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Publisher’s Column: Teacher Leadership 
by Jan Fitzsimmons 

 
Jan Fitzsimmons, Ph.D., is president of the Center for Success in High-Need Schools and publisher 
of Voices for Educational Equity. 
 
Teacher leadership is increasingly at the forefront of educational reform efforts across the nation 
and, as one of this journal’s lead article notes, around the world.  Although the concept itself is not 
new, it has gained renewed attention as educators, policymakers, and school systems search for 
effective strategies to improve student achievement, strengthen school culture, and address 
persistent challenges related to teacher recruitment and retention. In many districts, teacher 
leadership is viewed not simply as an enhancement to traditional school structures, but as a critical 
lever for organizational improvement and long-term sustainability. At the same time, the field 
continues to wrestle with important questions about what teacher leadership truly means, how it 
should be structured, and where it best resides within the broader educational system. 
 
The nine articles and columns that follow reflect the complexity, diversity, and promise of teacher 
leadership. Each author approaches the topic from a distinct perspective, offering unique 
frameworks, experiences, and priorities for understanding how teachers can influence schools 
beyond the classroom.  
 
In the lead article, we visit teacher leadership with Leblanc and Moore and read stories about 
teacher leaders from the U.S., Canada, Finland, Japan and Iceland. While sharing a glimpse of 
teacher leadership around the world and the important role teacher leaders play in improving 
education for each child and for all education systems, Leblanc and Moore also point out the 
glaring flaws in a structure of educational leadership “with little to no opportunity for upward 
growth” for its main players, a structure where salaries “ barely meet cost-of-living raises,”  and a 
“career lattice” that is “inconsistent and unstable.” The authors echo Ingersoll (2017) noting:  
“Pathways should improve working conditions and cultivate opportunities for professional growth; 
however, schools or districts may not have the time or resources to build systems that 
operationalize teacher leaders.” Leblanc and Moore suggest a need to revisit the organizational 
structure of leadership in education. 
 
Lenarz et al. build on the idea of pathways and share a study of teacher leader pathways from 
preservice to inservice. While they underline the importance of teacher leaders and their impact 
on schools, the Lenarz et al. research encourages society to look at teacher leadership in terms of 
pathways rather than distinct position roles, as well to rethink the school leadership framework in 
education to include teacher leaders, assistant principals and principals.  To do this it will also be 
critical for teacher preparation programs to identify and nurture leadership and be intentional about 
developing leadership skills throughout preparation by including it in both course and field work. 
Principals, too, will need to re-envision the leadership structure in their schools to cultivate and 
nourish teacher leadership to advantage the students and families they serve. 
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Administrators are addressed in the article by Chesner and Gugel.  They address a common 
superintendent misconception that by encouraging teachers to grow as teacher leaders, they are 
disrupting the flow of potential candidates into the principal pipeline. Chesner and Gugel share 
research that suggests the reality is quite the opposite; rather “supporting teacher leaders 
strengthens and stabilizes the principal pipeline.” Explore the researchers’ logic and see if you 
arrive at the same consensus that teacher leadership multiplies the impact of strategic improvement 
plans making school leadership both manageable and powerful, that “a strategic plan to embed 
teacher leadership in a school is a plan to build a healthy school system.” 
 
Passmore and Schechter take the idea of teacher leader impact a step further in examining the 
role of special educators as teacher leaders within the current educational system.   They find that 
special education teachers are often overlooked for teacher leader roles.  Are they overlooked 
because of the difficulty in finding new candidates to fill their teaching positions or are they 
overlooked because our system for supporting teacher leaders is inconsistent and not well-defined? 
Passmore and Schechter ask, “How can school communities and special education better support 
students with disabilities through teacher leadership?” The authors share the rich skills and ways 
that special education teachers add to the leadership team of a school and strengthen education for 
all students through a lens that understands and can put into place multi-tiered systems of support 
for all children. Perhaps more special education teachers should be considered for a place at the 
table. 
 
Lenarz visits how you get to the table in her article on “Followership.”  “Followership” in an issue 
on “Teacher Leadership?”  What is “Followership?” Lenarz defines followership as “the active, 
discerning way teachers participate in shared professional work through judgment, initiative, and 
responsibility.”  When described in this way, Lenarz portrays it as the precursor to teacher 
leadership, “the groundwork for teacher credibility” that can be nurtured from the beginning of 
teacher preparation, licensure, hiring and professionalizing a career in education. Lenarz argues 
that schools do not do well just because leaders lead well, but rather because people in an 
organization follow well.  So, do you have to learn to follow well to become a strong teacher 
leader?  Check out the argument Lenarz makes in this article. 
 
Passi et al take a deep dive into the authentic interactions of the individuals in schools and share 
a conceptual piece that supports what many of the authors in this issue of Voices advance.  As 
Passi et al put it, “contemporary scholarship on teacher leadership and distributed leadership 
repeatedly emphasizes how leadership is enacted through interaction, not merely held through 
position.” These researchers point out that what remains “under-theorized is the relational process 
required for that enactment: the adult capacities and conditions that make it possible for teachers 
to lead through co-construction rather than through adherence to status quo hierarchies.” Passi et 
al focus on “relational capacity” and advance the idea that it is that capacity that is at the “core of  
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leadership,” especially teacher leadership which often finds itself in the middle of school 
improvement initiatives. See if the case they build using vignettes makes you a believer. As a 
teacher leader can you share feedback, data or coaching without demeaning or judging the 
colleagues you lead? Passi et al argue that being able to do so is crucial for “relations to remain 
open and dialogue to be ongoing” rather than dwindle and stop. 
 
Like McDaniel-Hall and Passi et al, Miklusak is interested in the relationships that are formed or 
not formed among educators as they grow in years of experience. But for Miklusik it is really not 
just an interest in the interactions in and of themselves, but rather how critical the intersections are 
for teachers staying or leaving.  She shares feet-on-the-ground work around the question, how do 
you keep the school’s most expert teachers engaged? For the past two years Mikusik has met 
quarterly with a group of mid-career high school teachers to discuss “ways to maintain 
engagement.” While there is a plethora of research on ways to onboard and sustain new teachers, 
ways to capitalize on the wisdom of mid-career teachers is sketchy at best.  Is teacher leadership 
the answer to supporting mid-career teachers? See what Miklusik argues. 
 
In her opinion piece McDaniel-Hall examines the interactions of educators as she considers 
teacher leadership.  McDaniel-Hall contemplates stories about her roots in the reflection she shares 
on the importance of deep listening. As she ruminates over her earlier research on leaders, she 
arrives at the conclusion that teachers are leaving the profession because their voices are falling 
on deaf ears! In this column she calls for leaders and followers to work together to create a culture 
where there is time and space for all voices to be heard, where relationship is valued, where it is 
safe for teachers to advocate for themselves, where all members feel they belong and are valued.  
McDaniel-Hall argues that “leaders who listen create teachers who lead.” And, you know that 
teacher leaders change the world!   
 
Perhaps it is appropriate that we end this issue with Dieter and King’s review of Teacher Burnout 
Turnaround: Strategies for Empowered Educators (2020) by Patricia A. Jennings.  While the 
emphasis in this book seems to be on teacher burnout, Dieter and King proffer that Jennings shares 
strategies to empower teachers and both teacher and student leadership.  I am especially intrigued 
by Dieter and King’s descriptions in chapters 4 and 5 on the benefits of systems thinking and their 
insights into teacher professionalism in Chapter 7. 
 
While the nine articles in this issue vary in emphasis and approach, several common themes 
emerge. Collectively, they highlight the importance of collaborative relationships within schools, 
the need for supportive organizational structures, and the role of teacher leadership in driving 
meaningful educational improvement. Together, these readings provide an opportunity to explore 
both the challenges and possibilities of teacher leadership and to consider how schools and systems 
might better cultivate teacher leaders to meet the evolving needs of students, educators, and 
communities. And perhaps some thoughts about how the systems themselves might re-envisioned! 
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Teacher Leadership Impact Around the World 
by Debbie LeBlanc and Cynthia Moore 

Author Bios 
Debbie LeBlanc earned a doctorate in Curriculum and Instruction with a leadership emphasis from 
Northern Illinois University. She served 35 years as an elementary and middle school principal 
and Director of Student Services. A former Aurora University program chair, she is co-president 
of Illinois Partners for Teacher Leadership and immediate past international president of the DKG 
Society International. She may be reached at dleblancedd@gmail.com. 
 
Cynthia Moore has a Master of Education – Educational Administration – Thesis: The Fabric of 
Leadership (2004). As an active teacher leader for 28 years, Moore served throughout the Regina 
Public Schools (K-12, acting principal), as a sessional lecturer at the University of Regina, Regina, 
Saskatchewan, Canada, and DKG Society International Member-at-Large (2020-2024). She may 
be reached at cpmoore022@gmail.com 
 
Abstract 
Teacher leadership plays a critical role in strengthening instructional practice, supporting 
professional collaboration, and improving student learning. York-Barr and Duke (2004) define 
teacher leadership as the process by which teachers influence colleagues, administrators, and the 
broader school community to enhance teaching and learning. The Teacher Leader Model Standards 
provide a framework for this work across seven domains, including collaboration, research-
informed practice, professional learning, assessment, community outreach, and advocacy. 
 

This paper explores teacher leadership through both research and global perspectives shared by 
members of DKG Society International. Examples from Canada, Costa Rica, Finland, Iceland, and 
Japan illustrate how educators lead through experiential learning, digital advocacy, collaborative 
curriculum design, research-based professional development, and interdisciplinary instruction. 
Despite differences in national contexts, common themes emerge: teacher leadership is grounded 
in collaboration, professional trust, and a commitment to continuous improvement. 

 

These international insights “in their own words” demonstrate how empowering teachers as 
leaders strengthens educational systems, supports professional growth, and expands the influence 
of educators beyond the classroom to shape policy, practice, and community engagement 
worldwide. 

 

Teacher Leader Model Standards 

York-Barr and Duke (2004) have defined teacher leadership as, “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.” In 2011 the Teacher Leadership Exploratory Consortium released The Teacher  
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Leader Model Standards which define the knowledge, skills, and competencies for teacher leaders.  
The Standards are: 

Domain I: Fostering a Collaborative Culture to Support Educator Development and Student 
Learning  

Domain II: Accessing and Using Research to Improve Practice and Student Learning  

Domain III: Promoting Professional Learning for Continuous Improvement  

Domain IV: Facilitating Improvements in Instruction and Student Learning  

Domain V: Promoting the Use of 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 
 
These model standards of teacher leadership reflect the collaborative cultures promoting 
professional and personal development and research that improves student learning and 
instruction, extends outreach with families and communities while advocating for student learning 
and the profession. 
 

Leslie Rennick, ISBE (Illinois State Board of Education) Northwest Regional Teacher of the Year 
describes it this way in a recent Ten Talk at the Illinois Teacher Leader Summit, “I pride myself 
on being one of the veteran teachers in my building who has taken on leadership roles over the 
years to pave the way for a more positive, inclusive, impactful climate for all students and staff.” 
She stresses the importance of these leadership roles for her growth as an educator, support for 
colleagues, work in providing more impactful opportunities for her students and her involvement 
as a community member. (February 27, 2026) 

Teacher Leadership Matters 

McCaw and Mummert (2009) call for more teacher leaders in every school because teacher leaders 
know how to respond to rapid changes in school reform, recruit a diverse and high-quality teacher 
pool, sustain professional development and support teacher retention, direct teachers into areas of 
high need, and support high quality new teacher mentoring programs. Teacher leaders use student 
data to improve student learning, support educational reforms, high-quality teaching, chair 
curriculum committees and lead professional development to implement new curriculum strategies 
and instructional methodology. (LeBlanc & Caputo Love, 2022) 
Few careers exist with little to no opportunity for upward growth and barely meet cost-of-living 
raises, yet that is the structure currently in place for teachers. The current “career lattice” for 
teachers is inconsistent and unstable. Teachers are forced to seek their own “opportunities,” rather 
than being offered by their administration and/or districts. Often, additional responsibilities are  
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bestowed upon our “best and brightest” with little to no pay or recognition of the importance of 
their role. Community stakeholders are rarely made aware of the contributions of these teacher 
leaders, or the direct impact they have had on their school or district. (ibid) 
 
The development of pathways to leadership for teachers lays a foundation to recruit and retain 
effective educators, however existing roles are limited in quantity and quality. This limits the 
benefits of teacher leaders who want to stay in their classroom and affect student learning, but who 
also want to use their increased experience and wisdom to share their voice and affect decision-
making regarding instruction, curriculum, and policy matters. Teacher leader roles provide these 
opportunities. Pathways should improve working conditions and cultivate opportunities for 
professional growth (Ingersoll, 2017); however, schools or districts may not have the time or 
resources to build systems that operationalize teacher leaders. 
 
DKG Global Perspectives  
As members of DKG Society International we have the distinct opportunity to collaborate with 
educators in 17 countries including Canada, Europe, Japan, Latin America, and the United States. 
We shared the Teacher Leadership Model Standards with women beyond U.S. borders to learn 
more about global teacher leadership perspectives which have resonated with them through 
passion, experience, and relevance.  Members from Canada, Costa Rica, Finland, Iceland, and 
Japan have shared their unique reflections on teacher leadership in their countries.  Each 
international perspective offers deep insights into the opportunities and challenges experienced by 
all educators. 
 
Canada 
 Opening Minds, Creating Community 
 
In February 1993, an elementary teacher in Calgary, Alberta, brought her class to the Calgary Zoo 
for a week-long learning experience. During this week, students slowed down, observed animals, 
and participated in interdisciplinary thinking. The teacher wanted to open her students’ minds to 
an experience in the world. This week-long field trip model developed through the years and is 
now called Campus Calgary/Open Minds. The program has grown into a multi-site experience 
connecting students to their community. Every year, teachers apply to the site they want to 
experience with their students.  
 
Each learning site has a dedicated coordinator who plans the week to create a connection between 
the community and the classroom. The coordinator’s role is to facilitate learning for students, but 
also to act as a model and leader for the teachers participating in the program. As a new teacher, I 
participated in Campus Calgary/Open Minds and my teaching practice evolved with the support 
of the coordinators. The program helped develop my leadership skills within the schools where I  
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taught and led me to become a coordinator with Campus Calgary/Open Minds.   For five years, I 
acted as the coordinator for City Hall School which was in the city’s municipal building.  
 
Domain I: Fostering a Collaborative Culture to Support Educator Development and Student 
Learning  
The program not only seeks to create amazing learning experiences for students, but to create a 
transformation in the educational setting in each classroom. Teachers who participate in the 
program take part in continuous learning about new and different approaches to education. Campus 
Calgary/Open Minds has a focus on experiential learning and journaling techniques. All 
professional development throughout the year connects back to these ideas. Each teacher joins a 
small group of educators that are attending the same site, and they learn about the community of 
that site, how to connect to classroom content, and how to incorporate journaling in their everyday 
activities. These ways of learning help students achieve a deeper and more authentic understanding 
of the content that they need to learn throughout the year.    
 
Coordinators provide support by modeling effective practices and developing professional 
development. This support begins in the spring before the teachers attend their field trip where 
they are given all the resources they need to have a successful experience. In the summer, teachers 
get to have a day in the life of their students at the site and learn detailed journaling techniques to 
deepen learning. Later in the year, multiple workshops are developed to help keep teachers 
connected to their teacher learning community and philosophy. Campus Calgary/Open Minds 
works with hundreds of classrooms and teachers each year. This creates a collection of teachers 
with a variety of experiences all learning from each other during these teacher workshops. 
 
Domain III: Promoting Professional Learning for Continuous Improvement  
Professional development throughout the year helps teachers connect to an overarching idea that 
they are investigating with their students. Campus Calgary/Open Minds considers teachers’ needs 
and the Alberta Program of Studies when planning workshops. Workshops are inspired by current 
educational research and older philosophies on curriculum. They believe mandated content can be 
taught in exciting, interdisciplinary ways that create more effective student connections to learning 
and invigorate teacher practice.  
 
Domain VI: Improving Outreach and Collaboration with Families and Community  
Campus Calgary/Open Minds week-long field trips go beyond the walls of the classroom, the 
school, and even the students’ neighborhood. Students are exposed to new communities and 
organizations within the city of which they were not aware. By experiencing learning in an 
authentic setting in Calgary, students feel ownership of their city and become more active citizens. 
During the week, classrooms will meet experts, experience unfamiliar areas, consider new ideas, 
and document their understanding. They find authentic connections to their mandated content that 
deepens their learning. Teachers learn how to open their classroom and respond to issues and  
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events in their city instead of passively delivering the content. By supporting this way of teaching, 
there is a shift in how teachers approach learning leading to greater student success and connection 
to their community.  
Erin Retallack, Beta/Calgary Chapter, Alberta, Canada. Teacher with the Calgary Board of 
Education. 
 
Costa Rica 
 Transforming connections  
Since the creation of the Costa Rica State Organization of DKG more than 45 years ago, its 
members have played important roles in fostering educational quality through teacher mentoring 
programs, sometimes through strategic alliances with other institutions, sometimes through 
chapter or State Organization projects, or even as part of their employment responsibilities. 
Likewise, when they have held key positions in the management of educational processes, DKG's 
philosophy has been evident, as it aligns with the values that support the country's educational 
policies. 
 
The American continent is experiencing a political phenomenon, from which Costa Rica is not 
exempt, that promotes the reduction of the national budget allocated to education, with the 
consequent decline in educational quality. This is due to the elimination of programs in science 
and technology education, programs focused on diversity and inclusion, support for students' 
socioeconomic needs, and programs addressing gender equality as a basis of human development, 
among others. This situation demands greater involvement from DKG, a responsibility we are 
determined to strengthen. 
 
But times have changed. As a result of the two-year lockdown due to the COVID-19 pandemic, 
the ways in which people and groups connect have been transformed, giving digital 
communication technologies a leading role. We learned to use them to continue our activities at 
DKG, and once the lockdown ended, in accordance with the sociocultural transformations the 
pandemic brought about in how we interact, We found that the most effective way to continue 
impacting the quality of education in the country was through the use of these new media in digital 
formats, along with the traditional projects we continue to develop.  
 
DKG-Costa Rica has embraced new communication technologies through social media and 
communication channels like Facebook, Instagram, and YouTube to reach an outside wider 
audience. Within the organization, WhatsApp plays a crucial role, as members now have 
immediate access to information. In some cases, compensatory measures are implemented to 
facilitate access for members with connectivity issues— becoming less frequent thanks to their 
own learning and adaptation processes. Expanding member meetings through the Zoom platform 
allows participation of colleagues who have difficulty traveling in person. 
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Through these communication and dissemination tools, it is now possible to: 
 

-  Share our position on educational policy projects and actions that concern us. 
-  Invite members to participate, sharing the results of their academic/professional activities. 
-  Recognize innovative initiatives developed by members. 
-  Encourage reflection on commemorative dates. 
-  Highlight the importance of activities carried out by entities external to DKG that contribute 
to the improvement of education. 
-  Disseminate publications produced by members as part of their individual professional 
responsibilities. 
-  Invite members to participate in and provide information about the annual activities of  DKG- 
Costa Rica 
 

In accordance with this new perspective of mass communication, the national press has shown 
greater interest in our positions on educational policy by publishing our opinion articles, thus 
augmenting paper copies which are reaching fewer homes. 
 
Today, people are making more conscious use of social media and digital platforms. It is 
impossible to miss this opportunity, as it allows us to fulfill our responsibility as educators 
committed to quality education by promoting dialogue, reflection, and proposals that contribute to 
educational development while also raising awareness of our work. It is impossible to measure the 
impact these advocacy efforts have had on national educational decision-making or on shaping 
public opinion on the subject. What we can affirm is that DKG-Costa Rica has found alternative 
ways to reach a wider audience in response to the transformations that current society has 
undergone due to digital communication. We can also confirm that we have fulfilled our obligation 
to generate discussion around appropriate initiatives that benefit education and women educators, 
as established by the fourth purpose of our Society. 
 
