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Chapter 1: Introduction
When looking  back on the history of educational reform in this country, I find it difficult to dismiss the notion that there really is nothing new under the sun, and that everything that can be tried has been tried, with varying degrees of success. This is a cynical view, made more so because I have only been in the field for 13 years. After conducting this work, I find it easier to set aside; my experiences with the teachers and other educators who were gave me their time have led me to believe that there is indeed something new out there.
While K-12 educators have seen a gamut of change efforts come and go, one of the latest—that of breaking down large, comprehensive high schools into autonomous small schools or small learning communities (SLCs)—is unique in that it may be able to address shortcomings in student achievement and other ancillary measures of school success by altering the way in which these schools are structured (Maxcy, 1995; Raywid, 1997-1998; Gates, 2005). 

Much of the work around small schools and SLCs is implemented due to evidence that traditional comprehensive high schools have failed to meet the needs of all of their students. For example, in 2001, New Jersey graduated more of its freshmen within four years than any other state, yet its dropout rate was still 14%; South Carolina had a dropout rate of nearly 50% (Hall, 2005). The idea that schools must change to address the needs of the societies in which they exist is far from new
, yet this view, taken at face value, fails to recognize that it is the entirety of the country that must be served, lest schools do little more than “reproduce[e] the class structure of American society” (Daniels, et al., 2001; Tyack, 1976, p. 355). 

Public education in one form or another has been present in America since the late 1600s, yet the comprehensive high school is relatively new, having only existed since the beginning of the 20th century (Gates, 2005). This short amount of time, however, has seen the demographics of this nation shift dramatically. Concurrently, the idea of what constitutes an “acceptable” level of education has undergone a gradual yet continuous shift, with more emphasis being placed on higher degrees of attainment. This emphasis has a financial focus, for in terms of sheer earning power holders of a high school degree make as much as 30% more than high school dropouts. In addition, the unemployment rate for high school dropouts is up to 30% higher than those who have a diploma (Hall, 2005). In sum, education in America is facing a threefold challenge: an increasing percentage of school-age youth, and thus a greater number attending high school; an increasingly pluralistic student population, with diverse educational needs; and a society where it is increasingly necessary for these students to achieve a high school diploma. 

The shortcomings of the large school do not restrict themselves to students. In fact, many of the same needs are shared by both students and teachers, particularly those of community and relationship-building in the pursuit of a more meaningful educational life. One of the seminal elaborations of this problem is that by Ted Sizer (1984) who, using a composite character named Horace, illustrates that teachers also suffer under the yoke of a failing educational system. All told, high schools in the United States have not done a very good job at meeting the needs of their students, their staff, or the communities in which they exist for some time now (Boyer, 1983; Cuban, 2003; Sizer, 1984; Suskind, 1998).


This situation has not gone unnoticed. In a recognition of the inadequacies of the previous systems, a new “Three Rs” have gradually made their way into the educational lexicon: Rigor, Relevance, and Relationships (Gates, 2005). Moving beyond the basics of a “banking” (Friere, 1970) style of instruction—where teachers “deposit” information into their students and retrieve it at a later date, absent any critical analysis or dialogue—and into one in which students learn difficult material with applicability to their lives and take part in a community of thinkers, this new move is a paradigm shift in the way educators target student learning. 

The small school model maps itself on to these ideas (Gates, 2005); advocates claim that the very structure of a small school or SLC, because it changes a student’s learning environment—number of peers, course connections, even physical distance between classes—into one more easily managed, helps create the third “R”, that of relationships. The belief of proponents of the reform is that these relationships will then allow for more rigorous and relevant curriculum. 

Importantly, the creation of small schools and SLCs offers something more for teachers: a chance to lead. This is important because small schools and SLCs have fewer staff members yet, like large schools, the same need for leadership. These leadership opportunities can be a byproduct of a school’s smallness. In other instances, leadership positions, for example liaisons between small schools and their host building, may also be formally created.   

Whatever the reason, teachers, particularly teacher leaders, play key roles in these new models. Thus Sergiovanni’s (1996) argument for implementing small school reform remains one of the most compelling cases for these efforts. By highlighting the “undermanned” nature of these smaller organizations as a positive characteristic, he makes it clear that these schools are not only amenable to teachers taking on leadership work, but require them to do so. Buttressing this point, Mohr (2000) notes that a small school restructuring effort must go hand in hand with a redistribution of decision-making ability from administrators in the host building to teachers in the small school, particularly around issues that affect the small school specifically. These include scheduling decisions (such as flexible or block scheduling), disciplinary issues, and curricular work, among others. This is because, at least in the cases of small schools, schools-within-a-school (SWAS), and SLCs, there are not enough administrative personnel to supervise each new unit. To hire enough administrative staff that would normally fill formal leadership roles is too expensive, especially when the original comprehensive school may have thousands of students and is in an underfunded district with a disproportionate amount of at-risk or special needs students, as many of these large schools tend to be (Raywid, 1997-1998).

Teachers who choose to lead or demonstrate leadership in these efforts often are neither appointed by district or school leadership nor receive additional remuneration—additional time and/or money—to do so; this was the case for the two schools in a pilot study I completed prior to conducting this larger effort (Coryelle, 2008). If such compensation is available it is sometimes in the form of “soft money” programs and grants, often lasting for a finite period of time. Other types of support, such as the federal grant applied for by the schools in my pilot study, are also meant to last a specific length of time and have a specific dollar amount attached. 
Therefore, these teacher leaders—neither appointed and nominally paid at best—are, for purposes of this research, termed as “informal”; they take informal leadership roles in the creation and sustaining of their small schools and SLCs and do so for reasons that may not be discernible, expressing their leadership in a number of ways. In addition, “they define success in terms of what happens in the entire school, not just their classroom” (Harrison & Lembeck, 1996, p. 111). Whether these criteria are tied to the rationale—an increase in Rigor, Relevance, Relationships—behind the creation of a small school or SLC or based on other reasons remained to be seen, although my preliminary work on this (Coryelle, 2008) indicated a connection. According to Gates (2005), these “New Three Rs” are “rigorous academic coursework, meaningful relationships with instructors who can help students meet high standards, and relevant learning opportunities through internships and community partnerships.” Additionally, The “New Three Rs are most often found in smaller schools.” 

The theory behind small school and SLC reform is that in creating smaller schools out of larger ones, these conditions of success may be replicated. There is some evidence that this may be possible. For example, teacher leaders in my study took advantage of the small school model’s ability to facilitate interdisciplinary work to build more relevant curriculum across the classes (Coryelle, 2008). Students also moved as a group from class to class, tripling or quadrupling the amount of time they spent together, improving the odds of meaningful relationships being built. Other small schools, though, may be created due to different visions. However, much of the literature on small schools (either created or existing “naturally”) and SLCs indicates the presence and/or importance of these three factors (Cotton, 1996). 
Statement of the Problem
There is a difference between schools that are small and schools that are made small. The research on school size and its effects on students and teachers is fairly developed. However, there has not been nearly as much work done around those schools that are made small: the school-within-a-school (SWAS) model, small schools that were created from an originally large school, and small learning communities (SLCs) (Cotton, 1996). Of these three, it is the research on small schools that is being created at a faster rate. There may be a variety of reasons for this difference, not the least of which is the relative novelty of small schools coupled with a somewhat well-deserved excoriation of the comprehensive model (Gates, 2005), both in terms of its failure to meet the needs of students (Hall, 2005) and teachers (Sizer, 1984). Nevertheless, many of the attributes of a comprehensive model retained by SLCs have value, more from their potential than for their reality, and this belief in the efficacy of SLCs does have some support (Davidson, 2002). Thus the SLC remained a valid context to explore.
Small schools quite often rely on formalized teacher leader positions (Wallach & Lear, 2005). However, this was not the case in the SLCs I had first researched (Coryelle, 2008). Instead, informal teacher leaders played various and important roles in the reform effort. Despite the fact that small schools and SLCs vary from building to building, teacher leaders likely exist in each one of them, and exert influence in ways unique to them and their “new” school. However, because it can be argued that an informal teacher leader has a greater deal of intrinsic motivation to take a leadership role, as opposed to those holding a stipend position, their work is more difficult to categorize. There may be no set meetings taking place, and no system of formal evaluation beyond that received by any other teacher. Finally, if these schools are autonomous, the majority of teachers and staff in the host school may be unaware of how these teachers are exercising leadership. Considering the loosely coupled nature of schools (Weick, 1976), this remains a possibility. 

Informal teacher leadership in the small school is important. For one, it is technically possible for every teacher to exercise it in one form or another. From this range of possibility comes an equal range of reasons for choosing to lead. While these may include efforts oppositional to the reform I had not discovered this at work from teachers within their SLC, but these participants have indicated that this resistance existed in some teachers from the host building (Coryelle, 2008). This is not to say that this type of “resistance” leadership may not exist within a small school, and I found the possibility interesting; if these forces exist they are a fascinating contrast to the teachers who exercise leadership in the service of the reform; understanding the reasons for their actions and the ways in which they also exercise leadership can illuminate how teacher leaders on both sides of this reform push for competing visions. 

Situations like these (and conflict with the general staff) may especially manifest during the first year of a small school conversion, for, as noted by Senge (1990), a large gulf exists between vision and reality when any reform is considered. The first year of a small school or SLC restructuring is when the exigencies of scheduling, a school’s physical structure, and staff resistance make themselves strongly felt. Therefore, finding creative solutions to these issues and advocating successfully for their visions are other powerful ways in which teachers lead. 

Another reason for a study of informal teacher leaders is the legitimacy that is often granted them by their colleagues (Tierney, 1989), an acceptance that often exceeds that offered to teachers who are appointed administratively (Wasley, 1991). In the small school, with a purposely smaller faculty, this legitimacy becomes more important. 

Research Questions
This work addresses the following research questions:

1. What characteristics, philosophies, and other reasons drive teachers to take on leadership roles in small schools and SLCs?

a. How do they interact with a teacher’s decision or desire to assume a leadership role in these reforms?
b. In what ways are they made visible during the implementation?

2. How do informal teacher leaders exercise leadership within the bounds and towards the purpose of their school or SLC, specifically during the first years?

a. What potential outcomes and/or opportunities for collaboration and growth, both for students and for their peers, may be at least partially attributed to their leadership?
b. In what ways is this leadership “informal”?  

c. How is their leadership recognized by their peers?

3. What on-site (school) and off-site (district office, community, etc.) factors affect the work and motivation of these teacher leaders?
a. How did these factors affect practice, as well as interactions with colleagues and students, as time progressed.   

In my pilot study, I began my own exploration of informal teacher leadership by referencing Ogawa and Bossert’s (2000) “underlying assumptions of leadership” (p. 40), that leaders possess certain traits or beliefs that compel and enable them to exercise leadership. I looked for characteristics and philosophies that teacher leaders might have had in common, both intrinsic and personal as well as those observed by their colleagues. I also investigated the ways in which they demonstrated leadership within the context of their SLC as well as the whole school. Finally, I explored the internal and external factors that influenced the way these men and women were able to exercise leadership. By their very nature, teacher leaders exert influence in their respective buildings; their efficacy—the ability to do their jobs—affects the efficacy of the larger faculty, and thus is often a precursor to “collective efficacy” (Bandura, 2000; Hoy, et al., 2002). How teacher leaders are able to lead is important, as it has an impact over a wide range of “other determinants such as goals and aspirations, outcome expectations, affective proclivities, and [the] perception of impediments and opportunities in the social environment” (Bandura, 2000, p. 75). Bandura later goes on to state how collective efficacy is more than just the collective sum of the individuals of a group, but is a unique characteristic brought about by both the individuals and the ways in which they interact as a group. This is apropos when it comes to understanding how teacher leaders conceptualize and bring about collective efficacy in small schools and SLCs; these organizations often differ from the more fragmented comprehensive model in that a shared identity can be part and parcel of these new models (Ayers, 2000; Daniels, et al., 2001).
A new possibility I was open to is the ways in which teachers exercise leadership in the pursuit of multiple visions. These could have included teachers from outside of the small school or SLC, even those with reservations about the reform’s power. In my previous exploration, one theme that was not fully addressed is how the teacher leaders within their schools accommodate and/or push back on competing visions, whether these be based on a disagreement with the need or desirability of the reform, or the ways in which each small school or SLC chooses to design its curriculum or handle disciplinary issues. For teacher leaders who work and believe in the reform, the navigation of these contrary winds while understanding and respecting the perspectives of those outside of the reform—an act of managing social relations—might be considered an act of leadership in and of itself.
With the findings from this study I was able to take my initial conceptual framework, grouped around my original research questions, and refine it somewhat. After my data analysis was complete, I discovered a linking variable between the characteristics of teacher leaders and the factors that influenced their leadership, these two areas being the target of my first and third research questions. This characteristic—motivation—also influenced the ways in which they lead, which was the focus of my second research question. Considering Ginsberg’s (2004) argument that motivation is a key factor for not only student success, but teacher success as well, this finding is an important one. In relation to small schools and SLCs, Ginsberg ties this success to the teachers’ ability to effect school change and create a new school identity; interestingly, this was one of the primary goals of teacher leaders at three of the schools in this study. The final framework shows how motivation connects to all facets of informal leadership.














Conceptual Framework

The diagram contains four key components, connecting to the general idea of informal teacher leadership: teacher leader philosophy in conjunction with the purpose of small school reform, how teacher leadership operates in this context, factors influencing a teacher leader’s philosophy and the way in which they enact this leadership, and the linking characteristic of teacher leader motivation.

Because much of the work mentioned in the following literature review involves the ability of small schools to meet the needs of students better than large schools (Cotton, 1996; Raywid, 1997-1998), my first research question does examine if and how the philosophies and characteristics of those who have been identified as teacher leaders are seen as compatible with the goals of their small school or SLC (Coryelle, 2008). The related issue around this question is whether or not teachers assumed leadership roles based on other reasons. These can include support work that is undertaken because the teacher sees a potential for some future advantage, e.g. assisting future reforms from a district level; and leadership in opposition to the reform. 


Learning what teacher leadership in these schools looks like was perhaps the most complicated task, although the pieces that address community building and the changing of instructional practice did offer a jumping off point, both in relation of the small school or SLC’s ability to facilitate this (Ayers, 2000; Coryelle, 2008; Lee, et al., 2000; Raywid, 1997-1998; Wasley & Lear, 2001), and in how teachers lead in these acts (Bambino, 2007; Wasley, 1991; York-Barr & Duke, 2004). The wrinkle is that leadership can be explicitly espoused by a teacher; they take on a leadership role vocally and for explicit reasons, and their leadership is likely guided by these reasons. Teacher leadership can also be observed by colleagues, and recognized as such, without the teacher ever saying or believing that what they are doing is leading. Because both of these ways of expression came out in the findings of my first study, I considered them to be legitimate ways in which leadership could be recognized. Both are powerful; a person can lead as often with words as with deeds. 

However, there is often a difference between what is espoused and what is practiced, and this must be taken into account. As noted by Argyris and Schön (1974), what is given as an organization’s theory of action is not always what is put into practice. If the theory of action of a small school or SLC is tied to the simple and easily generalized—two key components of theory (Argyris and Schön, 1974, p. 4)—Three Rs, then it follows that a teacher leader’s acts of leadership will adhere to these guidelines. This may not always be the case, and thus the framework incorporates both streams of inquiry.


Leadership can be operationalized in many ways, and it was through my interview data that an understanding of how it worked in each school was reached. One category relates to the teacher’s philosophical standpoint in regards to small schools and SLCs. A teacher may serve as a cheerleader for the reform, their arguments and exhortations originating from a deep-seated belief in what the reform is meant to do. On the other side, it is possible that a teacher may argue, from an equally legitimate point of view, for a rethinking or rejection of the small school or SLC as it is offered (Wilson, 1993).

From within the reform itself, teachers might use the unique structure of their particular small school or SLC to affect pedagogical practice. For example, they may direct a curricular shift to a more interdisciplinary mode of inquiry and output. This has the potential to substantively alter the practice of teachers from their previous years, and remains one of the clearest ways in which this leadership was seen (and recalled by my participants) in action. 

Additionally, I wondered if the community-building possibilities in these models found a voice in teacher leaders as they worked towards new ways to bring teachers together towards the common purpose of educating their students (Furman, 1998). While in a perfect world, these communities would work in complete harmony, turbulence both from within and from without the small school or SLC could have occurred. As mentioned previously, the first years are ripe times for this, thus the ways in which teacher leaders managed these occasional flare-ups and addressed the legitimate concerns of their colleagues were some of the most telling recollections of my participants.  
 

Next, understanding what supports or inhibits leadership during the growing pains of these efforts may help schools, districts, and other organizations better direct their resources. Forms of support can include effective professional development (Engstrom & Danielson, 2006; McEnery & Hillestad, 2005), more time (Boles & Troen, 1996) and more autonomy for these teacher leaders and those with whom they work (Burns, 1978; Daniels, et al., 2001; Malen, 1994; Sirotnik, 1989; Spillane, 2001). I also sought to better understand whether potential obstacles such as funding or staff resistance had too great a deleterious effect on teacher leadership or, in their overcoming, became one more way in which this leadership was demonstrated.


The new “learning” in my case was in how important the factor of motivation might be. In this work, it was linked to all three aspects of what I was studying in teacher leadership at these small schools and SLCs. The first “box” deals with the initial reasons for teachers to take on leadership roles in the small school or SLC. These might stem from a variety of sources, such as previously conducted research, inherent beliefs on the purpose of education, or a desire to reach students who have been previously underserved. Whatever this combination, it feeds into their motivation to begin and maintain these efforts.

To jump down to my third research question, various factors also influenced motivation, with both positive and negative results. As will be shown in Chapter 4, these factors managed to be large in number and forceful. This too was a one-way relationship. This is because the motivation of teacher leaders really only affected the ways in which they chose to lead. This in turn, though, did have an effect on certain personnel-based factors of influence.

Being that my framework was in the fifth iteration, I was certain that it would need to be altered. As it turned out, what I discovered of teacher leadership in these different small schools and SLCs mapped on fairly well to these three questions and the ways in which they are related to each other. As noted, the one major adjustment that needed to be made was in illustrating how the teacher leaders’ motivation was not only an intrinsic characteristic (Hart & Baptist, 1996), but was also influenced in positive and negative ways by the various internal and external factors that manifested during these early years.

Chapter 2: Framing Ideas and Informing Literature

Research on small schools can be categorized in a number of ways, many of them fitting in multiple categories. It is by juxtaposing them that I was able to understand what small-school work is out there and what gaps in the literature may be filled by this work. 

The following sections and corresponding tables serve as an overview of the literature that I used. The first addresses research that is directly applicable to small school reform, while the second addresses supporting work that is relevant to my focus on teacher leadership and how it operates within small schools and SLCs.

Small School Reform


There are several types of studies about small schools. For my purposes, the ones I have chosen to focus on are those about advocacy, program evaluations, policy works, literature reviews, empirical studies, and case studies/narratives. They each have their advantages and shortcomings, and often fall into more than one category. This serves to ameliorate the potential weaknesses  of any particular approach by blending it with that of another, in this way adding credibility to the work as a whole.


The advocacy pieces in the following table are essentially arguments that small schools are efficacious, and that their implementation is a good thing. Many of these are philosophically-based, such as the collection of essays contained in Ayers, et al. (2000), which have a clear-cut agenda of social justice (as indicated by the title of the work: A Simple Justice). Several, though, create their arguments based on a review of current research and literature. Most of these tend to fall either under this rubric or that of “program evaluation”. Occasionally, as in Wasley, et al.’s (2000) and Eichenstein’s (1994) work, they are both. One danger for works of advocacy is that they can seem less objective; it is helpful if their arguments are supported with other research.

Program evaluations are generally used to ascertain whether or not a small school has achieved a sometimes preset goal; they present their evaluation of whether or not these goals were achieved and possible reasons behind the results. They are often summative in nature, and may incorporate both quantitative data, such as test scores and graduation rates; and qualitative data that speaks to a school’s climate, community, and curricular issues. While some works, such as Eichenstein’s (1994) may have an element of advocacy to it, this is buttressed by findings that indicate a small school or SLC’s ability to achieve whatever it was meant to do. For policymakers who are looking for solid information about a program these types of works are valuable. However, there are two considerations which must be taken into account. The first is that much like “regular” schools, small schools are often evaluated based on objective data. One may argue that these types of findings hold primacy over subjective ones; even though these works may contain both types of findings, it is highly unlikely that a small school reform could be considered a success if an increase in community and belonging is not accompanied by an increase in test scores and GPAs. This is problematic, for it follows logically that the former precedes the latter, often by several years. Therefore, program evaluations best serve their purpose by taking a long term view, such as the seven-year study conducted by Darling-Hammond, et al. (2002). Whether policymakers have the patience to wait out the time it takes for these evaluations to give a true telling is questionable. Another pitfall for these types of works is that they are often sponsored by third-party agencies which have contributed to the program and are hoping for a return on their investment. The temptation is to return a report that indicates success, even if the data do not lead to these findings.

In order to assist those who must implement small school reform, in the hopes that it may shorten the wait or at least make it worth the time, policy-focused works often offer lessons and strategies for making these conversions work, and some provide cautions about what obstacles may stand in the way of successful implementation (Wasley, et al., 2000). For practitioners, including administrators, these are valuable tools, particularly if one is struggling with trying to prioritize concerns down to a manageable number. While these lessons are rooted in history and prior research, there is little new research or hard data, and thus these works should be seen as guidelines and suggestions, supported by literature, yet more focused and less robust than a literature review.    

Literature reviews are thematically-driven annotations of relevant research and writing, created to help define the state of study in specific subsets of a certain field. These pieces, while not designed to create new research, can nevertheless lay the groundwork for new research or, as in the case of advocacy work, provide the intellectual heft—in the form of data from numerous studies—that their arguments require. One caveat is that the strength of this broad approach is balanced by the fact that one is dealing with second-order data. Thus it lacks a methodology other than a careful gleaning and interpretation of extant literature, which itself is informative and valuable work if that is the goal. On the other hand, if one is looking to add to the research base on small schools (or anything else), a literature review alone is not enough.  

This is where empirical research and case studies data are helpful. There is only one empirical work listed in the following table; this is probably a function of how I choose to define “empirical”: that which is directly observed, specifically by the researcher. While it is possible to get oneself in situ, unless the data collected is about work that researcher is directly conducting, it is difficult to get a complete picture of what is going on via pure empirical data alone, particularly in a multi-classroom small school; it is more often through the use of case-study methods rather than pure empirical data that findings are gathered. 

The qualitative case study is often used because it can grant a researcher multiple perspectives—those of the participants—regarding a certain context, provided the researcher has the tools and the expertise to cobble these together into a coherent narrative answering that age-old question: “What is happening or happened here?” In addition, this approach requires the researcher to “get inside” that which they are studying through observations and/or interviews with those who lived and are still living the work. Depending upon this—and some case studies are broad in range and scope—these efforts can result in a close connection on the part of the researcher to the people and the places that are part of their study. This has the potential to yield understandings akin to those possessed by an insider. It is this closeness, though, that becomes a threat to a researcher’s objectivity, and it is only through careful analytical methods that one ensures that their findings are not inordinately skewed.
	Study & Type
	Advocacy
	Program Evaluation
	Policy-focused
	Lit Review
	Empirical
	Case Studies & Narratives

	Ayers (2000)
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	Copland & Boatright (2004)
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	Coryelle (2008)
	
	
	
	
	
	(

	Cotton (1996)
	(
	
	
	(
	
	

	Cotton (2001)
	
	
	
	(
	
	

	Daniels, et al. (2001)
	
	
	
	
	(
	

	Darling-Hammond, et al. (2002)
	
	(
	
	
	
	(

	Eichenstein (1994)
	(
	(
	
	
	
	(

	Fine (2000)
	(
	
	
	
	
	

	Fouts (1994)
	
	(
	
	
	
	

	Goldberg (1982)
	
	(
	
	
	
	

	Gordon (1993)
	
	(
	
	
	
	

	Gregory (1997)
	(
	
	
	(
	
	

	Lee, et al. (2000)
	
	
	
	
	
	(

	McGanney, et al. (1999)
	
	(
	
	
	
	

	Raywid (1997-1998)
	(
	
	
	(
	
	

	Robinson-Lewis (1991)
	
	(
	
	
	
	

	Sergiovanni (1996)
	(
	
	
	(
	
	

	Smith & Gregory (1987)
	
	
	
	
	
	(

	Wasley, et al. (2000)
	(
	(
	(
	
	
	

	Wasley & Lear (2001)
	(
	
	
	
	
	


1. Small Schools and Student Success

These findings take the form of both objective and subjective information. Objectively, students in small schools have been shown to have lower dropout rates (Cotton, 1996) and higher attendance rates (Eichenstein, 1994; Fouts, 1994; Gordon, 1993; Robinson-Lewis, 1991); greater progress towards graduation, in terms of credits earned (Eichenstein, 1994; Robinson-Lewis, 1991); and higher standardized test scores (Darling-Hammond, et al., 2002; Smith & Gregory, 1987). Additionally, there is research to suggest that making large schools small also has a positive effect on school climate issues, such as discipline (Fouts, 1994). Subjective measures are difficult to measure, yet the anecdotal evidence (e.g. teacher and student perceptions), indicates that schools that are made small share characteristics that lead to better relations between school staff, students, and parents (Cotton, 1996).
There is a correlation (though not necessarily a causal link) between attendance rates, graduation rates, and dropout rates. Generally as the first two rise, the latter falls. Gordon (1993) shows that the SWAS model had positive effects in all three areas. While many underlying causes for positive trends in these areas have been offered, quantitative studies have shown that SWAS schools, even in the first or second year of the reform, tend to have more desirable results than comprehensive schools (Cotton, 1996). 

The research on these factors also includes small-scale studies, such as that conducted by Fouts (1994), who looked at only one high school’s SWAS, and found that attendance rates were higher among students in the small school when compared to the comprehensive school. One issue with this work is that the report itself, other than GPAs and test scores, restricts its quantitative data to that gathered using Likert-style surveys given to students and parents. In addition, it details very little of the qualitative data collected, and that which is given lacks context. While being blunt about some of its shortcomings in some of its data—the low return rate of parent surveys is a glaring example—it also fails to give a convincing argument for the inclusion of these scantier results in its findings. Thus, though this piece speaks to the importance of small school work, one wonders if it has fallen into the trap of partiality.  
A broader study was conducted by Eichenstein (1994), who examined 10 SWAS schools in the New York area and found that “[e]ighty percent [of schools] found improved attendance and student responsiveness in class, 70 percent [of schools] reported an increase in credits earned, and 50 percent [of schools] saw an improvement in course grades” (p. 11). Another strong case for a SWAS school’s ability to ameliorate dropout rates is made by Wasley, et al. (2000), who found in their study of Chicago schools that:

Eight new high schools opened SWSs [schools within a school] after the 1996-1997 school year. Open for only one or two years, these SWSs showed a significantly lower average dropout rate (4.8 percent) than their host schools (12.9 percent) or the system (10.8 percent). This pattern of results persisted even when controlling for students’ eighth-grade achievement, students’ demographic profile, and school composition. (p. 30)

This research also found a corresponding increase in attendance rates.


