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Abstract

There has been a great deal of discussion in rgeans focusing on the need for teachers
to have leadership responsibilities and to pari@pn the decision-making processes
within their respective schools. Unfortunately,séeliscussions are often filled with
suggestions and recommendations that completely tméspoint about teacher
leadership. Leadership for teachers has littleotovdh titles and responsibilities, yet it

has everything to do with their performance ind¢lessroom. A true teacher leader is one
who can create a classroom environment that fobtghsachievement among the
students. Teachers that can influence and gairetpeect of their students are in essence
bona fide leaders.

Introduction

The roles and responsibilities of America's teaslave evolved significantly since
public school education was widely introduced ia &arly part of the 19th Century.
Today, there is general agreement with the resdardimgs of organizations like
Education Trust (2003), that "Children who consifiiehave access to good teachers are
soaring; those who don't are falling behind. Wheromes to closing the achievement
gap for poor and minority students, good teachiagt@ns most" (p. 2). This contention is
also supported by educators such as Darling-Hamr2012), who states that,
"Educators know - and research confirms - thatyeaspect of school reform depends for
its success on highly skilled teachers and prinsjmspecially when the expectations of
schools and the diversity of the student body iasee. Regardless of the efforts or
initiative, teachers tip the scale toward succedaiture” (p. 8).

If we agree that teachers are in fact the most rtapbingredient in the success of both
our schools and their students, then we need t@hggte our expectations of the
teaching professioloday, as never before, teachers cannot contlmoehage their
classrooms-- they must "lead" their students. Waglrie stop asking what leadership will
do for the teachers and ask what leadership wifbdthe students.

Teacher leadership is a relatively new phenomendti12 education, and one that has
effectively gained momentum in recent years asesadd by the growing body of
literature that associates successful teachersgeitd leadership skills. Unfortunately,
most of the discussion on this topic has focusetkacher leadership from an
organizational and management standpoint. Thispaéw favors giving teachers
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positional and legitimate power within their scheeloles that may benefit leading the
school's adults but not necessarily its studemsirfstance, Kurtz (2012) summarizes the
prevailing views on this issue by explaining thi@urrent teacher leadership roles

involve teachers as mentors, team leaders, departthairs, curriculum developers, staff
development providers, grade-level chairs, andgiess of new assessment processes, to
name a few" ( p. 13). Here, leadership is defifetbat exclusively by titles and

positions as opposed to instructional performaibés is not what our schools need.

Classroom Leadership

In recent times, one of the fundamental tenetsiofessful leadership has been that
leaders must have a good understanding of théavels. This is why Abraham
Maslow's Hierarchy of Needs Theory and FrederickzBerg's Motivation/Hygiene
Theory continue to be important to most trainedéesa’ understanding of motivation.
Herein lies the true difference between a teaclnsr i a manager and one who is a
classroom leader. Teachers who are leaders feat teamportant to know what
motivates their students; teachers who functioy aslmanagers do not need such
information because they are focused primarily lwortsterm outcomes. It is not
surprising that teachers are more often viewedasagers than leaders.

Successful teachers are classroom leaders who:

- Know their students

- Create a positive classroom environment

- Take responsibility for their students' leagin

- Understand how to motivate their students

- Have a mission and vision for themselves aed Students

Teacher leaders know their students

Kouzes and Posner (1987) say that "The most effetgaders we know are involved and
in touch with those they lead. They care deeplyuabthers, and they often refer to those
with whom they work as family" (p. xvii). It is nsurprising, therefore, that teachers
who know their students on a personal level willdha much better understanding of
what motivates them and why they may not be workantpeir full potential. For
instance, a few years ago | was serving as a sghowlipal and a third grade student
arrived at school in the morning with tears in é@ges; it was evident that she was
distracted and disengaged from the rest of theestisdvhen she entered the classroom.

The teacher talked to her for a few minutes butytheng girl was in a poor frame of
mind, so the teacher summoned the school counfeelsupport. While 1 was conducting
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my morning tour of the school | saw the counseddking to the young girl and walking
with her out of the classroom. | asked the teaabeut the situation and was informed
that the girl had witnessed her mother's live-igfbend physically abusinger mother
early that morning. The boyfriend told the yound tp get dressed and go outside to
wait for the bus.

The teacher was able to provide me with backgroofaimation about the girl's family
environment which made it apparent that the yourdgwas more than likely telling the
truth about the incident. | immediately contactee libocal sheriff's department and the
situation was quickly resolved to the satisfactdeveryone involved. This incident
clearly demonstrated classroom leadership. It wateat that the teacher knew her
students and the more important circumstancessudiog their lives. It also made a
positive impression on the young girl who had beanmatized-- she knew that the
teacher and counselor cared about her well-being.