Dr. Alejandrina Mata, Beta/San Jose Chapter, Costa Rica, Retired Teacher and Researcher, 
University of Costa Rica 
Mónica Azofeifa, Alpha/San Jose Chapter, Costa Rica, Preschool Teacher and Administrator in 
Heredia, Costa Rica 
 
Finland 
Teachers as Leaders in Finland  
 
1. Strong Professional Autonomy and Responsibility 
Finnish teachers operate with a high degree of professional trust, giving them freedom to plan, 
implement, and evaluate learning according to their expertise. This autonomy positions teachers  
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as pedagogical leaders who take responsibility for instructional decisions rather than following 
rigid external mandates. Sahlberg’s observations show that teachers see themselves as 
professionals entrusted with designing and assessing their own work. [pasisahlberg.com] 
 
2. Collaboration as a Core Leadership Practice 
Teacher leadership in Finland grows from a collaborative culture where teaching teams 
collectively plan curriculum, share expertise, and support student learning. Schools emphasize 
teamwork as a central value, rejecting “lone riders” in favor of shared responsibility for school 
development. Research also shows that leadership in Finland is understood as a collective, social 
process, where decision-making is distributed across the teaching staff. [pasisahlberg.com], 
[research.ulapland.fi] 
 
3. Teachers as Co-designers of Curriculum and Learning 
Finnish teachers actively co-create the local curriculum, interpreting national guidelines to suit 
their learners and community. This role gives them significant influence over the direction of 
teaching and learning in their schools. National research highlights teachers’ status as co-designers 
who shape assessment practices, pedagogy and school-level implementation. 
[teachertaskforce.org] 
 
4. Leadership Embedded in Everyday Practice 
Teacher leadership is part of everyday school life rather than tied to formal titles or administrative 
positions. Teachers led by mentoring colleagues, developing pedagogical approaches, and 
contributing to continuous school improvement. This aligns with research describing Finnish 
leadership as a distributed phenomenon embedded in the daily interactions and routines of school 
communities. [pasisahlberg.com], [research.ulapland.fi] 
 
5. High Qualification Standards Support Teacher Leadership 
All Finnish teachers must hold a master’s degree which ensures deep subject knowledge, 
pedagogical expertise and research literacy. This academic foundation enables teachers to 
confidently take leadership roles in curriculum design, assessment and school development. 
Finland’s teacher qualification requirements reinforce the professional status and authority of 
teachers within their schools. [generisonline.com] 
 
6. A Culture of Trust Instead of External Accountability 
Finland’s education system does not rely on high-stakes tests or heavy external inspection; instead, 
teachers themselves assess student learning using shared professional standards. This reinforces 
the idea that teachers—not external agencies—are responsible for educational quality and the 
success of their students. Sahlberg notes that the absence of standardized testing strengthens 
teachers’ capacity to lead learning based on professional judgment rather than test-driven demands. 
[pasisahlberg.com] 

https://pasisahlberg.com/wp-content/uploads/2012/12/Teachers-as-leaders-20131.pdf
https://pasisahlberg.com/wp-content/uploads/2012/12/Teachers-as-leaders-20131.pdf
https://research.ulapland.fi/fi/publications/understanding-leadership-in-educational-leadership-research-in-fi/
https://teachertaskforce.org/sites/default/files/2026-02/Finnish%25252520Teachers%25252520Paper.pdf
https://pasisahlberg.com/wp-content/uploads/2012/12/Teachers-as-leaders-20131.pdf
https://research.ulapland.fi/fi/publications/understanding-leadership-in-educational-leadership-research-in-fi/
https://generisonline.com/understanding-teacher-standards-and-certification-requirements-in-finland/
https://pasisahlberg.com/wp-content/uploads/2012/12/Teachers-as-leaders-20131.pdf
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Pia Nyman, Zeta/Tampere Chapter, Finland. Teacher of English and German at Pyynikki Upper 
Secondary School, Tampere, Finland) 
DKG Finland State Organization (President 2025-27) 
 
 
Iceland 
Sustainable Professional Development for Teachers to Enhance the Quality of Teaching and 
Learning in Language Art and STEM Subjects through the Use of Video Recordings in Lessons 
(SAEG). 
 
The importance of continuous professional development (CPD) for teachers is well established in 
the research literature. Scholars have repeatedly underscored the need to move from traditional 
forms of professional development that takes place outside the context of teachers’ everyday 
practice (e.g., Darling-Hammond et al., 2017). 
 
These lines guide the Icelandic project Sustainable Professional Development for Teachers to 
Enhance the Quality of Teaching and Learning in Language Art and STEM Subjects through the 
Use of Video Recordings in Lessons (SAEG). The project is conceptualized as a development and 
research initiative that ran for two years (2024–2025), followed by a year of follow-up activities 
in 2026. The project’s central focus was the empowerment of teachers to improve the quality of 
their instruction by using video recordings of their own teaching. The follow-up phase aimed to 
further support teachers in applying newly acquired knowledge both in their own classrooms and 
as teacher leaders through collaboration within their professional communities. 
The initiative was carried out through close collaboration among researchers from the School of 
Education at the University of Iceland, teachers in compulsory schools, and staff from two 
municipal education offices. It focused on teaching and learning in Icelandic, mathematics, and 
science at the middle and lower secondary levels. Teachers utilized classroom video recordings as 
a basis for self-reflection and professional dialogue. Through guided analysis, they practiced 
identifying elements associated with high-quality instruction as defined by the PLATO framework 
(Grossman et al., 2013) and explored strategies for developing and refining specific aspects of 
their teaching in cooperation with peers, instructional coaches, and researchers. The overall 
purpose of the study is to propose recommendations to educational authorities concerning 
structures and approaches to professional development based on the insights gained from the 
SAEG project. The project has two main aims: first, to develop new forms of collaborative 
approaches for teacher professional learning on instructional quality using video-based reflection; 
second, to generate and disseminate knowledge about the characteristics of high-quality teaching.   
 
The SAEG project builds on insights generated through the Nordic Centre of Excellence on 
Quality in Teaching (QUINT) (Blikstad Balas & Jenset, 2024; Klette et.al. 2026).  In addition, the  
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project draws upon over a decade of accumulated research on the structures and forms of effective 
teacher professional development (Darling-Hammond et al., 2017) that are content focused and 
sustained in duration and include among other active learning, collaboration and coaching. Various 
models have been identified to bridge the knowing-doing gap in education (Broekkamp and van 
Hout-Walters, 2007; Ventista & Brown, 2023); Anna Kristín Sigurðardóttir et al, 2018); and 
Burgard, & Boucher, 2025) are among those who suggest some form of knowledge partnership 
where researchers, practitioners and policy makers meets as equal partners, as followed in SAEG 
project.  
 
This paper addresses the following research questions: 
What opportunities and challenges do teachers and researchers identify when participating in an 
integrated research and professional development project such as SAEG? 
 
Method 
The SAEG project is defined as an integrated research and development project aimed at 
improving teaching quality and was carried out with funding from the Educational Research Fund 
of the Ministry of Education and Children, 2024–2026. It is an intervention study where data were 
collected before and after the intervention (Cramner, 2018). Participants were 16 teachers at the 
middle and lower secondary levels, staff from two school administration offices in Reykjavík and 
Múlaþing, and five researchers from the School of Education at the University of Iceland. All 
teachers in these two municipalities were invited to participate.  
 
The intervention lasted one school year, from August 2024 to August 2025. Teachers received 
instruction on teaching quality and on the PLATO analytical framework (Grossman et al., 2013). 
They chose focus areas (from PLATO) to work on under the supervision of mentors from the 
School of Education. They experimented in their own teaching with the help of video recordings 
of their lessons and presented their experiences to others on the team and to colleagues in their 
own school. Workshops were held regularly featuring discussions of good teaching and videos that 
were watched together. The school leaders were carefully informed at all stages to make sure that 
they supported their teachers.  
 
Data collected included recordings of lessons, one lesson before and one after the intervention, a 
total of 38 lessons. These were analyzed with reference to PLATO and used in conversations with 
the teachers. Interviews were conducted with all teachers before and after the intervention, a total 
of 38 interviews. Teachers also submitted written reflections on their own learning and progress 
on a regular basis. Interviews and reflections were thematically analyzed. Students completed 
questionnaires at the end of the intervention. Researchers conducted a SWOT analysis of the 
challenges and opportunities of participating in a project of this kind. 
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Conclusions  
 
All participants acknowledged various opportunities in professional development of this kind. 
School leaders and school district staff saw opportunities to improve the quality of education in 
the school/municipality; the researchers saw opportunities to strengthen their own understanding 
of everyday work in schools and thereby improve teacher education as they taught teacher students. 
The teachers wanted to challenge themselves, be pushed a little, and saw value in belonging to a 
peer group that was developing as leaders. Progress was visible for most teachers in the areas they 
worked on. There were also challenges. It was difficult to recruit teachers and secure their 
commitment for the entire period. Teachers were unsure about expectations, including workload, 
and experienced anxiety about recording their own teaching and showing it to others. For the 
researchers, a challenge was sticking to a predesigned research plan that frequently clashed with 
events and incidents in the schools. Expectations were also different: researchers wanted good data 
while teachers wanted more guidance. It was demanding and time-consuming for the researchers 
to serve both as mentors and as investigators.  
 
Overall, this form of professional development proved its value, although it is hard to demonstrate 
after such a short time. Teachers became more aware of their own teaching and noticed things in 
their practice they could improve. Follow-up will reveal whether the project’s effects can be scaled 
across the schools and whether the positive changes endure, that is, whether the project’s 
sustainability can be strengthened. The results are expected to contribute to a deeper understanding 
of the effects of job-embedded professional learning on the quality of teaching and, in turn, to 
positively influence teacher commitment and student learning experiences. Teachers developed 
specialized expertise that proved valuable both for their own professional growth and for the 
broader professional community.  
 
In this sense, the project seems inherently sustainable: it fostered the creation of new knowledge 
and competencies among teachers in participating schools, forming a foundation for the continued 
development of their practice and for knowledge sharing with colleagues. 
Anna Kristín Sigurðardóttir, Kappa/Capital Region Chapter, Iceland. Professor of Education, 
University of Iceland.  
 
Japan 1 
Teacher Leadership through the eyes of two professional educators in Japan 
 
Teacher leadership is developed through ongoing professional collaboration, learning, and 
engagement with the wider community. Through my experience teaching in Kochi, Japan, as both 
full-time and adjunct professor, I have seen how educators contribute to institutional improvement 
and student learning by sharing ideas, supporting colleagues, and developing innovative teaching 
practices. Universities regularly organize FDSD (Faculty and Staff Development) seminars  
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featuring specialists in fields such as education, law, and technology. These are offered both face-
to-face and online, allowing faculty to exchange ideas and reflect on educational challenges. In the 
Shikoku region, several universities also collaborate to host virtual lunchtime lectures twice a 
month. Participants ask questions, share comments, and complete surveys to suggest future topics. 
Such initiatives foster a professional culture in which educators actively contribute to educational 
improvement and collective learning. 
 
Teacher leadership is also reflected in the integration of interdisciplinary learning with new 
technologies in the classroom. In recent years, some junior and senior high schools have begun 
combining social studies or history with English instruction, with student teams preparing 
presentations in English about historical events or social issues. In some cases, students use AI 
tools such as ChatGPT to assist with writing and translation. This approach works most effectively 
when teachers collaborate across disciplines: a social studies teacher provides historical context in 
Japanese, an English teacher supports language development, and another instructor offers 
guidance on technology and presentation skills.  
 
I experimented with a similar approach nearly twenty years ago at a junior high school, combining 
English and social studies. Although it required additional preparation, it demonstrated the value 
of interdisciplinary cooperation. Today, I apply a refined version of this approach in my university 
science classes. Sophomore students work in teams to research topics in fields such as biology, 
biotechnology, or physics, prepare presentations in English, and present their findings to their 
peers. Through this process, students practice communicating specialized knowledge while 
developing both language proficiency and collaborative skills. 
 
Effective teacher leadership also involves strengthening communication among educators. In 
Japan, universities often rely on adjunct faculty to teach English courses, which can create 
challenges in maintaining consistent communication between full-time and part-time instructors. 
At Kochi University of Technology, faculty members previously held monthly lunchtime meetings 
to discuss the English curriculum and collaboratively develop teaching materials. Full-time 
professors would share course outlines and resources that adjunct instructors could adapt to their 
teaching styles.  
 
Similarly, at Kochi University, faculty created a freshman English handbook, curriculum 
guidelines, and assessment rubrics while allowing instructors flexibility in implementation. 
Although much communication occurs through email, informal discussions among adjunct 
instructors between classes often provide valuable opportunities to exchange ideas and solve 
practical problems. These interactions illustrate how teacher leadership can emerge through 
collegial collaboration and shared responsibility for curriculum development. 
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Teacher leadership is further strengthened through collaborative research and community 
engagement. At Kochi Gakuen Junior College, where I teach full time, faculty members publish 
research annually, with many projects focusing on improving educational practice. I have 
participated in several studies, including a project examining the benefits of information exchanges 
between first- and second-year early childhood  
education students. In this project, second-year students shared their experiences from teaching 
practicums, providing guidance and encouragement to first-year students preparing for their own 
placements.  
 
During the COVID-19 pandemic, we also surveyed students in the department of nutrition and 
management to better understand their dietary habits and mental health challenges. More recently, 
our faculty has explored ways to improve ICT integration in the classroom. For example, dental 
hygiene students reported that watching clinical practice videos through Microsoft Teams before 
and after laboratory sessions improved their confidence and preparation. These experiences 
demonstrate how collaborative inquiry can support both student learning and instructional 
improvement. 
 
Finally, teacher leadership in Kochi often extends beyond the classroom through partnerships with 
local communities. Educational institutions frequently collaborate with local governments and 
organizations to promote practical learning through team-based and project-based activities. For 
example, elementary students in coastal communities have worked with residents to map 
evacuation routes and develop disaster-prevention plans in preparation for earthquakes and 
tsunamis. Universities also organize community disaster-prevention events where participants 
practice practical skills such as assembling evacuation shelters or transporting injured individuals 
safely. In addition, educators are addressing contemporary challenges such as DEIA (Diversity, 
Equality, Inclusiveness, and Accessibility) and the responsible use of artificial intelligence in 
education. Innovative initiatives, including the use of the OriHime avatar robot that allows 
individuals with physical limitations to work remotely, illustrate how technology can promote 
inclusion and social connection. Through professional development, interdisciplinary 
collaboration, research, and community engagement, educators in Japan contribute to a culture of 
shared leadership that supports both teacher growth and student learning. Ultimately, I believe 
teacher leadership is expressed not through formal titles but through a sustained commitment to 
collaboration, continuous learning, and empowering students, colleagues, and communities to 
grow together. 
 
Paula D. Fabian, DKG/Japan. Associate Professor in the Department of Dental Hygiene at Kochi 
Gakuen College/University 
 
Japan 2                                                                       
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The concept of “Team Gakkō” (“Team School”) illustrates the extent to which Japanese school 
organizations and cultures are grounded in collaborative structures. Teachers in Japan assume a 
wide range of responsibilities beyond subject instruction, including administrative duties, grade-
level team activities, subject-matter collaboration, and supervision of extracurricular clubs. 
Administrative responsibilities—such as career guidance and student guidance—are distributed 
among teachers. When multiple classes exist within a grade, teachers operate as a grade-level team, 
and when several teachers teach the same subject, they form subject teams to develop shared 
understandings of instruction and assessment. These organizational arrangements result in a form 
of distributed leadership among teachers. 
 
Instructional practice is guided by the national curriculum standards established by the Ministry 
of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology (MEXT). Schools are required to use 
MEXT-approved textbooks. The current national curriculum emphasizes the importance of 
enabling students to engage proactively with unpredictable societal changes, interact 
constructively with others, and realize their potential as creators of a better society and fulfilling 
lives. Central to this vision is the promotion of “active, interactive, and deep learning,” which 
teachers are expected to cultivate in their students. 
 
At the same time, Japanese school principals possess substantial discretionary authority and play 
a decisive role in shaping school direction and culture. This structural characteristic may limit 
opportunities for teachers to exercise individual leadership and pursue autonomous professional 
growth compared with systems in other countries. 
 
Japan has developed a comprehensive framework for teacher professional development. 
Prefectural governments provide a series of structured training programs—including induction 
training, second- and third-year training, seventh-year training, mid-career development programs, 
and advanced-stage training—designed to enhance teachers’ instructional expertise, team 
management skills, and self-management capacities. 
 
Informed by my prior experience at a prefectural education center, where I was engaged in 
designing and implementing in-service teacher training programs, I maintain that systematically 
structured and pedagogically intentional professional development constitutes a highly potent 
mechanism for fostering teacher leadership. Such programs can strengthen the team management 
and self-regulation skills required for effective participation in “Team School,” thereby supporting 
the development of students capable of active, interactive, and deep learning. 
 
However, recent data indicate growing systemic strain. According to an article published in the 
Kochi Shimbun on March 6, 2026, 2,828 public schools nationwide—8.8% of all public 
elementary, junior high, high, and special-needs schools—were unable to staff a total of 4,317  
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teaching positions as planned at the start of the 2025 school year. This represents a 1.7-fold 
increase from the 2,558 unfilled positions reported in FY2021, with the proportion rising from  
5.8%. Teacher recruitment examinations have reached historically low levels of competitiveness, 
particularly in elementary schools, where the ratio has declined for seven consecutive years. 
 
A 2021 survey conducted by Professor Uchida of Nagoya University and colleagues, involving 
466 public elementary school teachers and 458 public junior high school teachers, found that 
monthly overtime exceeded 100 hours on average. More than 60% of respondents reported having 
considered leaving the profession at least once in the preceding two years. 
 
These trends suggest that excessive workloads constitute a major contributing factor. The decline 
in teacher applicants increases the burden on current teachers, which in turn further discourages 
prospective candidates, creating a self-reinforcing negative cycle. Under such conditions, 
overwork has become a significant barrier to the development and enactment of teacher leadership. 
Some teachers report that the intensity of their duties leaves them with insufficient time to enhance 
instructional practice or engage in meaningful professional dialogue with colleagues. 
 
Taken together, these findings indicate that reducing excessive workloads and providing 
autonomous, well-designed professional development opportunities are essential conditions for 
fostering teacher leadership in Japan. 
Hatsue Kitahara, DKG/Japan.  Retired High School Vice Principal and High School Teacher 
 
Final Thought 
The words of Jena Kleindl, 2025 Outstanding ISBE Early Career Educator, bear remembering: 

Don’t forget about the people you left behind-- as a representative of a group of teachers 
who may be forgotten. You are not doing this work alone, think about who you can elevate 
to help you lead back at home. Teacher leadership is not about ego. It is not about years of 
experience. It is not about escaping the classroom—even though we’ve all been there.  
It is about expanding impact. Inside the classroom — by creating opportunities that didn’t 
exist before. Outside the classroom—by ensuring teacher voices shape the future of 
education. You may not always be recognized. You may not always be invited. But you 
are needed. (February 27, 2026) 
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Introduction 

Calls for increased teacher leadership have intensified amid persistent teacher shortages, declining 
morale, and limited career pathways that prevent teachers from advancing to leadership roles 
without leaving the classroom. At the same time, state and national policy conversations discuss 
teacher leadership as a way to make instruction stronger, improve student outcomes, and increase 
teacher recruitment and retention. These policy conversations give little guidance on how such 
leadership might be developed, compensated, or sustained across a teacher’s career.  

Although schools increasingly emphasize teamwork and collaboration, leadership structures in K–
12 education often remain hierarchical, positioning advancement primarily within administrative 
roles. As a result, many teachers who seek greater professional influence perceive limited options 
beyond principal certification or exit from the profession altogether.  
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This study examines how teacher leadership pathways develop across preservice and inservice 
experiences, with particular attention to the informal, team-based factors that help or block 
teachers’ leadership development. By centering teachers’ lived experiences, this study contributes 
qualitative evidence to ongoing conversations about how schools, districts, preparation programs, 
and agencies can cultivate teacher leadership as a shared institutional capacity rather than an 
individual departure from classroom teaching. 

 

Literature Review 

The concept of teacher leadership dates back to the 1930s, but it wasn’t until the 1980s that the it 
gained attention in the literature. Since then, attention to teacher leadership has varied in 
prominence from one decade to the next (Strike, Fitzsimmons & Hornberger, 2018). Researchers 
have debated its definition (York-Barr & Duke, 2004) and sought to clarify its key characteristics 
(Miles, Saxl & Lieberman, 1988), roles (Smylie, 1995), and benefits (McLaughlin & Talbert, 
1993). Today, researchers emphasize that teacher leadership contributes not only to school 
improvement and student learning outcomes but also to mitigating critical shortages of teachers 
and school leaders. Lin’s (2025) study directly explores the link between teacher leadership and 
retention of math and science teachers, finding that increased teacher leadership efficacy relates to 
lower attrition.  

In its most recent iteration, teacher leader scholarship has moved beyond seeking consensus on the 
definition of teacher leadership, its roles or benefits, and has shifted toward examining how to 
build capacity for it as a formal structure within educational systems (Smylie & Eckert, 2018). 
Although education systems depend on teacher leadership, they have yet to determine how to 
effectively cultivate and sustain teacher leadership within existing organizational frameworks. 

Significant numbers of teachers say they want to lead (MetLife, 2013),  and in 2015, the Secretary 
of Education launched Teach to Lead, an initiative to engage more teachers in leadership 
opportunities. Ruthanne Buck, Director of Teach to Lead and senior advisor to Secretary of 
Education, Arne Duncan, shared:  

If you don’t offer leadership opportunities for teachers to excel in their profession, to grow, 
and still allow them to stay in the classroom, you are asking for your best and brightest 
teachers to leave (Duncan, A. personal communication, 2014).   