In terms of other achievement gains, some studies have also shown that standardized test scores for those students attending small schools are higher than those attending comprehensive high schools (Raywid, 1997-1998; Robinson-Lewis, 1991). However, these gains do not appear to be definitively linked as of yet to the implementation of a small school model, whether that be a SWAS, an autonomous small school, or a SLC.
Much of the research on small school reform efforts also shows that historically underperforming and/or marginalized student populations tend to see greater achievement gains when in these schools (Cotton, 1996). Raywid (1997-1998) takes this point further in arguing that these are the same students that are disproportionately harmed by large-school environments. Because these students are more often than not living in larger urban areas, they are more likely to attend such large schools in the first place. Case studies and evaluations of SWAS and small school reforms indicate that these groups, and other at-risk students, are benefitting from the reform in terms of both academic and social achievement (Gordon, 1993; McGanney, et al., 1989; Smith and Gregory, 1987).


To conclude, one piece, that by Fine (2000), argues that these benefits are not only desirable in and of themselves, but also help address the historically imbalanced playing field that these students find themselves in. Considering the cost of implementing small school models, particularly as they move away from the economies of scale that are enjoyed by larger institutions, arguing for their creation from a moral perspective can be an effective way to counter concerns around the costs involved with undertaking these types of restructurings.

2.  Small Schools and Community
Other studies have been conducted on the effects of small schools on climate issues such as discipline and other behavioral issues (Fouts, 1994; Goldberg, 1982). In general, schools that are made small tend to have reduced incidents of negative student behavior, and thus fewer resources directed towards addressing it (Cotton, 1996; 2001).


While much of the research focuses on the benefits experienced by students and schools that choose to go to a small school model, a great deal of attention is also paid to the underlying reasons for these. What, in essence, do small schools offer that differs from that which is offered by larger ones? A general answer may be found in the third new “R”: Relationships. Wasley and Lear (2001) name the deeper relationships between students and teachers as their first reason for the success of small schools. Because there are fewer students in each small school, administrators and teachers know a greater percentage of them by name and face. This cuts down on the formalization of relationships that often occurs as organizations grow in size (Lee, et al., 2000). Additionally, a school with fewer students offers a greater chance for the students to know a larger proportion of their peers, potentially leading to a greater sense of belonging. With fewer students comes fewer teachers, allowing teachers to become more “visible” (Ayers, 2000, p. 5) to both students and their colleagues. These arguments around the ability of small schools and SLCs to facilitate community are exemplified in the findings of my pilot study, a salient example of this being the recollections of one of my teacher leader participants, who noted an organic tendency for students in their freshmen SLC to come together in times of uncertainty (Coryelle, 2008, p. 27). This, along with other anecdotal examples, remains one of the positive results, in the eyes of all my participants, of the reform, and ties back into the specific vision of community that drove two of the teacher leaders in the pilot work to attempt this change. This also helped sustain them through the challenges of the first year.
In regards to community-building as it involves parents, Wasley and Lear (2001) point out that in small schools the relationships with parents tend to be stronger, and that parent involvement is another important factor in student achievement. In recognition of the need for these relationships, both schools that I studied (Coryelle, 2008) conducted outreach efforts, through their feeder schools, to parents of incoming 9th graders before implementation. Teacher leaders from both schools were present at these meetings and addressed parental concerns.   

Raywid (1997-1998) argues that school size is the key basis for whether or not these communities are allowed to flourish. Daniels, et al (2001) also point to the size of the school as being a factor in cultivating the “collective responsibility” (p. 29) that is part and parcel of any true community, and argue that this is a key element that leads to student success. For at-risk students, this community becomes more important, particularly during the turbulent teenage years of high school. Daniels, et al. (2001) further note that a school’s climate can either serve to “degrade surroundings, or to help being a vulnerable child back from the brink” (p. 56). This is more possible in a smaller environment, one in which that student is known and valued.  


Teacher Leadership and the Small School  

In addition to the small school work that informed my research, there are also a number of works on teacher leadership, distributed leadership in general, community building, and policymaking which can be applied to teacher leadership in a small schools context. As in the previous section, these works vary. The two new categories for this table are “leadership frameworks” and “quantitative studies”.

The majority of these works are what I call “Leadership Frameworks,” or simply ways of thinking about leadership. Much like the previously-mentioned policy-focused work, this type of literature can be based on historical models or on an understanding of leadership theory through the years. Some, such as Wenger, et al. (2002), contain advice for leaders who are seeking to accomplish certain goals, using these historical examples to buttress their main points. One limitation on these works is that putting these strategies into practice is often, by design, outside the scope of these works. Thus these mainly serve as foundational pieces to direct one’s own inquiry.   

Quantitative research is more statistics-based, such as measuring the change in test scores or GPAs over time. This type of study often uses a large number of participants to help a researcher understand what is happening, though not particularly why. Thus, while it is valuable in its own right, quantitative work is not necessarily in line with my own interests for this dissertation. It is not completely absent in this area, though, as I found a connection with the work of Marks and Louis (1999) about the importance of teacher leadership.
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1. Forces Attracting, Supporting, and Inhibiting Teacher Leaders

One way to begin to understand the various inputs at work in the world of teacher leadership is in Murphy’s (2000) comprehensive literature review, in which he discusses not only the attributes of teacher leaders, but also the different ways in which teachers can demonstrate leadership and the various supports that make this possible. The second section of his work details some of the various obstacles confronting these attempts, as well as gives suggestions on how to harness opportunities that present themselves in order to make them work. Thus, this work is a valuable starting point for understanding the possibilities inherent in teacher leadership.

As noted in the previous section detailing the literature on small schools, there is a goodly amount of research that indicates their effectiveness in achieving student success in schools where this is not the currently the case. This in itself may prove to be enough of an attractant for those teachers who hold a student-centered philosophy of education to take part in a small school or SLC. This desire to serve these students may be one of the reasons behind these teachers’ decisions to then take a leadership role. Data from my pilot study (Coryelle, 2008) indicate that teacher leaders may be attracted to the concept of a small school or SLC because of their potential to not only help bridge the achievement gap, but to also provide a buffer between middle school and high school, potentially blunting the anomie that many 9th graders feel upon entering a much larger school. For one teacher leader in particular, it was during the year of the reform, not before, that opened his eyes to its ability to help meet the needs of these struggling students (Coryelle, 2008, p. 20); this realization helped provide the impetus for him to design an interdisciplinary project that was hailed by his peers as exceptional. 

The potential for leadership exists within a large number of educators (Barth, 2007), and this is not constrained by formalized roles. In fact, some of the most effective teachers are those that take leadership based on intrinsic motivations and operate along informal lines (Hart & Baptist, 1996; Harrison & Lembeck, 1996). In addition, these men and women bring unique assets to their schools, assets of value to any reform (Donaldson, 2007). The small school/SLC model is capable of not only meeting the needs of a teacher leader based on distributive, transformative principles (Burns, 1978; Spillane, 2001), but is in fact designed to do exactly that. Essentially a counterargument to the desirability of large schools’ economies of scale—that there is, for example, one principal (with all the resources, such as salary, entailed in their employment) for a large school or a small school—Sergiovanni (1996) actually sees what may be termed a shortage of leadership as a positive. Because there are fewer teachers to step up and fill roles that exist regardless of school size, a greater percentage of school staff will be involved in something beyond their classroom door. Leadership can become distributed as a matter of course.


As with any ambitious reform teachers should play a key role in the process if it is to actually affect the classroom. This includes involvement from pre-implementation to implementation to the sustaining of a small school/SLC reform. McLaughlin (1987) underscores this point when he notes that educational policy rarely, if ever, changes a school’s day-to-day practices, and this is even less likely to occur at the classroom level. Leithwood and Duke (1999) are more clear, stating that while many earlier studies of “pre-adoption and adoption processes” around organizational change offered some useful guidance, especially to senior school leaders…it soon became apparent that adoption decisions by such leaders did not have much to do with actual uses of whatever was adopted in the classroom” (p. 59). McLaughlin further suggests that if a reform is to succeed (or, I contend, even enacted in the spirit in which it was intended) teachers need to be active participants in the decisionmaking process. Thus, just as Sirotnik (1989) argues for change to be locally-directed, it makes sense that changes affecting classroom and interdisciplinary practice be in a large part directed, even after the initial decisionmaking is complete, by teachers themselves (Malen, 1994). This notion gels with Handy’s (1996) summary of “subsidiarity” (p. 4), the notion that if a duty or responsibility can be competently met by a body lower on the hierarchical chain of command (say a teacher rather than a principal, or a school rather than a district), then it should be.


The work of Daniels, et al. (2001) is the story of a group of teachers who take this notion to its conclusion and create their own small school. The value of this work is that it highlights concrete examples of the various pressures and obstacles that affect this type of teacher-directed work, while also listing the factors that made their efforts worthwhile. Many of these elements were discussed by my own participants, lending credence to the generalizability of these types of findings. Also, the gutsy nature of their work and its success provides some evidence of the ability of teacher leaders to effect real organizational change.

When teacher leaders are not involved any reform, while not exactly doomed to failure, faces the very real possibility of it. This is because the end users of any reform or change in practice are often the ones that determine the validity and success of these efforts. In fact, the opinions of these people often outweigh all other factors leading to this success (Schwartz & Baer, 1991). When taking the nature of schools into account, this becomes even more apparent; teachers have a great deal of influence, for due to the isolated nature of their classrooms they have more agency (legitimate or not) than usual in terms of how these changes are put into place. 
On a different note, teacher empowerment has been tied to improved organizational learning. One example of this is in Leithwood, et al., (1998), which uses data gathered in three separate case studies, using similar methodologies, to construct a theory of learning as it occurs in schools. It focuses on three of five basic elements that control learning: external conditions, internal conditions, and school leadership. They found that district influences, school leadership, culture, and practice had a noticeable effect on learning processes. Common themes emerging include the importance of collaboration, community, teacher empowerment, and support, all of these working towards a shared vision built around high expectations. Leithwood, et al., do add, however, that the empirical evidence of organizational learning (at the time of their study) is at best thin, stating that in the current atmosphere of reform and restructuring more must be done to understand and facilitate this phenomenon. That teacher empowerment was seen as a key indicator of this learning, though, speaks to its importance.

In an ambitious study of effective teacher leadership, Crowther, et al. (2002) use this idea that teacher leadership is tied to school success in order to advocate for the development of teacher leadership at all levels. Going beyond a mere framework, the authors also utilize narratives from their participants in order to set up a number of lessons that schools and districts can use to actualize leadership in their teachers, moving their work into the sphere of policy implementation.  


One of the more pressing needs for successful teacher leadership is time. This includes not only time in which to accomplish the extra duties of planning, collaboration, and administration that occasionally crop up when implementing a reform, but also the time needed for teacher leaders to reflect on their successes and areas for growth (Boles & Troen, 1996). This is especially important during the early stages of this reform.
Administrators also play a key role in not only pushing forward the small school model, but allowing and/or encouraging teachers to take leadership (Kahrs, 1996). According to Copland and Boatright (2004), the best results come when power is shared, and shared willingly:

Most large comprehensive high schools operate under a bureaucratic chain of command, in which power resides at the top in a few formal leadership positions. This traditional model of top-down leadership, while efficient on the surface, can work to the detriment of teachers’ professionalism and threaten schoolwide morale. By contrast, a culture of shared decision making pervades many successful small schools. (p. 766)

Foster (1989), in arguing for this flatter exercise of leadership, points out that “[t]he idea that leadership occurs within a community suggests that leadership ultimately resides in the community itself” (p. 49). Marks & Lewis (1999) propose a further level of importance attached to community leadership, stating that in order for an educational organization to grow and evolve, this empowerment of the faculty and staff, which inculcates a collaborative atmosphere, is essential. Barth (1990) notes the positive effects of a broader distribution of leadership, arguing that leadership granted is not the same as leadership abdicated, and that by drawing on the leaders (such as principals) and potential leaders within schools, a distributive model can potentially create an entire community of leaders.


In some cases this has been accomplished, as noted by Copland and Boatright (2006). Paraphrasing McLaughlin & Talbert (2001), they state that administrators who managed to achieve this empowerment:

were men and women with varied professional backgrounds who worked in collaboration with teacher-leaders and in respect of teaching culture. They found various ways to support teachers in getting the job done. The leadership of these principals was not superhuman; rather, it grew from a strong and simple commitment to making the school work for their students, and to building teachers’ commitment and capacity to pursue this collective goal. (p. 16)

This hearkens back to the notion of the importance of teacher buy-in, illustrating that this can be gained through the use of goals that are collaboratively created, with the chance of a vision that is shared by most, perhaps all, staff. The lesson one may take away from this is that there is latent leadership power in all organizations, and all it requires for an administrator to tap it is a desire to do so. 

This is not to say that this is easily accomplished; there are a number of barriers to teacher leadership, for, as stated by Nieto (2007): 

Potential teacher leaders are everywhere but unfortunately, they have often been

invisible because of ever-widening restrictions: mandated curriculum, the need to ‘‘teach to the test’’, the increasing surveillance to which they are subjected, and a growing public disrespect for the work they do. It is up to those who administer schools and make policy to change the conditions in schools and in the broader societal context so that teachers can take their rightful place as intellectuals, as guides for our youth, and as the inspiration for new teachers joining the profession. (p. 308)
When this is done, though, Nieto asserts that teacher leaders are capable of becoming not only better instructional leaders, but morally-centered agents of change. This moral and ethical model of leadership was present in the teacher leaders in my study (Coryelle, 2008), and was a significant enough factor for it to be considered a foundational element to teacher leadership in the SLC. The influence of teacher leaders in this regard may be assisted by the small school/SLC structure, as well as in the underlying reasons for their creation, the latter often being a desire to meet the needs of those students who have previously been ill-served by the traditional comprehensive model. 

2. How Does Teacher Leadership Work in the Small School?
 

While there is research on what small schools offer to support why teachers may be attracted to small schools and SLCs, perhaps to the point of exercising leadership within them, there is some difficulty with understanding how teacher leadership operates within a small school/SLC context. This is due to the relative paucity of research on teacher leadership in these reforms, the effects of small school/SLC reforms on teacher leaders, and their effects on the success of these reforms. This is not to say that there is a lack of information on teacher leadership; there is a great deal of it, over a broad range.

One challenge to understanding teacher leadership is that although it has received a good deal of scholarly attention in the recent past, particularly in regards to school improvement (Leithwood & Duke, 1999; Lieberman & Miller, 2007; Marks & Louis, 1999, p. 728; Murphy, 2005; Sherrill, 1999), if one is to believe the amount of literature on the subject the definitions of what teacher leadership is and what teacher leaders are vary wildly. As Sherrill (1999) puts it: “The sheer diversity of titles illustrates the wide range of responsibilities and expectations” under which a teacher leader performs (p. 57). Thus the challenge is in defining what a teacher leader is and what his or her leadership looks like to a researcher at any one time. Gaining this understanding is key, for, as noted by Crowther, et al. (2002), the challenging educational times makes the role of teachers as leaders in desperate need of crafting.

Several possibilities present themselves. For one, there is research suggesting that teacher leadership is present in the managing of social relations and community building (York-Barr & Duke, 2004). This hearkens back to the third R—Relationships—which small schools and SLCs are designed to facilitate. The reasons for these previous two factors facilitating teacher leadership are based not only on the philosophical underpinnings of the small school movement, but on the physical space in which these conversions exist. Simply put, closer confines and fewer staff can often facilitate closer relationships and greater trust between peers, another important requirement for effective leadership to blossom.

As far as the ways in which it can flourish, Wasley (1991) posits one type of leadership as that of working with colleagues to change instructional practices, i.e. the way that teachers teach, towards the goal of more relevant student learning. This type of peer-to-peer mentoring, influencing, convincing, etc., is aided by the small nature of the school or SLC; having fewer teachers means there are fewer diverging viewpoints with which to contend. 

One example of this type of work in action is Critical Friends Groups, or CFGs, (Bambino, 2007). According to Bambino, these communities are specifically created in order to help teachers reflect on practice both from their own points of view and with the assistance of their colleagues’ observations of their classroom teaching. Because there is an amount of trust that must be granted in these situations, it can be argued that the small school or SLC model is one in which CFGs might flourish.
In addition, concrete examples offered by several of my own participants (Coryelle, 2008), such as the redesigning of instructional units that carry over from year to year, are salient pieces of data speaking to this type of leadership. Part of understanding this work would be the mapping out of roles and contributions in these specific examples, and how teacher leaders addressed this. In my own study I wondered if, looking at a year from unit to unit and school to school, certain roles would spring up again and again. Whether or not teacher leaders had anything to do with shaping or guiding these processes, or whether this role-taking occurred, remained to be seen. 


Finally, the small school/SLC may provide a better environment for teachers to practice leadership in the first place. As noted by Wilson (1993), teachers who take leadership roles and work towards pushing the status-quo often create tensions and resistance among and between their colleagues. However, because these reforms are meant to be as autonomous as possible, in some cases they may shelter teacher leaders from having to address these disturbances. Nevertheless, this did occur at one of my study schools, so I believed it likely to have occurred at others, and that the task of navigating these issues may have been undertaken by teacher leaders of the small school or SLC. This is not necessarily a bad thing, as the ways in which this opposition is recognized (or forwarded) and navigated are also acts of leadership.

3.  Teacher Leaders and Community

Even though the value of community building can not be overstated, its applicability to high schools was often itself undervalued, especially in the technical-rational days of the early 20th century, during which organizations, including educational ones, “emphasize[d] goal attainment as its ultimate product” (Ogawa & Bossert, 2000, pp. 41-2).  More recent theory has seen a resurfacing of the concept of community, ironically due to the fact that society is beginning to notice its lack:

One can imagine a time in history when the term community was not problematic; taken for granted and a part of the cultural landscape, there was no need to create or build community.  But the apparent erosion of community in much of our world has us look to define it and, by naming it, develop it. (Foster, 2004, p. 186)

Foster further references the work of Toennies in discussing the definition of gesellschaft: a sense of “enforced obligation” against that of Furman’s gemeinschaft, which values a “community spirit” (p. 186).  
While much of the above-referenced work mentions the importance of community, one can not ignore the fact that the meaning of community has, as argued by Furman (1998), been difficult to nail down, as it “suffers from a lack of clear definition” (p. 302). Furman does argue, though, that in order to be a member of a community, one should have something in common with other members. In organizations such as schools this can be an artificially created commonality such as “a shared mission or vision” (p. 302). Considering the fragmented nature of the subjects that teachers are experts in, it is often these nebulous goals that are the first steps towards building a community among all faculty, staff, students, and by extension parents and other local stakeholders. 


Much as with the students, it is easier for teachers to find this sense of community spirit if they know their peers and are known by them. It is not inconceivable that in a very large high school, say of 4000 students (which was the size of the school I attended), that the teaching staff would have little if any contact with their principals and little contact with teachers outside of their own departments. This lack of connection among their peers can have more far-reaching effects in terms of the school than that felt by the students; teachers, those that stay in the field, tend to stick around a school longer than four years.
Some attempt has been made to create communities among teachers, literature does exist on these efforts, and there is applicability to teacher leaders of SLCs as well as small schools in a number of these works. Wenger, et al. (2002), in defining “communities of practice”, are clear that leadership must be distributed in order for a community to succeed, and that “in all cases, those who undertake leadership roles must have internal legitimacy in the community” (p. 36). This is particularly relevant in those educational organizations where there might be distrust between teachers and administration. From a more positive point of view, a habit of collaboration among teachers makes the acceptance of leadership originating from teachers less of a leap than might be imagined. When this atmosphere exists, as it did in some measure for the schools in my study, teacher leaders are able to spearhead the type of cross-curricular experimentation that Little (1982) argues best occurs in collegial, trusting conditions.

Taking the stance that, while the importance of professional communities has gained traction in the recent literature, there has been little inquiry as to how interactions among members contribute to teacher learning and classroom practice, Little later (2002) utilizes a case involving an English department’s debate over a sustained silent reading program. While noting the limitations of a “micro-ethnography”, Little posits that by examining the “representation of practice, orientation to practice, and norms of interaction” (p. 934) among professional communities, one may be better able to understand the ways in which group and teacher knowledge (and perhaps individual classroom practice) develops over time as a result of these interactions. Being that small schools and small learning communities’ central goals of cross-curricular relevance are dependent upon the development of successful collaboration between teachers of different disciplines, Little’s work has some applicability to my own efforts at understanding how teacher leaders may or may not guide this development. 
What is Missing?

When these works are examined as a whole, a few commonalities surface. The first is that small school reform has a solid grounding in both philosophy and direct research. Next, the reform has something to offer in the ways of building community, which has been shown to have value. In addition, the reform can lead to an improvement in academic outcomes for students. Finally, it can potentially encourage teacher leadership by its very structure of undermanned smallness (Sergiovanni, 1996), itself a much-researched and important phenomenon tied to school success. 

It seems natural that studies of teacher leaders in small schools would litter the research landscape. However, although there is at least one work on teacher identity and small school reform (Lovitt, 2007), there seems to be little on teacher leaders, and less than that (perhaps nothing) on the characteristics of informal teacher leaders in small schools and SLCs and the ways in which they exercise this leadership, either by changing instructional and community practices to better fit those which the reform is designed to facilitate, or in voicing legitimate opposition to issues they see as detrimental to the needs of students and teachers. Nor is there significant data on what factors affect the leadership acts of these men and women. In short, this intersection is lacking.

Informal teacher leaders are of interest to me precisely due to the potentially intrinsic nature of their motivation. Spillane and Thompson (1997) argue that this is a form of human capital beyond the traditional boundaries of knowledge or expertise, stating that it:
include[s] the commitment to reform and the disposition to demonstrated by instructional leaders in high capacity districts…such commitment and disposition do indeed constitute “assets, resources, or sources of strength or advantages utilized to aid in accomplishing” ambitious instructional reform. (p. 190)

The difficulty with this type of capital is that it is not easily measured and often easily lost, especially when these teachers feel that their efforts are unappreciated and unsupported.
Chapter 3: Research Methodology and Design

This study contained particularistic and interpretive elements (Merriam, 1998). It was particularistic because it examined a recent reform within four schools in three districts, in the time frame of the first years of implementation, and through the specific lenses of informal teacher-leaders’ experiences and perceptions, as well as that of faculty perceptions of them and their work. It was interpretive in that findings were analyzed and juxtaposed with theories of organizational policymaking and leadership theory. These included not only specific case studies of small schools and SLCs (falling under the school-within-a-school [SWAS] rubric), but also pieces of philosophical inquiry around distributed leadership and teacher leadership. Additionally, data collected was tested against the ability, espoused in some of the literature, of these reforms to encourage and facilitate this leadership.

I became aware in my pilot study (Coryelle, 2008) that the stories of Ridgemont and Valley—the two study schools—were best expressed through qualitative methods, as I was attempting to understand and compile an understanding of the teacher leaders’ first years and as much of their underlying contexts as possible. The narratives that emerged  told me a great deal of value about these two sites, but the stories were of their specific buildings, even though these were in the same district. The teachers and administrators interviewed generously shared their stories, but they were their stories, and that there was a need for comparison not only with other schools but with schools in other districts (Erickson, 1986). This is not to say that my data collection and analysis did not convey strategies and lessons that might be applied to other schools and their teacher leaders as they worked through their own conversions. If a school or a district attempts a small school reform some of what I find, particularly around understanding how the small school and SLC theory of action resonates with a potential teacher leader’s philosophy and what factors make their work easier or more difficult, may be useful. Still, I understood that this work would only really best when comparing between schools and via my theory, and not “to a larger universe” (Miles & Huberman, 1994, p. 29).

Two pieces that served as directional inspiration are the works of Pat Wasley (1991, 1994), who conducted qualitative case studies of individual teacher leaders in various parts of the country. Through these, she was able to convey these individuals’ stories and contexts, and extrapolate lessons and extensions for further thought. It is this model in general that I sought to follow, as the use of narrative gels well with the methodology from my initial study, which is close in nature to this work. One important difference, though, is that my findings were better expressed as thematic similarities between the teacher leaders of the various schools rather than framed within an individual teacher’s experiences.
The Nature of the Sample
The setting of my original study was two high schools—Ridgemont and Valley—located in a suburban K-12 school district. Unlike other conversions in the Puget Sound area, the high schools implemented these reforms absent an outside funding source; a federal grant was applied for but was not received, although the district received a planning grant for pre-implementation work. Exploration work was begun in the prior year, as both schools attempted to acquire knowledge as early as possible (Cohen & Levinthal, 1990; Huber, 1991). Both of this earlier study’s schools retained a comprehensive school model. Of the two schools chosen, Ridgemont was in the third year of a sustained SLC effort, while Valley no longer had a SLC. Valley also ran the program as a pilot, with half of the 9th grade in the SLC and the other half in the general population. These choices, as well as the structural decisions of these two schools, had the potential for fruitful exploration along the lines of a comparative case study in the mode of Scribner, et al. (2002), particularly as this piece relates to staff buy-in and interaction. I believed that this interaction, coupled with the model each school chose might have affected how teacher leaders negotiated this reform; this turned out to be only partially the case.

New school sites were chosen based on a number of factors. The first was geography. As a full time faculty member at a local high school, I had neither the time nor the resources to devote to lengthy travel. Fortunately, the small school movement has many adherents in the area, and a number of schools have undergone this redesign within the past five years (even if some of these, such as Valley, have reverted to a comprehensive model). All schools are within a day’s drive of the Seattle area. Another difference between these three new schools and Valley is that two of the sites fully converted to autonomous small schools, while the third chose to structure their school in a way different from that of Valley, while sharing some key elements of a SLC.

The following is a list of schools examined for this dissertation. All school names are pseudonyms.

Valley High School, with roughly 1200 students
, is one of three high schools in its district, a lower-middle to upper-middle-class community in the Puget Sound region. The student population is roughly 45% white, 27% Asian or Pacific Islander, 16% Black, and 11% Hispanic, with the remaining 1% being American Indian or other ethnicities. This population has continued to become increasingly diverse with each passing year. 40% of its students qualify for free or reduced-price lunches, 10% are classified as Special Education, and 7% are defined as “transitional bilingual”. These percentages have remained stable over the past seven years.

