (Flores, 2004).  Katzenmeyer and Moller (2009) describe schools with positive cultures as:
· Encouraging and providing professional development

· Recognizing effective teachers

· Encouraging autonomy

· Encouraging teacher collaboration and collegiality

· Allowing and encouraging involvement and input in important decision making

· Having open and constructive communication and dialogues

· Creating a positive work environment

Novice teacher leaders are aware that school culture exists, varies from school to school, and can be positive, negative, or a mix of both.  Further, teacher leaders seek to find ways to change school culture for the better.   The first step to changing culture is to be aware of how culture functions in school in which they are employed.  To change a culture means that teacher leaders bring and accentuate positive qualities to replace negative aspects of the existing culture. Again, “a school’s culture has far more influence of life and learning in the schoolhouse than the state department of education, the superintendent, the school board, or even the principal can ever have” (Barth, 2001), therefore teacher leaders at all career stages need to strive to improve school culture for themselves and their students.
Develop Craft Knowledge

Barth defines craft knowledge as “the massive collection of experiences and learnings that those who live and work under the rood of the schoolhouse inevitably accrue during their careers” (2001).  Seasoned teacher leaders have a wealth of craft knowledge that lends to developing leadership skills over years of teaching, however, beginning teachers do not have an arsenal of craft knowledge upon which to draw in times of need.  The only way that a novice teacher leader can build craft knowledge is to keep experiencing everyday war stories, “descriptions of practice, verbal portraits of the events of the schoolhouse,” (Barth, 2001) and then analyzing and growing from them.  As Barth (2001) says, “you learn how to cut down a tree by cutting down a lot of trees.”  
Beginning teacher leaders need to inquire about these war stories and learn from the craft knowledge of veteran teachers.  Novice teacher leaders should be like sponges, absorbing as much as possible from the great wealth of knowledge around them (e.g. engaging in mentor programs).  Craft knowledge also appears in the pages of “teacher diaries.”  When used correctly, teacher diaries initiate reflection, the act that forms craft knowledge.
Conclusion


While past and current research implies that teacher leader candidates are veteran teachers, it is possible, even necessary to shift focus to developing leaders in novice teachers.  The call for teacher leadership transcends career stages and is extended to teachers of all ages or experience level.  Encouraging leadership qualities in novice teachers can serve to produce lifelong learners and leaders within and outside of the teaching profession.  I plan on using the action plan I have developed and sharing it with fellow novice teachers as well as my future mentor and veteran teachers. 
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