Smylie and Eckert (2018) acknowledge Teach to Lead and further describe several additional 
pathways by which teachers become teacher leaders, including administrators appointing teachers 
to leadership roles and distributive leadership models.  Furthermore, they suggest that to truly 
obtain the benefits of teacher leaders, we must go beyond identifying and training teacher leaders 
for particular roles to redesigning the structure of leadership within educational systems so that 
leadership is embedded in the school culture. 
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In Illinois, teacher leadership preparation has traditionally focused on developing practicing 
(inservice) teachers; leadership development is rarely named explicitly as an outcome of teacher 
preparation programs. However, some researchers contend that delaying leadership training until 
teachers are already in the field is problematic (Bond, 2011; Xu & Patmor, 2012). They argue that 
leadership development should be embedded within teacher preparation from the preservice stage, 
alongside pedagogical training, and continue throughout inservice practice, enabling educators to 
develop a more comprehensive understanding of teacher leader roles and the broader education 
system. 

Recent research has begun to conceptualize teacher leadership not as a single role but as a 
developmental pathway that unfolds across a teacher’s career. Rather than emerging suddenly 
through formal leadership positions, teacher leadership often develops through incremental 
opportunities, informal roles, and relational supports within schools (Smylie & Eckert, 2018). 
Understanding these pathways is essential for identifying how leadership capacity develops and 
how teacher preparation programs might better support leadership development from the earliest 
stages of a teacher’s career. 

Despite growing interest in teacher leadership, relatively little research has examined how teacher 
leadership pathways develop across preservice preparation and inservice professional practice. 
This study seeks to better understand how teachers describe the experiences that shaped their 
leadership development and how preservice preparation may contribute to or limit these pathways. 
Specifically, this study explores when teacher leadership should be introduced, how it develops 
across career stages, and what factors enable or constrain teacher leadership in schools today. 

 

Participants 

This study is part of a larger, mixed-methods research project examining teacher leadership 
development across preservice and inservice contexts. Participants included 21 educators 
representing preservice, early career, and experienced teacher leaders across multiple school 
contexts, including elementary, secondary, and special education settings. At the time of 
interviews, participants ranged from novice teachers in their first year or two of teaching to veteran 
teachers serving in formal and informal teacher leadership roles. Participants were recruited 
through preparation program networks and teacher leadership graduate programs. Survey 
invitations were distributed electronically, and interview participants were purposefully selected 
from survey respondents to ensure representation across experience levels, licensure areas, and 
school contexts. 

Two subgroups were purposefully sampled to examine teacher leadership across career stages: 
early career teachers and veteran inservice teachers. The early career subgroup included 12 
participants with 0 to 1.5 years of teaching experience, all of whom had participated in the study 
previously as preservice teachers. This group included six elementary teachers (K–5), two middle  
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grades teachers (English language arts and physical education), and four special education teachers 
serving in preschool, middle school, intermediate (grades 5–6), and therapeutic day school 
settings. The veteran teacher subgroup consisted of nine participants with 4 to 16 years of 
experience, four of whom held master’s degrees. This group included four elementary teachers, 
one reading specialist, two middle grades teachers (social science and PE/health/math), and two 
special education teachers serving in high school and therapeutic day school or self-contained 
student support roles. Together, these subgroups provided representation across licensure areas, 
school levels, and leadership contexts. 

 

Methodology 

Using Zoom transcription as a first draft, all interviews were read by the interviewer and edited. 
Edits included changing translation errors (e.g., “i.e., pea” to IEP), removing unnecessary 
punctuation added during verbal pauses to produce complete phrases and sentences, and clarifying 
who was speaking. If the participant chose a pseudonym, then their name was searched in the 
transcript. In all transcripts, names of people and schools were replaced, as well as any information 
that might identify them (e.g., community name, district number). 

The first stage of analysis involved open coding in three cycles. In the first cycle, the lead 
researcher read through all transcripts and used open coding to capture categories that were 
represented across interviews and created a basic codebook. The codebook was reviewed by the 
research team. Then, in the second cycle, each author read through their interview transcripts and 
contributed to building and refining the codebook. Codes were annotated in the transcript, and the 
related text was highlighted. A coded excerpt could be a phrase, a sentence, or several sentences. 
The research team finalized the codebook (Appendix A), and then each author rechecked all their 
transcripts to ensure alignment with the codebook. 

Transcripts were randomly assigned to individual authors to complete a consensus for each coded 
transcript. Each author reviewed the coded transcripts for three preservice/first year teacher 
transcripts and two or three teacher leader transcripts. This coding involved confirming code 
annotations and highlighted excerpts. No codes were changed, and digital comments were made 
where codes needed to be reviewed.  

Next, each transcript was reviewed by the other three authors. Each author independently added 
digital comments about where they would have used (a) the same code (confirmation), (b) a 
different code (revision), (c) added a code (addition), and removed a code (removal). These code 
checks were completed on a shared transcript located on Google Drive. Using a shared document 
enabled authors to respond to the original coding as well as suggestions for re-coding. After all 
authors had completed the transcript review of all 21 interviews, an assigned author finalized codes 
in the transcripts based on consensus. 
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Each coded transcript excerpt was summarized in a data display organized by the five major coding 
categories: Mentoring in Teacher Leadership; School-based Experiences in Teacher Leadership; 
Early Teacher Leadership Opportunities, Development of Teacher Leadership; and Possibilities for 
Preservice Teacher Leadership. Creating the data display enabled data reduction by summarizing 
the coded excerpts, suggesting that some coding categories could be combined and that certain 
identified coding categories used in a single transcript could be dropped.  

These multi-phase coding and consensus procedures enhanced credibility and dependability by 
ensuring shared interpretation across researchers and sustained engagement with the data. The final 
data display with the coding categories and summarized excerpts was discussed by the research 
team. Seven working themes were generated by looking across and within coding categories. Each 
theme was then organized in a chart with the excerpt summaries from the data display. The 
summaries were color coded to indicate first year teacher interviews and teacher leader interviews. 
These charts were reviewed for thematic coherence and sub-themes related to the research 
questions regarding teacher leadership pathways from preservice to inservice opportunities. This 
process resulted in five themes, which are presented next in Findings. 

 

Results and Findings 

Thematic analysis of the 21 coded interviews resulted in five major themes for teacher leadership 
across preservice and inservice experiences. In terms of describing teacher leadership pathways, 
there were three themes. First, teacher leadership pathways began with informal low-stakes 
participation, moved through team leadership roles, and then advanced to roles having broader 
impact. Second, school culture and organization influenced teacher leadership pathways in both 
positive and negative ways, and many teachers choose to create leadership opportunities when 
they are not available. Third, teacher leadership was supported by other teacher leaders serving as 
informal mentors and often resulted from administrative selection (i.e., being “tapped” for 
leadership). 

Two themes emerged around how teacher leadership had been or could be part of the teacher 
leadership pathway. First, fieldwork was viewed as a primary way to learn about and experience 
teacher leadership roles and responsibilities, specifically the need to see teacher leaders in action. 
Second, teacher leadership and its pathways both need to be explicitly explained to preservice 
teachers. This “leadership education” should address the beliefs and skills required, such as teacher 
efficacy and self-advocacy.  

 

Teacher Leadership Pathways 

When describing teacher leadership pathways from their first year of teaching to the present, new 
teachers, who were interviewed at the beginning of their second year, described similar  
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opportunities and challenges as experienced teacher leaders. This section describes three themes 
that characterize teacher leadership pathways. The first and broadest theme focuses on shared 
early, mid-career, and later-career leadership opportunities (i.e., stepping stones). The second 
theme examines how school culture and organizational structures influenced leadership pathways, 
and the third theme identifies the sources of support that shaped teachers’ leadership development 
along the way. 

 

Theme 1: Teacher leadership has shared stepping stones and pathways that are patterned. 

The pathway to teacher leadership is a series of stepping stones. No two pathways are the same, 
but the order in which the stones are placed is fairly similar. Because of the breadth of this theme, 
it was developed using six subthemes. The major theme suggests that teacher leadership pathways 
develop from low-stakes responsibilities that lead to team-level leadership roles before advancing 
to more school-wide, district-level, and professional roles. Analysis of this theme revealed a clear 
progression across teachers’ interviews. For example, the first two sub-themes focus on early 
career opportunities for leadership. Both new and experienced teachers talked about beginning 
with informal committee work and extracurricular activities. They viewed these early 
responsibilities primarily as ways to participate outside the classroom.  

In the third sub-theme, both groups of teachers discussed the importance of school-based 
professional development (PD) in their development of leadership skills. However, their 
perspectives from different levels of experience were unique. First year teachers described PD as 
providing additional opportunities to learn the skills for leadership and participate outside their 
classrooms. Experienced teacher leaders discussed PD in terms of advanced opportunities 
involving presenting to their colleagues. In this way, PD was located at two different places on the 
teacher leader pathway.  

The last three sub-themes for teacher leader pathways were contributed primarily by experienced 
teachers. A key sub-theme was that teacher leaders highlighted becoming a team leader as a critical 
point after which more significant leadership opportunities emerged, which was another sub-
theme. Finally, the third sub-theme was the role of advanced study in teacher leadership. Teachers 
described their advanced studies as contributing to their ability to move into team leader roles and 
to reach more formal leadership opportunities after being a team leader. 

New teachers need to “do something” and begin small. 

The first two sub-themes described pathways to teacher leadership that begin with informal types 
of committee work (e.g., Sunshine Committee; PTA liaison, school bulletin boards) and 
extracurricular activities (e.g., coaching sports, student council, club sponsor). Similar early 
leadership experiences were shared by new and experienced teachers. For example, Nicoletta 
described that in her first year, she was on the Sunshine Committee and served as a sponsor for the 
Environmental Club: 
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So last year, as a first year teacher, I was also on the Environmental Committee, and I 
actually had a program that we collected broken crayons and recycled them. We've sent 
them into a company, and they recycled them down, melted them to make new crayons and 
give them [to] the kids in hospitals. 

That was really cool, and … that was my idea and kind of ran with it, and I was the go to 
contact person for that, and I really enjoyed it. … We're volunteers. They ask us to all join 
one committee for a year. So last year I was on the sunshine and the environmental 
[committees]. 

George, who was an experienced teacher leader, described the importance of these early 
experiences in the form of advice to new teachers: 

The best opportunity that [new teachers] have in my school is joining committees. So we 
have a bunch of different committees that people can join, and that's the quickest way that 
people can start to get those teacher leadership opportunities, and anyone that is a new 
teacher - we'll be looking for that. That's like the first thing that I suggest to them— like 
you gotta get your name out there and show that you want to keep improving, or that you 
want to have more of an active role. 

The early experiences appeared to be fulfilling, as Nicoletta described, and could accumulate 
quickly. For example, Matt, who was a teacher leader and in his first year as an assistant principal 
at the time of the interview, described a variety of extracurricular experiences that he continued, 
even as new ones were added: 

I did a coding club for six years. I did cross country and track for nine years apiece. I did 
student council for three years. There’s a variety of experiences that were available and I 
was eager to accept. 

Volunteering for committee work, especially its low-stakes responsibilities, appears to be a 
common stepping stone on the path to teacher leadership. In addition, many teachers view 
extracurricular responsibilities similarly to committee work. However, in describing both their 
committee work and extracurricular responsibilities, the teachers’ connection to developing 
leadership was unclear. These early experiences seemed to be best explained using George’s advice 
that new teachers who want to enter leadership roles should begin by taking on more active roles, 
any role. 

Professional development offers early and advanced leadership opportunities.  

New teachers and experienced teacher leaders shared distinct views on professional development 
and how it contributed to their leadership at different points in their careers. The importance of PD 
for new teachers appeared to be about participation because their connection to teacher leadership 
was not clear, like with serving on committees and extracurricular activities. In contrast, teacher 
leaders specifically talked about how presenting PD was a teacher leader responsibility. Brigette  
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described her long-term involvement in PD at the school and district level, and George described 
attending a national conference and then returning to present.  

For some of the experienced teacher leaders, PD had become an advanced opportunity for 
leadership. For example, Brigette also emphasized how presenting PD is connected to other teacher 
leadership opportunities and requires the development of the skills and dispositions needed to 
speak with expertise. 

So in the past 4 or 5 years I have presented at Institute Days for my colleagues in the district 
on various topics, from habit building to behavior management to mindfulness in the 
classroom. And I’m on the building leadership team for a second year in a row. I was on it 
previously, I think, like year 6 or 7. I believe I am considered one of the people that my 
principal very much trusts, and I have an opportunity to use my voice and share what I feel. 
And I don't feel as if I need to sugar coat things. I say what I think is right because of the 
facts that I have in front of me. But I have to say that it took a long time to get to the point 
where I felt confident enough in my knowledge to get to the place that I am.  

Teacher leadership pathways go through team leadership. 

Seven of the nine experienced teacher leaders specifically talked about being a team leader, unit 
leader, lead teacher, and so forth as part of their pathway to teacher leadership. None of the new 
teachers discussed having been placed in this type of leadership position yet. While the role of 
team leader appeared to be pivotal to other leadership roles, teachers shared how they stepped into 
the role in different ways. For example, Layla was hired into the role as she changed positions 
from a therapeutic day school to a public school. Using her previous leadership experience as a 
foundation for the new leadership role, Layla described team leadership as the bridge between the 
positions:  

So I did move into the public school setting as a self-contained classroom teacher, and I 
was essentially the lead teacher in that. So there were 3 of us and I took on that leadership 
role of those 3 classrooms and led the team meetings every week.  [I led the] process 
through what changes we needed to make because it was a brand new program. It was the 
first year. So I got to work as the team leader in that. 

So when I had interviewed for that position. I did really talk about my experiences as a 
leader in the therapeutic day for children with significant behaviors. So because I have that 
experience, and because I was still getting my masters in that [teacher] leadership program, 
the team felt that I was fairly qualified to take on that leadership role. It wasn't an 
administration role, but it was definitely a leadership role within the program. 

In comparison, Matt explained how school size and having an “incumbent” in the team leader 
position could influence the opportunities to take on this role at his middle school: 
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[T]he teachers per grade level were always relatively small, three teachers or four teachers 
per grade level, which meant that, when you needed someone to serve as a team leader, 
there was a relatively small pool. And it meant that there were opportunities there for young 
teachers who were eager and interested to be offered those roles. There was oftentimes not 
an incumbent who was filling that role, and in some ways, blocking my path. So I was 
fortunate in that regard that the school had these spaces that I could fill, and then it was 
really up to me to say, "Yes, I want to do it." 

When asked about the most valuable opportunities in developing teacher leadership later in the 
interview, Matt returned to his team leader role. He explained how it informed him as he began the 
current year serving as an assistant principal: 

Yeah, it's tough to narrow it down. I mean, it feels like one of those things where, currently 
as an administrator, the team leader and how to build collaborative PLCs, I'm using that 
skill from my team leader experience. But then I've got the content knowledge to speak 
about from my math PLC role. 

While an important and shared point in teacher leaders’ pathways, moving into these roles 
appeared to be related to school organizational features, such as rotation of leadership positions 
(Theme 2), and mentors in leadership roles (Theme 3).  

Teacher leadership snowballs into more teacher leadership. 

The experienced teacher leaders describe a “domino effect,” suggesting that their leadership 
opportunities grew after being team leaders. Two reasons for this growth were captured in the 
diverse and meaningful opportunities teachers found for their leadership (Sub-theme 1.5) and their 
pursuit of advanced studies specifically in leadership (Sub-theme 1.6). The leadership 
opportunities reflected more formal roles, such as serving on school district committees and a 
parent-teacher advisory council (Brigette), working as the building union representative (George), 
creating new programs from a leadership position (Alaina), and mentoring new teachers (Anne). 
Some teacher leaders had moved into hybrid teacher leadership roles as formal positions. For 
example, Callie was serving in a hybrid reading coach role, and Layla was in a student services 
support specialist role. 

Advanced studies included master’s programs and coursework in teacher leadership and 
principalship. Graduate coursework served both as an impetus to team leadership and as a way to 
advance toward leadership goals. For example, as previously mentioned, Matt was in his first 
month as an assistant principal during his interview. At the time of the interview, Layla had 
completed her master’s degree in teacher leadership and was in the process of completing principal 
endorsement coursework to remain in a student services support specialist position. Layla also had 
plans to complete additional coursework to become a director of special education.  

In addition, advanced studies in leadership were viewed by teachers as an impetus for being able 
to move into team leadership roles. Layla described how, during her teacher leader program work,  
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her mentor suggested she apply for a team leader role. Similarly, Callie explained a similar move 
while earning her teacher leader master’s degree: 

[B]ecause I was working towards the teacher leadership degree, I ended up becoming the 
leader of my team. So I'm the head of the leadership of the middle school team now. Then 
the principal did ask me to also sit in on the leadership committee.  

Another way that teacher leadership opportunities expanded was through mentoring preservice 
teachers. In her interview, Kora described this aspect of her leadership role in the most depth:  

I also have had two student teachers, and so hosting student teachers I think is a great 
opportunity for me as a teacher leader. I learned so much from the preservice teachers that 
come in my classroom and have all of these amazing ideas and coaching and mentoring 
them through what it's like to teach all day long and every subject and how there's so much 
more to teaching than the five-page lesson plans that you work on in college and what do 
you do in certain scenarios with students and helping these student teachers create their 
classroom management plans and just all the interactions that they have with students and 
parents and others in the building. So I think that those are all great examples of teacher 
leadership. 

While the experienced teacher leaders had pursued advanced studies, only one of the early career 
teachers had begun a master’s program. Latasha explained that she had just started a master’s 
program in exercise science and health that had leadership courses as part of the program. None 
of the other early career teachers spoke about plans to pursue graduate work in leadership, 
suggesting that they might not yet be aware of the potential for advanced coursework and team 
leadership. 

 

Theme 2: School culture and organizational structures shape access to leadership.  

The second theme that emerged regarding teacher leadership pathways involved how professional 
context supports its development. Access to teacher leadership was strongly mediated by school 
culture and organizational norms rather than by teachers’ interest or capability alone. New teachers 
and experienced teachers shared how challenging it is to find leadership opportunities (Sub-theme 
2.1). They also described how school organization and culture could lead to early leadership 
opportunities (Sub-theme 2.2). While these sub-themes highlight how early career “leadership 
doors” were or were not readily opened, approximately half of the teachers did not wait; rather, 
they talked about creating their own leadership opportunities early in their careers (Sub-theme 
2.3). 

Few opportunities exist for early leadership experiences. 

Regardless of years of experience, teachers described how early career leadership opportunities 
were challenging, both in terms of their personal readiness for the positions and school norms for  
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who could hold teacher leader positions. These formal leadership roles appeared to be more 
recognized and less accessible as leadership in comparison to the informal responsibilities they 
discussed around joining committees and supporting extracurriculars early in their careers. 
Nicoletta, an early career teacher, captured experiencing the availability and personal decisions 
surrounding leadership opportunities: 

[T]here's also a leadership team that meets. I want to say like 4 times a year, that you are 
asked to be a part of, and I don't know if they ask first year teachers, or if they usually wait 
a few years, I haven't been asked. I know my friend last year was on it, and that was her 
second year, so maybe they don't ask first year teachers to be on it. I'm not sure. But there 
is a leadership team that one teacher from every grade level meets, and they make a lot of 
decisions for the group. Have a lot of tough discussions about what we think. You know 
we need adjustments. You need to [inaudible] things we're doing around the school, things 
like that. There's also, I just remember we started a new committee this year for social 
emotional learning. So there's one this year for that as well. I'm not a part of that one, either. 
I stepped back from a lot of things this year with my wedding. 

Other teachers also talked about opportunities that were available but not having the time to take 
them (Renee) or feeling overwhelmed as new teachers (Keisha). Like Nicoletta, Bridgette 
explained that building-level leadership is not available to new teachers due to their inexperience, 
and she added that not all teachers were heard or chosen. George, an experienced teacher leader, 
reflected on how professional culture can influence early leadership opportunities: 

So then, when I started in [school district], I've been at the same district ever since I got 
there, and I really started out slowly. …I wouldn't want to make waves even though it was 
only 15 years ago. It was really a different time back then. It was more like old school. 
[Don’t] open your mouth until you get tenure. And so I just kind of sat back, even when I 
disagreed with something, and I would just not say anything, and I was constantly in fear 
of other teachers getting mad at me or at administration getting mad at me. 

George added that his decision to wait for tenure to move into more visible leadership roles was 
influenced by the fact that he had just become a father and had personal priorities to consider as 
well.  

There was variability in how many formal teacher leadership roles existed in schools. Depending 
on the size and organizational structure, this theme revealed that there could be few leadership 
opportunities even for experienced teachers. Callie, who was in her 10th year and had become a 
team leader, responded, “Honestly, I don’t see any,” when asked about the leadership opportunities 
and support for new teachers. She described the difficulty in reaching her current leadership 
position, which was one of the rare opportunities, and highlighted that there was no leadership 
pathway for her to pursue if she stayed at her school. 
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Part of the leadership opportunity is tied to the rotation of leadership roles. For example, Jeannifer 
reflected on her opportunities to be a team leader by saying: 

They do have an A-Team leader, which is like the leader of the 5th grade team.  You have 
to have I think like three to five years’ experience as a teacher there. And probably the lady 
that's in charge of it right now will never step down from that. So, she is the team leader. 

School context and organization can create more early leadership opportunities. 