Valley is mainly contained within a single multi-story building, with classes arranged together by department. This type of building makes the hallways noisy during passing times, an important concern, as the SLC operated on a different bell schedule than the rest of the school. An additional issue is the labyrinthine nature of the complex itself, with halls that follow an interesting yet difficult-to-monitor layout and stairways located both in main areas and in out of the way places. This arrangement would have made a conversion to small schools difficult.


When it was decided that Valley’s district would institute SLC in its high schools, teachers and staff were able, via a planning grant, to conduct a number of visitations at other schools and gather ideas to help them create their own plan. It was understood that this plan would be unique from that created by the other schools. Of these two schools only Ridgemont ended up creating SLCs; the third high school chose to wait until a later time to adopt its own plans. Valley’s SLC began as a pilot program, in which half of the 9th grade class would take part in “houses” where they would move as a group between four classes: Language Arts, Current World Issues, Biology, and Health / Intro to Informational Technology (IIT). These four teachers had an additional short prep period in which to do interdisciplinary planning. Teachers were solicited on a volunteer business, and incoming 8th graders and parents were informed of the plan and given the opportunity to take part. The program lasted only the one year. Had it continued, the next step would have been a full incorporation of the 9th grade into the houses.   

Valley’s freshmen at the time of the reform graduated in 2009. While there has been some anecdotal evidence of the program’s positive effects, to be discussed with my findings, the Washington Assessment of Student Learning (WASL) scores of this cohort were not markedly different than those in the previous year. Because of Valley’s high transient rate (20% from year to year), and the fact that only half of the 9th grade class took part in the program, it is difficult to trace any real change in graduation rates between the class of 2009 and those of previous years.
Westside High School, containing roughly 350 students as of the 2007-2008 school year is one of three small schools that formed when its large comprehensive school was restructured. The district serves a lower to lower-middle class community, also located in the Puget Sound area. The student population is roughly 37% Asian or Pacific Islander, 28% Hispanic, 17% White, and 16% Black, with the remaining 2% being American Indian or other ethnicities. In the years since it was founded the percentage of Hispanic and White students has switched, with percentages of other ethnicities remaining stable. 73% of its students qualify for free or reduced-price lunches, a percentage which has increased significantly from that of its original comprehensive school. In addition, although its special education population is at the same levels (11%), the percentage of bilingual education students has more than doubled (to 33%) from that of the original school; the majority of ESL teachers opted to teach at Westside.


Westside occupies all of one building and part of the physical education plant in what was once a high school made up of several buildings. Students were often required to go outside in order to move from one department to the next, a necessity which did not mesh well with the weather. Its current configuration—a block of classrooms along one long corridor—means that much of this problem can be avoided. This convenience of physical structure aside, its building is the most deteriorated among the three schools that were carved out of the original comprehensive school. 

Westside implemented its reform in an iterative fashion (Joyce, et al., 1993), beginning with the 9th grade class and moving forward year by year from there; the class of 2009 was the first graduating class to have spent all four years in the small school. The choice of three schools was made because the district wished to keep it cost-neutral in terms of administrators; one principal and two assistant principals each became an administrator for one of the small schools. Therefore, eight initial proposals were whittled down to three, with some ideas being eliminated and some being blended with more popular choices. Westside is an arts-driven school, but also contains a number of teachers who were interested in a school with a focus on international studies, who joined when there was not enough support to merit their own school.

The on-time graduation rate—a key indicator of school success—has improved markedly for the students at Westside when compared with those who matriculated at the comprehensive school: 71% in 2006 to 81% in 2008. However, there has not been a concurrent rise in WASL scores during this time period.

Southside High School, also with about 350 students, is located in the same district as Westside. It too is one of three small schools that were converted from a large comprehensive school. However, this large school was not the same one from which Westside was created. The student population is roughly 29% Hispanic, 24% Black, 23% White, and 23% Asian or Pacific Islander, with the remaining 1% being American Indian or other ethnicities. In the years since its inception, Southside has seen an increase in student diversity in relation to the comprehensive high school from which it was formed. 66% of its students qualify for free or reduced-prices lunches, 22% are classified as Special Education, and 20% have bilingual needs. These are both increases from the percentages at its original school, and Southside has a much larger percentage of Special Education students than the other two schools that were formed at the same time.

Southside occupies two identically-shaped smaller buildings with unique physical challenges. The other two small schools are contained within one building each; these were constructed in a more traditional manner. Entrances to teacher’s classrooms are from the outdoors, although common spaces in the middle of each building allow for the possibility of alternate entrances. Like Westside, Southside’s original school was constructed in a manner more suitable for a drier climate, and the changeover to small schools has ameliorated students’ earlier difficulties in moving from one class to the next. 

Unlike Westside, Southside enacted its reform at one time, completely converting to a small school, leading to some tension and adjustment issues with the upperclassmen. The number of schools was chosen for the same reason of cost-neutrality as that of Westside. 

Southside organizes its years around certain themes: Scholar (9th grade), Thinker (10th), Adventurer (11th), and World Citizen (12th). These identities are meant to build on each other towards the goal of creating students able to interact with the global community. These themes are visible in the main office and in each of the teachers’ classrooms that I visited. 

Like Westside, Southside has witnessed success in terms of its on-time graduation rate, with a 74% rate in 2008 compared to the 57% rate in 2005, the last year of the comprehensive school. WASL scores have also risen noticeably during this period.

Northlake High School, located near Lake Washington, serves 1100 students of mostly middle-class status. The student population is roughly 60% White, 17 % Asian or Pacific Islander, 12% Black, 9% Hispanic, with the remaining 2% being American Indian or other ethnicities. 20% of its students qualify for free or reduced-price lunches. The ethnic and economic diversity of Northlake’s students has remained relatively stable over the past ten years. However, there has been a slight increase of students in Special Education and a marked decrease of those with bilingual needs.   

The majority of Northlake’s classrooms are contained in one building, and hallways are organized by department. Unlike Valley, its hallways are long and straight, a useful if relatively uninteresting configuration. These hallways are well kept, and decorated with student-created advertisements and work.

Like Valley, it chose not to break up into autonomous schools, but created “academies” for freshmen students during the first year, moving in the next year to create sophomore academies. The common classes are Language Arts, Social Studies, Science, and Health. After a number of years with just 9th and 10th grade an 11th grade SLC was recently instituted, a time lapse which was mainly attributed to the need to meet the needs of students taking AP classes while still maintaining the basic form and function for which these academies were designed.

Northlake graduated 88% of its students on time in 2008. This is a significant increase over previous years. However, rates for other years (before and after the reform was put into place) hover around 80%, so it is probable that 2008’s higher rate has more to do with cohort differences than an effect of the reform. There has been a noticeable rise, save for science, in the WASL scores from the time the academies were implemented. 
Participant Selection

A total of 23 participants were selected: five each from Valley and Southside (a principal, two rank-and-file teachers, and two teacher leaders), six from Northlake (a principal, an administrative coordinator identified as a leader herself, and four teacher-leaders), four from Westside (a principal, one rank-and-file teacher, and two teacher-leaders), two district administrators (one from Valley’s district and one from Southside and Westside’s district), and one member of an outside support agency that works with assisting large comprehensive schools in their transformation to small autonomous ones. In my interactions with my participants, especially with the teachers, I was careful to insure them of their privacy and confidentiality (Sieber & Stanley, 1998).  
The interviews of district personnel provided a broader view of the reform as it went in the district than that able to be offered by teachers or even administrators. Being privy to details (e.g. district finances) that are beyond the normal scope of a classroom teacher’s responsibility, they were able to help me garner a different perspective on how the reform played out at a particular school. Being that much of my knowledge is practitioner-based, any data that could assist me in better reaching a more objective stance—objectivity in this case being an alignment of several human, and thus subjective, points of view from different levels and contexts of a district—was invaluable. Wolcott (1997, p. 349) mentions the virtues of this triangulation, particularly when a researcher’s point of view is skewed due to his or her profession. 

The outside agency personnel I interviewed also had his own take on how informal teacher leadership manifested itself in the schools with which he worked, and this from the point of view as a support provider to several districts across the state or country. For each of these non-building interviews my interview protocols focused primarily on the leadership roles they envisioned teachers taking in the reform, in addition to how they felt they could have been, and continue to be, best supported. He was also aware of specific ways in which teachers did or did not exercise this leadership.    
Participant selection for the school sites followed an iterative process, beginning with interviews of the two principals. Principals are often viewed as the face of the school by community members, and serve as buffers between them and faculty; because schools are often viewed through a Rational Actor (Allison, 1971) perspective by those outside of the field the principal was the logical choice for this role. When engaged in school reform, it often falls upon these men and women to frame the issues for the PTA, the Booster Club, the average concerned parent, and other interested community bodies; most of these people are often more closely tied, through their children, to the school than the district and thus expect to interact with principals more than the district. Also, the principals had the potential to serve as “facilitators” in helping the SLCs conceptualize and achieve their goals, rather than act as top-down leaders (Watkins, 1989).

From these principals, I solicited names of faculty members who were a part of the small school or SLC, but not those who took a leadership role. This method of participant selection is best described under Patton’s definition of “purposeful sampling” (in Merriam, 1998), as I limited my participants to those who were a part of the reform, yet were not identified as necessarily spearheading it. In doing this I was aware that these teachers may also in fact qualify as informal leaders in their own right, as I have indicated in my previous work (Coryelle, 2008, p. 38). One issue with this was the necessity to garner these names from administrators—building and possibly district-based—and not their peers. This is not to say that they would not have been identified as leaders by multiple sources (i.e. other teachers) at a later date, and in fact this was the case. This resulted in an uneven distribution of teacher leader interviews between the sites; I did not and do not see this as a particular problem of balance, but rather a function of each school’s unique experiences.
Additionally, I solicited the names of teachers who the principals felt exhibited leadership prior to and/or during the reform. These may have included those teachers who felt impelled to lead efforts (hopefully well-meaning) against the reform, based on what they felt were honest philosophical and pedagogical concerns. I hoped to identify at least four of these teacher leaders per school, as these were to be listed against the teacher leaders identified by the rank-and-file teachers when I interviewed them, with the idea (borne out by my pilot study) that two of these teacher leaders would be independently identified by three different participants. Being at the forefront of this movement, the building principals were positioned to recognize teachers that were enthused (or concerned) enough about the possibilities in such a move to step forward and take control of some of the many responsibilities. These names were kept on file until I conducted my interviews with the rank-and-file teaching staff.

As far as what the rank-and-file teachers provided me, their “on-the-ground” experience with these changes offered specific examples of the reform in action. I also asked these participants to provide the names of other teachers who demonstrated leadership for their particular small school or SLC, with probing questions about specific instances in which this was demonstrated, how it affected the way that they taught students, the way that they interacted with their colleagues, and any ways in which student outcomes within their specific classes were tied to the teacher leaders’ actions. 

I compared these names with those I was given by the principals, a process of dual “snowballing” (Merriam, 1998). This purposeful sampling also had a criterion-based element, as I was looking for teachers whom were seen by their colleagues as being leaders. This stricter participant selection might have meant that only one teacher would have met these criteria, and this may have lead to some interesting data about that particular site’s efforts. As it turned out, finding teacher leaders was not a problem, and the opposite phenomenon actually occurred at Northlake.

Having these teachers identified by administrative staff and faculty strongly rooted my ultimate participant selection of teacher leaders; because teachers and administrators have different frames of reference and experiences of what leadership is, the naming of these teacher leaders by all three members of each school indicated that they possessed the qualities and experiences in which I had interest. In addition, being that I planned on being limited to two teacher leaders this method of their selection was valuable, increasing my chances for information-rich data.
Had all worked out, this would have resulted in five participants per site (a principal, two rank-and-file teachers, and two teacher leaders). The eventual distribution of participants did not fit this plan, but a number of factors altered my selection and identification process. The first was the fuzzy nature of teacher leadership as it looked in practice. This was evident most strongly at Northlake, where each of the participants I investigated, with the obvious exception of the principal, exhibited traits of teacher leadership. Therefore, I could not in good conscience classify them as only rank-and-file teachers. At any rate, this did not prove to be a problem to my selection process, as they were able to provide information on their peers’ leadership and its effects on their own practice.


The following table lists each of the participants, as well as their approximate ages, departments, and schools. Teacher leaders are listed in bold. All names are pseudonyms. 

​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​______________________________________________________________________________

Name


Age


Department


School

______________________________________________________________________________

Mark


55


Coach



Outside Support Org.

Linda


60


Coordinator


District: Valley

Brett


45


Coordinator


District: Westside / 











Southside

Chase


50


Principal


Valley

Victoria

25


Language Arts


Valley

Wendy


25


IIT



Valley

Phyllis


45


Social Studies


Valley

Ron


35


Science


Valley

Jeff


45


Principal


Westside

Emma


25


Dance



Westside

Carolyn

35


Social Studies


Westside

Larry


35


ESL



Westside

Rob


40


Principal


Southside

Albert


35


Mathematics


Southside

Kerri


30


Science


Southside

Cathy


50


Language Arts

Southside

Sarah


32


ESL



Southside

Sean


65


Principal


Northlake

Gloria


45


Admin.


Northlake

Derek


35


Mathematics


Northlake

Laura


50


Health



Northlake

LuAnn

45


ESL



Northlake

Jim


50


Social Studies


Northlake

_____________________________________________________________________________

Time Frame for Data Collection, Analysis, and Composing

Data collection began mid-April of 2009 and concluded in October. While this was a tight time frame, two factors ameliorated any potential difficulties. I had already made arrangements with my building principal to be absent for several days in these months, and he remained supportive of my efforts. Thus I was able to condense a number of interviews into a single day, a freedom I took advantage of at Northlake and Westside.


The second helping factor is that most teachers have two-and-a-half months off every summer. I was able to make contact with participants from Southside, both rank-and-file teachers and teacher leaders, and, prior to the end of the school year, arrange to conduct interviews with them over the summer.

I was also aided by my “insider” status in the field of education, encountering little resistance to my inquiries and more cooperation than I feel I merited as a complete stranger asking these men and women to tell me their stories, with only my assurances that I would be true to them in this work. This access is reminiscent of Zinn’s (1979, p. 160) claim that insider status can reduce mistrust on the part of participants.

Data Collection Strategy and Procedures

All interviews followed a semi-structured model, as defined by Wolcott (1997) (see Appendix A). While I had perspectives on what SLC leadership might be, these merely informed my interview protocols. For a study of this size, with a limited number of subjects per site, it was necessary to follow where the participants’ answers lead me, and because I was exploring the stories of these teachers, administrators, and support personnel this method seemed a natural one. What the protocols did allow for was a way to check that key points, such as those involving collegial relationships, were addressed in each of the interviews. In addition, as data collection progressed, I was able to verify with my later participants (controlling for privacy and confidentiality) the perspectives forwarded by other interviewees.

One of the first interviews conducted was that of a member of an external support agency, specifically one who had direct experience working with a school’s conversion efforts and who understands ways in which the process may work from the “inside”; this person had experience with both Southside and Westside. Agencies such as the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation and the Coalition of Essential Schools have involved themselves with assisting various districts in converting their large schools to small schools. Other organizations, including government ones, have offered planning and implementation grants for small schools and SLCs. Due to this focus, their personnel carry their own type of expertise. While rationales for the reform certainly exist, I hoped to garner a better understanding of how these organizations viewed teacher leadership and its importance towards the success of small school/SLC reform. Pertinent questions about this, as well as the support they may have provided to these leaders, helped me better understand this phenomenon at work.

District-level staff charged with supporting building efforts, including those of the teachers, were also among my earlier interviews. My assumption was that even if they were not directly working with the reform, some staff members—such as a Deputy Superintendent of Personnel or similar position—have experience working with faculty at a district’s schools, and that this experience may include those teachers who make themselves known in the district; this too would provide valuable insight on the nature of teacher leadership as it relates to a district. 

These people were familiar with the effort, and in the case of Southside and Westside’s district the involvement level was high. Because district personnel are looking at reforms using a different lens than their building-level counterparts, their insight on not only what prompted these attempts, but also what leadership role teachers should and did play, proved useful. Central office participants also had information on the various professional development and other support that was offered to the teachers within their small school or SLC, specifically around how to direct their work towards the purpose of these new models. Another way in which these participants were helpful was in their unique perspective, as opposed to that of a teacher leader and his or her peers, on what acts are representative of teacher leadership.
Basic information regarding the reform as it applied to their buildings, as well as the steps taken to introduce the model to both the staff and the greater community, were gathered from the principals. Their previously mentioned system knowledge, along with their role as school-district and school-community liaisons, made these administrators valuable resources to gather background data.    

By interviewing other teachers in the small school or SLC, I gathered a perspective of the first year from those who had “boots on the ground.” The teachers who interacted directly with students on a daily basis provided insight not only about their own experiences with their model but were also those able to best understand and explain the effect their specific reform’s changes had on their charges. It was also worthwhile to attempt to understand how the challenge of implementing a structural change of this magnitude was experienced by the faculty at large; often the requirements of administration prevent principals, APs, and advisors from being as privy to the day-to-day interactions of faculty.

Teacher leader interviews focused on similar topics as those of the teachers, with one important alteration: data gathered from the principals and teachers regarding the teacher leaders’ demonstrations of leadership before and during the first years were incorporated into the protocols. I was curious to understand not only how they viewed and still view their roles in the process, but also how these views meshed with the perceptions that their colleagues had of their work, as this is an area not deeply explored in the literature. In addition, I sought primary participants who are of a level with “rank-and-file” teachers on the organizational chart: no department chairs, if possible, and certainly no district level-staff, such as Subject Area Coordinators, were considered by me to be teacher leaders. One person from Southside, though, has since gone on to district work.

Other Sources and Types of Data

Beyond the participant interviews, other sources—observations and artifacts—helped me triangulate my findings (Miles & Huberman, 1994, p. 267). Observational data were gathered in meetings I had attended when this reform was presented to district staff, as well as in staff meetings during the first year of implementation as the 9th grade SLC faculty reported out on their experiences. At the time of these observations I was an interested participant-observer, but not a full-participant, as I was not slated to take part in the first year of the SLC. I took notes, however, knowing that if the reform went well the first year I would be tapped to teach in its next iteration, that of the sophomore year. While I did not focus on teacher leaders at the time, the information I gathered about the reform itself and its general progress through the first year assisted me in creating interview protocols and understanding the context behind my participants’ responses. 

Artifact collection only proved to be a challenge at Valley, although I was able to procure brochures and newsletters on the program that were distributed to parents. My hope that electronic storage would make the retrieval of brochures, newsletters, and presentations easily accomplished proved accurate in the case of the other three schools; in many instances I was able to find the information I needed on the schools’ websites. In all cases, the documents explained the rationale behind the reform, as well as information on how it would be structured. In the case of Valley, I was able to watch the presentations at the time they were given, and this along with my recorded notes from that time mitigated the relative lack of documents. 
Data Analysis

In trying to understand how informal teacher leadership was operationalized during the initial year of these reforms, I was again assisted by my pilot study. Previously, I would not have been able to answer how I would know what to look for in an informal teacher leader or what this leadership would look like. As it stood, seeing informal teacher leadership in action was still problematic because this study is retrospective; I was asking for recollections of events two or more years before my interviews took place.
The nature of education is that it tends to move in yearly cycles. Administrators and teachers, whose ways of thinking often conform to a September-to-June mindset, spend much of their time so involved in navigating the challenges of a current year that they have less time than they would like to dwell upon past ones. Yet this is what I asked them to do, and that they were able to do so might be something of a minor miracle. For a number of reasons I was not completely confident that I would have the same good fortune at the new schools. For one, another year had passed, a year in which memories may have faded. Another possibility was that those teachers who exercised leadership might no longer have been at these schools. In the same vein, there was the chance that the administrators present when the reform was first explored and enacted may also have moved on.. 

In terms of the teachers, I was rather fortunate, as only one identified teacher leader, at Southside, had moved to another district, which was across the country. I was unable to contact this person, but this school had other teacher leaders that I was able to interview, and both of these were the first ones mentioned by the principal and their peers. I was also able to meet with the administrators of Valley, Northlake, and Southside. Westside’s principal had familiarity with the reform effort, but was not fully conversant with the pre-implementation stages; I addressed this issue during the interview with Southside and Westside’s district-level participant, who was familiar with the effort, as he led it both as a building principal and later as his district’s small school coordinator. 
The second challenge involved me: I was not at these schools when the reforms were instituted. Yet as the one charged with collecting, analyzing, and ultimately producing a work around these data it was incumbent upon me to not only capture the authentic recollections of my participants but to assess these as evidence of informal teacher leadership. Since the small school/SLC model was and is still in operation at three of these schools, its presence may have helped make these memories more accessible, as the participants were still living with what they helped create.


Finally, there was the issue of this work’s focus. Teacher leaders are really only one aspect, albeit an important one, of small schools and SLCs, and as Brown (1992) mentions, “it is difficult to study any one aspect [of a system] independently from the whole operating system” (p. 143). Being able to tease out teacher leadership, while still understanding how the various factors affecting these reforms was connected to it and each other, is nigh impossible. Nor is it best for understanding how teacher leadership works; these relationships are vital to the understanding. It was in discovering the relationships that mattered to how leadership was exercised, rather than those with little effect, that led to some of my most important findings.  

Again, my initial study provided the groundwork. Because I was working with schools in my own district, I had easier access to my participants if certain memories or opinions needed clarifying. This served as something of a safety net, which gave me more confidence in which to operate. What I found from these two schools was a way of seeing teacher leadership that guided my explorations at the three new schools. I felt I would also be able to see how their teachers demonstrated leadership in these cases as well.


The first dimension involved how my participants expressed what was happening in terms of the teacher leaders. It became apparent during my coding of the transcripts that while the teacher leaders had a number of ways of expressing the particular beliefs or philosophies that led them to take leadership roles, none of them were particularly quick to call themselves leaders. This is where my participant selection process was helpful. In interviewing the administrators and rank-and-file teachers first I was able to independently identify these men and women. It was an important first step. Furthermore, in asking how these teachers showed leadership I was probing for specifics, particularly anecdotes that would help me categorize their actions.


It was the rank-and-file teachers that were the most help in this case, as they were “on the ground” with the teacher leaders; as it worked out all of my teacher participants from each school were grouped in the same house, academy, or autonomous small school, which gave them ample opportunities to observe their colleagues. These interactions included daily or weekly meetings to plan curriculum or to create student interventions, as well as occasional blocked classes throughout the year.

Interviewees were asked to recall events, such as the presentations, that preceded implementation of the small schools or SLCs; grounding remembrances in concrete details such as these often helps in recall. For many, these experiences included exploratory site visits and attendances at conferences. What this meant for the presentations is that they were often the ones disseminating the information to the staff. This allowed me to have a dual perspective— disseminator and receiver—and covered gaps in my own observations. 

Analyzing the data using methods informed by grounded theory (Charmaz, 2001) was the other way in which I sought to address the lack of knowledge that exists from my experience as a high school teacher who did not take part in the first stages of this type of reform, as well as the theoretical bias that I had acquired through my review of the literature. Grounded theory was first introduced by Glaser and Strauss (1967), and although the two parted philosophical ways their basic concepts of the method are similar: open coding, in which numerous codes are generated from the pure data, absent any focus on the part of the researcher; focused coding, in which these codes are subsumed into larger themes (also in Miles & Huberman, 1994); choosing a core category (Strauss & Corbin, 1998), a central idea to which other categories relate; and selective coding, in which themes are tested against the data. I had already grouped my research questions around certain ideas, but the subthemes that attached to these ideas came from the data itself. This was useful in that I had acquired an additional leaning through my pilot study, and I needed to run the data from Valley through this process once again. I accomplished this by returning to the open codes I created for this site in the first stage of data analysis, and integrated them with the other schools’ codes to produce focused codes. I also made use of “constant comparative methods” [in Charmaz, 2001]—a strategy in which data from one participant or site that speaks to one theme is compared and/or contrasted with data from other sources that attach to the same theme—with data from subsequent sites. These themes eventually demarcated into subthemes as this work progressed (Emerson, et al., 1995). This was a continuous process, but one which eventually had to come to an end, for as noted by Geertz (1973), further and further analysis and attempted understanding only “intensif[ies] the suspicion, both your own and that of others, that you are not quite getting it right” (p. 29). This was a result of my codes serving as a means of “data reduction and data complication” (Coffey & Atkinson, 1996, p. 30).
The following table illustrates the types and sources of data I collected, and the time frame for each. Data collected from my pilot study that was carried over to my proposed dissertation are checked:

	Sites and Data Types
	Newsletters / Brochures / White Papers, etc.
	Interviews
	Meeting Observations

	Ridgemont (Reform Information Only)
	(
	
	(

	External Support Agency
	
	2 weeks from first contact
	

	District Office
	Acquired via school sources
	2-4 weeks from first contact for both participants
	

	Valley
	(
	(
	

	Northlake
	Immediately after interview with Gloria
	Time Frame: 1-10 weeks from first contact for all participants
	

	Southside
	Immediately after interview with Rob
	Time Frame: 1-12 weeks from first contact for all participants
	

	Westside
	Immediately after interview with Jeff
	Time Frame: 1-9 weeks from first contact for all participants
	


Although at this stage of my work with teacher leaders it was artificial to put aside all that I knew or thought I knew about these questions, one can argue that this predilection for certain themes starts to exist from the moment any researcher begins acquiring the secondary data, via the literature, that is often the beginning of a new effort. Regardless, it was often difficult for me to remove my practitioner hat and see what I was researching from a more objective position; this approach to grounded theory was helpful in addressing this.
Initially, my research questions centered on the ways in which small schools and SLCs allowed teachers to exercise leadership. However, because I was utilizing semi-structured interviews with my participants, I knew I might have been taken to new and fruitful territory that had not been initially considered, as was the case with Valley. Following the precepts of grounded theory, I did not organize my data around pre-existing codes, such as those based on my original conceptual framework, but rather allowed the codes to evolve from the data itself. 

When the work in my pilot study was complete, I returned to the literature to verify if what I was hearing could be classified as teacher leadership and to extrapolate themes from my codes. One of the first to emerge from my analysis was that of teacher leadership containing elements of service and sacrifice; this was both espoused and observed. The nature of this sacrifice recalls Sergiovanni’s (2000) concept of servant leadership. By and large, it was noted that the teacher leaders in my study did what they felt needed to be done not for recognition but to meet the needs of their students, and that these actions were guided by an ethically-centered philosophy (Coryelle, 2008). That this represents leadership is supported by Wasley (1994), who classifies a teacher leader as one who moves beyond lip service and into a “willingness to participate.” Other examples of teacher leadership from the study included the previously mentioned expert leadership, as well as examples offered by my participants of teacher leaders advocating for their students, in addition to their peers within their SLCs.