Teachers have opportunities to demonstrate goaeiship every day. For instance,
when a teacher asks a student about her motheestreurgery and if there is anything
the class can do to help, it makes the studenteetlat someone truly cares, and this
goes a long way in establishing a positive relaimm between student and teacher.
Obviously, it takes time and effort to know eaaldgint. It also requires a level of
subtlety. Teachers need to walk a fine line whey thy to gain information about their
students. Some of the information can be obtainaud the student's cumulative folder,
usually located in the front office; however, mwfht may only be accessed through
listening and maintaining open lines of communmadi with students' families.
Regardless of how the information is obtained,ees need to know as much as
possible about their students.

Teacher leaders create a positive classroom enwvinent

The old adage that first impressions are ofteringsinpressions also applies to public
school classrooms. In many of his books and miatiaviews Jonathan Kozol makes it
a point to say that when he walks into a schoal diassroom he can determine almost
immediately if the students are learning or simplrking time. The telltale signs of a
failing classroom include: (1) no one takes prigéhie appearance of the room; (2) the
teacher looks bored and shows little enthusiasnthfostudents; and (3) the students are
also bored and show little or no interest in leagni

On the other hand, if we walk into a classroom selthat the students are actively
engaged in the lesson, the teacher is well groaanddnvolved in the instruction, and

the room has a pleasant appearance with brighitjymodisplays on the walls, we feel
comfortable that the students are being providiedyarable learning environment.
Obviously, first impressions need to be substaediatith evidencebut they araisually
good indicators of a positive classroom culturés Bach teacher's responsibility to create
a positive classroom environment.

164

Downl oaded from http://ftp. nowpublishers.conm jole/article-pdf/13/2/162/10062709/v13_i 2_a3. pdf by guest on 21 June 2026



Journal of Leadership Education Spring 2014

Teacher leaders take responsibility for their studg' learning

When a business is not performing to acceptabledatas, there is normally only one
place that the board members and stockholdergumilfor answers - the president or
chief executive officer. Similarly, when a collegeprofessional sports team is not
winning, the coach and/or general manager are dfiefirst to be scrutinized. In each
example, the leaders, not the external environnvghtbe held accountable for the
organization's performance. So why is it that wh@% of the students in a particular
classroom fail their end-of-year tests we lookdrternal reasons first (poverty, limited
resources, etc.) rather than the quality of insiipacbeing provided by the classroom's
teacher leader? In too many instances, externedriaare cited to excuse poor teacher
performance.

A few years ago | was serving as principal of a KeBool that was in the beginning
stages of a turnaround effort. Late one afternomad in my office finishing some
administrative tasks when | heard one of the fiithde teachers talking to the school
secretary in the outer office. Based on the torth@tonversation, the teacher either did
not know that | was next door, did not think thabuld hear the conversation, or simply
did not care. The teacher was complaining thashetents were unmotivated, did not
care about their futures, had little or no interestchool work, and were often
challenged to behave properly. She was concernaut #fte students' performance on the
upcoming end-of-year tests and made it clear thatsbould not be held responsible for
the anticipated poor results.

This school faced many challenges: 85% of theesttedqualified for free/reduced meals,
98% were minority students (many living in govermingubsidized housing), there was
little parental support, and, tsehool had limited financial resources. In spitéhef
challenges, all but a few classes had shown sggmfiprogress in the first year of the
turnaround effort. At the end of the year, as she predicted, the fifth grade teacher's
students did not make appreciable academic gaihs.Wés to blame? | looked no
further than the teacher. Not surprisingly, theultssvere much different with a new,
highly motivated classroom leader the followingy@doss Kanter (2004) makes it clear
that part of accountability is "the courage to admsponsibility for problems” (p. 190).
When teachers seek excuses for their studenig'daithey are simply not taking
personal responsibility for their work - a cleaneyple of leadership failure.

Teacher leaders understand how to motivate theurdgtnts

On a Friday afternoon, after the students haddefthe day, | met with one of the
elementary grade teachers to discuss instructgirategies. | had conducted a number of
informal observations of her classroom during ih&t Eix weeks of the school year and
often provided her with various ideas and recomragads. As the first academic

grading period was coming to a close, | reviewedtdacher's instructional pacing guide
and it was evident that she was falling behind; ésv, my bigger concern was that the
students in the class seemed unmotivated and vesiée in the class work. The class
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also exhibited a disproportionate number of discgyly problems that required my
attention. | asked the teacher for her thoughtthese issues and she made it clear that
her students simply did not care about schoolehthsked the teacher what motivates her
students. She looked at me quizzically and askeow'should | know?" She then said
that it was not her job to motivate the studeh&s job was to teach them.