Teachers also described school contexts that supported teacher leadership. Some of these supports 
appear intentional. For example, Gustauv, an early career teacher, described how teacher 
leadership roles were on two-year cycles, so every two years someone new could step into the role. 
Reneem, another new teacher, described her school as inviting teachers to contribute and voice 
their opinions, suggesting that she saw this professional climate as supportive of her teacher 
leadership. Another way that teachers felt leadership was supported was through explicitly 
shadowing of colleagues before taking over their leadership responsibilities. Both Anne, a teacher 
leader, and Latasha, a second-year teacher, described experiencing this type of leadership 
development.  

One interesting set of responses about school contexts that support leadership opportunities was 
teachers' explanations that, because they were in small schools, all teachers had to step up. This 
was seen in Matt’s earlier excerpt about the small pool of teachers to serve as team leader. Rose, a 
second-year teacher, also described how leadership is different within a small faculty: 

It's very hard where I'm at because we are a K through 8 school, and we only have one 
teacher per grade. So there's not like team meetings for our groups, but we do collaborate 
a lot together. And so, just as things come up like we are looking for how to improve our 
RtI sessions. And so I was familiar with a technology, [math program], and so I 
recommended it to be used K through 8. So just things like that, like very generalized. 

In sum, school context and organization may be open to teacher voice from the start, can provide 
for rotation of leadership roles and shadowing for those roles, and may simply need everyone to 
step up and work as a team due to faculty size. 

Teacher leaders initiate their own leadership opportunities. 

Whether teachers talked about being in context with leadership opportunities or not, more than 
half of them (5 new teachers and 5 teacher leaders) shared how they initiated their own 
opportunities for leadership early in their careers as well as continue to create leadership 
opportunities throughout their careers. Some of these opportunities were as simple as leveraging 
what they were already doing in their teaching positions and building on an area of expertise. For 
example, Rose, a second-year teacher, spoke about leading a technology initiative because she was 
already familiar with the new technology. Several teachers described how they would initiate new 
curriculum or programs from within their areas of expertise, such as Alaina, who developed a new  
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special education curriculum, and Layla, who led the math assessment initiative early in their 
careers.  

Experienced teachers also continue to take the initiative to support school goals, such as seeking 
out personal PD to support teacher PD, as Keisha described: 

I'm not in a specific leadership role per se, I just am one of those teachers that I will step 
up to whatever, like if people need help, they know that they can come to me. I am actually 
going to the IXL training tomorrow, in the big city, and I'm going to help lead my new 
school in that program, because no one has been trained on it. So, I just found the PD, and 
I asked my principal, and I said, "Hey, can I go to this conference, and then go and teach 
the whole entire school about this, and what I have come back with knowledge." So I'm 
just finding new leadership positions now, and opportunities. 

In addition, experienced teacher leaders described how they continue to start new initiatives using 
personal expertise in collaboration with colleagues and students, which were not already part of 
the school agenda, as George described: 

Another thing, I know a lot is on climate and culture, but that's been what our school has 
really struggled with. So me and two other teachers started a committee at our school that 
we call it The Spirit Squad. And we have … like 20 to 25 kids that are on it, and we lead it 
and we run assemblies, and we do spirit weeks and all sorts of things to try to get the morale 
back. And the feedback that we've been getting on it has been so great. They're like, veteran 
teachers have been writing me, “I haven't had this much fun at school in 10 years. Thank 
you so much for bringing the fun back.” And that's been something that we the 3 of us felt 
like we're tired of sitting back and waiting for someone else to make it more fun to be here. 

Creating these leadership opportunities early on and throughout their careers appeared to clearly 
identify teachers as leaders and help them continue to develop their leadership skills in ways that 
positively impact their classrooms and schools.  

 

Theme 3: Teacher leadership often develops through informal mentoring and administrative 
“tapping.” 

As the experienced teacher leaders explained their leadership pathways and how they found or 
made leadership opportunities, a third theme emerged about leadership mentors. As part of this 
theme development, traditional mentoring programs were described by participants as not being 
supportive of teacher leadership development. Being assigned a mentor and participating in new 
teacher mentoring programs were not viewed by participants as contributing to their growth as 
teacher leaders. Rather, the most supportive mentors were other teachers who informally provided 
ideas and feedback, although this support was more instructional than leadership. When it came to 
leadership, both new and experienced teachers talked about teacher leaders who served as mentors.  
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In addition, teacher leaders explained how administrators were instrumental in their teacher 
leadership opportunities. 

Teacher leaders open doors for emerging teacher leaders. 

Experienced teacher leaders specifically described teacher leaders who mentored them and 
supported their transition into teacher leadership. Matt recalled a specific mentor who was his 
informal leadership mentor, and George described how veteran faculty supported him and tapped 
him to be a teacher leader. Another way that teacher leaders mentored new teacher leaders was that 
they identified them as proteges. For example, Anne explained that although her school had few 
leadership opportunities, a current teacher leader chose her and mentored her to take over her 
leadership responsibilities as she prepared for retirement. Alaina described how her division head 
immediately saw her as someone who might take over her position someday and began preparing 
her for that pathway. As Alaina explained: 

My division head has really tapped me on the shoulder for it. She's stated many times that 
she'd love to see me in her role one day, just to kind of get that leadership experience as 
I'm growing as a leader, so she gives me a lot of opportunities to learn, and it challenges 
me in different ways to figure out what my approach is to being a leader. So she's open 
doors for me that have really opened my eyes to what it would be like to be a leader, and 
how my role can change.  

The informal mentoring of teacher leaders seemed to both inform and motivate teachers to develop 
leadership goals. Alaina mentioned that she had started a doctoral program, and Matt had just 
begun his first year as an assistant principal. At the same time, other teachers saw their leadership 
mentorships as helping them remain in the classroom, and they spoke about how they now 
mentored new teachers for leadership. Brigette shared a conversation with her principal about 
supporting new teacher leaders: 

That was actually a conversation that I had to have with my principal …  

“I appreciate the opportunities that you're giving me, and what not. But there are people in 
this building who I never hear and who are not asked to do things.” I said, “Those are the 
voices we need to hear, too.” So I feel I’m also now in that space where I feel that I can 
encourage other people to step up, whether they have that desire to or not. I think we are a 
better run building when other [voices], all voices are heard, and it's not just the select few 
who speak up.  

Administrators control the choice of teachers for leadership roles. 

Teacher leaders also discussed how administrators had been instrumental in choosing them (i.e., 
tapping) for leadership roles and supporting them. The teachers talked about being tapped for a 
variety of roles, such as leading professional development and moving into team leader positions. 
Kiesha commented that her principal saw more in her than she did.  
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Some administrators were very hands-on in terms of their mentoring, and their mentoring 
complemented that provided by a teacher leader. For example, Layla described how the principal 
who hired her into a team leader role served as a mentor and a role model: 

I moved in the same district to a different school, and I'm now a student services support 
specialist. But when my principal along with my assistant principal are out of the building, 
I become the leader of the building. I took that role on last year when our assistant principal 
took an extended leave. The principal had asked if we could sit down and chat [about] if I 
could help to fill that administration role. So I did, and it was a great experience. I loved 
every second of it. So after that happened I did go back for my principal endorsement. 

Layla explained that her leadership goals were not to become a principal but to lead within special 
education at a higher level. She described the ongoing mentorship of the special education assistant 
director who had continuously mentored her: 

So my current assistant director has seen me in all of the settings. So she was the one who 
hired me from my therapeutic day [school]. She was the one who helped to supervise me 
in the self-contained settings. So I've reached out to her a lot and chatted about where I 
think I wanted to go. I did need district approval to get the principal endorsement and she 
fully supported me with that - she backed it. 

So I've been able to reach out to her. She also helped me get in the position I am in right 
now as a supported lead teacher, so she's helped me be that more well-rounded, especially 
here, and she knows my goals is leadership. So in an informal way she's really helped me 
take all these steps to kind of have a well-rounded special ed background. She's helped 
support me to get into the principal program. So she’s very aware of my needs. 

Administrative mentorships appear to range from tapping teachers for opportunities to lead to 
longer-term relationships that help them develop leadership to reach their professional goals. 
While not all teacher leaders mentioned being mentored by an administrator, they did describe 
how administrators had control of which teachers served in certain leadership roles. 

 

Preservice Teacher Leadership Possibilities 

In addition to describing how leadership pathways unfolded in practice, participants also reflected 
on how these pathways might have been strengthened through intentional preservice preparation. 
Teachers’ responses regarding opportunities for teacher leadership during preservice teacher 
preparation fell into two themes: The importance of carefully planned fieldwork to understand 
teacher leaders and leadership roles, and explicit professional development for preservice teachers 
about teacher leadership (what it is) and what is needed to be successful (teacher efficacy and self-
advocacy skills). 
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Theme 4:  Preservice fieldwork is a critical but underutilized site for leadership development. 

Both new and experienced teachers spoke to us about the need for preservice teachers to be 
connected with teacher leaders in their fieldwork and the importance of seeing them in action 
across a variety of activities (Sub-theme 4.1). New teachers emphasized specific fieldwork 
examples, such as observing principals, leadership team meetings, and leading grade level teams. 
Abby, a second year teacher, called these experiences “getting a taste of other responsibilities,” 
and Nicoletta, another second year teacher, referred to the fieldwork as the “real stuff.”  

In comparison, experienced teacher leaders shared specific strategies for preservice teachers, such 
as shadowing leadership roles and their involvement on teacher teams. They talked about requiring 
these experiences to make sure they see the wide variety of teacher leadership responsibilities. As 
Anne described, she didn’t even know teacher leadership existed as a preservice teacher: 

I didn't really even know that was a thing until I started looking at grad school. 

And again, because even in my school there weren't a ton of opportunities for leadership 
like I really had not a lot of.  So just letting them know there's this thing called teacher 
leadership. There are ways that teachers are leaders.  

And then I think you know, in student teaching, maybe it would be good for you [to] know 
whether they were my student teacher [or] not, maybe they would join me for one of my 
teacher leader meetings that I have with the principal, or one of the PTA meetings at night, 
and just to kind of see what's happening.  

Even I think that, like our reading specialists or math, or I mentioned this, they are also 
teacher leaders in their own respect. So again, maybe not even just sitting in another grade 
level class when they're student teaching but maybe they are sitting on a session with one 
of them, just to kind of see what their role is and what they're working with. 

A few teachers, four early career and one teacher leader, also mentioned that knowledge of teacher 
leadership roles could be built into courses (Sub-theme 4.2). For example, three teachers suggested 
doing simulations where preservice teachers practice leadership responsibilities such as leading 
team meetings and providing feedback to other candidates. One early career teacher, Sammie, 
suggested that when preservice teachers were part of alumni presentations, the roles of teacher 
leadership were specifically shared with them. These recommendations, while not as extensive, 
identified on campus opportunities to experience teacher leadership. 

 

Theme 5: Teacher leadership must be explicitly taught, named, and practiced during 
preparation. 

The other major theme in preparing preservice teachers for teacher leadership was to explicitly 
include it as part of preservice teacher development in two ways. First, teachers talked about how  



Voices for Educational Equity 22 (1) 
June 2026 

39 

Lenarz, Nelson, Fitzsimmons and Meyer 17 

teacher leadership needs to be explicitly defined and its career pathways outlined for preservice 
teachers (Sub-theme 5.1). These suggestions came from experienced teacher leaders. For example, 
Callie shared how her current position as a coach was an unknown career goal as a preservice 
teacher: 

It would have been nice to know about coaching when I was in my undergrad. I hadn't 
heard about coaching until probably I got into grad school. So to be able to see coaching 
during student teaching, to see my pre-service [mentor] teacher being coached or coaching 
somebody. I think that collaborative relationship would have been really helpful just to 
know that there's other options out there. I feel like when you're in undergrad the only thing 
you know about is becoming a classroom teacher. You don't know that there's the coaching 
opportunity, or that you could be a leader somewhere. So I think showing those 
opportunities for growth  would also have been really helpful, because then, even when 
you were pre-service, you could have gone, and seeing somebody who's a reading specialist 
or you could see somebody who is a mentor, or who is a teacher leader for their district. 
And then it would also have given you ideas on how you could advance yourself within 
the education realm. 

The second way that teachers recommended preparing future teachers for teacher leader roles was 
in teaching the dispositions and skills needed for teacher leadership (Sub-theme 5.2). Already, 
second-year teachers talked to us about how important it is to help preservice teachers build their 
confidence and teaching efficacy, learn how to make mistakes, and advocate for themselves. The 
teacher leaders expanded on these dispositions and skills. For example, Alaina and George 
discussed how important it is to learn how to advocate for yourself so administrators listen. Kora 
talked about the importance of finding your voice and leading without judgment. Keisha talked 
about understanding other perspectives and being able to give feedback. And Layla discussed the 
importance of asking questions and doing your own research. Bridgette summarized the 
importance of these dispositional qualities in terms of building a school culture that supports 
teacher leadership: “[there] needs [to be] professional development [about] how do we develop a 
culture where everyone’s [all] voices are not only accepted but encouraged to share out what they 
feel and think.” Therefore, in addition to teaching preservice teachers about teacher leaders, 
Brigette’s comments suggest that preservice teachers should be treated as emerging teacher 
leaders. 

 

Conclusion 

Taken together, these findings support research that positions teacher leadership as a 
developmental pathway, not a separate role that a teacher takes on later in a their career. Consistent 
with prior scholarship and policy conversations, teacher leadership in this study emerged through 
informal low-stakes participation, from team-based roles, and from relational supports. Teacher 
leadership did not come from clearly defined or planned pathways. School culture, organizational  
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structures, and administrative practices strongly shaped access to leadership opportunities, often 
requiring teachers to initiate or create leadership roles when formal options were absent. 
Importantly, participants’ reflections revealed a persistent disconnect between state-level 
leadership frameworks and preservice preparation, as leadership knowledge, dispositions, and 
field-based experiences were largely absent from early training.  

These findings also align with calls to add leadership development earlier in the preparation 
continuum by explicitly naming leadership roles, embedding observation and participation with 
teacher leaders in fieldwork, and cultivating dispositions such as self-efficacy and self-advocacy. 
By examining preservice and inservice perspectives concurrently, this study highlights missed 
opportunities and points of continuity across career stages, underscoring the need for schools, 
districts, preparation programs, and agencies to design coherent leadership pathways that support 
retention, professional growth, and sustained instructional influence while allowing teachers to 
remain rooted in classroom practice.  

 

Recommendations 

Findings from this study point to clear implications for policy, practice, and preparation. These 
implications offer actionable recommendations for schools, districts, preparation programs, and 
agencies seeking to strengthen teacher leadership as a visible, lasting, and equitable career 
pathway. 

Schools and districts should intentionally build clear teacher leadership pathways that make 
leadership feel attainable. Findings from this study suggest that leadership most often develops 
through a predictable progression. It typically begins with low-stakes participation, then moves 
into team leadership roles that expand a teacher’s influence and responsibility. Yet this progression 
is rarely named or intentionally supported. Clearly defining team leader roles, providing time for 
the work, and rotating opportunities can make leadership development distributed rather than 
dependent on individual initiative or administrative selection alone. 

School culture plays a decisive role in whether teachers step into leadership or remain on the 
margins. Administrators can support leadership development by inviting early career teachers into 
meaningful participation, creating structured opportunities to shadow or learn side by side with 
teacher leaders. Administrators can push back against the narrative that discourages voice or risk-
taking early in a career. When leadership is framed as contribution rather than status, teachers are 
more likely to see themselves as legitimate leaders. 

Teacher leadership development is also strengthened through relationships with other teacher 
leaders rather than through traditional mentoring alone. Participants consistently described 
informal guidance, encouragement, and modeling from respected teacher leaders as pivotal to their 
growth. Schools can build on this by intentionally pairing emerging leaders with experienced  
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teacher leaders naming leadership mentoring as a valued role, providing time and recognition for 
this work. 

Teacher leadership development should begin earlier and be made visible within preparation 
programs. Rather than treating leadership as something that comes later, programs can embed 
purposeful fieldwork experiences that allow candidates to observe teacher leaders in action and 
practice leadership skills in small but meaningful ways. Teaching confidence, agency, and 
professional voice, along with providing opportunities to lead meetings, facilitate discussions, or 
give feedback, can help candidates leave preparation with both awareness of leadership pathways 
and readiness to step into them. Aligning policy language about teacher leadership with concrete 
supports such as time, role clarity, and compensation is essential if leadership is to function as a 
sustainable retention strategy rather than remaining informal or incidental. 

Perhaps we should begin redesigning a leadership development framework within our educational 
system that positions teacher leadership as central to effective school improvement, rather than 
treating it as an outlier, an add-on, or a luxury afforded only when resources allow. 

 

Implications for Future Studies 

While this research provides some promising findings, more research needs to be done on the 
equity of opportunities in teacher leadership.  This study did not focus on the demographics and 
backgrounds of the participants; therefore, these factors should be examined more in depth in 
future research.  In addition, the findings are based on teachers’ self-reported perceptions of 
leadership development rather than direct observation of leadership practices. Furthermore, this 
study also investigated perceptions of teacher leadership experiences at one moment in time.  A 
longitudinal study following the same participants from preservice to inservice teacher could 
provide some insight into pathways to teacher leadership and the effect of school culture. Finally, 
a study on opportunities in teacher leadership in the midst of a teacher shortage in hard to staff 
areas (e.g., location) might provide some additional insights into equity within teacher leadership.  
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Abstract 
The perception in Illinois that teacher leadership programs divert talent from the principal pipeline 
is a misconception. Drawing on more than a decade of experience in a university-based teacher 
leadership endorsement program, this article argues that teacher leadership and administrative 
leadership are complementary, not competing, forces. Evidence gathered from administrator 
reflections and teacher leader program exit surveys reveals four consistent themes among endorsed 
teacher leaders: a desire to lead without leaving the classroom, a natural leadership identity, a 
passion for coaching and mentoring, and a commitment to broader educational impact. When 
teachers are empowered to lead from within their classrooms, they strengthen school culture, 
expand administrative capacity, and reduce principal burnout, ultimately making the principalship 
more sustainable. Supporting teacher leadership is not a detour around the principal pipeline; it is 
the foundation upon which a healthy pipeline is built. 

Introduction 

“I’m sorry, but I can’t support my teachers' decision to pursue a teacher leadership 
program because I need to focus on growing more administrators in my district.”                                                           
-Suburban district superintendent 

This was a statement we heard recently from a superintendent when we approached him about a 
potential teacher leadership cohort in his high school. He was convinced that by moving teachers 
into an administrative degree, he was strengthening their principal pipeline. But that is backward 
thinking. Districts do not build administrators by bypassing teacher leadership, they build them by 
nurturing teachers to become leaders. Supporting teachers as leaders is a direct strategy for 
stabilizing and strengthening the principal pipeline. 

mailto:geri.chesner@nl.edu
mailto:rgugel1@nl.edu
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Our lens on teacher leadership comes from more than a decade of working as university professors 
in a teacher leadership program. During that time, we have taught and supported Illinois‑endorsed 
teacher leaders who are excited to apply their new knowledge and skills in their schools and 
districts without leaving their classrooms. Additionally, we work with administrators interested in 
developing and utilizing teacher leaders in their schools through an administrator academy session 
titled “Empowering Teacher Leaders for School and Student Success.” We’re always struck by 
how administrators arrive with fixed ideas about teacher leadership, only to realize by the end of 
our work together that they have been viewing it through the distorted lens. We ask them to reflect 
on their own schools and conduct an informal audit of teacher leadership in their buildings, which 
is extremely eye-opening. They can visually see where they are falling short and where growth is 
needed.  

The administrators who participate enter the academy unsure of how to effectively utilize teacher 
leaders in their buildings. However, they emerge with some important realizations. Teacher 
leadership does not compete with administrative leadership, but it sustains it. One administrator 
commented on this important shift in thinking by sharing, “I can’t do it all. I can’t be an expert in 
all areas of skill and emphasis, and by sharing the responsibilities and asking teachers to help share 
their expertise, we all benefit.” Teacher leaders grow their own expertise and contribute to the 
larger department, school, and district. This supports another administrator’s reflection, “I can 
focus on my other responsibilities and can improve the culture by putting my trust in the teacher 
leaders.” This recognition that teacher leadership actually strengthens rather than dilutes 
administrator effectiveness is an important insight for addressing concerns about the principal 
shortage and, ultimately, the principal pipeline.   

The current narrative about teacher leadership is that it takes away from the pool of potential 
administrators, thereby contributing to the principal shortage. However, administrators’ reflections 
after understanding the benefits of teacher leaders show us a different picture of the problem. 
Teacher leader programs do not weaken the system or the pipeline, instead, they create the 
conditions that allow current administrators to thrive and remain in their roles. Administrators in 
our academy consistently point to the real-time support they see teacher leaders providing. They 
describe how teacher leaders help them tackle building‑level challenges and realize that, with a 
clear plan and strong teacher leadership, the challenges become a shared, achievable mission. This 
reinforces that teacher leaders function as partners in school improvement, assisting with 
responsibilities that already-overworked principals find overwhelming. When administrators feel 
supported rather than isolated and have trusted colleagues to share the complex work of leading a 
school, they are much more likely to remain in their administrative roles rather than burn out. 