For this dissertation the second dimension was the true test of my pilot study, and that involved whether or not these findings showed that the way in which teachers taught during this first year was substantively changed. This is where not only the teacher leaders but the rank-and-file teachers themselves were helpful, as my interview protocols contained probes asking for specific examples of how the teacher leader’s actions may have changed the practice of other teachers in the small school or SLC. One salient example of this occurring was the implementation of a interdisciplinary project forwarded by one of Valley’s teacher leaders, in which an entire unit on cancer was directed by him, and where, in a style itself reminiscent of distributive leadership, he trusted his colleagues to handle material outside of their discipline, while at the same time providing them the content support they needed.

Challenges, Limitations, and Potential Biases

My main and most obvious potential for bias was in my role as a participant-observer at Ridgemont during the year that I studied and as a full participant (Glesne, 2006) during the time my initial study was being written, all of which had the potential to color my view of further data. In order to monitor my own thinking and interrogate my ongoing analysis I took several steps to control for it, including the constant use of “reflexivity”—in which I ask questions of both myself and the process: “What is it I’m really seeing?; “How do I know what I know?”; “Are my own assumptions skewing the data?”, etc.  (Glesne, 2006, p. 125)—throughout the time I was engaged in this work. This had the goal of controlling the Bartlett Effect—in which the researcher seems to magically find just what he or she is looking for—a particular danger considering my limited number of participants (Brown, 1992, p. 162; Miles & Huberman, 1994). In addition, I provided opportunities for member checks to my participants, so that they could clarify my understandings, and correct any errors in my synthesis of their experiences. Again, this is a strategy that was useful during my pilot study, and it proved to be helpful in this work as well. In the end, though, I had to accept that I am a teacher and always will be, whether in the classroom or not, and that this was going to keep me from conducting the completely objective interview, the possibility of which is cast into serious doubt if the rapport necessary to achieve a level of trust in one’s participants is to be reached (Oakley, 1981). 

The inclusion of Valley in this pilot study was done so as to provide an outside perspective, and allow me the opportunity to step outside of my own context; schools, even in the same district, can be markedly different places. This was the case with Ridgemont and Valley, yet for all of these differences there were commonalities that supported my findings; by highlighting the characteristics of teacher leaders in one school, one is open to understandable questioning; that these traits exist in teacher leaders of a quite different place gives credence to the notion of an underlying nature in these men and women.

One additional aid to my objectivity was my bounding of this dissertation within the first years of a small school or SLC reform, as I was never a part of these efforts at my site; that Valley’s SLC was phased out after the first year also made this restriction more appropriate in terms of temporal alignment. 

A final challenge was around my ability to differentiate teacher leadership that is genuinely in the service of a small school or SLC’s agenda from that which is motivated by different purposes, such as an eye towards any future benefits, intrinsic and extrinsic, that taking a leadership role and being recognized for such might incur. One wrinkle to this black-and-white judgment is whether or not this was really a concern. If their leadership ended up serving the purposes of these reforms anyway, did it matter what the impetus was?


An initial answer to this is that it did and does. This is not only based on the findings from my first two schools, where themes of service and sacrifice emerged from the data, but borne out by the findings regarding the shared philosophies of the teacher leaders in the three additional schools, philosophies which were strong enough to imbue the teacher leaders with the motivation to work through difficult times. Had the other three schools ended up providing markedly different findings, then I would have needed to rethink the relative strength of these themes in relation to other philosophies and motivations held by the new teacher leaders I studied. This did not prove to be the case. 
Chapter 4: Teacher Leaders and Teacher Leadership
In the interests of time and space, I present the following with the caveat that these categories are in the end ones of convenience, and that the findings contained therein are often interrelated. Where appropriate, I did note where these relationships are particularly strong. 
Philosophies, Beliefs, and Characteristics


How and why the teacher leaders at Valley, Westside, Southside, and Northlake chose to lead depended in large part upon their core beliefs about what education should be (Copland & Boatright, 2006). In many cases, these served to ground the work and maintain motivational levels during both the time-intensive work of planning their schools, as well as during the inevitable turbulence that took place during the first years.
1. Access and Equity

All the data suggested that this place has to change; we cannot treat kids like this. 

-Cathy, Southside Teacher Leader
While finding common philosophies across several departments, four schools, and three

districts initially seemed a daunting task, a majority of teacher leaders expressed a belief that small schools would address the need for equity for their students, a belief keeping in line with the espoused vision and desire of this country’s citizens (Copland & Boatright, 2004, 2006; Powell, 1985) for America to be a true meritocracy. In relation to a recurring finding in this study, Gibson (1986) notes that the espousal of these beliefs can cause a level of discomfort among one’s colleagues, a danger which some of the teacher leaders were willing to accept.


Naturally, one of the groups on which teacher leaders chose to focus were those students from traditionally marginalized populations; in schools many of these students are Special Education or English Language Learners (ELL), whose departments are often physically separated from the rest of the school, mimicking the social divides that many of these students already live under. According to LuAnn, a teacher leader at Northlake, this needed to be addressed:

We had to experiment with models of power. We had an idea that we could serve ESL and special Ed kids within the classroom, but we had to experiment with how that was going to look. We ended up creating focus classes for them outside of the core classes…it was a work in progress for a long time. And there was a lot of frustration about how the focus classes worked.
LuAnn’s attention to the students who had previously been separated and/or marginalized from the main population was also noted by her colleagues, who pointed out her tendency to advocate for the needs of those students who may have been left out of the conversation. This attention to power relationships, and who benefits from such arrangements, smacks of Starratt’s (2003) summarizing of the Ethic of Critique, in which leaders consistently question the nature of power, particularly as it relates to the distribution of benefits and privileges among specific groups.


The small school or SLC approach was determined to be an effective way of reaching this goal. One reason, as noted by Chase, the principal from Valley, was that the movement was picking up adherents, and thus money was available for those willing to convert their schools:

We knew that we had an opportunity through the small schools grant to try to initiate some kind of change and try to put more of a net out there for those kids and so that’s why we moved forward with it. The data showed that we needed to do something.

Whether the reform was attempted because there was money behind it, or if there were other factors at play, it met with success in terms of reaching these students, according to Rob, Southside’s principal:

It definitely helped inform my belief that small schools or small learning communities are a lot more effective model for all high school students, but especially for high school students who traditionally are unsuccessful or disenfranchised from being successful in a more traditional, comprehensive high school.

Unfortunately, the trials involved with doing a complete redesign into small schools made it difficult to integrate all students at Southside during the first year. One of the regrets that Brett, the district coordinator for both Southside and Westside, felt most keenly was his difficulty at the time in creating a full-inclusion model, in terms of the special education population, at Southside. Most of the frustration was expressed by the special education teachers, who:
wanted to be part of a small school. “Hey, we have this small group and they’re being isolated again. This feels like the 60s or 70s.” And the truth was we didn’t want to place them in a school until we knew what we were doing. So that was very emotional that year. That’s one of the things that still really hurts.

At Northlake, the school found that its population became more homogenized, entirely against the intention of its designers. Northlake’s district is a district of choice, so students had the opportunity to attend Northlake or the opportunity to go elsewhere. The non-traditional design ended up having an unforeseen effect on the school’s vision of a diverse student body:

The center of our mission is also that students who have not traditionally been served well will be served well by our program. We wanted to help the minority students and then we’ve done certain things that we’ve turned almost instantly into an all white school, which was certainly not our intent. (LuAnn, Northlake Teacher Leader)

As mentioned in the previous section discussing the schools’ demographics, while more Special Education students did enroll, the percentage of ELL students decreased precipitously.

One way that teacher leaders at the four schools sought to address the perpetuation of social class through the medium of public education was to move away from the “ability grouping” (Conant, 1967)—tracking—present in many comprehensive high schools. Attempts to change this are often made easier by the small school and SLCs models (Rubin, 2003, p. 568). According to Gloria, an administrative leader (not a principal) at Northlake, “A huge piece of our model was going to be fully inclusive.” This “detracking” (Daniels, et al., 2001) met with more-than-token resistance, particularly at Valley, from parents who did not want to integrate the honors-level courses. And if one was merely looking to improve schools measurably, separating and educating “the best” (Barber, 1994) makes sense, in a cold-blooded way. 
This was unacceptable to many of my participants. Gloria summed up her school’s plan: “Starting in the ninth grade and then working up, it was critical to us that every single ninth grader that came through our building would get equal access to the same rigorous and relevant curriculum.” This removed one of the primary objections to integration, this being the “watering down” of curriculum. Instead, each student would be exposed to the honors-level work, based on a philosophy that what was good for the “honors” student was good for every student.

This similarity of experience would trickle down to the day-to-day operations of the school, even to the level of how class sessions were opened. One example of this was the use of logbooks in every class, in which it was:

decided that everybody would open class the same way, with the homework on the board, and kids would copy it into their logbooks. It would be the same so kids would have consistent communication with parents. Gloria was very key in making and pushing that decision” (LuAnn, Northlake Teacher Leader). 

Laura, another teacher leader, made it clear that creating this similarity was crucial, and that maintaining it through the years is just as important:

We still meet weekly to plan the curriculum for the next week, and to design and redesign projects and writing pieces. That was something that I brought from my [previous school] experience. I said it’s important that the academies be very similar so there won’t be any politicking by parents.

In addition, teacher leaders at Northlake sought to address what they saw as a mistake on the district’s part in terms of graduation requirements. Many students, particularly those with parents who are for a variety of reasons relatively uninvolved in their child’s schooling, lack conversance with university entrance requirements when they enter high school, so teacher leaders at Northlake pushed for a change in their own school’s graduation requirements:

For the district requirements not to meet basic entrance requirements for university disadvantages students who may not realize until they’re juniors, that “Oh, no I could really do this.”…. We have set it up for them so right through their first year of high school; they are totally on track to meet entrance requirements at the university. (Gloria, Northlake Admin. Leader) 

This increase lines up with one of Gates’ (2005) and Boyer’s (1983) key criteria for “good high schools” (p. 17), that of rigorous graduation requirements, and can also help to instill a sense of self-efficacy in a student for whom, in their mind, college was not an option. This had a powerful effect, for as noted by Larry, a Westside Teacher Leader, “There’s a different way that people learn when they believe that they have the possibility of going to college. If they don’t believe they have options, well why do they want to try?” 


It is somewhat ironic that I found so many instances of teacher leadership being driven by a strong sense of morality and a belief that all students deserve both a quality education and a voice in determining how it is approached, this in light of Murphy’s (2005) lamentation that so little of our understanding of teacher leadership as a phenomenon addresses these issues. Perhaps the small schools and SLCs brought out teachers who were more inclined to this way of thinking.
2. A Student-Centered Approach
The teacher has a responsibility to change their practice to reach student achievement…. We have to teach these kids so they learn. 
-Laura, Northlake Teacher Leader
While it is accepted that student success on all levels is the goal of schools and

districts, the day to day operations can make this vision a difficult one to maintain. Those teachers that showed leadership in this work managed in a large part to keep the needs of their students in the foreground, even during the challenging work of trying to make their ambitious reforms bear fruit. This drive did not always endear them to their colleagues, but this did not really factor into their approach to serving their students (Dowd, 2007); neither did it fly in the face of district guidelines (Foster, 2004). 

Occasionally, though, it meant not waiting for district approval before making a choice to do what is right for students, even at personal financial cost. Cathy, a Southside teacher leader recalled one instance in which the district’s way of doing things was both burdensome and costly, giving her the impetus to go around it for the benefit of her students, who were in need of books for the year: “It costs twenty dollars to buy a new book but you can go to Goodwill and get the same book for a dollar. And so that’s what I did…I felt like ‘We need to get books for these kids now.’” Little acts such as these occur every day in schools, and most go unnoticed and unremembered, yet they are still emblematic of the focus that teachers and teacher leaders have on their students.

For these teacher leaders, the benefits in terms of student achievement that small schools offered was a powerful inducement to take part in their schools’ reforms. And it is not surprising that one of the factors that played a part was the possibility of increased relationships. Some, such as LuAnn, a Northlake teacher leader, were explicit about making this connection. She noted that “[i]t is easier to know kids in a small school. In a big school I think it’s easier for kids to get lost. But I think it’s also just the intention; it doesn’t matter how big your school is, if you have the intention you can create smaller communities in a big school.” Northlake chose SLCs over separate small schools, and much of the work done in the early years was geared towards creating these communities. For LuAnn, this belief melded with her own views on student success, and her perspective on the perceived shortcomings of the new freshman class: “I really was attracted to the idea of helping kids to be more successful, and the ninth graders that I saw that first year were not terrible. They were just fine. They were smart.” It should be said that the ability to see possibility where others see negativity was another trait shared by both teachers and teacher leaders at all four schools.

Another characteristic of the teacher leaders, one more difficult to quantify, was the fact that so many of them coupled a rigorous approach to education with a true caring for their students as people; this helped create the sense of the schools and SLCs as “special places” (Boyer, 1983, p. 64). This made itself manifest in the relationships that these teachers formed with their students, ones grounded in the teachers’ shared commitment (Scribner, et al., 2002).

What this meant for the schools is that traditional boundaries would need to be crossed, including those with Special Education and ELL teachers. During one interview, Sarah, a teacher leader at Southside and one of the ELL specialists, stated unequivocally, “Everyone teaches all of these students. And we must take personal responsibility to meet their needs and not just allow the specialist to handle that.” Albert, a teacher who joined Southside during the second year of the reform, agreed that this approach was supported at all four grades, recalling that in his interview, “There was a not a lot of what I was told would be asked during my teacher education. There was a lot about small schools, about being connected to students.”   


This focus can also alter collegial relationships, providing them an educational target that may have not previously existed (Donaldson, 2007). Teacher leaders in all four schools exhibited both this personal drive and an ability to help their fellow teachers maintain their energies towards the same outcomes. This does not mean that all of these peers came to accept a more student-oriented approach to education, as Derek, a Northlake teacher leader pointed out when recalling the attitude of one of his colleagues in the mathematics department. According to him, his fellow teacher “kind of liked mathematics for mathematics’ sake. He could see the beauty and elegance in mathematics and that was enough for him. I see some of that as well, but by and large youth don’t see that.” To be fair, Derek noted that this person was a fine educator overall, with a passion for teaching, but one who did not share many of the beliefs around which the academies were formed. Being a member of the math department (which was not part of the SLC) who believed in the move meant that Derek may have felt a dual, perhaps divided, loyalty, both to his department and to his students, for whom he could see the academies were working. If such a division existed, though, it was never expressed to me.


Where he did express leadership was in being “a real voice for students who may not have had family experience where family had been preparing for college” (Gloria, Northlake Administrative Leader). This shared advocacy for students is what ultimately bonded a number of teacher leaders in all four schools. Larry, a Westside teacher leader put it into clear words, stating that “We had similar philosophies as far as teaching, as far as how we care about kids and what we think school should be like.”

In a paradoxical way, this caring for students occasionally clashed with the many new tasks involved in creating the small school or SLC. April, a Northlake teacher leader, described the pull between her desire to be a part of her major reform so as to have her voice heard and her natural inclination to be a resource for her own students:

I really want to be invited to the table, but I don’t always want to go to the meeting. I can always think, if it’s given my personal priority, I would rather help a student with a paper than go to a meeting.
Had these teachers not had people of similar mind with whom to collaborate, it is likely they would have stayed in their rooms. The next shared characteristic, though, was sufficient to bring them out of their doors and into those of their peers.

3. A Reform-minded, Collaborative, and Interdisciplinary Approach
It was just the idea of the potential to develop curriculum for thematic studies around looking at different cultures. And connections…connecting ideas and subject areas. It seemed like it was a really nice foundation for a lot of interesting collaboration. 

-Sarah, Southside Teacher Leader
We had wonderful teachers. We really did have wonderful teachers. We had an exciting curriculum; we were excited about it, teaching it for the first time. 

-LuAnn, Northlake Teacher Leader
It is no great surprise that small school and SLC reforms might attract teachers who

themselves are reform-minded.  In the cases of Valley and Southside, two teachers—Victoria and Sarah respectively—were hired partly because of these beliefs, beliefs forged in their own experiences at schools which had undergone similar efforts, thus allowing them to bring valuable experience to their new schools. This form of knowledge acquisition is known as “grafting” (Huber, 1991, p. 97).


The two schools that did not add faculty members with specific histories with small school reform still contained teachers who were excited about doing this type of work. Some, such as Northlake teacher leader Laura, had a natural tendency to gravitate towards jobs that contained these types of opportunities, for, according to her, “I’ve always been involved in collective decision making in my school and work experience.” This work experience included an innovative restaurant where decision making was collective in spirit. This earlier job’s philosophy of distributed leadership followed her to an alternative middle school and, finally, to Northlake itself. 


Another Northlake teacher leader, LuAnn, took the opportunity for similar reasons, and enjoyed the fact that her principal, Sean, found numerous ways in which to allow her to participate in the reform. This team-driven attitude appealed to her both for its philosophy and for its results. Because of this, she felt that being a part of this work meant that remuneration was going to have to be a secondary concern: “I know that the teams function better if we have regular meetings. That’s been my experience. So I think that it is important to meet regularly whether you’re paid for it or not.”


At Westside, there was a similar passion, which made itself felt in the way the small schools divided themselves. Jeff, the principal at the time of this study, articulated this, noting that “when coming onto the campus you had this perception that in our small school you had all the goers and all the people who were pushing the envelope and who really wanted to be autonomous.” This coming together of like minds was one of the key supports that teacher leaders leaned on, particularly when confronting the conflicts that can arise among colleagues—those teachers in other schools, in this case—during times of turbulence and change.


Other teachers at other schools were attracted to the small schools and SLCs because of the possibilities for this interdisciplinary collaborative work. Two teacher leaders at Valley, Ron and Phyllis, are key examples. Ron, while initially hesitant about the shape that the SLC was going to take, had experience both in teaching a difficult subject and in his own educational background that helped to make him more agreeable to the change: 
Science is a subject that people are not doing very well in. I saw it in my room and you see it on state tests and there’s tons of evidence that this concept helps kids and I wanted to help kids. The other thing is I am certified to teach English too and I was very into the idea of interdisciplinary education.

On the other hand, Phyllis, a long-time teacher at Valley, mentioned her initial attraction as being a blend of what she felt to be the need to address unacceptable student outcomes and her own research:

So I saw it as an intervention, a possibility, something to try that was new. I had been reading a lot about Peter Senge and systems theory and this idea of cooperative things and groups and learning organizations. And it seemed like a real possibility.

How this collaboration was made easier is a function of the nature of small schools and SLCs, as noted by Klonsky (2000), who puts forward the belief that collaboration is one of the small school’s hallmarks.

Rob, the Southside principal, also found that helping teachers to collaborate and lead their schools is easier to accomplish in a small school environment:

Being a small group of teachers we could work really closely together, collaborate around curriculum, around instruction practices, and around how we provide services to students…. So all of those things are possible in a small school and they don’t happen in the same way in a comprehensive high school.

In order for these teachers to take leadership in their schools, it was necessary for their beliefs to go beyond the superficial, but rather to be rooted in “deep convictions, strong, commitments, and clear ideas about directions for change in the form and content of schooling” (Starratt, 2003, p.23). 
4. Taking the Initiative
There was certainly no one telling us we had to meet all the time.

-Cathy, Southside Teacher Leader
We were the first…we pushed into who we wanted to be more quickly. 

-Larry, Westside Teacher Leader

In the case of Northlake, teachers began the process because of a perceived lack of leadership from anywhere else. According to teacher leader Derek, “The district had not been providing any leadership for years. And so we knew that if we wanted it to happen, we had to make it happen.” One of the first ways in which it began to “happen” was in the exploration, or knowledge acquisition (Huber, 1991) undertaken by the teachers, many of who stepped up into teacher leader roles. Cathy, a Southside teacher leader remembered their own efforts:

They were doing research around what has happened in places where a student body with a similar demographic as ours – high poverty, high transition rates, low literacy levels, low college admittance – where there had been successes. Their research brought them to the idea of small schools. So it was pretty organic. It wasn’t like anybody from the outside or the administration came in and said, “You guys should do this”. 

In addition, teachers began to seek out ways in which to financially support the reforms. Sean, the principal, remembers that “the application was written by about twenty-five staff members, so there are your teacher leaders stepping up right at the beginning.” This was undertaken independently (if one can term 25 people as “independent”) from administration. Instead, Sean made it his job to assist their efforts in these first steps. This facilitation was not to the level that one might expect for such a large undertaking, and consisted of mostly symbolic support—“In the beginning it was all informal. I think that Sean might have paid for some food then, but it was nothing mandatory, nothing at all.” (Derek, Northlake Teacher Leader)—which may have made the eventual shakeout of who chose to lead in the school more authentic.  


This initiative indicative of teacher leaders did not only show during the pre-implementation stages; it continued on during the first years. A powerful example of this was also recollected by Sean, who told me that the teachers were “trained in Critical Friends Groups (Bambino, 2007); these three teachers applied and were accepted to be trained as Critical Friends coaches. All on their own.” As it turns out, this particular move was not restricted to Northlake’s teacher leaders. The creation of Critical Friends Groups occurred at both Northlake and Southside, schools operating in different districts; Mark, the CES support coach at Southside, saw the “[creation of] Critical Friends Groups as a structure to get teacher voice.”
Teacher readiness for these steps, and other self-determining moves like them, is something that can exist within teachers themselves, be brought about due to the environment of the school, or even directly created through the efforts of administrators (Kahrs, 1996). Beyond the idea of readiness, though, is the idea that the motivation to carry out these steps is a characteristic of strong teacher leaders (Murphy, 2005).
5. A Willingness to Sacrifice…Up to a Point
I’m not willing to go out there all on my own. 

-Phyllis, Valley Teacher Leader
I made mention in my earlier study (Coryelle, 2008), that teacher leadership in small

schools and SLCs involved a level of sacrifice on the part of the teacher. To a large degree this remained true of the teacher leaders I spoke to and learned about in the other three schools. However, an espousal of this sacrifice was rarely voiced, existing more in the day to day actions that these teachers were observed to have taken, as well as the conversations they initiated.


However, there were instances where this understanding of what they were being asked to do did trickle through into my interviews. Cathy, a Southside teacher leader, indicated the struggle with her willingness to give up her time for what she felt was valuable work and the reality that remuneration would be at best nominal. This frustration was not restricted to her experiences with Southside, but was also based on her times trying to start other schools:

Starting a new school is just a ton of work and it was a different district. It wasn’t well funded there, and it wasn’t funded here. I think I was more accustomed to the idea when it got here that there is always going to be some amount of work that wasn’t going to show up on the paycheck.

At Westside, the most active teacher leader was Carolyn, whose willingness to put in extra work was based on more than her experience in the school making her a natural fit, but also originated from an unwillingness to let certain things go unfinished:

Carolyn went from being a teacher leader to also taking a load of responsibility for a lot of different things for many different reasons. You know, you’re willing to do it, you have the capability and the experience. And you’re not willing to see it not get done. (Larry, Westside Teacher Leader)
This acceptance was acknowledged by Sean, the principal at Northlake, who was able to offer teachers in the academy an extra prep period, at least for a time; it has since been negated by budget cuts. When asked whether the prep period was an incentive taking part in the reform Sean assured me that “they would’ve done it without an extra prep period. They knew nothing about that when they applied to be in the ninth grade program.”


At Valley, the extra work the teachers and teacher leaders were putting in would have been more palatable if it had been acknowledged, according to teacher leader Phyllis, because “there was this feeling that we were taking care of this significant portion of the school population, making the work load lighter for counselors and administrators, and not getting any credit for that.” This lack of recognition is common and unfortunate, for “[i]n an era where student recognition is often a key part of a school’s improvement, it is “ironic” that there are “no comparable offerings for the outstanding work of teachers” (Barth, 2007, p. 34).
Teacher Leadership in Operation
Anyone could have been identified as a teacher leader. Leadership potential lies not only in administrators and teachers, but students, parents, and other community members as well (Sirotnik, 1989; Wenger, et al., 2003; Zander, 2000). One addition to this concern was the possibility that a number of these potential but un-actualized leaders may still have existed at these schools during the time of the study, for as noted by Hart and Baptist (1996), until this informal leadership potential is recognized, teachers may continue to be constrained within formalized roles. With this understanding, I chose to render a set of common behaviors one finds in teacher leaders in these small schools.
There were two outliers, both at Northlake, whose clear role in assisting the academies identified them as leaders of the SLC and obliged me to question whether I was widening my scope enough in my search. The first was Gloria, who was not a teacher yet was identified by her principal—Sean—as well as by teachers and teacher leaders as being a driving force behind the school. That there was an element of sacrifice to her work is beyond question, as noted by Jim, a teacher leader, who stated baldly that her salary for the work she did was “ridiculously low.” The belief that she was a vital element in the school’s success is supported by her efforts, including hand scheduling students, in getting the academies up and running. It seemed to me that to not include her as an informal leader simply because she was not in the classroom was wrong, particularly since she was not a principal or AP and also had prior teaching experience.


The other leader who did not fit the mold was Derek, who is a mathematics teacher at Northlake. His department is not a part of the SLC, yet he found ways to encourage and support the efforts of his students who had academy classes and also advocated for the extra resources that these academies needed, placing the needs of the school over that of his department, which would be required to bear an extra burden in order to make it work for the academy teachers.   
1. Planning the School
It was voluntary; people stepped up to the plate.

-Mark, Outside Support Coach
It wasn’t “How do we break into three schools?” The question was “How do we serve these students?” 

-Cathy, Southside Teacher Leader

Once the exploration and planning work was completed, there remained the task of crafting the schools and SLCs themselves. This work included the creation of mission statements, curriculum design, discussions of classroom practices, and even setting bell schedules. Of tangential interest, it is a curiosity, if a somewhat disappointing one, that the many examples of the schools’ missions and visions being supplied by the teacher leaders themselves, as opposed to via a top-down mandate, is a rare occurrence in education (Murphy, 2005, p. 15).

According to Derek, a Northlake teacher leader, the questions they initially faced were daunting in number:
They got together and started hammering out the nuts and bolts; how are we going to divvy up these 250 kids, 270 whatever, what is that going to look like? How do we ensure equal opportunity? How do we ensure a homogeneous classroom experience between academies? How do we provide rigor for kids who want rigor? How do we provide support for kids who need support?