In an online piece foEducation Week2012) Ryan Kinser makes a simple yet profound
statement: "great teachers accept responsibilitynftivating their students. The most
effective educators establish an environment wkiglenot only want to succeed but feel
that they can” (p. 1). Much of the research on wadibn comes from studies about
human behavior in the workplace. Although thesdistideal primarily with adults they
have some clear applicatiottspublic school students. One influential model i
Herzberg's Motivation-Hygiene Theory. In discusdimg theory, Hersey and Blanchard
(1982) point out that Herzberg useggiene factorso describe the fundamental elements
of the environment in which individuals work. d&nschool setting this might include the
overall physical condition of the school, its caétuadministration, grading procedures,
and various policies such as those associatedstuittent discipline. The termotivators
refers to the intrinsic aspects of the job itskfa school setting this might refer to
students’ and their teachers’ feelings of achiev@nrecognition, challenging
assignments, increased responsibilities, and oppitigs for growth and development (p.
58).

Successful schools go beyond mere hygiene faciaddress the motivation of teachers
and their students; school administrators and e¥aateed to understand the specific role
they play in motivating their students. The adntnai®r's responsibility is to establish an
environment that is conducive to learning, gooceordnd discipline. Such hygiene
factors will not motivate students to perform athlevels but they will eliminate
dissatisfaction that can get in the way of motwatiln other words, if these ingredients
are missing, the effect will be a negative impacstudent achievement. The more
important element in motivating students is foumdhie classroom, where teachers play a
crucial role. They establish a positive environntéiat supports the individual needs of
their students, recognize students for their adnents, and offer students opportunities
to excel. If these motivator factors are preserthéclassroom, most students will
invariably succeed.

Teacher leaders have a mission and vision for thetaes and their students

The preponderance of literature about successftg@eneurs, those in for-profit as well
as non-profit businesses and organizations, alalastys exemplifies a visionary leader.
Each teacher, from elementary through high schstauld prepare classroom mission
and vision statements, albeit short term (schoat)yevith the help of their students. This
is not the same as a professional developmenttpédrasks teachers to identify their
individual goals and objectives for the upcomingaa year. The class mission and
vision statements should take into consideratiom tiee students will collectively, as
well as individually, achieve success.
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In his national bestsellefhe 7 Habits of Highly Effective Peop@ovey (2004) makes a
compelling argument for the value of mission staets, both personal and
organizational. He pointed out that such statemlezgp us grounded in our values and
help us maintain a clear focus and direction (6)10his is exactly what our nation's K-
12 classrooms need. In essence, teachers who witbrkhair students at the beginning of
each year to prepare a mission statement (fromekgadaten up), will help their students
understand what is expected of them, thereby eéshéiny a foundation for success. Such
teachers will ask their students, as a group, tmeléhe purpose of the school year, i.e.
why they are in school and what they want to acdisinp

Additionally, if these teachers include a visioatstnent (one that delineates how the
upcoming school year will contribute not only te tftudents' academic success but their
individual and collective success as members of tamilies, neighborhoods and
society) they will help the students visualize thets of their labors and the benefits they
will reap. Bennis and Nanus (1985) make it cleat tA shared vision of the future
suggests measures of effectiveness for the orgamzand for all its parts” (p. 92). A

well developed and clearly communicated vision Wwélp create a collaborative
atmosphere within the classroom, whereby everyestidill feel as if they are part of a
winning team.

Preparing a mission and vision statement is simap/way of making sure that everyone
in the class stays focused. For instance, the omstatement of a third grade class might
be as simple as, "We will work hard every day & as much as possible so that we
can be promoted to the fourth grade.” The visiateshent might say, "Our class will
work as a team, everyone will be promoted to theé geade and we will be the best

third grade in the city."

Once the mission and vision have been developedgtther would help the students
prepare a short list of goals and objectives feryibar. The goals would be aligned with
specific rewards in order to keep the studentsvatad and focused. For instance, one
goal might be that no students will be suspendeah fschool during the upcoming school
year. If this goal is successfully met, a possiblgard might be a class party on the last
Friday afternoon of each month that the goal is, métee movie pass at a local theater,
or maybe an overnight field trip near the end efsbhool year. These events and related
rewards are intended to mark the milestones adedomth a clearly stated goal. It is
also important to place the mission, vision, andlgi a visible location, whethe
teacher can easily point to them on a regular lzasisdiscuss their progress with the
class.

Final Thoughts

True classroom leaders, as noted earlier, will ikhteir students and will find subtle
ways to influence them. The first step in thisqass is to make sure the students
understand why they are in school; second, theg teeknow that school will serve a
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practical and useful purpose in their lives; thtfegy should be motivated by meaningful
and easy to understand rewards that celebrateagoamplishment; and last, the students
should have no doubt that their teacher is a leader
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