What administrators describe makes it clear that teacher leadership must be understood not as a 
helpful add-on but as a structural requirement for schools to function effectively. Another  
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administrator shared, “This is something that NEEDS to come, as we as a district and building 
need to be prepared, as our careers in education are changing." Another concluded that 
“empowering and distributing teacher leadership is 100% doable no matter where we work.”  

Most significantly, administrators came to understand that supporting teacher leadership is not 
about relinquishing their authority or their role as school leaders. They come to understand it is 
about multiplying their impact. A teacher’s choice to pursue leadership without administration is 
an investment in making the principalship more sustainable, effective, and attractive as a long-
term career. The real threat to the principal pipeline is principals leaving the profession because 
they lack the support they need to make their work manageable and rewarding.   
 
Context of Teacher Leadership in Illinois 
 
Teacher leadership began as a formally recognized endorsement in Illinois in 2012, but the 
transition has not been without growing pains (Navickas, 2016). Even today, well over a decade 
later, many administrators are surprised to learn that teacher leadership is an official endorsement 
on an Illinois teacher’s professional educator license (PEL), carrying the same weight as more 
recognized endorsements such as ESL, LBS1, or reading (Illinois State Board of Education, n.d.). 
That reaction in itself is telling. It shows us that teacher leadership is yet to be valued on par with 
other pathways to leadership (Suleiman & Moore, 1997).   

As endorsed teacher leaders, these educators have demonstrated their leadership across the seven 
domains of the Teacher Leader Model Standards (figure 1), which range from professional learning 
to guiding data teams (National Network of State Teachers of the Year, 2012). It is true that some 
teachers enter these programs with no intention of becoming a principal, only to realize, through 
the process, that administration may, in fact, be an option for them. When that shift happens 
naturally, it is a welcomed and valued outcome. But teacher leadership is not intended to be a 
forced principal pathway. Its purpose is to develop teachers who want to lead without leaving their 
classrooms, and honoring that choice is the key to understanding the promise of teacher leadership 
(Ghamrawi, Shal, & Ghamrawi, 2024). Figure 1. Model Teacher Leader Standards’ 
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The program at our university has graduated more than 100 teacher leaders prepared and positioned 
to take on teacher leader roles in schools to support administration, colleagues, families, 
communities, and, most importantly, students. As we ask our endorsement completers to reflect on 
their teacher leadership program and the experiences they gained across their eight‑course 
sequence and accompanying clinical work, we see consistent patterns in what they share. These 
reflections reveal clear themes that demonstrate their capability, competence, and eagerness to take 
on teacher-leadership roles. 

Leadership Without Administration 

The first, and most important, theme is that teacher leaders want to lead but do not want to leave 
the classroom. This is an important distinction, identifying teacher leaders as having different 
professional identities than those who choose the traditional administrative endorsement (formerly 
the “Type 75” in Illinois). Teachers do not view teacher leadership as a ladder to higher positions 
but as a path that allows them to expand their influence while preserving their core identity as 
teachers.  

The tension they feel as they decide to lead from the classroom becomes evident in what they share 
with us in their program exit surveys. For example, one completer shared, “I wanted to hold a 
leadership position but was not interested in being an administrator.  My goal is to help other 
teachers while also doing what I love, which is to teach." This comment highlights the level of 
commitment that characterizes the teacher leaders we work with. They have a desire to contribute 
to leadership at the school level, but it is combined with their unwillingness to give up the  
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classroom work that brought them to teaching in the first place. For these teachers, leadership and 
teaching are complementary roles that can coexist.   

Many teacher leaders in our survey described their initial uncertainty about traditional 
administrative pathways, as reflected in one comment, “I wasn’t sure if I wanted to make the jump 
straight into administration, but I was interested in becoming some sort of mentor, coach, or team 
leader within my district.”  This teacher brings up an interesting point by using the word “jump.” 
Rather than a natural, organic progression into leadership, there is a fear that they will be thrown 
into the deep end before they are fully ready to take on administrative roles. Another responded 
they were drawn in “by the idea of leading teachers while maintaining my status as a teacher.” 
Here again, it is evident that their identity as a teacher remains central to their goals, even as they 
expand their leadership responsibilities. This resistance to administration is clearly not about 
avoiding the responsibilities or even the challenge, but about preserving their identity as teachers 
first and foremost. Another teacher leader shared, “I was ready for the next step in leadership, but 
was originally not ready for administration. I started the program wanting to be the best coach I 
could be." The wording, “being ready for the next step,” but not for administration, dictates 
rethinking the notion that administrative roles are the only and best next step for teachers who 
want to be leaders as well.  

The teachers’ reasons for choosing a teacher leadership program over an administrative program 
go beyond personal preference. It represents an important philosophical difference about how these 
roles are seen in schools. Administrative positions come with formal authority but, more 
importantly, with distance from students, the classroom, and even colleagues. But teacher leader 
positions keep them connected as they remain “in the trenches” with their colleagues. One 
completer shared, “I have always wanted to be viewed as more of a leader within my building, but 
I do not have any interest in an admin position.” This desire to be viewed as a leader from within 
rather than above shows that influence does not always require a formal title. Staying close to the 
work rather than distancing oneself improves rather than diminishes a teacher’s ability to lead.   

Natural Leadership Identity  

It never surprises us when our completers share how often others recognize the natural leadership 
they possess and demonstrate. A starting reflection in our endorsement program asks teachers to 
reflect on the first time someone told them they are or would be a good leader. They speak about 
colleagues' praise for their teaching practices and urge them to share them with others, and they 
are proud when they receive commendations from their administrators.  

Beyond being praised by others, the teachers in our program talk about their personal desire to be 
leaders and to be the best they can be within their own schools. They also want to support their 
colleagues, and they share why they enrolled in the endorsement program, seeing “the need for  
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strong teacher leaders and advocates in my district," and felt they could be someone to help do 
that. Many teachers are natural leaders and recognize this in themselves, as one teacher declared, 
“I've always been a leader ever since I was a young kid,” and another noted, “Leadership comes 
naturally to me.” Realizing their leadership ability through the work they do in their schools, some 
teachers are just starting to see themselves as leaders, such as this teacher who observed, “I had 
the opportunity to serve as the primary team lead on several teams at my previous school. I also 
supported teachers with their instruction and adjusted to the implementation of different school-
wide initiatives. I realized that I really enjoyed being a leader, and I wanted to grow as a leader as 
well as enhance my leadership skills.” Having the opportunity to be involved in school and district 
initiatives and being supported to do so encourages teachers to feel competent as leaders, thereby 
developing their natural leadership skills and confidence. 

Teacher leadership begins with identity, and identity is shaped by being seen (Lieberman & Miller, 
1999). Innate leadership is powerful. We often work with teachers who have a natural drive, desire, 
and talent for leadership, and it is those moments when others confirm those strengths and offer 
real opportunities that propel them into their leadership journeys. Teachers’ leadership journeys 
often start long before formal roles in the small moments when someone names their potential. 

Coaching and Mentoring 

Teachers often want to step into coaching and mentoring roles because they have strong skills and 
want to use them to support their colleagues. Many enjoy trying new approaches and helping others 
feel more confident with change. They also know that teachers often learn best from other teachers, 
which makes them well‑positioned to build trust, encourage collaboration, and strengthen the 
culture in their buildings (Bennett & Bromen, 2019). Coaching and mentoring are essential 
components of a teacher leader's role, as exemplified in the Model Teacher Leader standards 
(2012). It is one of the key reasons many teacher leaders aspire to take on the role. In general, our 
completers describe their commitment and intention to coaching and mentoring, as in these 
statements: “I am interested in supporting teachers at the instructional level,” and "Mentoring and 
coaching colleagues is something that I thoroughly enjoy.” Teacher leaders are passionate about 
supporting their colleagues and helping them gain essential teaching and assessment strategies to 
advance student success. As teachers themselves, they experience the same challenges and 
frustrations and, through leadership in their own classrooms, have found ways to succeed and may 
have had mentors themselves.  

Schools in Illinois rely on instructional coaches who are embedded at the school, district, state, 
and regional levels. It is important to note that they are not used for evaluative purposes but to help 
support student learning, contribute to teacher development, and guide achievement. The 
importance of coaching and mentoring is evident in the numerous organizations that offer training, 
support, and certification, including the Illinois Council of Instructional Coaching (ICIC), the  
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Illinois State Board of Education (ISBE), which partners with the Illinois Education Association 
(IEA), the Illinois Federation of Teachers (IFT), the Chicago Teachers Union (CTU), many 
Regional Offices of Education (ROEs), and the Illinois Principals Association (IPA), to name a 
few.  

Teacher leaders who move into coaching and mentoring roles become essential partners in their 
schools, strengthening administrators' work. Beyond “helping out,” they expand administrators’ 
leadership capacity, which builds stronger school systems, stronger teacher abilities, and stronger 
connections among students, classrooms, and the community. As endorsed teacher leaders in 
Illinois, trained to be coaches and mentors, they have demonstrated their ability to meet the teacher 
leader model standards related to instructional coaching specifically, including supporting educator 
development (domain 1), promoting professional learning for continuous improvement (domain 
3), and supporting educator development and advocating for student learning and the profession 
(domain 7). The educators we work with view teacher leadership as a bridge between classroom 
teaching and formal coaching roles, valuing the opportunity to elevate their own and their 
colleagues' practice while drawing on their own teaching expertise. 

Broader Educational Impact 

After hearing what our teacher leadership completers share about their experience in our program, 
a final theme emerged. Leading without leaving the classroom is what teacher leaders do, “Teacher 
leadership involves roles such as mentoring, instructional coaching, leading professional 
development, and bridging the gap between administrators and teaching staff, with teacher leaders 
embedded in the daily life of their schools rather than removed from it" (Indiana Wesleyan 
University, 2025, para. 3). Choosing to be leaders without going into formal administration reflects 
who they are. But another pattern emerged as they shared their beliefs about the broader impact of 
their teacher leadership. 

Through their responses about what drew them to teacher leadership in the first place, teachers 
expressed their dedication to having a broader impact in the field. The teachers were thinking far 
beyond their classrooms and students and about the teaching profession as a whole. One teacher 
leader said, “I have been teaching elementary for 11 years now. I am ready to use my experiences 
and expertise to help other teachers become their best instructional selves.” This statement points 
to something telling about teacher leaders' mindset. They understand that meaningful change in 
student outcomes is not achieved in silos or individual classrooms but through the strength of an 
entire educational ecosystem.  

This systems-level thinking is clear throughout their responses. Another teacher described being 
motivated by “the need to be an advocate for the students in my district." While others described  
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“wanting to make a difference” or being a voice for teachers who often go unheard. It is interesting 
to note how often the word “advocate” came up in their responses.  As one stated, “I love teaching, 
but I also want to help teachers improve their craft and make a difference and be an advocate for 
them. " The word “advocate” matters, and it is not an accident that they use it over and over again. 
This aligns with John Hattie's (2008) definition of collective teacher efficacy as teachers working 
together with shared, appropriately high expectations for what meaningful growth should look like 
over the course of a year. These are not teachers seeking a title change or looking to leave their 
classrooms fully. Instead, these are teachers who feel a sense of professional responsibility to their 
colleagues, to student growth, and, as importantly, to the teaching profession as a whole.  

What stands out most in their responses is what is not there. Nowhere do they suggest that teachers 
pursue teacher leadership to advance their careers, earn more money, or gain status. Their 
motivation runs much deeper. They pursued teacher leadership because they saw a gap between 
what they are seeing in their schools and what is currently being provided, and they feel personally 
called to help close that gap. 

This is the picture we keep seeing and the one we want administrators to ponder.  Teacher leaders 
are experienced, passionate, systems-minded educators who are ready and willing to extend their 
reach. This is not because they want to leave their classrooms, but because they want to improve 
teaching. They do not want to be stuck in a cycle of top-down authority; they are already doing the 
work and are fully vested in their broader educational impact. By allowing them to lead in this 
way, they are creating a system that helps current administrators to thrive.   

Ultimately, our teacher leadership program completers shared a vision of leadership that is 
collaborative rather than hierarchical. Their leadership is rooted in the daily realities of classroom 
teaching. They long to help other teachers to improve their practice, but their hearts remain with 
their students and their classrooms. This shows us they are not rejecting leadership, but the exact 
opposite. They understand and recognize that effective leadership also comes from those who 
remain deeply connected to classroom practice.  

Closing Thoughts  

The superintendent’s opening comment reflects a frequent hesitation to support teacher leadership 
in favor of building a principal pipeline. We have heard this same sentiment, expressed in various 
ways, from district leaders across Illinois. It represents a way of thinking about leadership that is 
understandable, but in reality, it works against the very goal it aims to accomplish. The teachers 
who become teacher leaders are not a threat to the principal pipeline. They are the colleagues who 
stay late to support a struggling new teacher. They are the ones “in the trenches” who truly 
understand what their colleagues are going through. They are the ones who make a principal's job  
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possible. When they are supported, developed, and given meaningful opportunities to lead, 
everyone wins. 

From the administrators who entered our academy with skepticism and left with a new framework 
for thinking about teacher leadership to the teacher leaders who pursue the endorsement not for a 
title but as a sense of professional responsibility, the effects are clear. Teacher leadership does not 
compete with the principal pipeline; it strengthens it. The principal shortage in Illinois is real. 
Teacher leadership is not a consolation prize for teachers who choose not to go into administration. 
It is a strategic plan for a healthy school system, and until this is recognized by school and district 
leaders, the struggle for a strong principal pipeline will continue.  
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Abstract  
Teacher leadership is a well-established lever for whole-school reform and improved student 
outcomes; however, students with disabilities and the educators who support them are frequently 
overlooked within teacher leadership structures. Given that students with disabilities comprise 
15% of the U.S. school population and are entitled to equitable access and high expectations under 
federal law, leadership models that exclude special educators risk perpetuating inequities. This 
article bridges research and practice by examining the role of special educators as teacher leaders 
and highlighting pathways through which their expertise can strengthen school-wide systems. 
Drawing on existing literature and the lived experiences of one special education teacher leader, 
the article illustrates how skills central to special education naturally translate to effective 
instructional leadership. 
 
Introduction 
When considering whole-school reform, the use of teacher leaders has always been an avenue for 
improving student outcomes (Shen et al., 2020). However, research has often found that students 
with disabilities and educators who support them are overlooked when considering teacher 
leadership systems and structures (Tejero Hughes et al., 2025). Per the Individuals with Disabilities 
Education Act (IDEA, 2024), students with disabilities reserve the right to high educational 
expectations and access to the educational systems afforded to their general education peers. 
Teacher leadership that does not account for the disability population in schools, which makes up 
15% of students in U.S. schools (NCES, 2024), fails to create outcomes for all students. The 
following article was written by a special education teacher leader and researcher to bridge 
research and practice on how school communities and special education providers can better 
support their disability populations through teacher leadership.   

At the start of Sammi’s career as a special education teacher (second author), she was 
driven by a strong desire to grow and become the best educator she could be for her 
students. During those first few years, Sammi attended professional development sessions  
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specifically for special educators provided by her school’s network and implemented what 
she learned directly into her classroom. However, as Sammi became more seasoned, she 
began to recognize that the practices she was learning and applying would benefit more 
than just her students with disabilities—they would benefit every student and every teacher 
in her building. Sammy began thinking about how she could share what she was learning 
more broadly and step into leadership in ways that extended beyond her classroom. 
 

Special Educators as Teacher Leaders  
While the use of special educators as teacher leaders can support students with disabilities in a 
school community, it also provides valuable expertise that enhances all students’ learning 
outcomes. Special educator personnel preparation and development programming accounts for 
skills that naturally translate to school-based leadership (Passmore et al., 2021), including 
curriculum adaptation, behavior interventions, data-based problem-solving, and differentiation – 
all of which support the diversity of learners in a school community. Additionally, because special 
educators support a variety of students, they can provide insights into vertical and horizontal 
curriculum efforts. Despite the wide array of skills special educators could leverage when infused 
into teacher leadership, they are often overlooked for leadership roles due to a lack of 
understanding of special education by administration (Crockett, 2002). For many, special 
education is closely associated with legal requirements rather than practice. Additionally, many 
school communities face a shortage of special education personnel due to high retention and 
turnover (Peyton & Acosta, 2022), leaving educators to cite time constraints as a barrier to taking 
on additional leadership roles (Hughes et al., 2025). For these reasons, administrators need to be 
intentional and creative about how special educators can be infused into teacher leadership 
structures. Additionally, special educators often find themselves in a position of needing to 
advocate for leadership roles to counter the status quo.    

As Sammi continued investing in her own education and joined the school’s instructional 
leadership team, she deepened her understanding of how to support not only individual 
students but also whole-school change, and reflected on how she could further contribute. 
Sammi recognized that her school lacked a dedicated leader overseeing the Multi-tiered 
Systems of Support (MTSS) systems. Sammi approached her administrators with the desire 
to plant a seed and proposed supporting her school by strengthening MTSS and 
intervention systems. Sammi’s administrators shared a similar vision—and an even bigger 
one—to strengthen Tier I instruction beginning in the primary grades, rather than waiting 
until intervention was needed through MTSS. 
 

Pathways to Leadership for Special Educators  
When looking toward special education teacher leadership, administrators or self-advocates can 
survey the needs in their school community in terms of academics, behavior, and collaboration at 
the instructional, intervention, and systems levels (Quirk, 2018). These areas of need can be 
addressed through a strengths assessment of special education personnel or through professional  
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development opportunities that capitalize on special educators’ inherent skills (Passmore et al., 
2021). For example, special educators are versed in individualized academic and behavioral 
interventions. These skills could be applied to coordinating MTSS or data teams. Individual 
teachers and administrators could expand this knowledge and build momentum for their school 
community by continuing to develop special education teacher leader skills in this area through 
freely available resources at the National Center for Intensive Intervention (NCII, 2025), one of 
the many technical assistance centers funded by IDEA. Other roles that have historically been 
identified as tapping into the unique skill sets of special educators include inclusion, transition, 
individual intervention, universal design for learning, co-teaching, and community engagement 
(Passmore et al., 2021). As special educators continue to step into leadership roles, the field can 
continue to gather quantitative and qualitative data on student outcomes for those with and without 
disabilities to expand the field’s understanding of the various pathways to teacher leadership.   

As a special education teacher leader, Sammi worked collaboratively with her school’s 
leadership team to plan and implement school change aligned to their vision and mission. 
One of Sammi’s school’s priorities, grounded in data and research, was increasing the 
number of students receiving their education in the least restrictive environment across all 
subjects. To support this work, Sammi coached general education teachers, special 
educators, and support staff—including paraprofessionals and teacher assistants—on 
evidence-based practices such as explicit instruction, structured literacy, high-leverage 
practices, and instructional clarity. In partnership with her principal, Sammi led the 
development and implementation of coherent PK–2 literacy systems, strengthening Tier I 
literacy instruction and refining MTSS and intervention structures to ensure all students,  
including those with disabilities, received high-quality instruction. 

 
Next Steps for Teacher Leadership in Special Education  
Whether informally or formally, special educators are leaders in a school community. 
Administrators have been cited as either a support or barrier for special education teacher 
leadership (Hughes et al., 2025; Passmore et al., 2025); ultimately, it is not uncommon for special 
educators to find themselves advocating for leadership roles. Taking initiative involves being bold, 
brave, and forward-thinking. Special educators and administrators should consider the value-added 
assets that can support a school community in alignment with their school’s mission and vision. 
Because special education teachers often serve students across multiple homerooms, grade levels, 
and content areas, their expertise can uniquely influence instruction, strengthen collaboration, and 
improve outcomes far beyond their own classrooms. Ideally, administrators and special educators 
can find pathways to leadership that will benefit all students.   
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Abstract 

Teacher leadership is frequently seen as a way to improve school outcomes, strengthen 
professional culture, and increase teacher retention. Yet many teacher leadership programs focus 
on formal roles and positions, unintentionally reinforcing the belief that leadership begins only 
with authority or title. This article argues that teacher leadership begins with followership—an 
active, purposeful way teachers participate in shared professional work by using judgment, 
taking initiative, and accepting responsibility. Drawing on teacher leadership and followership 
research and practitioner literature on followership and influence without authority, the article 
frames followership as a starting point for lasting leadership. Studies show that leadership skills 
can be built through relationships, not through labels or positions assigned hierarchically. When 
schools build conditions that support followership, followership expands leadership capacity. 
Followership strengthens trust. Followership creates fair routes for teacher voice and influence.  

Keywords: teacher leadership, followership, professional agency, teacher retention, equity 

Introduction 

Teacher leadership matters and makes a difference. It has become a way to improve teaching and 
learning, strengthen school culture, and address persistent challenges related to teacher morale 
and retention. In many schools, however, teacher leadership still looks like a job title and 
continues to be framed primarily as a function of position. School leaders often tell teachers who 
want to advance professionally to get administrative certification, take on coaching, or move into 
director roles.  These opportunities, while valuable, take teachers away from the classroom. 