In Northlake’s situation, these questions were framed around the wide range of students that would be incoming, and around an understanding that if all students were to succeed, there would need to be standards that are set and adhered to:

We had such a variety of student experiences coming to us, so we were very clear that if we were going to have high expectations with this model we couldn’t have these high expectations unless we were explicit  in how we defined them. (Gloria, Northlake Admin. Leader)


Once these guidelines were set in place, Gloria helped maintain the integration by “hand balancing everything…I sit down with the IP teacher and we hand adjust.” According to her, being in place to help administer the school was crucial because of the time-consuming challenges around their reform:

It became necessary to develop this role to not just preserve the consistency but to continue to sustain the model, because it turns out design is very exhilarating and fulfilling and exciting, but sustaining the model that you’ve designed is excruciatingly difficult. And so in part, by having a coordinator really focused on that ninth grade, we are able to do that.


I had mentioned earlier that two teachers—Victoria at Valley, and Sarah at Southside—were brought into their schools partly based on their experiences and belief in the reform. In another case, that of Laura at Northlake, she found herself at a school in which her more general collaborative experience was an asset:

Laura came to Northlake from that middle school model which was highly collaborative, highly intense…and came to high school and then found herself in a building that was powerfully engaged in reform and she shared with us some key elements of that model. (Gloria, Northlake Admin. Leader)

Yet, to be fair, while Laura expressed to me a strong belief in what the academies were accomplishing, becoming a leader in their formation was not one of her original intentions: 

It was decided that health would be part of the ninth grade academy. And the ninth grade academy would be the first part of the reform effort that we would institute. And I ended up in endless meetings and being involved in school reform, again not really intending to.

Despite this initial hesitance, Laura became a powerful contributor to the SLC, putting her previous experience as a collaborative worker to good use.


In the case of Southside, the support coach Mark recalled that “At each school there was one administrator and then he or she used teacher leaders to help guide the formation of the school,” making for a fairly streamlined view of how the teacher leaders would operate. This, though, was only the case at Southside, which also had the benefit of its former principal serving as the new district coordinator. At Westside, one challenge was the ambitious nature of what they were attempting, coupled with uncertainties regarding administrative placement. This led to a number of tasks being taken on by teacher leaders because no one else was there to do them:

When this began we didn’t have anyone, so everything that happened had to be us. Posting jobs, interviewing the principal, interviewing staff members, everything. Deciding what to teach, deciding what classes students should take, how budget should be spent. There was nothing that we didn’t do at the point where we had no principal. (Carolyn, Westside Teacher Leader)

This issue with administrative positions did not restrict itself to the newly-formed small schools. At Valley, this uncertainty led to a large part of the burden being shouldered by Phyllis, the teacher leader who was unambiguously identified as such by her peers, administrators, and the district coordinator. In her own words, “I was put in charge of the planning committee, instead of an administrator, because all three of our administrators were looking for other positions that year, and they felt I would be around longer than any of them.” This type of continuity is one facet of informal, highly recognized leadership (Tierney, 1989) within schools, thus it made sense that Phyllis would be placed in charge of Valley’s reform.

Once the initial shakeout concluded, there still remained the task of scheduling students appropriately. At Southside, one way in which Sarah facilitated this process was through the handling of how ELL students were slotted in for her own small school on the campus. This included not only their initial placement, but consistent monitoring through the school year by staying in contact with these students’ teachers:

Once we split into small schools we needed an ELL intake, or enrollment person on the campus at all times, so we, my colleagues and I, rotated that role here. We would get the information on the new students…we would work with the registrar getting them entered, work with the counselor…we would give them another test…and work with the counselor in scheduling them and work with teachers.

Increasing the complexity was the fact that while the teacher leaders shared a belief in helping students succeed, and were clearly willing to put in the required time to design an effective school to accomplish this, agreement regarding what shape this would take was still ongoing. Rob, Southside’s principal remembered that his “impression was that everyone agreed with the theory and the concept, and there were some questions about what it was going to look like in terms of reality and implementation.” In some cases, such as Westside, this meant that teacher leaders, particularly Carolyn, pushed back against the desire of the other two schools to integrate more, because “[w]e wanted to be our own autonomous community, so we felt like the more crossovers there were would limit our ability to be autonomous” (Emma, Westside Teacher).


Finally, in all four schools, one significant identifier of teacher leaders was their relative scarcity in number. Phyllis, at Valley, was the most identified because of her involvement through all stages of the reform. At Southside, as Rob started to become involved in the process by attending meetings, he said, “It was very evident to me that of the twelve teachers there, three or four of them had planned what was going on in that meeting…and they were actually leading the discussions.” At Northlake, the number was greater—“maybe ten or twelve teachers” (Sean, Northlake Principal)—but still not a plurality of the school.


Of course, this early work is just the beginning. Brett, the district coordinator for Southside and Westside, put it succinctly when he said, “Once those structures are created is just when the hard work begins.”
2. The Advocate

Phyllis is a teacher who very much takes responsibility because nobody else is doing it. Even if somebody has the title, she pretty much often ends up with the job. 

-Ron, Valley Teacher Leader

Sometimes, identifying teacher leaders is easy for staff and faculty to do; their visibility makes them obvious choices. In some cases, such as Valley’s, this is apparent to the entire host school. For Phyllis, this perception is a well-earned and accurate one. However, it also meant that she was targeted with the lion’s share of any resistance on the part of the rest of the staff, which also meant that she would need to take on extra burdens to compensate for the unwillingness of certain peers to help:  

Design-wise, she came up with the whole design of it to make it work. She’s the one that wanted to put the Social Studies element in it, and none of the Social Studies teachers wanted that. So she had quite the battle with that, and I think that’s a big part of why there was such negativity…that’s why she was the only Social Studies teacher in the house. (Wendy, Valley Teacher)

What this ended up meaning for Phyllis was an extra class; she taught three sections in both the morning house and the afternoon house. This also meant that she would be the focus of the staff meetings that would be called (often on very short notice) to discuss the progress of the reform.


In contrast, Ron, another teacher leader at Valley, pushed back against any prodding to “be the face of the concept and sell the concept to the other staff.” His reasons for this were grounded in his frustration with the meetings, and what the house faculty were expected to be able to say:

[The belief was that] somehow we had miraculously been given this time not only to present the data, but also to have the data. As if we were collecting some data that regular school teachers weren’t. So that was a huge frustration for me…I did not feel empowered in any way to be collecting that data any more than any other teacher.

Instead, he was identified as a leader for his focus on instruction and finding collaborative possibilities with his peers, an important but less-visible form of leadership.


When a teacher does become “the face” of the reform, though, it can further blur the lines between teaching and administration. Kerri, a teacher at Southside, remembered that:

Cathy was a huge leader when I first got there. In fact, when I first started working there I had a hard time differentiating between her and our principal as far as who was in charge. She ran a lot of the professional development  and was just a big part of running our school.
Cathy also became a broker for her peers in terms of working with the principal and the district. Sarah, another teacher leader, stated that “[Cathy was] a very strong advocate for all of us and a great role model in terms of asking, or not just taking on every committee without investigating, you know, is it possible to be compensated for time.” This compensation was not always forthcoming, but this did not prevent Cathy from asking.


At Westside, Carolyn became the head of their school because there was no principal assigned. This has led to a systems-level experience that is still called on from time to time:
Jeff [the current principal] goes to Carolyn often to kind of get clarification on how things have been done in the past, just to kind of get some context. I think that new teachers go to her a lot. I know that I still do. I notice that teachers still refer to her about a lot of things that are not about teaching, like scheduling. Scheduling is a huge one. I think that she even made the master schedule this year. (Emma, Westside Teacher)


Another instance of Carolyn’s leadership led to tension with the faculty and staff of the other two small schools. Larry, the other teacher leader from Westside, noted that “She would have our back and go to the wall for us. She would go to bat for us to make sure that whatever we wanted we could get. She would hold her ground, and I think that pissed people off, because she held her ground.”


A last, more unique, demonstration of advocacy came from Derek, the mathematics teacher at Northlake. In each of the interviews I conducted with the staff at that school, he was noted as being a strong voice for the academies, this despite the fact he was not teaching in them. And while he did work with other teachers to encourage them to see the positives of the reform, the most salient example of his leadership occurred with how he interacted with his students:
I was very positive. And I made, and I still make, a concerted effort to know what they are doing. I have a list of what they read in different years, and I try to read what they read. At some point I’ve read the Joy Luck Club, The Great Gatsby, The Things They Carry, When the Emperor Was Divine. So I try to know what they are reading and talk to them about it once in a while. We have reading time and some of them will pull out their books and I’ll say “Where are you?” and we’ll talk about it a little bit. (Derek, Northlake Teacher Leader)
In this way, he served as the type of bridge between disciplines that the academies were designed to help create. This is a difficult-to-measure but important example of how teachers from all subjects can show leadership via advocacy.
3. Changing the Classroom

Because of the expectations we had of our students, because of the detracked model, people really needed to be grade level curriculum experts as well as generalists of students in general
-Gloria, Northlake Admin. Leader
Cathy, a teacher leader at Southside, echoed the sentiments of Copland and Boatright 

(2006, p. 33), and Lezotte, et al. (2002) when she stated that her “question all along, and when the small school started, was the question of ‘So what’s changing in the classroom?’”. Realistically, if the change in structure doesn’t result in any change in how teachers teach, then the reform will have little to no effect on how students learn.


At Northlake and at Southside, one of the ways in which teachers decided to come together and look at curriculum and instruction was by getting trained in Critical Friends Groups. Sean, the principal at Northlake, recalled that “there were five or six Critical Friends groups. And that was all set up to address instruction and to be able to look at instruction. They’ve been there forever, it seems like. That’s played a crucial role in teachers looking at instruction.” In both schools, these groups helped drive how curriculum would look in the new schools and SLCs; however, this pedagogical shift was not restricted to these two sites.

Perhaps because of this community-driven focus, whether it was a direct result of the reforms taking place at the schools or merely facilitated by the new structures and contexts (Wineburg & Grossman, 1998), teacher leadership was often expressed in the forwarding of interdisciplinary curriculum. Considering that a belief in this type of work was a shared characteristic of the leaders in this study, it made sense that this would be one way in which their leadership was operationalized.


According to Phyllis, at Valley, “We were meeting together periodically to talk about what kinds of we could be doing together.” In Valley’s case, this included at least two designed interdisciplinary units. The strongest example of this came about almost organically during a discussion among the house teachers:

I needed to give a final, and I wanted to include PowerPoint, a brochure on Publisher, an Excel chart; one from each program that they have learned in my class…. And our science teacher [Ron] said, “You know, we’re starting a cancer unit, and wouldn’t it be cool if we could have them do a whole research project?” (Wendy, Valley Teacher)

When I asked Ron what prompted him to forward this proposal, his response was matter of fact: “There was a social studies application. Obviously, it being a research project, there was a research application, there was a language arts application, and then for our computers class they could work on doing some kind of presentation on an electronic format.” Rather than pushing for an untenable cross-curricular unit, he instead saw the natural fit, and chose to push for that. Because he was the science teacher, the bulk of the preparation fell to him. Again, when asked about his contribution, he downplayed his role, stating, “I designed a couple of labs. I took a couple labs we were already doing that were about cells and tweaked them so that they would fit.” Had this been his only recognizable role, it would have been easy to dismiss this work as a one-off. However, his peers in the house credit him for not only pushing the students that they shared to make this work, but also for making sure the teachers were comfortable with material from outside of their discipline. The unit was one of the highlights mentioned by all of the teachers in the house. Ron himself reflected on the success of the effort, particularly for those students who had not traditionally done well in their science courses: “It was cool to see how kids could not do very well in science and not understand what was happening scientifically, but still be able to engage to such an extent with the topic that they could pull it off.”


Other teachers, such as Jim at Northlake, chose to explore current research issues and bring them to the forefront of the teachers’ consciousnesses. Gloria told me that “Jim is constantly sending us articles that are relevant to our community about issues that we are tackling.” If this were the limit of his involvement, it would be a fairly weak demonstration of leadership, but Gloria also stated that “Jim can get things done in terms of conversations that could remain very philosophical and never end up being action-based.” Additionally, as the years have passed, Jim continues to argue for what Gloria states have been essential needs for the SLC.


One of the more delicate ways this plays out is through his involvement in Advanced Placement (AP) courses. Since Northlake has a philosophy of integration, it is a challenge to address the needs of those students who wish to do AP work The bulk of this falls to Jim, who:

runs the Advanced Placement course…students use a supplementary text and do additional reading and some quizzes throughout the course year leading up to the AP exams. And a number of our students take the AP U.S. History exam and do fine. But that one is just a little bit trickier just because of the nature of the course. (Gloria, Northlake Admin. Leader)

This work is done without additional remuneration, but adds a vital piece for those students who benefit from both increased rigor and the exposure to a wider range of their peers than they would have received in a separate AP class.


A final way in which classroom practice can change is through professional development, a term with a nebulous definition. At Southside and Westside’s district, one of the goals was to place this in the hands of the teachers:

So when you talk about teachers, you know, leading professional development, in an important way, in terms of setting the agenda for the year around it, in terms of designing professional development, facilitating professional development, to me that’s real distributive leadership. (Brett, District Coordinator)
The reason for this shift, according to Brett, was that “the professional development was much more focused on what teachers needed, and so it could be led by other teachers.”


Professional development can be seen as disconnected from the day-to-day worlds of the teachers, but this approach was authentic and a way to distinguish teacher leadership. At Southside, this has had effects on not only classroom instruction, but other elements in the school, as “that core of teachers that had received coaching at professional development have definitely affected everything…they drive the culture of the school at this point” (Cathy, Southside Teacher Leader). 
Chapter 5: Factors That Affect Teacher Leadership

One of the first things that became apparent in my analysis was that the factors that facilitate and inhibit teacher leadership were often the same; there was a potential for the flow to work both ways. What was interesting was that these shifts were not necessarily a characteristic of different schools, but could also be exist in the same school. 

One example of this was the principals. Not only did they engage in behaviors that helped teachers exercise leadership, but they also acted in ways that made it more difficult for teachers to do so. This was often due to the ways in which their school systems were run. What is more, certain things that the principals did served to help and hinder teacher leadership at the same time. All of this makes for a complex narrative, and a challenge in terms of categorizing.


My imperfect solution to this issue was to separate those factors that could definitively be shown as either supports or obstacles, and then give space to those which could serve as both.
Supports for the Work
1. The Freedom to Innovate

We were given complete control, complete opportunities to do what we saw fit and that was what was  neat about it. 

-Victoria, Valley Teacher

This freedom is similar to that noted by Fennell (1995), when she discusses the

positive impact garnered from allowing teachers and students to “take the lead in implementing new ideas and processes” (p. 44). Often this less-fettered ability to make change is brought about by perceived crises (Mazzoni, 1991), such as unacceptable patterns of student disengagement and failure. This type of situation helped push the changes at Northlake, Westside, and Southside, changes which have, based on the stories of my participants, borne fruit.


At Northlake, this freedom was granted because of the perception of the school as an undesirable place:

Sean went with a team of teachers to see [the superintendent] and said “We want to do this special thing and we want to keep it small. We want to keep it to 250 and do we have your permission to do that?” And he said “Yeah, sure, go for that. Nobody wants to go to your school anyway.” (LuAnn, Northlake Teacher Leader)

An additional benefit to Northlake’s situation was the relative lack of high-SES students attending. While this often leads to inequities in funding and parent involvement, Derek, a teacher leader there, noted, “We didn’t have the [affluent neighborhoods] breathing down our necks and so we had some latitude to try things and to dream things and implement them.”

This implementation was often made easier because of how teachers chose to see the opportunities in the model. At Valley, some of the more active teachers were in the business department, which was responsible for the 9th grade IIT classes. While buy-in for this group came later, Wendy, a teacher who agreed with the reform relatively quickly, saw the potential for her class. In her words, “I was excited because I knew that my class could be like the glue of all the classes, so I personally wanted to be involved in it.”


In some cases, this type of autonomy is merely symbolic, a truth which becomes apparent when the actual work begins. At Westside and Southside’s district, care was made to go beyond, and this manifested itself in the absence of administrative staff during the planning stages: “The teachers were left alone to do it. We intentionally did not join them as administrators. So through that the teachers were like, ‘Wow, we’re designing our school’” (Brett, District Coordinator). This move set the tone for much of the year, and can likely be credited in part for the high involvement of teachers at these two schools, an involvement that persists to this day.

2. Being Connected Outside of the School

We really took advantage of being a part of the small schools network, the CES, and having a mentor school…. We took on some practices and school-wide beliefs and structures that we learned from their experience, and it really made a difference in pretty quick order. 

-Rob, Southside Principal

Of the four schools, three of them—Southside, Westside, and Northlake—were connected in some way to Ted Sizer’s Coalition of Essential Schools. In the cases of Southside and Westside, this involvement included a connection with mentor schools in other parts of the country, schools that had similar demographics and similar models. 

This connection was key for helping Southside learn quickly (Huber, 1991, p. 96), thereby making their attempt at a quick conversion, complete with the addition of goals for all four years of their students’ high school careers, more successful:

[Our mentor] school had an identity that was built upon those school wide outcomes and we knew right away that that was what we needed to do; we needed to establish a school identity that was built around who we are as a school, what we wanted to accomplish with our students, and who we wanted our students to become after a year, or two years, or four years of being here. (Rob, Southside Principal)

Sarah, a Southside teacher leader, elaborated, “We noticed when we visited [our mentor school], they had SWOs—School-Wide Outcomes. And so we thought that that would help with solidifying our school culture, and tying it to the mission and vision.” In a further display of initiative, perhaps due to her agreement with the governing principles of CES schools, Sarah ended up becoming Southside’s liaison with its mentor school. Moller and Katzenmeyer (1996) point out that teacher leadership often does emerge after such engagement with similar or “like-minded” (p. 2) schools.


This relationship between the schools has been ongoing, and was made possible in part because of outside funding sources. Explaining how this played out, Rob said, “We’ve been a network that meets four times a year, and we got grant money mostly for professional development. We were given the opportunity to choose a mentor school from within the CES small schools network, and the money helped support our work with them.” This funding has since disappeared, but the connections that it helped establish remain.


The other support offered by the CES was the assistance of a coach, who worked with three of the six small schools that were formed from Southside and Westside’s host campuses. Mark, the coach, in explaining how much of his work involved the work of teacher leadership, stated, “Everything I have done here has been based on CES principles, the Coalition of Essential Schools, and creating Critical Friends Groups as a structure to get teacher voice and to have conversations and decisions.” As I had mentioned earlier, CFGs were established at Southside and Northlake, the latter of which did not have a mentor assigned but who had teachers who started them on their own.


The availability of the coach had a positive impact on even the experienced members of the faculty. Cathy, the most recognized teacher leader at Southside, discovered perspectives that helped shift her teaching: “I had a coach, and having coaches in the classroom with me, with the kids, helped me see the kids and see possibilities I hadn’t seen before.”


At Northlake, because it operated with district sanction but without district coordination, the work with the CES was initiated by the teachers, who had attended an informational meeting:

The teachers came back after that meeting, saying to the staff, “We really should consider affiliating with the Coalition of Essential Schools because they have these nine common principles”—now it’s ten common principles—“and use that as an umbrella or framework to do things differently at our school.” (Sean, Northlake Principal)

Gloria, the administrative leader at Northlake, explained the power of these common principles to bring teachers together in working toward a shared mission: “The thing about the Coalition of Essential Schools—well staff members may disagree with each other on some element of things…but very few people can disagree with Coalition of Essential Schools principles.”


One final point before moving on, and perhaps merely a coincidental one at that, is that the three schools that have maintained their reforms were the ones who were able to connect to the CES. Valley, whose reform only lasted the first year, lacked this support, and therefore leaned heavily on the teachers and teacher leaders, particularly Phyllis, to see it through. 
Buy-In, Involvement, and Ownership
The easy thing was that teacher buy-in was much higher than I could ever have expected in this situation. 

-Brett, District Coordinator
Empowering teachers to take ownership of their schools “taps the talent, competencies, and enthusiasm of teachers, and helps them maintain their internal motivation for teaching” (Hart & Baptist, 1996). A school year, or a string of them, is a long time to maintain the energy needed to sustain a reform on top of one’s teaching, and this empowerment has great value, and can help create the buy-in needed for these efforts to be successful.


What was first apparent in my exploration of this theme was that this ownership is intrinsic. One of the reasons, related by Gloria, Northlake’s administrative leader, was that the reform was already going to take teachers out of their comfort zone: “Sean [the principal] was clear that this wasn’t something that you request somebody to do or make somebody do, because this was going to be a very different teaching style than many folks were used to.”


At Southside, this shift was made easier because of a inclination towards small schools. Mark, the outside support coach, related this, saying, “They believed in the CES principles (Daniels, et al. 2001), they believed in the small school philosophy, they understood it and believed in it and they were willing to change their focus from a subject-matter focus to a student-centered focus.” Brett also recalled a difference between this attitude held by Southside’s staff and that of other schools in the district: “At Southside it was pretty easy. At Westside it was much more difficult, but at Southside the people, they really wanted it.”


This drive coincided with what Mark saw as an increased focus on teachers as viable school leaders, a situation that he himself was unfamiliar with from his own teaching:

I had a history of teacher involvement in a time when it wasn’t as highly valued as it is now. Then as I moved into administration as a principal when teacher leadership became more highly valued…. I don’t remember having that involvement when I was actually a teacher.

Mark later stated the importance of this distributed approach, especially around how it changed teachers’ attitudes: “There really is buy-in and ownership for the changes that are happening here…. Now it’s more like ‘What I have to say is valued, I really am a part of the transition and the changes that are happening here.’ It’s more authentic.”
This approach to teacher leadership led to a high level of participation in all facets of creating and maintaining the small school. Rob, the principal, when discussing the goals-driven orientation of his faculty and even students, noted that “[e]very time we’ve gone to a Small Schools Network meeting it has been me and four teachers and usually a couple of students at least, depending on the size of the event, and we always go with a sense of what we’re looking for.” In addition to these meetings, the staff also attends conferences throughout the year. Albert, a Southside teacher, stated that at least half of the staff, and probably more than that, had voluntarily taken part in these conferences and visits.


Committee membership is also a key element of this leadership, and was one of the many responsibilities shared by a large percentage of teachers. Cathy, a Southside teacher leader, guessed that “they’d meet three hours every week or something. So there was a lot of committees.” As I have mentioned, this made the classification of teacher leaders difficult. One example of this issue was Kerri’s own experience at Southside: “I feel like being a part of these committees makes me a leader in our school and I enjoy that. That’s compensation for me.” 
This intrinsic compensation made up for an increased workload, which Kerri also articulated:

To be included in all these committees and extra things on top of me trying to learn how to teach at the same time was a lot. But I feel like that is what gave me ownership of this school and that’s what allowed me to keep going. If I hadn’t gotten so involved, I don’t know that I’d be motivated enough to push through it.


The work done in these committees, though, was one way in which teacher leaders made themselves known. Again, Kerri, noting the ways in which Sarah not only worked with her peers but kept them grounded, told me that “Sarah had a huge ownership in what our school was and always brought us back to ‘Remember our mission and vision. Remember this is our goal. Let’s not go off in this direction just because it sounds good right now.’”


At Westside, the factor that have worked the most to support the teacher leaders was their egalitarian method of decisionmaking:
We meet to discuss and make decisions for the staff based on representation…there is a certain set of things that we discuss, like graduation, some scheduling concerns. It is a decision making process where we represent other members of the staff. (Emma, Westside Teacher)

Emma later opined on this approach, and told me that “I felt like all of the staff were able to work really democratically. We had a consensus model that we used and we still use for certain decisions.”


As time has passed, many teachers in Westside and Southside’s district have moved on, particularly those who did not fully buy in to the reform and/or its principles. This has allowed for a more targeted hiring, whereas new teachers “believe in small schools, have a sense of CES principles, collaboration across subject matters…the components of the school were something that they embraced when they took the job here” (Mark, Outside Support Coach).

Cathy expanded on how the process played out at Southside, noting that “Southside lost half of the staff…and then after the first year it lost a third…significant losses of staff for the first two

years. However, since then, there has been close to zero percent turnover.” A similar situation was noted by Daniels, et al. (2001), where the current staff of “believers” has contributed to the school’s success. While such a high turnover has the potential to lead to acrimonious departures, it was stressed at the time that “the whole concept of that was ‘You’re not a bad person, but if this isn’t for you, don’t stay.’ Which I think was what contributed to our success. And why we haven’t had turnover since” (Sarah, Southside Teacher Leader).


The distribution of leadership is never a one-for-one exchange (Barth, 1990, p. 128), for it spreads into the creation of other acts of leadership, creating a community of leaders as opposed to a community that is led. To even begin, though, it was apparent that all parties should be aligned to this philosophy of leadership to be most effective, and that the lines of communication should stay open. At Valley, this was a simple understanding, observed by Ron, who said, “I think our staff is really good at saying what is on their minds, and our principal is really good at listening.”

3. Students and Relationships
I’ve never had a relationship with teachers like I see the relationships between students and teachers here. 

-Emma, Westside Teacher

Kerri, a Southside teacher, told me that she “felt like I was encouraged to know who these kids are.” This led to the establishment of caring relationships with students, breaking down traditional barriers and allowing students and teachers to view themselves not as pieces of an organization, but as human beings (Xu, 2006). Cathy, a Southside teacher leader, exemplified why this understanding of one’s students as unique individuals was important: “Cathy was good about helping me understand that I need to be able to find out where these kids are at and figure out where they need to go and help each one of them get there and that might not look the same for each kid” (Kerri, Southside Teacher). Kerri also stated that Cathy’s attitude towards her charges netted her a great deal of social capital in the form of student goodwill: “Cathy was just an awesome teacher to begin with. I don’t know how long she had been teaching, but kids who had trouble succeeding in school and who were a handful for other teachers loved her.”

The challenge of changing a school’s culture was, if not more difficult, at least different

at Southside and Westside, the schools that formed from a larger comprehensive design. Both host schools had cultures of failure which they needed to dispose of (Daniels, et al., 2001) before the students could learn to see themselves as something more than failures themselves. Sarah, a Southside teacher leader, engaged in small but symbolically significant acts to make this happen. Some, such as simply her posting of student work, met with initial derision on the part of the students, an attitude which quickly changed once it became apparent that these types of celebrations would be the norm.

This shift in thinking of students based on their individual possibilities not only occurred when teacher leaders worked to mentor junior teachers in the small schools and SLCs, but also came about as a result of self-reflection. Ron, a teacher leader at Valley, recalling his first few weeks during the new reform, said, “For me there was a time when I really thought it was all about me…and very quickly that year I stopped looking at me and started looking at them.”


LuAnn, at Northlake, was and is a similar force, with her grounding coming from her experience as an ESL teacher, resulting in her being “a great voice for the underrepresented” (Derek, Northlake Teacher Leader). LuAnn, however, was quick to give credit to Gloria, who worked hard to create an environment where every student was respected and valued:

Gloria really spearheaded the decency and trust campaign, which is one of the CES principles, just to get people to be nicer to each other in the hall and respect adults…and it’s been very successful. And it’s nice to be a part of that, to think that we created something that makes kids feel safe and that is one of the reasons that my kids, my ESL kids, do come here is because our school, while it has a reputation of being too hard, also has a reputation of being safe.

This work is difficult and never really complete, but pays off: “We’re a safe school because we as teachers take on a lot. We take on getting to know the kids and it’s a value of our school culture” (LuAnn, Northlake Teacher Leader). Sean, the principal, noted that this valuing and respecting of others is a foundational requirement of successful school reform, stating that “[w]e had to do those kinds of things before you could even think about what structures you can put in place, to change the way kids and teachers work together. We had to first of all get people to treat each other right.”


One of the major results was the students’ increased sense of community. Much is made of professional community among teachers and other staff, but the vast majority of stakeholders in education are students, and that they too must create communities in order to thrive.

As an example of this in action, Phyllis recounted one instance in which the students naturally gravitated towards their SLCs in a time of uncertainty. This was a day when the lunch schedules were different, and many of the students felt lost outside of their normal routine:

And the freshmen all came up into my room for lunch instead. And so we had— like seventy or eighty kids…they were the ones who had their lunch switched. And they just, they felt like they just wanted to hang together, and they didn’t know where everybody was, and they couldn’t find anyone. So they just met in my room and they brought lunch up and we just dealt with it.
Phyllis would have been well within her rights to insist on an uninterrupted lunch. Her willingness to accommodate such a large number of students is representative of the overall atmosphere of acceptance that Valley’s SLC attempted to cultivate for its students. The fact that the students came to her also seems to indicate that her leadership was recognized by more than just her fellow teachers.

As for the students from the pilot program, Phyllis said, “I still see the kids that have really bonded together and made some connections with some teachers and it made a big difference.  So I feel good about doing it.  I would like the opportunity to do it again.” Even though the reform lasted only a year, the long-lasting positive effect it has had on student community is one of the most compelling arguments that the effort, short-lived though it was, was worthwhile.


At Westside, this creation of community has led to an atmosphere of acceptance that gives Carolyn, a teacher leader at that school, the intrinsic rewards necessary to sustain one through more trying times. Discussing her school’s production of an annual talent show, she told me of the positive attention that students give every act: “Nobody’s ever dissed anybody. It’s really sweet. I always come back feeling like [sighs] ‘This is why I’m here, this is why I’m a teacher.’”


This inclusive attitude held by the student population of Westside may be aided by the fact that many of these students purposefully chose an arts-centered school, thus meshing well with the personalities of both their peers and the teachers who chose to teach in it, a factor of success similarly noted by Daniels, et al. (2001). Whatever the reason, it functions in a way similarly to that noted by Phyllis at Valley, except in an even greater frequency. Larry, a teacher leader at Westside, describing the phenomenon, stated, “A lot of schools that I’ve been in, when kids have lunch they go to the cafeteria, or they hang out. Our kids, a great number of them at least, actually do come back. They grab their lunch and quickly come back and eat in the classrooms.”
The other types of relationships that grew were those between students and teachers. One

of the things that small schools and SLCs allow for is a greater percentage of teachers at the school to know an individual student. Ron, the teacher leader at Valley, described how this occasionally assisted in interventions. When asked how the model helped this, he said, “Maybe there were little things that we did. We tried bringing kids in during [our common] planning time, getting them out of classes so that they could come talk to all four of us.”


When successful, this relationship-building helped create more trust between students and teachers, and allowed them to work together to solve problems: “It wasn’t student versus teacher; it wasn’t the man versus the kid. It was, ‘We need to fix this and let’s work together,’ and that built a lot of community too” (Kerri, Southside Teacher). This inclusion of students in the solution process was also made easier by the smallness of the school (Sergiovanni, 1996).


To highlight the importance of trust, one example from Westside should be related. The situation demonstrated exactly the ability of the small schools and SLCs to establish trusting relationships and coordinate teachers’ efforts to assist their students through difficult times:

Last year I had a student sit down with me and let me know that her parents were going through a divorce and she was having a really hard time at home. The trust piece, of her being able to sit down with me and tell me that, was huge. Also, I was then able to, with her permission, go and talk to her other teachers and say “Hey, this is what is going on, let’s all get on the same page be able to support this student. (Emma, Westside Teacher)


Finally, these enhanced relationships allowed students to take on leadership roles of their own, meaning that the reforms worked for more than just facilitating teacher leadership. Of course, teacher leaders were an integral part of empowering students to do this. In discussing this, Sarah, a Southside teacher leader, made a comparison between her current school and her former one, telling me that they “were able to gather these students together and support them, and train them, really, to become leaders…that would’ve never have happened in the old school; it would have been very difficult.” In an interesting twist, Albert, one of Southside’s teachers, also noted that “the most vocal students, those who were really against the small school, have turned out to be some of our biggest leaders.”


This student leadership ended up being self-perpetuating, resulting in a cycle of student-led, teacher-directed mentorship. A main example of this involved a parent meeting with a Hispanic girl who was struggling and making her teachers concerned about her future:
We worked with her a lot. Then she got to meet a student who had been in the school the year before, who had had a lot of similar experiences and was now going to college. And she got hope from that, and has become this amazing leader in the school. She’s a huge turnaround story…her turnaround has also affected the turnaround of other students in the school. (Cathy, Southside Teacher Leader)


It is difficult to say whether this type of transformation, for which at least some credit must be given to the changed relationship dynamics (Cummins, 1986), was made easier by the community of the small school, though the following remembrance, that of Southside Teacher Leader Sarah, does relate to the power of positive teacher-student relationships (Steele, 1997):
[A student] went through phases of “I should just drop out. I’m just going to drop out and work. And help my family.” And every time he threatened this, a team of us would rush together and have an intervention, including the principal, who was his advisory teacher. We’d get him back on board and instill faith in him that things could change.

That student ended up attending the University of Washington, and of this writing is due to graduate in the spring of 2010.
Obstacles to the Work

The wild array of factors that can squash any attempts at teacher leadership (Barth, 2007), was experienced in at least some part by each of the teacher leaders I interviewed. This section is restricted to unambiguously negative sources. 
1. Reconciling Theory and Practice
We were finding out what did work well and what didn’t work well. The same thing would happen with any kind of pilot program. 

-Chase, Valley Principal
I think for a while here people tried to kind of have one leg in both places and kind of create the best of both worlds and that just doesn't work because there's no such thing as the best of both worlds in this game. 

-Jeff, Westside Principal
The disconnect between theory and practice is reminiscent of Senge (1990), in that

aligning the vision of teacher leaders in these schools with the capabilities of the schools and districts to meet them was a challenge. Another truth that must be grappled with is that policies rarely survive their real-world implementation in the form in which they were envisioned, and that in the case of teacher leaders the ability of these men and women to create and sustain real change is constrained by a variety of factors that are outside of their control (Spillane, 1999).
For small schools and SLCs, one of these factors was the students themselves, who tend to take any theories of how a school day or year will look and throw them out of the window. One of the more rude awakenings involved the belief in the power of a changed environment to quickly create sustained positive change: 

It was a challenge to reconcile that kind of difference between theory and reality…. Everybody was extremely hopeful that this change was going to create a different environment on this campus and that students would take school more seriously and be more committed to school and be more successful academically…and the reality was that that did not happen the first day of school, or the first couple of months. (Rob, Southside Principal)

One of the possible reasons for this lack of speedy change may have been the challenging neighborhoods that all of the schools served:

That culture of learning has been a challenge, just because we’re a school with a high level of poverty. Many of our parents work three of four jobs, and they can’t come and support students in a lot of ways, so the larger school historically had low graduation rates. (Carolyn, Westside Teacher Leader)

Southside, in Westside’s district, serves a similar demographic. In relation to this, one of Valley’s challenges, related to me by one of the teacher leaders, Phyllis, was the “high transient rate”, exacerbated by the close district border.

Westside may have also had difficulties with the iterative form that their conversion took: 

“It was a four year process and there were challenges about that because until you go fully autonomous you can't really realize all of the potentials within that structure” (Jeff, Westside Principal). However, Brett, the district coordinator, saw positives in both Southside’s and Westside’s approaches, noting that “the flip-side of Southside was it moved so fast that there were a lot of things unanswered. And the positive side of Westside is there was a little bit more understanding among people of what was going to happen.”


Northlake struggled in reconciling its philosophy of integration with the way in which the student population ended up being distributed and the way in which the classes shook out: 

That kind of [heterogeneous] mix is what you want to harness, which is why the academies are grouped heterogeneously. They want to have a good mix. You have traditionally high performing students and students that are struggling but that are fantastic in the arts. You’ve got them all together there. But if you’ve got different populations missing, it compromises the classroom and that is something that has been going on since they started doing the academies and it still persists. It is still an issue. (Derek, Northlake Teacher Leader)

An additional challenge presented itself when the academies began to increase from the freshman to the sophomore, and eventually the junior classes. As AP classes became available, it was necessary to create accommodations that maintained the integrated model yet still offered chances for students to undertake this challenging work:
Although we still absolutely supported our coalition principles and the work we were doing the work starts to look different to different people once you get to that eleventh grade year. It actually took us probably six to seven years to sort out our whole AP piece. (Gloria, Northlake Admin. Leader)


Another hitch in the early work was in the way that distributed leadership clashed needs for quick decisions. Occasionally, this frustrated teacher leaders who, while desiring a sense of agency, understood that certain decisions must fall to administration:
In theory, he [Jeff] would like to embrace that kind of egalitarian philosophy…but I think that sometimes he himself has frustration with the process, or sometimes it’s: “Oh my God, we have to make a decision quick.” (Larry, Westside Teacher Leader)

This frustration was also felt at Valley, particularly during the staff meetings that were held to discuss the progress of the program.
2. Exhaustion and Burnout
I don’t know if some people just weren’t confident that we were going to be successful, or if they just weren’t willing to make the trek because it was draining and sometimes hard to not bring home with you and have it infect your life. 
-Kerri, Southside Teacher
Any time a new reform comes along, it is expected that increased efforts will be the

norm, particularly during the trying first years. In a small school, where the staff is itself smaller, the danger of burnout and exhaustion is much higher (Fine, 2000). This becomes more the case as school size (and thus staff size) decreases, for there is rarely a concurrent decrease in responsibilities. As noted by Roland Barth (1990), “none of those responsibilities is backbreaking in itself, but collectively they present an enormous burden” (p. 7). That this issue was an obstacle to the teachers at all four schools became apparent as I delved into their stories. 


One significant block to teacher leadership was the large amounts of unpaid time that they were required to put in if they wanted their efforts to succeed. One of the most illustrative stories I heard revolved around extra committee work and teacher frustration with the slow pace of change, this despite the extra hours. Laura, a Northlake teacher leader, made this frustration clear to me when she said, “We started meeting weekly for several hours and they were really stressful for me because it just seemed like a huge task to accomplish…and we weren’t making much progress.” LuAnn, another teacher leader at Northlake, echoed this sentiment, stating, “You have to just sit down and talk over the same things over and over again to maintain and make progress.”


Linda, the district coordinator for Valley, demonstrated an understanding of this difficulty that teachers face when she said that “[f]or teachers who have been here a long time, sometimes you get frustrated when you’ve talked about this and nothing happens.” Many teachers who have a fair number of years teaching, particularly with one school or district, have experience with the types of movements that seem to crop up and fade away. If they believed enough in their small school or SLC, though, these teachers would need to fight this inertia. 

LuAnn managed to find some solace in the work they were getting accomplished, despite the challenges: “Being on that committee, our stress level was awful…it was hard to come to agreement. But we were coming to agreement on so many things, on the structure, the curriculum, on everything.” By being cognizant of the positives of the process, LuAnn managed to maintain enough of the equilibrium to keep from giving in to aggravation with the process. 


This specific stress was not endemic to Northlake, and was much more pronounced during the first years at all the schools. At Southside, this tested the level of commitment on the part of the teachers and teacher leaders:

The first year was rough…and we were really committed. We weren’t ready to give up after one year. We wanted to keep going and that meant a lot of committees outside of your regular school time and just a lot of investment that was emotionally draining and that you weren’t getting paid for. (Kerri, Southside Teacher)


On some level, the attitude around the small schools and SLCs, which still persists today, is that though teacher leaders try to find a balance for their fellow peers, it is a generally accepted notion that more will be asked and more will be given. This clashed with the educational experience of Kerri, who was a new teacher at Southside: 

I remember in grad school everyone talking about how you’re going to have to be really protective of your time as a teacher. And I kind of was shocked when I got there, like “Oh, it’s not happening in this school. I’m going to be putting in a lot of extra time.”

Despite this philosophy, it is difficult to get teachers to meet frequently after school; they too have competing priorities, from the needs of other students, involvement in extracurricular activities, and the simple desire for a personal life. LuAnn, explaining her time at Northlake, said, “It’s hard to get people to meet regularly after school. We have for a while. You can sustain it for a short period but not a long period of time, especially if you want everyone there.”


One of the problems with the extra time was simply that there was too much to do. Even once the initial planning was completed, the school designed, and students assigned, the need to meet regularly still cropped up, a need made more visible precisely because of the viability of the small school and SLC as a way to change classroom practice:

I think it was draining, it was exhausting—because not only were we spending a lot of time on this because we believed in it and knew it was working but in some ways our other classes were suffering. (Victoria, Valley Teacher)

Finally, the work of teacher leadership can ironically make the work of teaching much more difficult. Phyllis, who was the teacher leader at Valley, demonstrated leadership by taking on roles that no one else wanted, a situation with serious repercussions:

Phyllis was actually in both houses because nobody in social studies wanted to be in the house except her…the schedule somehow ended up being such that she could only meet half as much time as the rest of us.  So she was only in every other meeting and she had less prep. She was going bonkers at one point. (Ron, Valley Teacher Leader)

Despite the pressures, teachers at Valley have since been able to reflect on the positive outcomes for students, as vocalized by the students themselves: 

The freshmen that were in the house are now juniors, and I have a lot of them who are taking other classes from me, and they’ll say, “You know, that house thing was neat, and we’re ahead now; we have 0.5 more credits than any other classes.” Student comments now make me feel that it was even more of an accomplishment. (Wendy, Valley Teacher)

Even Phyllis feels that the positive outcomes compensated in a large part for the extra work that she had to shoulder. In explaining the reason for her willingness to attempt a similar reform, she said, “I still see the kids that have really bonded together and made some connections with some teachers and it made a big difference.  So I feel good about doing it.  I would like the opportunity to do it again.”

Successes such as these are often small, or only partial. However, they kept many teachers and teacher leaders motivated through some difficult struggles, and their ability to celebrate these successes is another indication of teacher leadership (Barth, 2007).

In the end, though, when teacher leaders are asked to do too much, they can break, and this break can come sooner if this teacher lacks the support they need to both teach and lead. Westside’s principal, Jeff, recalled his first meeting with Carolyn, a teacher leader obliged to step back for a while and focus on what brought her to education in the first place: “When I first came on the first person said ‘I just want to teach’, and I think they felt like they had taken on quite a bit in getting the school to where it was at and I don't think they felt fully supported in that role.” This feeling can be worsened by the long-term status that teacher leaders end up having at their redesigned schools, particularly as teachers leave and are replaced by those who are unfamiliar with the reform. Laura, a teacher leader at Northlake, who experiences this keenly, related that “some of our key teachers moved on to other positions. It’s always difficult when you have a program and people move in and out. Someone has to train the new people, so the burden is sort of on the long-timers.”

What Worked Both Ways
1. Colleagues: Community and Collaboration, Tension and Resistance

We figured early on that we developed a high level of trust…and we developed an awareness that it was going to take all of us to design a successful model. 
-Gloria, Northlake Admin. Leader
Wenger, et al. (2003) define community as “a group of people who interact, learn 

together, build relationships, and in the process develop a sense of belonging and mutual commitment” (p. 34). They also state that this community must stem from more than just shared interests, but also common ways in which to interact and to extend this to classroom practice.

A well-run school has communities which engage in decisionmaking as a group (Joyce, 

et al., 1993), and when these decision makers are teachers, “the professional networks that engage teachers comprise promising vehicles for change” (McLaughlin, 1990, p. 15). Moreover, when knowledge is acquired via these processes it is shared among the entire school community, or at least the faculty (Marks & Louis, 1999).

This buy in, commitment, and ownership of the work had the ancillary effect of assisting teachers and teacher leaders to create community, making it a nearly organic process (Marnik, 2007). 

At Westside, this connection was made easier because of the shared philosophy of innovation:

I feel like we work really well as a cohesive group. Most of us are on the same mindset and general philosophy about education. Everyone is really willing to try new thing and be open to new ideas, and I think a lot of that has to do with the consensus process that we have developed and the fact that everybody does have a voice, even if they don’t get their way, or something happens and we have to make a decision that they don’t agree with. I think there’s something to be said for the fact that everybody gets to say in the staff meeting what their opinion is and that is honored. (Emma, Westside Teacher)
Larry, a teacher leader at Westside, agreed with this notion, making a connection to the sense of shared burdens: “Everybody is kind of: ‘You know, we’re all in it together and we all want to see the kids do well.’ And so you try to make it work.” This meant a support network was created, which was helpful to those newer teachers: “I feel like there are numerous people that I can go to for support or if I have questions, and that is what I really value about our staff” (Emma, Westside Teacher).

The structure of the small schools and SLCs was an asset in helping to form these communities, according to Valley teacher leader Ron, who said, “I think in small learning communities you’re increasing the likelihood that you are actually teaching.  You’re forced to be together as teachers, so you’re forced to be reflective about what you’re doing.” At Northlake, this ended up leading to schoolwide change. Gloria, an administrative leader, said that “what happened was teachers came out of the isolation of their classroom. They were working constantly at a professional setting, with their peers, constantly. And so it shifted the whole culture of the building.”


This shifted culture was abetted by a structure that scheduled teachers in the academies in as great an alignment as possible, thus “[y]ou had a team of teachers who were able to meet with each other and talk about kids and talk about things. They were able to create that feeling of family” (Sean, Northlake Principal). At Valley, the meetings between the teachers in the houses made it easier to recognize issues with students much more quickly: “It was very cool to really spend that time talking about kids. You realize the kid needs you very quickly…and it became obvious very quickly when you talk to other teachers about it” (Ron, Valley Teacher Leader).

However, these community structures alone were not enough because, according to Ron, “It seems like what the house was doing for us was helping us know our kids are failing better. It wasn’t necessarily helping us know what to do or even helping us do anything…. We needed to do something, because just knowing was all we had.” Chase, the principal at Valley notes that the new interactions needed to be supported by a structure that allowed for direct action, and that this structure was lacking: “What we’ve really done is just been able to identify the kids quicker because we have the conversations now that we didn’t have before. There still wasn’t a structure within the house or outside the house to meet the needs of those kids.”


The communities made for a streamlined process of curriculum-building and integration. LuAnn, a Northlake teacher leader, described this: “The practice soon developed where one person would be in charge of the curriculum… ‘You do this unit, then I’ll do it and share with you and you do the next unit and share with me.’ That lesson made everybody’s teaching better.”


This ability to work together also helped Southside through the challenges it faced, quickly and effectively. Rob, the principal, saw the process as successful because of the honest approach taken by the faculty to issues that arose: “We made a sincere effort to find solutions and we found some and put them into practice. And they made some differences that gave us hope that as we continued to figure out better ways to do things with students that things would continue to get better. And they did.”

Boles and Troen (1996) found the benefits of such collaboration. One of interest to small school and small learning community leaders is the probability that this type of work can help create common “frames of reference” and “language” (p. 49) around which to organize their discussions. Being that a hallmark of a small school or SLC is equity for all students, including rigorous curriculum, these commonalities were key supports for the teacher leaders’ success.

In terms of changed relationships, “All those walls of formality are broken down” (Brett, District Coordinator). At Valley, teachers from different departments branched out. Wendy, a Valley teacher, recalling with fondness her new connections, said, “We did go to barbecues; I went to Ron’s for barbecues. And we would say how cool it is that you get to know these people. Because I’d been there a year, and didn’t even know Ron.”

However, one is left to wonder about the staying power of these connections, as Wendy noted that in the time since the SLC was dissolved, the physical distance of their rooms and their separate disciplines has resulted in a recurrence of old boundaries. Wenger, et al. (2003) assert that in order for communities to best thrive and last they must share a “commitment to a domain” (p. 30). In the case of the small schools and SLCs this domain is the small school or SLC.
I will tell you that, although I thought this was a great idea, I’ve been teaching a long time and, the last thing I want to do is try to convince high school teachers to do something and then have to work with them on something I tried to convince them of. 

-Phyllis, Valley Teacher Leader
Most teachers enter the profession out of a genuine desire to help educate children

and prepare them for the world. What is often unrecognized or unspoken is the reality that these disparate individuals have equally disparate ideas of how to accomplish this goal, and what form this preparation should take (Powell, 1985). Because the reforms at these four schools were ambitious when compared to previous efforts, these disagreements rose to the surface and exerted an inhibitory influence in a number of ways, from outright dissent to a type of quiet resistance manifesting in withdrawn and unhelpful behavior (Wasley, 1994).


One of the first hurdles that my participants needed to overcome was the hesitation in believing that the faculty could actually pull off this drastic change, a necessary component of successful school reform (Joyce, et al., 1993). At Valley, “Our school was in a situation where we had quite a bit of lack of belief in the fact that we could pull that off…we collectively didn’t think we had the chutzpah to do much as far as renovating our school in such a dramatic way” (Ron, Valley Teacher Leader). Part of this problem lay in the application for the grant which was to help fund this reform, specifically the many iterations it ended up going through. Phyllis, the teacher leader who paid the most attention to the process, recalled her feelings at that time:

By the time I saw the last revisions of the grant and what we were going to have to do, I was pretty sure I didn’t want to have any part of telling people I was involved in that. And I told the grant writer, I said, “You don’t understand what this is going to do to each of the schools; it’s going to tear people apart.”

As it turned out, Phyllis was accurate in her assessment, as Victoria, a teacher, told me that “[t]here was not a lot of receptiveness on the part of the staff. There was a lot of tension. It was a pretty challenging place for the people in the house.”


One of the earliest appearances of this tension arose while the schools were being designed. In the case of Northlake, the choice to do a stepped implementation immediately created divisions between academy and non-academy staff:

It was really hard. There were some real problems with deciding to do the ninth grade first. There was good things. But, there was real problems. It created a big ugly atmosphere in the school for a while. “Us” and “Them”. And that’s gone away now that the reform finally moved into the upper house…. It took extra time for the reform to move into the upper house. (LuAnn, Northlake Teacher Leader)

Westside also did not convert all grades, but followed a process similar to Northlake’s. In this instance, this was made worse by the lack of an administrator to help guide them through this process and reconcile camps with opposing philosophies:

The issue at [Westside’s host building] was there was never full leadership to get from Point A to Point B. And so there was never full point of buy in to get from Point A to Point B. So there was a lot of tension. The folks who wanted small schools were never happy because it was never fast enough of far enough, and the folks who wanted to stay as a comprehensive high school felt the opposite. (Brett, District Coordinator)

In order to gum up the process, resisters at Westside chose innovative if unhelpful ways of making their displeasure known:

One of the small schools suggested something like a ten period day, and we’re all like “Wait? What? How is that helpful to anyone.” Just ridiculous things would be suggested. It was kind of like lobbyists. Ridiculous things would be suggested with the idea of slowing things down. (Carolyn, Westside Teacher Leader)

In the end, this meant that teacher leaders at the school who had a vision for what their school could be were obliged to compromise on several issues, thus resulting in less satisfaction all around, and a lingering sense of animosity between the schools themselves:

Basically, everything that we did had to be a compromise between the three schools, and we were the most radical, according to them. They actually had names for us. We were Greenpeace…it was just ridiculous, and so, in terms of moving forward and implementing the vision that we had for our school, we were unable to do that, and had to be a lot more traditional then we had envisioned and that we’d hoped to be. (Carolyn, Westside Teacher Leader)

A final source of frustration during pre-implementation took place during the latter

phases, and came from the complaints of faculty and staff who lacked understanding of the process. Carolyn, a Westside teacher leader, said, “There were still a lot of complaining: ‘Why wasn’t there a research committee to figure things out’, and we said, ‘Well, there was, but it was unpaid, and you didn’t want to do it.’” These types of distortions and misunderstandings continued into the first years. At Westside, Carolyn felt the brunt: “The gossip going around the school was that they [other teacher leaders] were misrepresenting our school and it was all Carolyn doing what she wanted to do” (Larry, Westside Teacher Leader). On a positive note, this shared “suffering” coupled with their shared philosophy helped these teachers create bonds: “Because of the adversity, perhaps, because we had more shared philosophy…and weren’t really hung up in the traditional ideas of what that looks like, through that the vast majority of us became friends, so then things became different” (Carolyn, Westside Teacher Leader).

Another source of resistance was from the schools’ elective teachers, who feared both an increase in their class sizes, and an elimination of courses in order to make a school small. This concern is not a trivial one, for a strong elective catalog is one of the traditional hallmarks of a strong school (Conant, 1967). In the end, these fears proved to be well-founded:

Resources were going to support the ninth grade program and that wasn’t always appreciated, especially with elective teachers. They had to increase their enrollment; they were taking a heavier load and ninth grade academy teachers were getting a lighter student load. (Laura, Northlake Teacher Leader)

This particular issue had staying power, as recalled by Sean, the Northlake principal, who informed me that “[t]here was still friction when I left, about ‘These are the select few and we’re the other people.’”

Other issues arose with the embedded nature of the schools and SLCs, in that some

teachers and parents felt that honors students should have separate classes. Derek, a teacher leader at Northlake, remembered that “[a]nother teacher called it ‘glorified handholding.’ And there is some truth in there as far as handholding is supporting and kind of leading someone along, but it doesn’t need to be connected with something negative.”

Derek later noted that this teacher, while truly caring about how students did in

mathematics, loved the discipline for “its own sake”, and occasionally had difficulty making 

connections with his students’ struggles. This attitude, reminiscent of that noted in Wasley’s (1994) study, derives from an attitude of wanting the best for his students, and is therefore difficult to push against. 