This narrow framing reinforces what Suda (2013) describes as a leader-centric lens that attributes 
success almost exclusively to formal leaders while the influence of followers remains invisible. 
Yet, as Suda argues, organizations succeed or fail not only because of how well leaders lead, but 
because of how well followers follow. In educational settings, ignoring followership limits 
leadership capacity.  

This article argues that teacher leadership cannot be fully understood, or effectively developed, 
without attention to followership. Leadership and followership depend on each other. You can’t 



Voices for Educational Equity 22 (1) 
June 2026 

58 

Lenarz 2 

have leaders without followers, and teachers move between these roles daily.  To understand how 
followership and leadership are linked, it is first necessary to examine how leadership itself has 
been defined and operationalized within schools. 

Teacher Leadership Beyond Roles and Titles 

York-Barr and Duke (2004) define teacher leadership as the process by which teachers influence 
colleagues and school communities to improve practice. This definition emphasizes influence 
rather than authority, yet leadership in schools is often operationalized through formal structures. 

Katzenmeyer and Moller (2009) highlight multiple pathways for teacher leadership, but these 
pathways often depend on the role that a teacher holds. When leadership is linked to a role, it 
may feel like teacher who do not have a title just carry out tasks rather than contribute their 
ideas.  

Scroggins (2017) provides a useful parallel on how followership and leadership are linked 
outside of PK–12 settings. He argues that influence does not depend upon authority but upon 
initiative, credibility, and trust. While his context differs, the principle applies directly to 
teachers. Leadership often happens in places where people do not have power but have 
professional expertise. Recognizing this shifts attention from position to participation, and from 
leadership to followership. 

Followership as Professional Agency 

Followership research consistently challenges the misconception that following is passive. 
Kelley (2008) defines effective followership along two dimensions: critical thinking and active 
engagement. Effective followers are neither submissive nor cynical; they participate with energy 
and discernment to reach collective goals.  

Suda (2013) reinforces this reciprocity, arguing that leadership and followership are mutually 
reinforcing roles. Effective leaders cultivate effective followers, and effective followers 
strengthen leaders through thoughtful support and constructive challenge.  

Linville and Rennaker (2022) further extend this idea by introducing the concept of 
“purposeship”. Purposeship is the alignment of leadership and followership to achieve something 
of significance and to carry out the purpose of an organizational mission. In education settings, 
this alignment is especially powerful. When the teachers’ followership shows shared purpose, the 
professional agency deepens. When the teachers’ followership shows purpose, the collective 
coherence strengthens.  

Adair (2008) claims that leadership and followership development cannot be separated, and that 
organizations develop leaders by first developing strong followers. This claim is particularly  
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relevant to schools, where teachers routinely move between leading and following depending on 
the setting and situation. When followership is ignored, the leadership pipeline weakens. When 
followership is supported, leadership capacity grows.  

Chaleff (2003) emphasizes that the moral dimension, what he terms courageous followership, 
matters. The moral dimension of followership is the responsibility to support leaders while also 
holding them accountable. In schools, courageous followership may mean speaking up for 
students, advocating for students, pointing out problems, questioning inequitable practices, or 
raising concerns about decisions. Effective followership in schools involves speaking up when 
practices threaten the mission or fall short of serving students well. Framed this way, 
followership is not a lesser role but a professional practice essential to school improvement. 

From Followership to Leadership: Leadership Through Participation 

Research on teacher leadership development shows that leadership and followership are closely 
connected. Leadership comes from professional participation not from positional authority. 
Teacher leadership development relies on the work of the teachers, not the title of the leadership 
position.  

Qian and Walker (2022) claim that teacher leadership develops through the gathering of social 
and symbolic capital. Teachers first deepen instructional expertise, then build professional 
networks, and eventually gain legitimacy through peer recognition. Leadership credibility is 
earned relationally. 

This progression aligns with what Kelley (2008) describes as effective followership. Effective 
followership includes thoughtful engagement, self-management, and commitment to 
organizational goals. Teachers often build credibility as followers before they are recognized as 
leaders. 

Hinić, Grubor, and Brulić (2016) found that exemplary followers report higher job satisfaction 
and stronger collegial relationships. Their findings suggest that followership quality influences 
not only leadership capacity but teacher retention and morale. 

Taken together, this research underscores a critical point. Followership provides a foundation 
from which leadership grows. Without attention to who is invited into such a setting, leadership 
development can become inequitable. 

Followership, Equity, and Retention 

Leadership tied to a title makes access to influence uneven. Teachers who sit near authority get 
the voice, while others who are farther stay on the edge. Over time, this imbalance not only 
limits equity, but it also weakens commitment. 
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Scroggins (2017) argues that individuals often underestimate their influence when they lack 
authority. In schools, this can manifest as disengagement among teachers who perceive 
leadership as inaccessible.  

Similarly, Linville and Rennaker (2022) emphasize that leaders and followers share a common 
focus and that a shared purpose creates coherence and collective efficacy. When teachers see 
their participation as meaningful, rather than marginal, their professional investment deepens. 

In high-need schools facing staffing instability, building strong followership expands 
participation and shows teachers as contributors regardless of role. However, followership in 
such contexts cannot mean passive compliance. Timmermans (2022) describes faithful 
followership as careful engagement and moral discernment within complex environments. In 
schools that serve historically marginalized communities, teachers often navigate competing 
expectations and policy pressures. Followership based on judgment enables teachers to align 
their participation with shared mission while maintaining the courage to question practices that 
undermine equity. 

When teachers have professional agency and shared responsibility, they are more likely to 
remain committed to their schools, making retention not merely a workforce outcome, but the 
result of a professional culture that affirms teachers as thoughtful participants in shared 
leadership. 

Practical Entry Points for Schools 

Schools that want to strengthen teacher leadership do not need to start by creating new positions. 
Instead, they can simply support and intentionally recognize forms of followership that already 
exist in everyday practices. These include leading instructional inquiry through collaborative 
reflection, engaging in peer observation, giving feedback grounded in mutual learning, driving 
curriculum innovation from classroom expertise, cultivating family and community engagement, 
and framing mentoring relationships as partnerships rather than supervision. 

These practices match what Suda (2013) describes as reciprocal influence and what Linville and 
Rennaker (2022) describe as purpose-aligned participation. When schools recognize these 
contributions as legitimate forms of leadership enacted through followership, they expand 
influence without hierarchy. When schools reinforce that leadership and followership are 
interdependent professional responsibilities, they cultivate a professional culture of mutual 
responsibility and shared discernment. Doing so strengthens teachers’ trust, which in turn 
strengthens teacher involvement and increases teacher retention.  
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Conclusion 

Teacher leadership does not begin with a title. It begins with how teachers engage with students, 
with colleagues, and with the shared work of the school. 

Kelley (2008) reminds us that most professionals spend far more time following than leading. In 
schools, this reality has profound implications. If followership remains unnamed and 
undervalued, leadership development remains incomplete. 

Schools that are serious about improving student outcomes and retaining talented teachers must 
build a culture where teachers are prepared to lead and follow with the same purpose. Teacher 
leadership depends not on position, but on valuing followership. Followership is not a retreat 
from leadership; it is the condition that makes leadership possible. Schools that ignore 
followership will struggle to build sustainable teacher leadership.  Teacher leadership depends on 
followership. 
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Abstract  

This conceptual paper advances a relational account of teacher leadership grounded in the 
constructs of mentalization and epistemic trust. We argue that teacher leadership depends not only 
on distributed expertise, but also on the capacity of adults in schools to interpret one another 
reflectively, sustain dialogue under strain, and repair relational ruptures that interfere with 
collective work. Drawing on two analytic vignettes from school leadership practice, we examine 
recurring sites of breakdown in department teamwork and data use. Across these scenes, we show 
how adult professional learning can narrow when intentions are misread, feedback is experienced 
as threat, or institutional stress hardens interpretive certainty. We contend that mentalization fosters 
epistemic trust, and that epistemic trust supports more secure organizational processes for shared 
inquiry and instructional improvement. The paper concludes with practice implications for school 
leadership that emphasize visible authorship, interpretive pause, and feedback structured as joint 
inquiry. 

Keywords: Teacher Leadership, Mentalization, Epistemic Trust, Relational Capacity, School 
Improvement Barriers 

Teacher Leadership as Relational Capacity 

Teacher leadership is often framed as a set of roles, programs, or initiatives designed to strengthen 
instruction, improve school climate, and increase teacher retention (Wenner & Campbell, 2017). 
Yet in many schools, the most consequential barrier is less a shortage of strategies than a shortage 
of relational capacity among adults. Inclusion, equity, improved student learning, and even robust 
teacher leadership models remain fragile when teachers and teacher leaders cannot reliably 
coordinate under pressure, repair misunderstandings, or sustain shared responsibility across time.  
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In this sense, the promise of reform often collapses at the level of relational interaction, in how 
disagreement is handled and whether professional dialogue can remain open when stakes are high. 

This paper is grounded in the everyday realities of a large Title I urban public high school serving 
a predominantly Latine student body, with persistent material constraints and the layered demands 
typical of high-need secondary contexts. One of our co-authors is an assistant principal who leads 
teacher observations and evaluations, supports course- and grade-level teams, and develops teacher 
and organizational capacity with individual teachers and teacher teams. From this vantage point, 
teacher leadership is not an abstract ideal but a daily necessity shaped by competing initiatives, 
time scarcity, turnover pressure, and the ongoing work of recruiting and retaining educators, 
particularly teachers from underrepresented communities, through collaborative professional 
learning aimed at strengthening instruction.   

Contemporary scholarship on teacher leadership and distributed leadership has repeatedly 
emphasized that leadership is enacted through interaction, not merely held through position 
(Harris, 2003; Spillane et al., 2004; Spillane, 2006; Wenner & Campbell, 2017; York-Barr & Duke, 
2004). York-Barr and Duke (2004) define teacher leadership as “the process by which teachers, 
individually or collectively, influence their colleagues, principals, and other members of school 
communities to improve teaching and learning practices with the aim of increased student learning 
and achievement” (p. 288). What remains under-theorized, however, is the relational process 
required for that enactment: the adult capacities and conditions that make it possible for teachers 
to lead through co-construction rather than through adherence to status quo hierarchies. 

We argue that teacher leadership can be conceptualized as relational capacity, or the ongoing repair 
and design work that enables adults to reason productively under stress and sustain collective 
responsibility for students across teams. This framing helps explain why even well-designed 
instructional models become procedural, compliance-driven, and brittle when adult relational life 
is treated as a background variable rather than a core site of leadership practice. 

Mentalization, Attachment, and Epistemic Trust 

Our argument draws on the concepts of mentalization and epistemic trust, which foreground how 
people interpret one another’s intentions, how credibility and care are signaled, and why 
communication becomes either receivable or defended against in relationally charged settings 
(Asen & Fonagy, 2012; Chelouche-Dwek & Fonagy, 2025; Twemlow et al., 2005). Mentalization 
refers to the capacity to reflect on the mental states that underlie behavior, including one’s own, 
while holding interpretations lightly enough to revise them (Twemlow et al., 2005; Duschinsky & 
Foster, 2021). It is not simply empathy, nor a fixed trait, but a reflective stance that assumes opacity 
in other minds and limits in one’s own certainty. In schools, this matters because power 
differentials are ubiquitous and leaders can easily mistake their interpretations for objective truth. 
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By contrast, non-mentalization refers to a diminished capacity to reflect on mental states under 
stress. When mentalization collapses, adults may treat first interpretations as final, reduce behavior 
to observable outcomes alone, or foreclose inquiry into what others may be thinking or feeling. In 
practice, this can look like reading disagreement as insubordination, hearing feedback as attack, or 
reducing colleagues to fixed types rather than complex actors under pressure (Duschinsky & 
Foster, 2021; Passi & Passi, 2026). 

Mentalization is closely tied to attachment. Bowlby (1969, 1973, 1980) argued that patterns of 
secure or insecure relating shape how people experience proximity, threat, support, and separation. 
Subsequent mentalization-based work has extended this insight by showing that responsive, 
reliable relationships support a more reflective stance, whereas inconsistent or threatening 
relationships can foster hypervigilance, withdrawal, or defensive certainty (Fonagy & Allison, 
2014; Duschinsky & Foster, 2021). Although attachment theory is often discussed in relation to 
children, its implications extend to adult organizational life. Under pressure, school professionals 
also enter relational fields in which trust, threat, and recognition shape what they can hear, how 
they interpret intent, and whether they remain open to collaboration. 

This is where epistemic trust becomes central. If mentalization is a way of staying reflective about 
minds in an interpersonal field, epistemic trust names the conditions under which people can 
receive knowledge from others as relevant, credible, and safe (Fonagy & Allison, 2014; 
Duschinsky & Foster, 2021). When epistemic trust is present, adults are more able to take in 
feedback, revise interpretations, and participate in shared problem-solving. When it is absent, 
communication is more likely to be experienced as surveillance, coercion, or blame. For teacher 
leadership, this distinction is foundational. Adult learning communities function only insofar as 
teachers can treat one another’s words as informational rather than as attack or control. 
Mentalization, in this sense, helps foster epistemic trust and epistemic trust in turn supports more 
secure organizational processes. 

A related concept here is psychological safety, which we use to refer to the relational conditions 
under which adults can speak, question, disagree, and revise without anticipating humiliation, 
dismissal, or punitive exposure. Mentalization contributes to psychological safety because it slows 
certainty, widens interpretation, and makes room for complexity. Research on school-based 
mentalization-oriented interventions suggests that such approaches can strengthen socioemotional 
competence, improve perspective-taking, reduce aggression, and contribute to more 
psychologically safe educational climates, especially when both educators and students are 
included in intervention efforts (Bak et al., 2015; Fonagy et al., 2009; Chelouche-Dwek & Fonagy, 
2025; Midgley et al., 2021). 

A key facilitator of both mentalization and epistemic trust is the use of ostensive cues. These are 
signals that communicate to another person that they are being addressed as a subject, that their 
perspective is being recognized, and that what is being offered is meant for their benefit rather than  
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as a maneuver for compliance (Duschinsky & Foster, 2021). In school leadership contexts, 
ostensive cues may include explicit recognition of another’s perspective, bids for collaboration, 
and acknowledgment of uncertainty. Such moves reduce the likelihood that feedback will be 
experienced as austere evaluation and increase the likelihood that it can be received as credible 
and usable. 

 

Purpose and Approach of the Paper 

Methodologically, this is a conceptual paper that uses analytic vignettes rather than a traditional 
empirical design. Idiographic accounts are widely used across interpretive traditions that take lived 
experience, meaning-making, and context seriously, including phenomenology and other 
hermeneutic approaches (Smith et al., 2009; van Manen, 2016). We are not offering a compliance-
based intervention, a replicable program, or causal claims about effects. Instead, we aim to deepen 
professional conversation about the relational processes endemic among teachers, teacher leaders, 
administrators, students, and families, particularly in high-need contexts where adult stress and 
institutional constraint can narrow dialogue. 

In line with critical theorists who insist that education must move from passive compliance toward 
dialogic participation, we treat relational repair as both practical and political work (Freire, 1970; 
Giroux, 2020). Our central claim is that shifting a school’s terrain from compliance-oriented 
interaction toward a more secure, dialogic, and reflective culture is a necessary condition for 
sustainable partnerships among teachers, families, and students. We do not propose a universal 
model. Rather, we offer a language and set of analytic lenses that help teacher leaders and teachers 
notice relational mechanisms, name breakdowns without moralizing, and practice repair as a core 
leadership competency. 

 

Vignettes 

This section uses vignettes to make adult relational processes visible and discussable. Rather than 
depicting dramatic rupture, the vignettes focus on ordinary but consequential moments in which 
dialogue narrows, interpretation hardens, and professional learning becomes more difficult to 
sustain. Each can be read as a point where mentalization becomes strained and epistemic vigilance 
rises, followed by a leadership opportunity to widen perspective, clarify intention, and reopen 
collaboration through a mentalizing stance and trust-building cues. All names have been 
anonymized and identifying contextual details have been omitted or slightly altered where needed. 

Vignettes are well suited to adult learning because they invite educators to apply conceptual 
frameworks to recognizable situations while also noticing their own interpretive habits and  
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relational tendencies. Rather than prompting a single “correct” answer, such scenarios can open 
space for reflective engagement with emotional and relational dynamics that are otherwise difficult 
to name in the flow of school life (Skilling & Stylianides, 2020). In our prior work, we have used 
vignette-based analysis to help educators surface how trust is built or eroded through everyday 
discourse, follow-through, and recognition practices, particularly when relationships carry a 
history of misunderstanding or institutional mistrust (Passi & Passi, 2026; Passi & Passi, in press). 
Here, we extend that approach from family-facing interactions into adult professional life inside 
the school, where teacher leadership is enacted through teams, coaching, and shared problem-
solving. 

Context of School Leadership Environment 

Midwest High School is located in a large urban area with a predominantly Latine student 
population. More than 85% of students are eligible for free or reduced-price lunch, a commonly 
used proxy for school-level economic disadvantage (National Center for Education Statistics 
[NCES], 2018). Teacher leaders, program coordinators, coaches, and administrators make up the 
school’s instructional leadership team (ILT), which leads improvement efforts across the school. 
The teacher leaders on the ILT are department chairs who lead teams of roughly 15 to 40 teachers, 
with larger departments generally concentrated in required core subjects and smaller departments 
in areas such as world language and the arts. 

The department chair role involves more than coordinating meetings or communicating initiatives. 
It requires navigating team size, group dynamics, and longstanding professional relationships. 
Doing so well also depends on contextual and institutional knowledge often held by veteran 
teachers who have experienced multiple iterations of ILT-led school improvement work. Some 
may be wary of change when they do not see themselves reflected in the work or when they 
perceive it as lacking meaning. As a result, the role requires technical and relational skill, along 
with sustained reflection and intentional coaching from school leaders. 

Vignette #1: Communication Ruptures in Course-Level and Grade-Level Teams 

Assistant principal (AP) Garza is aware of the complexities of leading department teams, having 
previously served as a department chair. He understands the social and political dynamics teacher-
leaders must navigate when guiding colleagues toward instructional improvement and change. 
Through this lens, Garza begins the school year working to support and coach a new department 
chair, Ms. Smith, a mid-career teacher with strong content knowledge and prior experience leading 
a course team within her department. Garza and Smith meet weekly to debrief ILT meetings and 
the subsequent work of departments. They review department agendas and discuss dilemmas 
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emerging within Smith’s team. Garza believes these meetings provide meaningful support and 
encourage Smith to take greater ownership of the collective work of the ILT. In his view, they 
position Smith as a co-author of school improvement work rather than simply a messenger of 
administrative directives. 

Yet Garza notices a recurring pattern. During department meetings, Smith often frames the work 
as something “admin wants us to do,” presenting department tasks as requirements rather than as 
plans shaped within the ILT. From Garza’s perspective, this messaging reinforces the perception 
that improvement efforts are top-down directives rather than collective decisions. Recent staff 
surveys reflect this concern, with several teachers describing the work as “top-down” and 
“meaningless.” From Smith’s perspective, however, the situation feels more complicated. 
Although Garza encourages her to speak more during ILT meetings and share her ideas, she often 
feels uncertain about how much influence she actually holds within the group. As a newer member 
of the ILT, she senses that many key decisions have already been shaped by administrators and 
veteran leaders before meetings begin. Garza’s encouragement sometimes lands as pressure rather 
than empowerment, leaving Smith unsure whether her role is to represent her department’s 
concerns or to secure departmental compliance with ILT priorities. This tension becomes 
increasingly visible within her department, where colleagues begin to treat Smith more cautiously, 
as though she represents administrative oversight rather than departmental advocacy. Exit-ticket 
surveys reflect a growing sense of disconnection between the stated goals of collaborative 
instructional alignment and teachers’ desire for professional autonomy. As a result, communication 
within department meetings begins to carry subtle “us versus them” language, even when that is 
not Smith’s intention. 

Meanwhile, Garza experiences Smith’s hesitation differently. Having worked to include teacher-
leaders in planning processes, he is confused by her reluctance to speak more openly during ILT 
meetings. During one of their weekly meetings, he raises the issue directly: “I’ve noticed you have 
a lot of good ideas. You should feel comfortable bringing them forward in ILT. The team needs to 
hear your perspective.” Smith pauses before responding. “Sometimes it feels like many of the 
decisions are already set before the meeting starts,” she says carefully. “I’m not always sure how 
much room there is to shape the direction.” Garza nods, hearing her comment primarily as 
hesitation rather than as a signal of the uncertainty she feels in navigating her position between 
administration and peers. He encourages her again to take more initiative in presenting ideas. 
Smith nods in return, but internally remains unsure whether doing so will strengthen her credibility 
with colleagues or deepen the perception that she is aligned with administration. What appears to 
Garza as hesitation is experienced by Smith as a precarious leadership position between 
administrative expectations and peer trust. 
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Vignette #1 Analysis 

Organizational and relational dynamic. Smith struggles to occupy the department chair role 
between administration and peers. Rather than communicating the uncertainty she feels, she adopts 
a more avoidant stance, distancing herself from both groups. Garza interprets this hesitancy as 
reluctance to lead. Neither articulates their underlying mental states. Smith does not communicate 
her insecurity about representing administrative initiatives, and Garza does not name his 
perception that she seems hesitant or guarded. In the absence of mentalizing, both begin 
interpreting the situation defensively. Smith suspects Garza is pushing an administrative agenda, 
while Garza becomes confused by what he perceives as resistance. This dynamic gradually 
produces an us–them framing, which Smith reproduces in department meetings when she presents 
initiatives as what “administration wants us to do.” 