This particular tension was felt to a lesser degree at Southside and Westside, with dissatisfied parents enrolling their children at one of the district’s comprehensive schools before, as the district coordinator Brett stated, “they even knew what small schools were about.”
At Southside, teacher leaders and administrators took a different attitude towards dissenters. According to Kerri, a teacher at that school, “We would say, ‘Well, we think this is going to be best, at least the majority of us are willing to buy into this, and you need to or you need to go somewhere else.’ We needed to be united and if they weren’t buying in on that, they didn’t want to stay.” This may have been an important move; Rob, the principal, recalled that “there was some disagreement as there usually is, but not significant….”


During the actual years in which the reforms were enacted, other obstacles were created. One of the most prominent was a continued misunderstanding of the work that was undertaken by the small school and SLC faculty. For new teachers at the school, this was frustrating:

We were doing a fantastic job… we were exceeding expectations, but there were many misinformed staff, who didn’t like the kids in the hall, who bullied us. Especially for me as a new teacher coming into the building and not really understanding the culture of the building and being judged for being a part of something that I didn’t create but that I believed in, that was exhausting for me. (Victoria, Valley Teacher)

Ron, a more experienced teacher leader, was able to frame the tension differently when he said, “I liked those teachers. They didn’t realize what they were doing at all. They were probably mad at the district and they were probably mad at the schedule that was frustrating me as well.”

Even when attempts to gather information were made, the timelines in which this was expected to be provided were sometimes unreasonable. Wendy, a teacher at Valley, expressed the difficulty in meeting these needs: “They wanted instant data, and you just can’t have that after one semester, much less after two years; it takes a while to get data on that.”


Sources of tension also existed within the schools and SLCs themselves. In some cases, differences between the houses and academies of the SLCs created different learning environments at Northlake:

That was the worst part, problems collaborating. Collegial problems. I would say that first year, one academy seemed to get along better and the other academy was always falling apart. And I think it’s because there were several people who didn’t need to be teachers, and they were questioning that all the time and making life difficult for their colleagues. And they seemed to be concentrated in that academy. (LuAnn, Northlake Teacher Leader),

and Valley: 

Even though the teacher in the morning house talked about the idea of cooperative learning, their assignments didn’t change, and there wasn’t the adaptation. I don’t know how much of it was on how people got along versus motivation, versus time, versus personal life issues, because even being given that additional time, it wasn’t always enough. (Phyllis, Valley Teacher Leader)

This difficulty in getting teachers to change their practice can possibly be traced to

habitual resistance among tenured teachers, and is certainly exacerbated by a tradition of isolation both within disciplines (Weick, 1976) or unique issues such as “stress, high staff turnover, or resistance to change” (Knapp, et al., 2003, p. 18) endemic to the school itself. At any rate, the relative lack of trust (Starratt, 2003, p. 148) indicated by the difficulties noted by my participants was a serious block towards addressing these issues.

However, while there were problems in confronting and negotiating these various types

of resistance, the successful overcoming of these obstacles was another way in which teacher leaders demonstrated their capacity for seeing their visions through. Some theorists even point out that these conflicts must be accepted as “unavoidable and necessary” (Tierney, 1989, p. 157), one reason for this being that a school is never really “done” in any of its endeavors. It is in the process of negotiating these conflicts that they become “either a catalyst or an obstacle for organizational learning” (Scribner, et al., 2002, p. 52).


Sadly, for some it was the latter result. Phyllis, at Valley, recalled that “in reality what happened was that when we disagreed we all just kind of got quiet and we separated out.”

2. The Principals
They knew that I was 100% behind them. 

-Sean, Northlake Principal


A principal willing to place teacher empowerment over the mandates of the district often runs a risk of their own (Barth, 1990), and striking a balance between these two priorities is a difficult task. However, in order for teacher leadership to succeed and be sustained, principals must help create an atmosphere and culture in which it can thrive (Moller & Katzenmeyer, 1996). This is an act of humility on the part of the administrator, striking what can be seen as “servant leader” stance (Murphy, 2005, p. 32; Sergiovanni, 2000).


This act can be jarring to principals, particularly those schooled in the traditional models of school leadership (Crowther, et al., 2002). However, whether it was a function of the reforms which I studied or merely due to the personal characteristics of the principals—Sean from Northlake is the exemplar here—this particular obstacle did not make itself felt, at least to the recollections of my participants. In fact, quite often these administrators went out of their way to grant this empowerment, taking many actions, both symbolic and practical, to demonstrate their confidence in the abilities of their teachers to lead effectively.

Jeff, the principal at Westside, based his approach on his understanding of distributive leadership. He said, “When I became an assistant principal and really studied leadership, I really found how important it was to have a process for decision making, so I have always tried to use a consensus model of decision making to the greatest extent possible.”

In some cases, the principals’ decisions to distribute leadership were based on pragmatic understandings of how best to “not rock the boat.” For Rob, Southside’s principal, making this decision was easier because the process for making decisions had been in place before he arrived and had experienced no hiccups in the way it operated: “The way we’ve been making decisions and taking leading roles in developing our work as a school, it seems to be working fine and so we don’t need to set up a leadership committee or process other than what we already have.”



Rob also made efforts to include as many stakeholders as possible in every facet of the school, including the meetings that take place between Southside and its mentor schools:
Rob is very skilled and purposeful in making sure that every teacher has gone to one or two of those meetings, and a group of students has gone. They come back and they share it when their team school comes to visit, a school that’s further down the line of CES than this school was, then all staff has had some interaction with that visiting team. (Mark, Outside Support Coach)


The strongest example of the ways in which a principal can support teacher leadership is that of Northlake’s Sean. What is difficult in this case is to accurately categorize the various ways in which Sean’s empowerment made teacher leadership easier to achieve and more effective. This is because so many of his actions were difficult to quantify and many more, especially his interactions with the district office, were invisible to much of the staff.

The first major way in which he empowered teachers was in finding money to enact the reform and to support teachers during the school year. LuAnn, a teacher leader, expressed her appreciation for Sean’s willingness to engage the district for this purpose, stating that “[Sean] was very creative financially. And he was willing to try and get the district to break any financial rule, to get us more money.” She later went on to detail the sense of urgency felt by Sean that led him to take such action: “Initially we didn’t have any money and we didn’t wait until we had money. That was Sean’s point of view. We just didn’t wait until we had money.”

This effort paid dividends in terms of allowing teacher leaders to do more thorough searches. Derek, another teacher leader at Northlake, recalled that “Sean was very supportive. If I wanted to go to a workshop, he found money and I could go. If a bunch of us wanted to go look at something, off you go. Because of that wide openness we were free to explore things.”


In relation to the classroom, Sean took two symbolic steps. First, he was a visible presence, “in and out of their classrooms all the time…. So they would see me; they knew I was supporting them” (Sean, Northlake Principal). Coupled with this was a conferring of trust to his teachers: “I always saw Sean’s leadership as empowering, that he trusted us to be the classroom professionals and come up with the process ourselves” (Laura, Northlake Teacher Leader).


All of this tied in with Sean’s general theory of leading, expressed by the administrative leader, Gloria, who said, “I still think about it and can’t believe it. His [Sean’s] level of vision and his determination to hire the very best people out there, and then his view of his role was to clear the obstacles that could get in our way.”

Fennell (1999) points out that this type of empowerment is exactly the type of facilitation

needed to support teachers in their leadership work, a belief also shared by Copland and Boatright (2004) and Watkins (1989). In addition, the trust mentioned by the teacher leaders at Northlake and other schools mirrors that encouraged by Handy (1996), Scribner, et al. (2002), and Soder (2001, p. 109) as being essential to the long-term relationship building that accompanies successful organizational efforts.

Administrators…they acted like they supported it, but we didn’t always see the most support. 

-Wendy, Valley Teacher
Principals can be both obstacles and facilitators of teacher leadership (Scribner, et al., 2002), depending on their role with the district as well as their faculty. In some cases, such as at Westside and Valley, difficulties arose from lack of the same administrative personnel being present at all the major steps of their reforms. 

Because Phyllis, the teacher leader at Valley, was such a visible face of the reform, she bore the brunt of the scrutiny of her peers during the staff meetings, a situation in which she felt unsupported by the administrators: “It would just be me up there and then the house people sitting on the side and the principal way in the back of the room, and it felt like if those discussions were taking place the administrators ought to be on the same side of the room as us.”

Adding to this problem were the short warnings given to house staff prior to the time the meetings were to take place. Victoria, a Valley teacher, noted that this could have been due to “some poor administrational planning, so issues would come up and then the house teachers would be called up in this staff meeting that we’d find out about the day before, to present and defend what we were doing.”


In a way, the autonomy enjoyed by the teachers in Valley’s SLC proved to be a double-edged sword; being able to craft schedules without oversight also led to a feeling that the houses were very much on their own. Ron, a teacher leader, was puzzled by this: “Why did they trust us to come up with our own schedules every day? Can you imagine a scenario where I said, ‘No, my periods are meeting these times,’ and we basically didn’t tell anyone. Nobody asked.”


At the very least, though, the principal, Chase, was open to hearing his teacher leaders’ concerns, but could have acted more decisively in light of the teachers’ lack of agency in a purely structural sense:

I think he understood where I was coming from by the end.  I’m not saying that I convinced him…but it was hard to get him to sort of grab it and do something about it. That was difficult for me because I felt like we were talking about it…but I certainly was not empowered to actually do some of these things. (Ron, Valley Teacher Leader)


Another negative issue, this time at Westside, occurred when the three administrators were deciding who would lead the three new small schools, and the principal at the time, who was Jeff’s predecessor, acted in a way that was perceived by the staff as an abdicating of their authority. She seemed to choose Westside, because “she felt she could be hands off with us…she didn’t go out of her way to give one of the assistant principals the school that she could be hands off on, and then take the helm of one of the schools that needed more guidance. She took the easy route” (Larry, Westside Teacher Leader).


Because the teachers at Westside were highly motivated to change, the perception among the teacher leaders was that the principal at the time benefitted from their work: 

She was getting a lot of pressure from the district to have the focus be on instruction, and we had a reputation of being good instructors, as a school. We were doing integrated curriculum, and all sorts of things that she could then talk to the district about how she was the leader for. (Carolyn, Westside Teacher Leader)

Whether or not this was the case is difficult to ascertain, as lines of communication between districts and schools are often muddied.

One can argue that a principal, because they are more conversant than central office staff with the capabilities of their teachers (Barth, 1990), must recognize and act on this teacher expertise. To do otherwise, in the name of outside mandates alone, can strip faculty of the ability to put their knowledge to use. Instead, Barth argues that a principal must act as an “insulator” (p. 58) between teacher desires and the directives of the district office and other forces.
This is not to say that these difficulties in helping develop teacher leadership were entirely the fault of the principals, for, as noted by Sherrill (1999), the burdens placed upon administrators makes it extremely difficult to devote “the time and energy required to carry out these aspects of teacher professional development” (p. 59).
3. The District
Our district is pretty progressive. 

-Kerri, Southside Teacher

In terms of a teacher’s day to day experience, the district is often an invisible entity. However, this invisibility does not imply nonexistence, as the policies set at a district level eventually trickle down through the buildings and occasionally down to the classrooms, for example in the form of instructional suggestions given by subject area coordinators.


One of the most important inputs that districts have is the distribution of resources. All of the lip service in the world means nothing without the means to accomplish that for which one is advocating. Accordingly, much of the positive influence that the districts had on teacher leadership was through financial support.


The clearest example of this type of relationship is the experiences of Southside and Westside, two schools in the same district. It began with a philosophical agreement with the need for small schools:
The school district leadership, the superintendent and the deputy superintendents and the school board understood and agreed with that belief that creating a high school campus that was composed of several small autonomous schools was something that was needed for this community. (Rob, Southside Principal)
The key element of small schools that appealed to the district superintendent was the small schools’ ability to help create more personalized learning environments for those students who until this time had lacked them:

[The superintendent] really believed in small schools again as a structure that would create personalization. He really felt that if we didn’t personalize our learning environments, the kids we serve who are primarily alienated and disenfranchised would remain alienated and disenfranchised. (Brett, District Coordinator)


According to Rob, the Southside principal, one of the key reasons these conversions were able to occur was that there was a “belief and commitment behind it as a district, but they also put additional resources into the development and implementation.” In addition, the decision to create the position of small school coordinator—itself a significant investment of financial resources—helped create a crucial bridge between the district and the buildings.

This district coordinator, Brett, became “the executive director, and so support continues from a person who was involved at the very beginning of the conversion process and really knows and is open to hearing what we need to continue to be successful” (Rob, Southside Principal). Brett articulated his own approach around what he saw as the need for a different model of operation, saying, “I also did a lot of work with the central office, working with the superintendents, cabinet, or senior leadership team on how to figure out how do they work differently now that they are small schools.” Much of this work was targeted towards the facilitation of teacher leadership. A result of this is that these changes assisted the teacher leaders in working to change classroom practice: “I feel that the district has been very supportive in terms of professional development, which has supported their efforts…. And also providing in-classroom coaching has really made a huge difference” (Sarah, Southside Teacher Leader).

This support in the cases of Southside and Westside, at least in regards to the superintendent at the time when the reforms were implemented, is key, for, as noted by Joyce, et. al.’s (1993) review of research on the matter, “implementation is virtually impossible without facilitation and support from the district” (p. 27).

I’ve been teaching almost twenty years and I think we are in the worst point that I have ever seen in staff and district relations. 

-LuAnn, Northlake Teacher Leader

As just mentioned, for much of a teacher’s career, direct interactions with the district are few and far between. While this can be interpreted as a sign that things are fine, when teachers are asked to implement structural reform, this distance becomes more of an issue than a sort of benign neglect. Ron, a teacher leader at Valley, summed up what he felt was the approach of his central office: “I think they [the district staff] were fairly open to us trying anything. They just didn’t want us to ask them for anything.” This is problematic considering that the reforms at the four schools were resource-intensive, and that the only real continuous sources for the additional resources needed were the district offices.


Another difficulty lay in the perceived role of the district in relation to the work. At Westside and Southside’s district, despite the superintendent’s support of the reform, some staff members continue to exhibit resistance to the concept. One reason for this may lay in the way this change was introduced:

I don’t think [some central office staff] were intentionally introduced to the concept, which is still a problem in the district five years later. So because they weren’t intentionally introduced to it, the small schools folks all seemed like weirdos from another planet. (Brett, District Coordinator)

On the flip side of the perception coin, faculty members at the school occasionally had a different view regarding how the schools were to be structured, a view in opposition to the espoused approach of empowering teachers to take leadership. Carolyn, a Westside teacher leader, expressed that “[t]here’s always been the argument that the district always knew what they were going to decide and they just wanted us to find this logical conclusion.” Beliefs like these, supported or not, give the impression that what should be a teacher-led, teacher-directed movement is yet another example of district mandates (Malen, 1994).


At Northlake, the student-focused, distributive way in which Sean, the principal, chose to run his school clashed with the personal philosophies of some central office staff: 

My perception was Sean sort of found his way around the rules and did what he wanted to do. Always for improving student achievement and kids always came first. And downtown administrators kind of resented that. He wasn’t respected as a leader in school reform that I ever perceived directly from downtown. (Laura, Northlake Teacher Leader)

Laura later went on to express her disappointment in the atmosphere of non-collaboration and mistrust that she felt was being fostered, a situation that gains irony considering the democratic values which education is supposed to foster, stating, “It was sad to me that there couldn’t be more sharing [with the district] because I was quite willing to share for the betterment of all the kids. I’m not… no teacher’s in it for the profit.”

At the time of this study, the superintendent who originally approved the schools had left the district, meaning that Northlake is now “in a situation now where the whole district, with the new superintendent, is much more centrally focused, rather than pushing site-based management, the paradigm we’re used to” (Derek, Northlake Teacher Leader). Sean, the principal who was willing to buck district trends, is also retired. It remains to be seen whether this push in a new direction will have lasting, tangible effects on Northlake’s SLC.
4. Resources (Scarce or Otherwise)

I think that it probably was a learning moment for a number of district people to hear the level of conversation that teachers could have given some time. What a group could build out of that, this wasn’t just a whimsical thing. 

-Linda, District Coordinator
Of the many inputs that teachers depend upon to do their jobs, and that teacher leaders

require to lead well, it is time—irreplaceable and constantly being lost—that may be the most important support and insurmountable obstacle to teacher leaders (LeBlanc & Shelton, 1997).


As far as small schools and SLCs go, one of the most important requirements in all four schools was collaboration, a time-consuming process. This collaboration was more successful when time was found within the school day for at least some of it:  

We worked out a schedule that would give teachers an additional planning period if they worked in the house program. And they were technically teaching six classes but the three classes in the house would be capped at twenty-five and they would have an additional collaboration period that was slightly less in time than their primary planning period. (Phyllis, Valley Teacher Leader)

Furthermore, this extra time is needed for not only collaboration, but also reflection, particularly as teacher leaders grapple with the early stages of their reforms (Boles & Troen, 1996).

There was, though, some disagreement at Valley as to the effectiveness of this allotted time, mainly because the house teachers not only needed to do their individual planning but also plan for the classes they taught that were not part of the house. Also, according to Ron, another teacher leader, “The prep that we got free was shorter than everyone else’s prep…we were volunteering to an extent, which is odd to do when it’s a job.”


The other key element that ended up contributing to success, in some instances, was the presence of additional funding. At Northlake, this was in the form of a grant that they received after they had already begun implementation: “We did have an extraordinary, ultimately inclusion grant. It was an OSPI grant for inclusion. And initially it was a lot of money, and then it kept decreasing and decreasing, but the grant lasted far longer than we ever expected it to do” (Gloria, Northlake Admin. Leader).


In Northlake’s case, this money was used to initially reduce class size, a key element in helping traditionally marginalized students achieve at higher rates than before (Finn & Achilles, 1990), and one which has been maintained as the grant money has disappeared and enrollment has risen without concurrent funding. This latter result has been possible because teachers outside the academy have borne a greater burden in the form of increased class sizes. While faculty members outside of the academy have expressed their displeasure at this, Derek (a mathematics teacher and thus one of these outsiders) noted that he and much of the other faculty were “willing to catch those things and grapple with them. Because I think that the academy offers more benefit for those kids. I am a believer.”

To return to funding, this type of overt support is one of the most effective ways to facilitate teacher leadership, and may even be necessary for such efforts to truly get off the ground (Kahrs, 1996, Leithwood & Duke, 1999). Sustaining the effort, once it has begun, proved a bit easier, even after the initial additional monies had dried up. 

When one reflects upon a lifetime, it is remarkable how many instances of short and long-term success can be traced back to moments of synchronicity, or just plain luck. A school is an organic thing, and reforms possess lifetimes of their own, with their own examples of lucky interventions. Sean recalled one such instance, taking place at a juncture where funds were hard to come by: “One teacher would write grants to all these different places. And he wrote one once to Social Ventures in Seattle. And they turned us down. But one of the board members liked it. And he said ‘They haven’t granted it, but I will grant it myself.’” One wonders what may have occurred to the academies in their vital first stages had this moment of deus ex machina not occurred. In the end, such imaginary scenarios are ultimately futile; the school found the money.

Budget meetings were bloody. 

-Laura, Northlake Teacher Leader
Resources for education are scarce most of the time, and these scarcities oblige schools and districts to make difficult choices (Lee, et al., 2000). When this reality is applied to small schools and SLCs, which often require a greater share of resources than pragmatically merited by their student numbers, these trade-offs can be painful. As noted by Linda, the district coordinator for Valley, “Without time and without resources you can stymie the whole thing. It’s very hard to do without those.”

The irony in this observation is that school districts often suffer under some fairly negative economic conditions, thus some attention is always paid to counting costs and looking for efficiencies in what can be, in terms of a pure production function, the very inefficient approach of small school reform. This short-term thinking is a mistake (Pfeffer, 1998), and led to additional pressures being felt by the teachers and teacher leaders.


In regards to time, this most valuable resource differs from money in that it can’t be replaced. According to Barth (2007), “It is all about time. Time is why the plate is full. Time in schools is in finite supply and infinite demand” (p. 16). Of course, in order to acquire more time for teacher leaders and teachers to do their work a district needs the funding to do so.

 However, whether or not this funding was forthcoming was not the crucial decider for whether the teacher leaders at these four schools would be willing to do the work. As Sarah, a teacher leader at Southside, bluntly put it, “If you’re really tied to getting paid for it, you will be disappointed.” Kerri, a teacher at Southside, also noted that “[t]here is financial compensation, but it’s never equal to the amount of hours we put in.”

What the lack did affect was the overall form the small schools—Southside and Westside—would take, specifically in terms of the size of the student bodies: “Everybody wants 200 in their school or 150…and it’s just not possible in Washington State. The funding isn’t there. But I had envisioned about 350, a healthy size, a healthy school community” (Brett, District Coordinator). This number may have ended up being a better fit, particularly since much of the work of the teacher leaders was done “outside of class, trying to make it work for everybody, to make it an environment where they can come and learn, but also so they don’t feel like they’re missing out on high school” (Kerri, Southside Teacher). It is difficult to say that there would have been enough diversity of activities and course offerings to ensure this if the populations had been capped at 150 or even 200 students.
At two schools—Valley and Northlake—attempts were made to recognize the need for more time through the use of some additional collaboration periods. In the case of Valley, as was noted before, “The schedule never really worked out how it was supposed to” (Victoria, Valley Teacher). At the end of the year, when it became time for the faculty to decide what changes needed to happen for the next year, the scarcity of time was the crucial deal breaker:

When we were asked to reflect on this, we wanted a regular schedule, and we wanted an extra planning period to make it work. The answer was that if you’re going to be on a regular schedule, then there’s no way you’re going to get the planning period. The expectation was that if we were going to continue we were going to meet after school on our own time. We vehemently disagreed with that. We just let it drop. It was sad. (Victoria, Valley Teacher)

At Northlake the school received no money from the CES because “[w]e started our affiliation with the Coalition a few years after it started. And when it first started, there was money connected to it. But by the time we got involved, there wasn’t any money connected to it” (Sean, Northlake Principal). Eventually the grant money that they did receive from other sources petered out and the staff in the academies were left to decide whether they were willing to continue doing the extra work, but without the extra time that came with it. In the end, their experience with the academies’ positive impact led them to stay the course:

It was tough making the adjustment from a collaboration period in addition to the prep to no collaboration period, but nobody could ever look back because nobody would ever want to go back to looking out in to their classroom in the ninth grade and saying “An ‘x’ percentage of these students aren’t going to make it and at some level it’s going to have to be okay.” (Gloria, Northlake Admin. Leader)

The main impetus for the continuation of the work after budget cuts “was people’s willingness to work in a collaborative model where we would expect to be working with our colleagues in our discipline in creating the same curriculum together” (Gloria, Northlake Admin. Leader).


An ameliorating factor that helped smooth the way was the mathematics teacher leader Derek and the other non-academy teachers at the school demonstrating a willingness to shoulder an extra load. This was born from a community attitude that Derek espoused when he said, “We try not to do the ‘we, they’ thing with other departments. It gets hard during budget time to do that. But it has been a happy coexistence. It hasn’t been territorial or tribal, none of those things for the most part.” Would the reform at Valley have been sustained if the house teachers had received similar levels of support from their colleagues?
In terms of resources, when money, materials, and people are in high demand, it can lead to highly political behavior (Bolman & Deal, 2003) on the part of the stakeholders in schools. The clearest example of this phenomenon was experienced at Westside, whose host school ended up being divided along lines of seniority and position. In this instance, the informal positions that the teacher leaders held worked against them. Carolyn, one such leader, said, “There’s one school that’s almost entirely department heads. They got every single piece of technical equipment that existed on the campus.” Larry, her colleague and a teacher leader as well, put it more bluntly: “Who calls dibs on the computers?” This inequity carried over to the assignment of buildings—Westside occupies the most “run down” building of the three small schools—and this problem was tacked on to one the host school had before the conversion: “We happen to be in the lower socio-economic level when you look across our entire district, so there's this real strong perception when I walk across this campus that [our host campus] got the shaft” (Jeff, Westside Teacher Leader).  

This jockeying for resources even included the recruitment of teachers. Jeff, the principal, described the thought processes thusly: “You've got a staff of 20 people. How many of those people are really smart and savvy about advocating for what students need and how many are smart and savvy and know how to get stuff?” The answer to these questions often influenced the teacher leaders who had responsibility for assembling the staffs of their schools.


Unfortunately, in Valley’s case, it was not the turbulence that was experienced in the first year, the tension from other staff members, or a lack of commitment on the part of the teachers and teacher leaders that led to the demise of the reform; when all was said and done, it was money, in this case its lack, that made the staff unwilling to continue the program. Ron, a teacher leader at the school, voiced his frustration and that of his colleagues that this was the case, a frustration made more keen in light of the work they had already put in:
We had spent this time doing this research on something that everyone was saying was the right thing to do, and we had evidence that it was the right thing to do because we’d spent the time doing it, and we had this one fix for it that would help make it continue to work and it wasn’t enough because of money.

Chapter 6: Discussion and Implications

Summary

This work began as a way to address the connection between teacher leadership practices and particular settings (Leithwood & Duke, 1999), specifically the settings of small schools and SLCs. Including the time spent on the pilot study, it has been a process of several years. Now, but for the exception of Valley, the schools in this work have, to paraphrase Pfeffer (1992), spent more time living the effects of their reform than it took to plan. In no way does this imply that the schools have stopped evolving; schools never stop changing. What this does mean for us as researchers and for educational leaders is that perhaps enough time has passed that some objective lessons can be culled from the stories I was fortunate enough to have shared with me.


Much as the themes in this work emerged organically, I found that the lessons that could be garnered from this work emerged from the analysis and my later reflection. Some of these lessons are easily tied to some of the themes, while others shared the complexities that made it difficult to discretely categorize the others. Another choice I made was to organize this discussion, particularly suggestions for drawing out and supporting teacher leaderships in these types of reforms, on both building and district contexts, since the experiences of the teacher leaders at the four schools suggest lessons for school and district administrators, particularly around the importance of buy-in and support (Katzenmeyer & Moller, 2007).

One of the first adjustments I had to make, if I was to be true to the intent of this study, was to alter my definitions of teacher leadership within small schools and SLCs. This was due to my experiences at Northlake, beginning with my interview of Sean, the principal. He had originally proffered Gloria, the administrative leader, as a potential candidate for an interview, noting that she had a great deal of systems-level knowledge that would be of use. He also noted that Derek would also be a good participant, as he demonstrated strong advocacy for the reform and for his students. I noted the names, planning on utilizing Gloria much as I did Sean, for valuable background information, and assuming that Derek was a member of one of Northlake’s academies.