Moving toward more secure communication. Smith senses that Garza intends to encourage her but 
remains uncertain whether his encouragement reflects genuine collaboration or pressure to comply 
with administrative priorities. Rather than expressing what she needs from administration to lead 
effectively, she continues to distance herself from the role. The breakdown lies in the absence of 
curiosity about each other’s internal states and the power dynamics at play. 

Ostensive cues. Smith reconsiders Garza’s intentions and communicates more directly: “I’ve 
appreciated your encouragement for me to take a more active leadership role. I’ve also realized 
there are ways administration could support me that I haven’t made clear. I’m wondering if we 
could have a collaborative conversation about that.” This response acknowledges Garza’s possible 
positive intent while naming the problem without exaggerating or minimizing it. 

Garza responds with curiosity rather than defensiveness. “I’m really glad you brought this up. I’ve 
noticed you seemed hesitant in the role and have been wondering what might be making it difficult. 
I’d like to talk about how we can support you. Tell me more.” Such responses signal openness and 
attention, helping establish epistemic trust. With greater clarity about her role, Smith shifts how 
she engages her department: “I’ve noticed in the exit-ticket surveys that many of you feel 
disconnected from some of our work. I’d like us to talk openly about what’s making it feel that 
way and how we might address it together.” Rather than avoiding tension, Smith invites colleagues 
to articulate concerns and participate in shaping the work. 

 

Vignette #2: Establishing Relational Trust When Diverging Value Systems Clash 

Garza and the administrative team have spent the year attempting to establish stronger data 
practices across the school, engaging members of the ILT in analyzing student performance data 
and identifying instructional next steps. Yet the school maintains a strongly data-averse culture.  



Voices for Educational Equity 22 (1) 
June 2026 

70 

Passi, Laurel, and Holly Passi 8 

Conversations about student outcomes often shift toward explanations centered on student 
motivation, family circumstances, or broader social factors. 

When the ILT reviews first-semester student data, several teacher-leaders respond defensively. 
Rather than engaging the data directly, they question its usefulness and offer anecdotal 
explanations for the patterns it reveals. Some warn that sharing the data school-wide would 
provoke strong negative reactions from teachers who already feel burned out and overwhelmed. 

Administrators interpret this response as resistance to accountability, while teacher-leaders 
perceive the emphasis on data as disconnected from the emotional strain teachers are experiencing. 
Although both groups claim to care deeply about student success, their interpretations of the 
problem—and of each other’s intentions—begin to diverge. 

 

Vignette #2 Analysis 

Organizational and relational dynamic. During the ILT discussion, student data is experienced by 
many teacher-leaders as evaluative rather than informative. Rather than examining patterns in the 
data, conversation shifts toward explanations centered on student motivation, family 
circumstances, or teacher burnout. While these concerns may be genuine, they also function as 
protective narratives that redirect attention away from instructional responsibility. From the 
administration’s perspective, this response appears as resistance to accountability. From the 
teacher-leaders’ perspective, the emphasis on data feels disconnected from the emotional strain 
teachers are experiencing. As a result, the data begins to function symbolically as judgment rather 
than as a tool for inquiry, and both groups interpret the other’s intentions defensively. 

Moving toward more secure communication. Restoring productive dialogue requires 
acknowledging the emotional climate without abandoning the purpose of examining student 
outcomes. Rather than treating burnout language as opposition, leaders can approach it as a signal 
of underlying affect shaping the conversation. Prompts that shift discussion toward collaborative 
inquiry can help reopen mentalizing: What feeling is dominating the room—overwhelm, fear, 
anger, or futility—and what might it be protecting? How might the data generate questions rather 
than conclusions? What is one factor outside our control and one within our control that we could 
act on in the coming weeks? 
 
Ostensive cues. Both administrators and teacher-leaders can signal openness through cues that 
acknowledge emotional realities while inviting shared problem solving. For example, one leader 
might say, “I hear how heavy this feels. I’m not here to assign blame. I’m here because our students 
deserve us to look at this together.” Or, “Let’s treat the data as information, not indictment. What 
do you notice, and what do you wonder?” Leaders might also invite co-authorship of the process: 
“Help design how we approach this so it protects teachers’ dignity while keeping our focus on  
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student learning.” Such cues communicate attention, recognition, and shared purpose, helping 
restore epistemic trust and enabling data to function as a shared tool for improvement rather than 
a perceived judgment. 
 

Discussion 

Taken together, the vignettes suggest that many of the difficulties commonly treated as technical 
problems in schools are, at least in part, relational and interpretive problems. Communication 
breakdowns in teams, defensiveness during feedback, and strain in collaborative partnerships are 
not simply failures of protocol or implementation. They are often moments in which mentalization 
narrows, epistemic trust weakens, and adults begin interpreting one another through threat, 
certainty, or fixed assumptions. Under such conditions, even well-designed initiatives can become 
experienced as surveillance, compliance, or symbolic judgment rather than as opportunities for 
shared inquiry. 

What the vignettes make visible is that teacher leadership depends not only on distributed 
expertise, but also on distributed relational responsibility. Teacher leaders, coaches, and 
administrators are regularly asked to hold difficult conversations in contexts shaped by uneven 
power and institutional strain. In these moments, leadership cannot be reduced to clarity of goals 
or fidelity of implementation alone. It also requires the capacity to keep dialogue open when 
interpretations begin to harden, to recognize when another person’s response may be organized by 
shame, mistrust, or threat, and to respond in ways that preserve the possibility of thinking together. 
In this sense, teacher leadership is not merely the exercise of influence. It is the ongoing work of 
sustaining the relational conditions under which influence can be received as credible, usable, and 
non-coercive. 

This is where mentalization offers particular value. As a leadership stance, it helps adults remain 
curious about the mental states that may be shaping behavior while resisting the impulse to collapse 
quickly into accusation, certainty, or dismissal (Asen & Fonagy, 2012; Duschinsky & Foster, 
2021). The vignettes illustrate that breakdowns often occur not because one party lacks 
commitment, but because each begins to read the other through a narrowed interpretive frame. 
Hesitation becomes resistance. Feedback becomes attack. Data becomes indictment. Under those 
conditions, epistemic trust gives way to epistemic vigilance, and communication that might 
otherwise support learning is defended against or emptied of meaning. Mentalization does not 
eliminate conflict or asymmetry, but it can slow these defensive cycles long enough for a more 
reflective exchange to become possible. 

The analysis also suggests that epistemic trust is not a peripheral concern in adult professional 
learning. It is one of its preconditions. Teachers and teacher leaders are more likely to receive 
feedback, data, or coaching as relevant and actionable when they experience the surrounding  
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relationship as credible, attentive, and non-humiliating. This helps explain why ostensive cues 
matter. Small relational signals such as clarifying purpose, acknowledging strain, naming shared 
commitments, inviting correction, and explicitly recognizing another person’s perspective are not 
ornamental features of communication. They are among the means by which professional dialogue 
becomes receivable rather than defended against (Duschinsky & Foster, 2021). When such signals 
are absent, schools may continue to communicate, but the social knowledge being offered often 
fails to take hold. 

A further implication of the vignettes is that adult relational life should be understood as central to 
equity-oriented and inclusive school improvement rather than secondary to it, particularly in 
efforts to build school communities capable of sustaining equity work across roles and contexts 
(Bennett, 2025). The speed and certainty with which schools often assign meaning to others’ 
actions are never neutral. In high-poverty and racially minoritized contexts, adults are read through 
broader cultural narratives about competence and professionalism. A mentalizing stance can 
interrupt some of these premature closures by widening interpretation and reopening questions 
about context, pressure, and meaning. This does not require abandoning accountability or 
dissolving professional standards. Rather, it requires forms of accountability that do not foreclose 
thought. If inclusion is to be sustained, then adult professional cultures must be able to tolerate 
uncertainty, disagreement, and repair without collapsing into compliance on one side or cynicism 
on the other. 

For these reasons, we suggest that teacher leadership practice can be strengthened by a small set 
of commitments that follow from mentalization and epistemic trust: sustaining or regaining 
reflective functioning when it begins to narrow, approaching others with active curiosity rather 
than performances of privileged knowledge, directing joint attention toward mental states and 
meanings rather than behavior alone, and welcoming correction as part of collective sense-making 
rather than as a threat to authority (Asen & Fonagy, 2012; Duschinsky & Foster, 2021). These are 
not therapeutic techniques imported wholesale into schools. They are relational disciplines that 
can shape how teams interpret conflict, how feedback is structured, and how adults coordinate 
under strain. 

We do not claim that mentalization resolves the structural conditions that burden schools or the 
institutional pressures that narrow adult dialogue. Nor do we present it as a universal solution. 
Rather, the contribution of this framework is more modest and, we would argue, practically useful. 
It provides language for noticing recurring breakdowns without moralizing them, for 
distinguishing between disagreement and non-mentalization, and for approaching repair as a core 
leadership competency rather than an interpersonal afterthought. In doing so, it helps reframe 
teacher leadership as the work of building and protecting the relational conditions through which 
instruction, inclusion, and collective responsibility can actually be carried forward. 

 



Voices for Educational Equity 22 (1) 
June 2026 

73 

Passi, Laurel, and Holly Passi 11 

Practice Implications 

Make Authorship and Discretion Visible 

Improvement work is more likely to trigger epistemic vigilance when teachers experience it as 
already decided, vaguely framed, or rhetorically collaborative but structurally closed. Leaders can 
reduce this risk by making authorship visible, naming what is fixed and where teacher judgment 
has genuinely shaped the work. This matters because non-mentalization often fills the gaps left by 
ambiguity. When teachers cannot locate themselves as participants in meaning-making, they are 
more likely to fall back on familiar narratives of control, surveillance, or compliance. 

Build Routines That Slow Interpretation Under Stress 

Schools do not need perfect relationships to become more reflective, but they do need repeatable 
routines that slow down certainty when tension rises. Teams can normalize brief pauses that 
separate description from interpretation and ask what context may be missing before action is 
taken. Such routines matter because adult conflict in schools often escalates not from disagreement 
alone, but from premature closure about motive, intent, or blame. A mentalizing culture is 
sustained less by one-time training than by ordinary structures that help adults recover reflection 
when it narrows. 

Redesign Feedback as Joint Inquiry 

If feedback is to support adult learning, it must be organized as a process teachers can enter without 
assuming humiliation or predetermined judgment. This does not require abandoning standards or 
accountability. It requires structuring feedback so that evidence is distinguished from 
interpretation, dignity is protected, and next steps are shaped as shared inquiry rather than defended 
verdict. In practical terms, leaders can frame coaching and evaluation around one concrete problem 
of practice, one jointly selected next move, and one brief follow-up focused on learning rather than 
symbolic performance. This helps preserve epistemic trust while still honoring institutional 
requirements. 

 

Conclusion 

We conclude not by simply calling for more research, though we hold that need to be real, but by 
insisting that listening is, in itself, a relational and political act. The dialogic made possible through 
an integrated relational capacity does not promise an instantaneous transformation or educational 
utopia. It offers something firmer, the possibility that the dynamics leading to rupture can be 
brought into view and met with practices sturdy enough to endure. In that sense, the work is less  
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about fixing schools through another program and more about readying the adults within them for 
reflection, inquiry, and reparation. 

We offered one theoretical framework, mentalization, and one learning-based approach, analytic 
vignettes, not as a singular method for addressing conflict, but as a disciplined way of returning to 
a basic insight: human processes are relational, and adults, no less than the children they guide, 
require ways of meeting the inevitable difficulties of working with others. Teacher leaders are often 
asked to stand in the in-between, translating across constituencies, absorbing pressures from above 
and beside, and carrying the fragile work of coherence. They are not insulated from rupture; 
indeed, they often encounter it first. Yet if mentalization is understood conceptually and rehearsed 
regularly, its processes become less like abstractions and more like capacity: a set of shared habits 
that can be returned to when interpretation narrows and trust thins. Over time, what begins as a 
stance becomes a structure. It can settle into the architecture of a school as a quiet expectation that 
dialogue can widen again and that, even when we fail one another, we are not finished with one 
another. 
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Formal teacher leadership roles such as instructional coaches, committee members, and 
professional development facilitators are valid outlets for teachers’ expertise and meaningful ways 
to remain engaged. Schools benefit from teacher leadership by keeping the focus on student 
achievement and instructional goals (Margolis & Huggins, 2012). These positions should continue 
to be available to teachers who are interested, and teachers should continue to pursue coursework 
to improve their leadership skills. However, these formal roles have the potential to come and go 
with funding disruptions, initiative changes, and leadership turnover; furthermore, they are 
frequently held by a small number of teachers, selected by administrators, and do not become 
available often. 
 
Therefore, more focus needs to be placed on sustaining informal teacher leader roles. Informal 
teacher leaders, viewed by their peers as leaders, potentially remain in these roles for their whole 
career unlike more temporary formal opportunities. While many definitions of teacher leadership 
ask teachers to go “above and beyond their typical duties,” the reality is that many teachers who 
continue to remain engaged and open to learning to advance student success are already leaders 
whose voices should be valued from the start (Wenner & Campbell, 2017, p. 140). This begs the 
question not how can we create more leadership roles, but how can we start viewing mid-career 
teachers who have a decade or more of professional service as the leaders they already are and 
how might they sustain a positive influence for the length of their career. 
 
For the last two years at my suburban high school, I have facilitated a cohort of mid-career 
teachers, a voluntary group that meets once a quarter during our before-school work hour to 
support each other and discuss ways to maintain our engagement. Teachers self-selected into the 
group, some at either end of the mid-career spectrum. They cross nearly every subject in the 
building, yet they are brought together by a common goal. Using research on mid-career teachers 
as our foundation, we discussed topics that, while context-specific to our school, always drew a 
focus to the broader systems in which mid-career teachers find themselves (Huberman, 1989; Day, 
2007; Booth et al., 2022). From this cohort, teachers have built a non-evaluative, supportive 
community for sharing different ways they have worked through parenting responsibilities, found 
relevant professional development, and engaged in formal leadership opportunities. As Nias 
(1989) argues, “in school reference groups did not have to be large in order to provide this kind of 
reassurance” (p. 51). 
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Replicating this group would be dependent upon the context of each school system. They could be 
co-constructed with administrators or formal teacher leaders such as instructional coaches; trust 
being key to helpful conversations, as teachers must be comfortable expressing not only their 
concerns, fears, and experiences but believe that their professional narrative will be treated as 
truths for them. In this vein, that same trust could fall to supporting teachers as the group 
facilitators. Understandably, administrator support often comes with an acknowledgement that the 
cohort is not there to “badmouth” them or undermine the school’s goals, keeping the focus on 
broader systems or natural personal and professional cycles. In fact, the goal should be quite the 
opposite: the cohort’s norms exist to keep the school’s most expert teachers engaged through 
mutual brainstorming and problem solving. This is authentic teacher leadership—creating a multi-
pronged series of supports that listen to mid-career teachers and center their voices. These 
relationships and administrative recognition for teacher commitment, energy, and skill over their 
careers is vital to help mid-career teachers “grapple with the immense emotional, intellection, and 
social demands” especially given the “ongoing” changes they experience personally and 
professionally throughout their career (Day, 2007, p. 258).  
 
Mid-career teachers are a school’s content experts and holders of institutional memory who build 
networks and connections with students and other staff regardless of changes to initiatives, 
funding, or staffing. Yet decades of research also show that teachers can experience strains on 
engagement as they pass through mid-career, a tension point that can cause them to disconnect and 
disengage (Huberman, 1989; Day, 2007; Booth et al., 2022). Instead of filling formal roles with 
younger teachers or placing blame on mid-career teachers for why they don’t take advantage of 
the small number of roles available, we need to shift our focus to providing support to mid-career 
teachers to help them maintain their engagement.  
 
Simultaneously, we also need to shift the way mid-career is often stigmatized away from the deficit 
language such as “family focuser” and “dissatisfied stayer” (Booth et al., 2021, p. 21),“plateauing” 
(Huberman, 1989, p. 32), and “stagnating” (Burke et al., 1987, p. 12) toward, as Nias (1989) 
argues, the “calm counterpoise of an experienced teacher” (p. 200). This mindset begins with 
treating mid-career teachers as experts and trusting that their experiences about their professional 
narratives are true for them. As Adler et al. (2016) argue, the “veracity” of the way people tell their 
stories is not key, but the way they construct their story is “crucial for connection between narrative 
identity and well being” (p. 148).  
 
In the end, the narrative that mid-career teachers tell about themselves is far more important than 
the categories they may be sorted into by researchers or administrators. While the idea of validating 
their narratives may be divisive because every administrator and teacher can picture in their minds 
a teacher who is obstinate despite being supported and worked with, the idea of providing systemic, 
teacher-led mentoring to those entering the phase of mid-career should be less so. New teacher 
professional development programs are well researched and well established as one means of  



Voices for Educational Equity 22 (1) 
June 2026 

79 

Miklusak 3 

retaining and supporting new teachers (Ronfeldt & McQueen, 2017). We need to do the same for 
mid-career teachers to help them stay engaged and authentically supported through all the 
experiences of their career (Kirkpatrick, 2007). Mid-career cohorts are one possible way to 
accomplish this support so that schools can continue to benefit from their leadership no matter 
what changes the system may undergo. 
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When I was a little girl desegregating an elementary school in Galveston, Texas, I learned what it 
meant to speak without being heard. Angry adults hurled words I didn't understand, but I 
understood their message: You don't belong here. By the end of a few weeks, I had stopped 
speaking at school. My silence became my shield. 

It would be years before a gentle teacher—Sister Christella—taught me what it felt like to be seen 
again. She listened to me long before I could form the words. She didn’t call on me when I was 
silent. She didn’t mark my quietness as defiance. Instead, she noticed me—sat beside me, asked 
small questions that required no risk to answer, and waited. Her patience was itself a form of 
listening. That experience became the north star of my life's work: no one under my care—child 
or adult—should ever feel unseen, unheard, or unsupported. 

What I did not know then was that this early lesson about belonging would one day shape the way 
I understood teacher leadership—and the crisis we face today in retaining teachers, especially in 
our most vulnerable communities. 

The Cost of Not Listening 

When I conducted my doctoral research on urban teacher retention in 2012, I found a truth so 
simple that it was almost startling. Teachers stay in schools where they feel a sense of connection 
and belonging. Teachers stay in schools where their voices are heard. Teachers stay when there is 
someone who listens deeply and responds to their needs. Teachers stay when they feel like a valued 
part of the team—where learning, growth, and even mistakes are understood as part of the process. 
When these conditions are present, teachers are far more likely to remain committed to their 
schools, their students, and the profession. 

We tend to frame attrition as a pipeline problem, a recruitment problem, a pay problem, a burnout 
problem—issues that are mostly external. And while each of those is real, beneath them all is 
something more fundamental: teachers are leaving because we are not listening deeply enough to 
what they need as human beings. 
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The human cost of this failure is staggering—and so is the financial one. Research consistently 
estimates that replacing a single teacher costs a district between $10,000 and $20,000 when 
accounting for recruitment, hiring, and lost instructional continuity. In high-need schools, that 
number climbs even higher. Listening to teachers is not just the right thing to do—it is one of the 
most fiscally responsible investments a school system can make. 

The world has changed dramatically since my dissertation. The pandemic intensified inequities, 
trauma, stress, and emotional labor in ways few could have imagined. Today's teachers are carrying 
more than ever while navigating a profession often shaped for them but not with them. 

We cannot talk about teacher leadership until we talk about teacher listening—true, transformative 
listening that honors their voices as expertise. 

Learning to Listen, Learning to Speak 

Part of the challenge we face is that our society often doesn't teach us how to truly listen to one 
another. We learn to wait for our turn to speak, to formulate responses while others are talking, to 
listen for what we can debate or correct. But deep listening—the kind that seeks to understand 
rather than to reply—is rarely modeled or taught. For many leaders, this gap in their own 
development can make it difficult to create the listening cultures that teachers desperately need. 

And on the other side of this equation, many teachers have not been taught how to use their voices 
to advocate for themselves or express what they need. The culture of teaching has often rewarded 
compliance and self-sacrifice, leaving many educators without the tools or confidence to articulate 
their professional needs. We've created a double bind: leaders who haven't learned to listen deeply 
and teachers who haven't been empowered to speak up. Breaking this cycle requires intention from 
both sides—and recognition that these are skills we can all develop. 

It is also worth naming that many school leaders genuinely want to listen but find themselves 
squeezed by top-down accountability pressures, unrealistic timelines, and systems that reward 
compliance over conversation. Principals, too, are often shaped by structures that leave little room 
for the relational work that retention demands. This is not an excuse—it is context. Transforming 
listening cultures requires that district and state leaders extend to principals the same grace and 
voice they are asking principals to extend to teachers. The work must move in both directions. 

Satellite Data, Map Data... and the Data We Ignore 

In Street Data (2021), Safir & Dugan urge us to rethink what data matters most: the wide-angle 
patterns, the focused metrics, and the lived experiences that sit closest to the ground. Most school 
systems over-rely on the first two. But for retention, for teacher well-being, for leadership that 
actually works, it is the third—the stories, the daily realities, the insights of teachers themselves—
that hold the key. 
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Street data asks us not only to measure but to notice. Not only to evaluate but to listen. Not only 
to support but to respond in a way that feels human, relevant, and real. Teachers have been telling 
us what they need for decades. The question is whether we have been willing to hear them. 

The Disconnect Between Policy and People 

The history of educational reform—from No Child Left Behind to high-stakes evaluation 
systems—is built on the promise that accountability alone will improve outcomes. What these 
reforms consistently overlook is the human condition of the people expected to carry them out. 
We legislate what must be achieved. We rarely legislate how we will support those who must 
achieve it. 

This disconnect is more than policy failure; it is a failure of imagination and empathy. We cannot 
continue to ask teachers to build miracles on broken foundations. 

And we must be honest about whose voices have been most consistently unheard. Teachers of 
color, early-career educators, and those working in under-resourced schools are disproportionately 
absent from the conversations that shape policy and practice. This is not incidental. The same 
systems that have failed to listen to students from marginalized communities have often failed to 
listen to the teachers who serve them. An equity lens on teacher listening means asking not just 
“Do we have listening structures?” but “Whose voices are centered, and whose are still being left 
out?” 

What Teachers Are Really Asking For 

After recently interviewing teachers who stayed, teachers who left, and leaders who successfully 
reduced attrition (for the book I’m writing), I am convinced that the future of teacher leadership 
lies not in mandates or initiatives, but in the relationships that shape their daily lives. Teachers are 
asking for: 

• Psychological safety—a space where mistakes are learning, not liabilities. 
• Differentiated support, not one-size-fits-all mandates. 
• A voice in decisions that impact their work. 
• Time and resources that treat their profession as the complex craft it is. 
• Understanding, not judgment, of the changing emotional needs their students bring through 

the door each day. 

This is not about coddling. It is about belonging—the very condition that neuroscience tells us is 
required before the brain can learn, teach, or thrive. 

Teacher Leadership Begins with Leaders Who Listen 

Teacher leadership is too often framed as an additional task: leading a meeting, chairing a 
committee, mentoring a colleague. These are valuable, but they are not the heart of teacher  
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leadership. Teacher leadership emerges when educators feel powerful, not overwhelmed; valued, 
not dismissed; included, not tokenized. 

And that requires school leaders who are willing to: 

• Slow down and truly examine current practice. 
• Ask better questions. 
• Seek ongoing feedback. 
• Invite teachers' perspectives before decisions are made. 
• Revisit structures that no longer serve human needs. 
• Treat the emotional well-being of educators as non-negotiable. 

Leaders who listen create teachers who lead. 

An Invitation to Begin 

If you are a school leader reading this, I want to offer an invitation rather than a mandate. What if, 
this week, you created space for one genuine conversation with a teacher—not to evaluate, not to 
problem-solve, but simply to listen? What if you asked, 'What's one thing I could do to better 
support you?' and then truly heard the answer? 

If you are a teacher, I invite you to practice using your voice in small, safe ways. Share one need 
with a trusted colleague. Request one change that would make your work more sustainable. You 
deserve to be heard, and your insights are valuable—not just for you, but for the students and 
communities you serve. 

The work of transforming schools doesn't have to start with a comprehensive plan or a district 
initiative. It can start with a single act of authentic listening. It can start with remembering that 
behind every policy, every test score, every initiative, there are human beings who need to feel 
seen, heard, and valued. 

That little girl from Galveston found her voice again because one teacher took the time to listen. 
What might become possible if we all committed to doing the same for each other? 
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Introduction 
In Teacher Burnout Turnaround: Strategies for Empowered Educators, Patricia Jennings 
thoughtfully engages with the important issue of teacher burnout through theoretical and practical 
considerations. Teacher burnout continues to be a pressing issue in American society. A 2025 
University of Missouri study of more than 450 teachers found that 78% have thought about quitting 
the profession in the last five years. The study also found that educators with more than five years’ 
experience were more likely to consider leaving than newer teachers (Stann, 2025). In the 2025 
State of the American Teacher Survey, (Steiner et al., 2025) found that the number of respondents 
who reported regular job-related stress, as well as difficulty coping with them to be similar to the 
number of teachers who reported these for the last two years. Jennings builds off an initial 
theoretical discussion of burnout and the teaching profession and includes strategies by which 
school systems can change to empower teachers to combat burnout and promote teacher  and 
student leadership to reverse these trends.  
 
Chapter Overviews  
Chapter One provides a broad overview of the teaching profession at the onset of the COVID-19 
pandemic. Jennings thoughtfully weaves together the impact of the industrial revolution on 
schooling with discussion of the transition to the knowledge economy and the changing needs of 
students. Pointedly, Jennings notes that in our present moment it is “... more difficult than ever to 
predict what our young people will need to know and will need to be able to do. Rapid social and 
technological changes make it virtually impossible to predict what life will be like...” (p.10). 
Jennings provides a compelling case for why the traditional factory model of education, 
established following the industrial revolution, can no longer meet the needs of educational 
stakeholders, and how our adherence to it is having a negative impact on the individuals it is meant 
to serve.  
 
In Chapter Two, Jennings introduces readers to The Stress Matrix which lists factors that create 
stress for teachers and areas that could be improved within the system. Included in the complex 
matrix of stressors are contextual factors that teachers have no direct control over. An example 
that Jennings provides is the bells that create an ongoing feeling of time urgency.  While teachers 
cannot control this, one thing they can control is their relationship with students. A positive 
relationship has the potential to increase student learning and promote classroom environments 
that can reduce stress due to increased student engagement.  
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Jennings informs readers about the social and emotional competencies required for teachers to 
demonstrate in Chapter Three. Teachers must have the ability to empathize and respect their 
students, coworkers, administration, and the families of students. Emotions such as anger or fear 
can be formed in the classroom, and these can trigger a fight or flight response, which is not 
productive for teaching. Jennings encourages teachers to use mindfulness and recognize stress 
signs in their bodies, such as shoulders and jaw tightening or an increased heart rate. Jennings 
reminds teachers to have self-compassion and remember that losing their temper or saying things 
they regret to their students is inevitable because teachers are human beings who are working under 
challenging conditions.  
 
Chapter Four urges readers to abandon linear ways of thinking about the classroom and instead 
turn to systems thinking. Referring to the factory-model of education first discussed in Chapter 
One, Jennings provides a well-structured argument for why linear thinking is insufficient for 
approaching the complexities of the classroom and school system today. She advocates for an 
application of systems thinking, seeing it as instrumental in promoting change in classrooms and 
the wider school community, noting that without change at the macro (school) level, it becomes 
more difficult for there to be change at the classroom (micro) level.  
 
Chapter Five explores some of the mental traps that Jennings believes prevent educators from 
embracing systems thinking. She challenges readers to reflect on their own “self-system” and 
consider the ways in which these traps inhibit wider systems thinking. She begins with a discussion 
of the trap of  ”scripts”, and the ways in which a teacher’s own script limits their thinking when 
applied to situations in the classroom. She discusses simple stories, and the ways in which teachers 
make up stories about individuals and their circumstances. She provides a relatable example of a 
teacher who had a story about a student, and the strategies she took view him differently when she 
recognized that her story of him was not productive. These, and the other examples provided in 
the chapter, shed a light on the ways in which our thinking about students and teaching on the 
whole can prevent educators from making the changes they desire.  
 
In Chapter Six, Jennings dives into design thinking and how teachers can transform their learning 
environments with it. Design Thinking is an approach based on the belief that individuals can make 
a difference by applying intentional processes to generate solutions that result in positive 
outcomes.  Jennings discusses an example of design thinking related to IEP/504 meetings that 
centers on how to find solutions to issues regarding student learning and behavior, even when there 
are tense moments due to differing stakeholder perspectives—relevant for teachers of all grade 
levels and disciplines.  
 
Chapter Seven begins a transition from the present situation in schools to strategies to alleviate 
teacher burnout at the structural level. The chapter highlights several leadership theories and  
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models that schools can implement to empower teachers. The chapter begins with a comprehensive  
introduction to teacher leadership, including relationships among teacher leadership, engagement, 
and retention. The chapter also provides frameworks for how teachers come to be leaders in their 
school settings. One important distinction made is for teacher leadership to flourish, school 
leadership must create the conditions for it.  
 
At the heart of discussion surrounding teacher leadership is the importance of teacher 
professionalism. Chapter Eight provides a framework for teachers to engage in professional 
collaboration that promotes discussion and autonomy. Jennings presents the importance of 
teachers defining themselves as highly skilled knowledge workers who need autonomy in order to 
thrive, before she discusses the importance of teacher awareness for developing expertise. Jennings 
effectively utilizes the The Five Awarenesses of the Teaching Brain, from Vanessa Rodriguez, 
(2014) to ground her discussion and provide practical strategies for teachers to use their awareness 
of context for learning to implement needed changes.  
 
In Chapter Nine, Jennings discusses how teachers can empower students and motivate them to 
take charge of their own learning through fostering SEL (Social Emotional Learning). Jennings 
provides a LAUNCH framework, an acronym to outline the steps through which students can 
accomplish this. The chapter also offers action steps for problem-solving behavior on issues that 
arise. Jennings presents a three-stage model that teachers can follow to address these behavior 
issues. Stage 1 is Routine Maintenance, an example being giving a student a logical consequence 
after they do not meet behavior expectations. Stage 2 is Problem-Solving, which may include 
actions such as planning a conference with the student and their parents. Stage 3 is Managing 
Chronically Inappropriate Behavior, e.g. following school policies and engaging with other school 
personnel such as the school counselor or a special education teacher.  
 
Text Strengths  
Jennings’s text provides rich data and helpful strategies for teachers to prevent burnout and feel 
empowered in their work. One strength of the text is the Stress Matrix, which is both informative 
and relatable for teachers. Jennings’s presentation of The Stress Matrix in Chapter Two is 
beneficial because it contextualizes how some of the reasons they are stressed are out of their 
control. The text then moves to present strategies enabling teachers to build inner resilience. One 
way Jennings proposes to build resilience is through recognizing mind traps to which teachers can 
fall victim. The presentation is both effective and accessible, with practical classroom examples 
highlighted. Throughout the text Jennings’s emphasis on ways teachers can control their mindset 
and individual learning environment is both empowering and instructive.  
 
Critiques 
While the text offers thoughtful and important analysis of burnout, it is primarily limited to the 
experiences of elementary educators. While it is true that any educator is susceptible to burnout,  
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especially given the structures of education discussed by Jennings, it is also true that the 
experiences of elementary, middle school and high school educators are different not only in terms 
of the developmental level and needs of their students, but also by the structures of their day to 
day roles. There is an opportunity here for consideration of these nuances and how they impact 
both the teacher experience and teacher needs. Chapter Three, “Building Inner Resilience” 
discusses the need for plus  practical steps teachers can take to build resilience. One way this 
chapter could be expanded would be to include practical self-care strategies. This would give 
teachers immediate strategies that could be implemented to alleviate the effects of stress and allow 
for some of the more reflective strategies suggested in the chapter to be implemented.  
 
Recommendation 
We recommend this text for graduate students in education programs, particularly those studying 
teacher leadership. The text has valuable knowledge beneficial to principals, school boards, 
administrators, and current teachers and teacher leaders. While there are ways undergraduate 
students might benefit, particularly elementary education majors, it would need to be 
supplemented. Supplementation may be needed for students in undergraduate teacher preparation 
including: practical classroom management examples, scenarios, and applications for students who 
may have minimal classroom experience.  
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submitted as a Microsoft Word document in Times New Roman 12 point font, 1.15 line 
spacing, 1 inch margins, and with footnotes and references in APA format.   Email documents 
as Word attachments to Jerry Berberet, Ph.D., editor-in-chief (wgberberet@aol.com).  Case studies 
addressing equity concerns are especially welcomed. Articles and case studies should be 
approximately 2,500-5,000 words and include a short author bio (50 word limit - name, highest 
degree earned, institutional/ organizational affiliation, current professional position and email or 
contact information), 4-5 key words, an abstract of 100-200 words, a brief review of relevant 
research literature bearing on the article subject, a discussion of findings and results, a conclusion, 
and a reference bibliography. Columns are opinion pieces, ordinarily of 500-1,000 words, 
reflecting the views of the author. Book and media reviews should be 500-750 words in length. 
Authors are invited to email Jerry Berberet (wgberberet@aol.com) or call him (850-766-2656) to 
discuss a potential submission, request referee protocols, or to ask questions.  Past issues of the 
journal can be viewed on the Center’s website;  http://www.center4success.com 
 
The ISSN Number of Voices for Educational Equity is 2771-8328.  Voices is posted as an online 
“open access” journal twice annually. Voices is published by the Center for Success in High-Need 
Schools http://www.center4success.com. The publisher is Jan Fitzsimmons, 
Ph.D.(jan@center4success.com) president of the Center for Success.  The Center mailing address 
is: 28182 W. Savannah Trail, Barrington, IL 60010. 
 
Members of the Editorial Board for Voices for Educational Equity are:  

Annie Baddoo, Rockford University 
Ava Belisle-Chatterjee, Columbia College Chicago, Emerita;  
Erica Dávila, Lewis University;  
Michael Dieter, Northern State University;  
Elvira Pichardo, Lewis University;  
William G. Berberet, Editor;   
Jan Fitzsimmons, Publisher . 
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Voices for Educational Equity — Call for Submissions 

Volume 22, Number 2 — “Child Friendly Education” 
(Submission Deadline, September 15, 2026) 

 
In the years following the COVID-19 pandemic, calls to “rebuild” or “improve” education have 
multiplied across policy circles, research communities, and public discourse. Many of these 
conversations have focused on methods of instructional techniques, remediation strategies, and 
classroom-level interventions designed to help children “catch up.” While method certainly 
matters, an exclusive focus on technique risks obscuring the deeper and more fundamental 
question of what it means for education to be genuinely child-friendly in a world marked by 
profound inequities. 

Childhood, as Philippe Ariès argued in Centuries of Childhood (1962), is not a timeless or 
universal life stage but a historical and cultural construction, one shaped by shifting social norms, 
political forces, and collective understandings of who children are and what they deserve. In 
contemporary contexts, this constructed childhood is profoundly uneven: race, class, language, 
disability, geography, and immigration status all shape the conditions under which children grow, 
learn, and imagine their futures. A meaningful discussion of child-friendly education therefore 
requires grappling with the broader societal structures that harm children-racialized poverty, 
punitive social policies, community and state violence, environmental injustice, and inequitable 
access to health, safety, and stability. Each of these contextual factors influence student learning, 
and method alone is insufficient to ameliorate them. 

Educational systems often mirror and intensify these disparities, offering some children safety and 
possibility while others encounter surveillance, exclusion, or structural neglect. Schools not only 
reflect these broader inequities but also participate in constructing deficit views of children 
themselves; as Gloria Ladson-Billings (2006) notes, labels like “at-risk” pathologize children 
rather than the unjust conditions that shape their lives, obscuring the deeper education debt owed 
to communities historically denied equitable educational opportunity. 

Purpose and Vision 

This issue invites contributors to examine child-friendly education across preK-12 education 
through a justice-oriented lens, one that recognizes childhood as socially stratified and seeks to 
understand how schools, policies, histories, and cultural narratives shape children’s vastly different 
educational realities. We welcome scholarship that interrogates deficit-based narratives, centers 
children’s dignity and agency, and reimagines a world where all children can learn and flourish in 
educational environments built on policy and practices that are “child-friendly”.  
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We welcome submissions from a wide array of educational stakeholders including but not limited 
to: Researchers, Teachers, paraprofessionals, Teacher educators, Parents, Policy makers, Social 
workers, Pediatricians, Psychologists, Child Care Workers/Advocates, Non-profits working on 
issues that impact educational outcomes including food, hunger, transportation, housing, safety 
etc.  Youth are especially invited to contribute to this topic.  

Guiding Questions for Contributors 

1. Historical Frames:  How have societies defined childhood, and child-friendly schooling, 
across different eras, and what does Ariès’s argument about childhood as a historical 
construct help us understand about equity today? 
 

2. Policy Structures:  Which educational policies advance or undermine equitable, child-
friendly environments, and how do these policies differentially affect children across 
identity and geographic contexts? 
 

3. Conceptual Foundations:  What should/could child-friendly education mean in a world 
where social, economic, and political inequities deeply shape children’s lived 
experiences? 
 

4. Structural Inequities:  How do factors such as housing instability, disability, trauma, 
racialized surveillance, immigration status, or environmental injustice shape children’s 
well-being and learning in school contexts? 
 

5. Pedagogical Practices:  What does equitable, child-friendly pedagogy look like in 
practice, and where do commonly used “child-centered” approaches fall short when 
situated within inequitable systems? 
 

6. Children’s Voices:  How can children’s perspectives, experiences, and agency inform the 
design of more child-friendly educational spaces, and what methods best center their 
voices? 
 

7. Global and Cultural Contexts:  How do cultural traditions, political systems, or global 
inequalities shape visions of child-friendly education across different countries or 
communities? 
 

8. Imagining New Possibilities:  What might educational systems look like if child-
friendliness and equity were treated as inseparable commitments, and how should schools 
respond to emerging challenges such as digital divides, climate instability, and post-
pandemic trauma? 
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Voices for Educational Equity — Call for Submissions 
Volume 23, Number 1 — “Numeracy” 

(Submission Deadline, February 15, 2027) 
 
For decades educators have been concerned about student performance on tests of language and 
mathematics literacy. Perhaps because of the divide between those who excel at math and those 
who suffer from math anxiety and poor math performance, greater attention has been placed on 
language literacy than minimal competence in mathematics literacy. This seems reflected in the 
State of Illinois literacy plan which mandates certain requirements be met in the school curriculum, 
in contrast with the State mathematics literacy plan which only suggests such content.  
 
Educators and policymakers have not tackled well the issue of what persons need to know and be 
able to do with quantitative literacy, sometimes called “survival mathematics”—an issue quite 
separate from the well-established sequence of courses that a college or beyond mathematics major 
completes. This problem seems compounded because mathematicians alone have  usually been 
asked to define and create curricula for such literacy. The discipline focus of mathematicians and 
the difficulty mathematicians and non-mathematicians experience in communicating add to this 
challenge. 
 
The numeracy movement that has emerged among educators recently may be a breath of fresh air. 
It provides an opportunity to address head on learning that every student needs for living in a world 
demanding competence with numbers plus the ability to reason quantitatively sufficient to manage 
daily functions. These include household financial calculations and performing as a literate 
consumer of numbers in the media and public policy as a citizen in our democratic society.  
 
Google defines literacy as ‘the ability to understand, evaluate, use, and engage with written text to 
participate in society, achieve goals, and develop knowledge.”  Numeracy is defined as “the ability 
to access, use, interpret, and communicate mathematical information and ideas to manage 
mathematical demands in daily life,” including “counting, sorting, identifying patterns, 
measurement, and understanding numerical data.” Google again, numeracy applications include 
“managing personal finances, calculating, understanding risk/probability, and following spatial 
instructions.” 
 
Perhaps numeracy should be seen as a broader literacy challenge than the discipline of mathematics 
alone, just as language literacy requires broader competency than what is normally considered the 
discipline of English language and literature. Neither literacy is a narrow discipline but a 
philosophy of learning focused on generalization rather than specialization, i.e. breadth rather than 
depth, general education knowledge and skills rather than study in depth associated with discipline 
specialization. 
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Thus, the responsibility for developing both literacies requires educators from across the 
curriculum to join together in defining what literacy means, e.g., fundamental theoretical 
understanding and competencies citizens need to function in the 21st century. Or, put another way, 
identifying reasoning capabilities at a basic level  necessary to survive and thrive in an increasingly 
complex and ever changing world. 
 
The questions that follow are intended to stimulate contributions to Voices for Educational 
Equity for numeracy education: 
 
1. How might we think about numeracy as an educational philosophy? 

 
2. What do students need to know and be able to do as numeracy literate citizens in the 21st 

century? 
 
3. How might educators come together to develop numeracy curricula? Who should participate 

in such an effort?  
 
4. How might/can parents/family, policy makers, and employers participate in this effort? 
 
5. What definitions, policies, and programs currently exist that promote best practices in 

achieving numeracy literacy? 
 
6. What developments are on the horizon that educators should consider in preparing students 

for competency in numeracy with the future in mind, e.g. in what ways might AI help or 
hinder student growth in numeracy? 

 

 
 
 