In interviewing Gloria, I realized very quickly that she was a powerful leader in this work, yet held a position (and drew a salary) that could not be classified as a classical administrative leader nor a teacher. She was by title an administrative assistant, yet demonstrated a great deal of commitment and leadership to the reform, and from her position has continued to acquire skills and knowledge that are unique to her building (Donaldson, 2007). Without her, much of the important work would have gone undone. I decided that even though this work primarily focused on teacher leaders, I could not in good conscience ignore the work that Gloria, herself a former teacher, undertook both with Sean and with the teachers and teacher leaders.

In regards to Derek, his involvement obliged me to further broaden my view, this time outside of the actual academies. I found out through Gloria that he was a mathematics teacher, and was thus not a part of the reform. However, his advocacy for the model and the work he did to convince his colleagues in his department as well as his students could not be ignored. It made me realize that one did not have to be a member of a school or SLC in order to be a leader in helping it to achieve its goals. Both Gloria and Derek served as refreshing wake-up calls, supporting Barth’s (2007) argument that leadership can be located almost anywhere. This in turn made me a more careful researcher.     


Teacher leaders (and Gloria) at all four schools experienced a range of highs and lows during the first years of the conversions. In many cases, the positive results they achieved were able to compensate for the trials and challenges that they individually and collectively faced (Daniels, et al., 2001).  Also, because there were a number of positive results, they were more willing to put in the extra time needed to get these efforts up and running. When obstacles were confronted, teacher leaders experienced more success in surmounting them when they felt supported by both their peers and administrators within their schools or SLCs (Boles & Troen, 1996) and building administrators (Fennell, 1999; Moller & Katzenmeyer, 1996). 
Philosophies, Beliefs, and Characteristics


To begin, I noticed that most of the identified teacher leaders tended to be self-starters, motivated to do the work (Murphy, 2005). This gels with McLaughlin’s (1987) argument that teachers need take active roles in reform in order for it to succeed. Daniels, et al.’s (2001) narrative about a group of teachers who instituted an ambitious reform is one telling example of the successes that can be experienced by those who seize the initiative. The teacher leaders I interviewed did this, behaving proactively during pre-implementation by writing grants in order to secure funding for exploration and start-up expenses, making connections to the Coalition of Essential Schools, and conducting much of the research on small schools and SLCs and how they could improve the academic and personal successes of their students. In most cases, teacher leaders came to the idea of these structural changes naturally, although perceptions did differ depending on the time that they became involved. For example, Ron, at Valley, felt that the model had already been decided and that it was up to them to fine tune it. However, his counterpart Phyllis had spent a great deal of time beforehand doing much of the grounding research that led them to SLCs, and thus was more familiar with the process. 

During the first years of the reform, this teacher leader initiative was more expressed. Critical Friends Groups (Bambino, 2007) at Northlake and Southside were brought about by teachers going to the trainings on their own and spreading their learning with colleagues upon their return. These structures not only encouraged teacher participation but created more trusting conditions in which to work. All four schools had leaders, though, who at the least felt comfortable enough to push for certain ideas, one example being the creation of collaborative and interdisciplinary curriculum (Klonsky, 2000). These included teachers who were not part of the initial work, but who took advantage of the structure to try new ideas. Whatever their roles were, and whenever they became involved, all teacher leaders I interviewed had two things in common.

Teacher leaders shared a common philosophy of care: care towards their students and care for good pedagogy. These were holistic views that caused them to broaden their roles beyond the classroom (Joyce, et al., 1993). This grounding led them to take on more responsibility for the success of the reform than some of their peers. The belief that these restructuring efforts could help to better serve their struggling students was also a prime motivator for their participation, and was the main reason for their support of their schools’ specific efforts (Cotton, 1996). It also influenced the way that teachers chose to spend their time in leading, as much of their work moved beyond pedagogy, being targeted towards creating safe and secure places for their students to learn (Boyer, 1983), and in creating and implementing interventions for those students who were struggling.


This focus on the student meant that teacher leaders were more willing to accept the extra burdens (Coryelle, 2008; Sergiovanni, 1996), particularly the increased time, which had to be borne in order to assist their schools and SLCs to achieve the espoused goal, shared by all four schools, of increasing the success of traditionally marginalized populations: minorities, special education students, and English language learners. Because small schools and SLCs had been shown by the research to be effective in assisting these students—findings which were researched by the teachers and teacher leaders prior to implementing their own reforms—the sacrifices that these men and women were willing to make were beyond the ordinary stretches that teachers routinely make as a function of their jobs. Partially because of this extra work, each of the four schools experienced some level of success in increasing the achievement of these students. 


What also made these sacrifices easier, at least philosophically, was an atmosphere of shared commitment (Scribner, et al., 2002). But what did “shared commitment” actually mean, and what did it look like from teacher to teacher? The answer, as often seems to be the case, varies. For some, this was made manifest in the many hours of committee work, particularly around pre-implementation (Huber, 1991), in which so many of these men and women took part. For others, the collaboration in creating interdisciplinary curricula was a way in which they worked towards the goals of rigor and relevance. For some exemplary teacher leaders, such as Phyllis from Valley and Carolyn from Westside (and, in a way, Derek at Northlake) this was demonstrated by a willingness, despite a disliking for the need, to stand up for their vision and that of their peers against the resistance and attacks of colleagues from outside their school or SLC. Whatever form this took, though, the thread that ran through all my discussions with teachers and teacher leaders was that this commitment was explicitly recognized by the teacher leaders’ peers (Starratt, 2003).


Unfortunately, this shared commitment and willingness to sacrifice were not enough to entirely overcome the difficulties that arose during the first years. Some of these, such as the enrollment of students in certain schools, were outside of the teacher leaders’ hands; they could only present their model and their rationale, and the parents would make up their own minds about whether or not to send their child to these new schools. This did end up slightly impacting the efforts to create fully inclusive heterogeneous student bodies, and also affected how district funds would be distributed, itself a tricky issue because of the need to strike a balance between smallness and having the funding to pay for positions such as the principal, to cover the needs of the physical plant, and to meet other costs which would not change regardless of the number of students at each site. Other issues, such as the inclusion of special education students into the school, took more time to address than was originally thought.


In terms of their personal relationships with students, the teacher leaders in this study went further than most in cultivating more meaningful connections. The small schools and SLCs were designed with this in mind (Cotton, 2001; Lezotte, et al., 2002; Wasley & Lear, 2001), and this attitude permeated all of the schools to some degree. To carry this point further, the espoused belief of many of these leaders was that all teachers had to work together to connect to their students, and to take mutual responsibility for their success (Furman, 1998). One of the main reasons for this was the increase in rigor that was being implemented at all four schools; students were going to be challenged to a greater degree than many of them were used to, and the need for trusting and supportive teacher-student relationships was more pressing than before. 
Teacher Leadership in Operation

1. Steps to Implementation

One of the clearest indicators of leadership was the increased time commitment on the part of teachers. Putting in the time matters (Boles & Troen, 1996), and the leaders at all four schools worked far beyond their contract, for little to no compensation, in order to implement these reforms. This work included not only informal mentoring of fellow teachers and designing new curriculum, but also attending conferences, visiting similar schools, applying for grants and memberships into outside organizations, and leading professional development.

Teachers first began demonstrating their leadership and leadership potential during the pre-implementation phases, as much of the work necessary for the successful conversion of their schools needed to take place before the actual change. This included determining the specific form that these schools would take, itself a task that would involve a great deal of exploration in terms of research and visits to schools which had made their own conversions. Once it was determined that these reforms were desirable, teachers not only took part in searching for the outside funding that is usually necessary for these types of redesigns, but were some of the primary writers of the grants, as well as the main motivators (in the cases of Southside, Westside, and Northlake) for establishing connections with the Coalition of Essential Schools. As I had mentioned in the previous chapter, this latter move may have been instrumental in the enduring nature of the three schools who chose to make this connection, possibly leading to more powerful acts of teacher leadership (Moller & Katzenmeyer, 1996). To sum up, what was interesting in these cases is that these initial efforts were not only conducted by these teachers, but in many cases were prompted by them, and that it was the teacher leaders’ belief in the student as paramount, rather than a district mandate, that resulted in their advocacy.

2. The First Years


In regards to how this change would affect classroom practice (Copland & Boatright, 2006), teacher leaders were adamant across the board that if the only thing that changed was the structure of the school, then the efforts would be for naught; it would be a classic case of form without function. Therefore, much of the teacher leadership was operationalized within the various contexts by which these practices would be positively altered (Lezotte, 2002).      

One of the clearest signs of the teacher leaders’ work in this area occurred in the form of integrated units, daily expectations, and the purposeful efforts to highlight student work (itself a reality completely foreign to some students, especially those at Southside and Westside). Without the important mentoring and collaboration (Leithwood, et al., 1998) that often occurs at small schools and SLCs that often went hand in hand with these changes, though, it was unlikely that their fellow teachers would have been able to fully integrate these new materials and approaches into their quotidian habits. Some of the strongest teacher leaders at these four schools provided this peer-to-peer mentoring, whether it was bringing teachers up to speed on the disciplines within integrated units with which they were unfamiliar, which was Ron’s (at Valley) strongest act; or being available on a nearly constant basis to help new teachers navigate the unfamiliar territory of small schools, which was a task often undertaken by Cathy at Southside. In both of these types of mentoring, the teacher leaders were assisted by the model itself (Klonsky, 2000). The smaller communities created more trusting conditions between colleagues (Wenger, et al., 2003), making it easier to push for one’s ideas in an open forum (Joyce, et al., 1993). These environments also made it more comfortable for newer teachers, such as Kerri at Southside, to approach Cathy with questions or concerns about their students.


One of the most important methods through which teacher leaders also helped bring about instructional change, this time via a school or SLC-wide approach, was through professional development (Murphy, 2005), which is often run by district personnel or outside consultants, both groups with little to no understanding of the unique contexts in which teachers move, both in their schools and in their rooms. When teachers designed and ran the workshops, they benefitted both from the legitimacy granted by their colleagues (Tierney, 1989; Wasley, 1991; Wenger, et al., 2002) due to their understanding of their peers’ situations, and their knowledge of their schools. Not only were the topics more relevant, but their ownership of the process meant that their leadership was spread beyond what may have originally been an informal circle of peers and affected and was recognized by the staff of the entire school.


Moving beyond the classroom, some of the more powerful indicators of teacher leadership were the interactions with either the staff of other schools within the original host building, which occurred at the small schools; or the teachers from outside of the academies and houses of the SLCs. Quite often, these teachers led through their advocacy. Because each of the schools had a number of teachers who never really bought into the reform, teacher leaders were more often than not outspoken about defending the restructuring. As I mentioned earlier, it was the reforms’ ability to help struggling students that was the driving force behind these arguments, but teacher leaders still found themselves often defending their actions, and those of their fellow teachers within the small schools and SLCs. This often placed them on shaky ground with their colleagues, forcing them to make choices between compromising their principles or risking the displeasure of the people with whom they work. That so many of them chose the latter route speaks to both their personal convictions and their belief in the work they were doing.

This advocacy for their reforms, especially in the year the schools made the actual change, is perhaps the most salient way in which teachers demonstrated leadership, precisely because of its visible nature (Coryelle, 2008). Phyllis, at Valley; Derek and LuAnn, at Northlake; Carolyn, at Westside; and Cathy, at Southside were the teacher leaders who demonstrated this to the greatest degree. These acts carried within them a great deal of risk, especially since each school or original host building contained detractors who made their displeasure known in both passive and active ways (Wasley, 1994). Those teachers who were clearly the most visible face of the reform were often the targets of these individuals, and their ability to bear these additional burdens speaks to the power of, again, their belief in what the new models could do.

The events that made these teacher leaders the clear advocates, though, are as much a function of chance as of their intentional approach. Phyllis ended up as the sole social studies teacher in her house because no one else wanted to, and she was the one who designed the master schedule because she happened to have the most knowledge of both the research and Valley’s explorations of possible models. This was because the administrative situation at Valley was fluid, a situation similar to that at Westside. At that school, Carolyn became the leader in actuality as well as spirit when the previous administrator, already less than involved, moved on to another position, to later be replaced by Jeff. 

In terms of running day-to-day school operations, teacher leaders were actually able to shoulder a great deal of the work. This included scheduling duties that traditionally fell to the counselors, handling discipline issues and interventions, and even determining the bell schedule. That these teachers were empowered to do these things speaks very much to the willingness of building administrators to trust them to take on the tasks that traditionally fall to principals and APs (Barth, 1990; Copland & Boatright, 2006; Handy, 1996). 

However, while this type of empowerment allowed the teachers to exhibit a great deal of ownership over their schools, they felt that there should be limits on what they should be asked to do. This was not so much due to the time-consuming nature of these additional administrative tasks, or the fact that they not a part of any teacher’s normal job description. It was more because there were personnel at the building level for whom this work was in the job description, and my participants felt that the presence of teacher leadership in certain aspects of the school did not mean that others should be relieved of their responsibilities. Instead, the consensus was that the administrators should support their work (Copland & Boatright, 2006), not add to it.


At Northlake, this was recognized, which led to the creation of Gloria’s position; in addition to her advocacy and design work on behalf the academies, she accomplished most of the tasks of scheduling and organization that somehow fell onto the shoulders of the classroom teachers at the other three schools. This had the positive effect of allowing the teacher leaders to more easily engage with the already formidable tasks of designing and integrating curriculum, in addition to creating the culture of respect and learning that they felt had been previously missing, and which they deemed crucial to their success (Cummins, 1996; Daniels, et al., 2001).


The situation was different at the other schools, most especially Westside and Valley. In both of these cases, the job of creating the master schedule of the school or SLC for at least one of the years (the only year for Valley) fell onto the shoulders of Carolyn and Phyllis respectively. At Westside, this was because before the arrival of Jeff, the school worked under the conditions of an uninvolved administrator and, for some amount of time, no administrator at all. At Valley, Phyllis was the most conversant by far with both the research and pre-implementation steps of the redesign, so the task of actually figuring out how the houses’ daily schedule seemed to be hers as a matter of course. Unfortunately, she received little support in this work from her peers in the social studies department, and little to no apparent input from the administrators of the building, all three of whose future plans in the district were still up in the air. 

The problem with the above scenarios is that teacher leaders, whatever informal

influence they may have, are not administrators. They lack not only the salaries of school administrators, but also the positional authority (Allison, 1971) that would give these additional tasks legitimacy in the eyes of the district, community members, and other teachers, this latter being a key sticking point when these teachers are in opposition to the reform and are not shy about making their feelings heard (Coryelle, 2008). 
Influencing Factors

While the process of discovering the various factors that helped and hindered teacher leadership was a fascinating one, the attempt to render these findings down into a central principle has been frustrating. I wanted to find a common thread that ran through each of these various influences, which affected and was affected by them. In the end, after reading and rereading my transcripts, I found one: motivation, itself a powerful factor (Ginsberg, 2004). 


In order to best understand how motivation is affected, it is necessary to first see this as an emotionally-driven process (Ginsberg & Wlodkowski, 2009). This is difficult to quantitatively influence, as it is based on desires for respect, connection, the creation of engaging environments, and learning with real-world value and relevance (p. 40); these needs, intrinsically-based, were expressed at one time or another by every one of my teacher leader participants. For another perspective, Ryan and Deci (2000) define this type of motivation as “the inherent tendency to seek out novelty and challenges, to extend and exercise one’s capacities, to explore, and to learn” p. 70), a definition that gains plausibility when compared with my findings on why my teacher leader participants chose to take on this work.

Second, there is a separation between extrinsic and intrinsic motivation, not only in the types of factors that affect the two, but also in the relative power they have in encouraging teachers and teacher leaders to work towards a school or district’s desired results. Basically, intrinsic influences on motivation nearly always lead to positive results, while extrinsic ones nearly always lead to negative results (Herzberg, 2003). Herzberg also points out that outcomes influenced by intrinsic factors are far more pronounced than those based on extrinsic ones. Not only does intrinsic motivation yield more positive results, but the results are significantly more powerful. 


Expanding on this issue, the advantages that intrinsic motivation has over extrinsic motivation are important considering that one of the purposes of this study was to discover the shared characteristics of teacher leaders in these schools, and that the findings indicated a shared commitment to student success, engagement, and relationships, which can best be classified as intrinsic factors, with the last of these possessing a strong emotional element. Basically, people—in this case teacher leaders—are willing to do this work because they care about what they do (Prendergast, 2008). Grant (2008) would classify these findings as having a prosocial—based on the desire to help others—thrust. When coupled with high levels of intrinsic motivation, he found that this prosocial desire actually increases over time, which can ameliorate the affects of the burnout I had noted in Chapter 5 as a negative influence on teacher leaders. This knowledge is beneficial not only for understanding why a school’s teacher leaders are willing to do more than what might be considered their fair share; principals and other administrators would be well-served to target future hires who express these same preferences (Prendergast, 2008), a strategy undertaken at both Southside and Valley. 

In terms of the third research question of this dissertation, Herzberg (2003) notes that responsibility and recognition, both socially-related factors, also yield very high results on positive motivation, which opens up possibilities for educational and administrative leaders who are seeking to create and sustain their teacher leaders’ drive to implement and continue the hard work of small school reform. As a note of warning, though, Ryan and Deci (2000) did point out that the use of controlling behavior (such as a restriction of autonomy) will have the effect of significantly reducing intrinsic motivation, and thus sap this drive.   

It seemed that if a teacher leader maintained enough desire to see the work through, then successfully sustaining the process was not only possible, but probable. There were a number of factors that positively influenced this. On the other hand, if enough negative influences were brought to bear, then the teacher leaders’ motivation level would drop to the point where they could not maintain the sustained efforts required. As my findings indicated, these influences rarely stood alone, being interwoven with other positive and negative factors. Again, the research and my findings demonstrate that intrinsic factors have more power than extrinsic ones in affecting this overall motivation level.


The following illustration diagrams the relationship between teacher leader motivation, which is what I believe to be the primary force behind the teacher leaders’ ability to work successfully in this type of reform, and the various factors that worked to raise or lower it. Because this study is one composed of remembrances and anecdotes, it is impossible to attach a quantitative value to the place at which teacher leader motivation drops below the point of successful continuation of the reform. While motivation in education has been well researched, more attention has been paid to student motivation; examinations of teacher motivation exclusively are rarer (Richardson & Watt, 2006). Adding to this difficulty is the subjective nature of motivation, as each of my participant teacher leaders had unique tolerance levels and reactions to obstacles and challenges, as well as to positive influences. Therefore, it should be understood that this “motivation” line in the diagram, dividing the place in which teacher leaders were willing to continue their efforts from that in which the burden of negative factors effectively “sinks” their motivation to the point where this is no longer possible, is representative only. To further clarify the power relationship of these influences on motivation, intrinsically-based factors are bolded. 





Willing to Continue

No Longer Willing to Continue

Figure 2

When positive factors came into play, the teacher leaders’ motivation level rose accordingly, making them more willing to do the extra work needed for successful implementation and continuation. This is where the teacher leaders’ focus on the student bore the greatest dividends, as their motivation levels were tied to successful student outcomes (Serow & Forrest, 1994). When these positives outweighed the negatives by larger and larger margins the percentage (for lack of a better term) of a teacher leader’s motivation that was “available” for this work also increased. On the contrary, when negative factors came into play, this created a drag on the motivation levels, leaving less and less of it available for use. 

One can visualize this relationship via the analogy of a person who is swimming, which some consider a glorified form of “not drowning”; considering some of the frustrations and stress expressed to me by a number of my participants, this is a not inappropriate example. As a person attempts to stay above water, this becomes proportionally more difficult in relation to the amount of mass that remains under the water line. Not only does this additional mass serve as a weight, but it means there is less of it available over the surface of the water with which to continue the struggle. However, if enough positive factors come into play, the motivation to keep afloat can make the work much more pleasurable, if not easier. The experiences during my participants’ early years served to illustrate how intricate this relationship can be.  
As teacher leaders engaged with the work of reimagining their schools they also underwent a process of reimagining their roles within these schools (Lovitt, 2007). This was necessary work, as the new models asked not only for more work from their staffs, but also a type of work that had been heretofore unfamiliar. Even for teachers with a history of leadership in the building, such as Phyllis from Valley and Cathy from Southside, the small schools and SLCs changed how they would continue to lead. In addition, because they were learning these new roles at the same time they were implementing the reforms, complete with students and other stakeholders, the real world results meant that this learning curve was both steep and unforgiving. 


First, it became apparent rather quickly during my interviews that the differences between small schools and SLCs ended up trickling down to how teacher leadership was enacted within them. This was primarily a function of each school’s unique structure, as the more complete autonomy enjoyed by the small schools, and the fact that their students were only their students, rather than being shared with classes from a host school, meant that many of the administrative duties that would normally be handled by a larger office workforce ended up devolving to the teacher leaders. However, even the small schools differed in their approaches; Southside did a complete shift in one year, leading to a more jarring but shorter-lived confusion, while Westside’s conversion was iterative, meaning that teacher leaders such as Carolyn spent three years learning both the new structure and dealing with an increasingly smaller comprehensive school. 

On the other hand, the nature of the SLCs obliged teacher leaders to not only work within their own houses or academies, but also coordinate with colleagues in the comprehensive school. At times, this also meant that they would need to address the tensions that occasionally arose as the faculty worked on blending the needs of the SLCs and the host schools (Powell, 1985; Wasley, 1994). The greatest resistance came from teachers who felt the SLCs took resources away from the general population, thus requiring the “regular” teachers to carry additional burdens, such as increased student loads. These arguments, legitimately based though they may have been, were a source of frustration for teacher leaders throughout the first year, unavoidable because the SLC and outside teachers shared the same students, and continued to consume time that could have been used for student interventions and curriculum development.

Teacher leaders struggled with what it meant to be autonomous (Ryan & Deci, 2000). In the small schools, this theoretically meant that each school would be in charge of its own destiny. Having their own dedicated administrators helped solidify these boundaries. In practice, though, not only did these schools have to operate under the conditions set by the district, but they also had the added complication of having to work (and compete) with the other two schools from their host building. The increased stress due to the political nature surrounding the distribution of resources (Bolman & Deal, 2003), especially at Westside, and the mandate that the schools had aligned schedules impacted the teacher leaders’ sense of true autonomy. At Westside, Carolyn bore the brunt of much of this pressure, leading her into confrontations that were both uncomfortable and unfair considering her lack of seniority when compared to the teachers in the other two schools.

On a more positive note, the independence that was enjoyed allowed teacher leaders to take ownership of their schools’ curriculum in ways that would have been unachievable in their comprehensive school. The thematic approach used by all six schools gave them the ability to design certain classes around a certain focus. Also, because the students self-selected schools after being introduced to the approaches of each, there was a greater percentage of kids who bought into their specific curriculum.


The SLCs were never completely separated from their host schools, sharing their students with other teachers. They were, though, able to block their students in groups, allowing for separate bell schedules from the large school. However, this led to increased tension between SLC teachers and their outside colleagues; the freshmen made noise in the halls during passing (as freshmen do), causing other teachers to complain. More often than not, it was the teacher leaders who were the targets of these complaints, and they reacted in different ways. Perhaps the most effective tactic in these instances was that of Ron, in Valley, who pushed back against what he felt were unreasonable attacks. Despite the positive results he achieved, he would have preferred if he had never had to take the time to speak up in the first place.


In both the small schools and SLCs one of the main factors that both facilitated and inhibited effective teacher leadership was the titular leader of the school: the principal (Kahrs, 1996; Moller & Katzenmeyer, 1996). No matter how leadership ends up being distributed, building leaders continue to hold actual power over their schools, an authority granted by the district, and recognized by other teachers and community members (Allison, 1971). Thus in cases where administrator support for their efforts was both visible and measurable, such as with Southside and Northlake, teacher leaders felt empowered to make change, knowing that the head of the school was willing to not only back them up (Copland & Boatright, 2004;Fennell, 1999; Watkins, 1989), but also insulate them somewhat from both their resistant colleagues or, in the case of Northlake, district personnel who never really bought into their work (Barth, 1990).

Southside’s principal, Rob, engaged in a number of acts demonstrating that his belief in distributed decision making went beyond mere lip service. Even though he was the head of the school, he purposefully involved his faculty and students in the process, even making sure that as many of these people as possible went to conferences or to visit mentor schools. This resulted in a large number of information holders at his school, which meant that he would not need to take as much time disseminating this to the general staff; nor would the knowledge be lost with the departure of one or two key personnel (Huber, 1991). This had the additional benefit of granting more ownership to the teacher leaders, increasing their motivation for continuing the work.

At Northlake, Sean’s efforts were both more and less visible. For one, he stayed out of the spotlight as much as possible, making his support known in informal ways and existing largely in the background (Murphy, 2005; Sergiovanni, 2000). The teacher leaders to a one, though, indicated that this was completely in the mode of empowerment rather than abandonment. Any doubts as to this on my part were put to rest when I learned the ways in which Sean was visible and active, perhaps more so than some other stakeholders in the district might have wished. I speak of his work with the district office.

Whether it was a result of his seniority in the district, or just his personality, Sean had little trouble stepping on toes in order to get what he felt his teachers and students needed. Because he told the teacher leaders at the outset to not limit their thinking in creating the academies, he placed a great burden on himself to deliver the support they would need, even if their visions were ambitious. In an era of scarce resources that has continued to this day, this led to conflict with the district, specifically around Sean’s willingness to move around (or through, or under) normal channels in the pursuit of his vision. This freed up to the teachers to focus on their school with less worry about resistance from the staff at the district office; basically, Sean took the heat (Barth, 1990).


On the other hand, when the principal lacked the resident expertise of teacher leaders, such as was the case at Valley, and deferred to them (thus exposing them needlessly to the slings and arrows of their peers), or were for all intents and purposes absent, as was the case with Jeff’s predecessor at Westside, the additional pressures placed on teacher leaders to fill these gaps negatively impacted both their ability to do the extra work required and the motivation to do so.

When asked about their interactions with peers that may not have been supportive of their work, several of my teacher leaders expressed frustration at their attempts to help their colleagues see things in a more positive light. What made the principals’ absences in these conversations and meetings the issue here was that while it was accepted that not everyone was going to be entirely happy with the ways things were working, the teacher leaders often felt unempowered to push against this resistance without the recognized authority figure in the building standing beside them. This was one difficulty with the informal nature of these leadership roles, especially since this leadership was primarily recognized and legitimized by staff within the small school or SLC, as opposed to outside faculty. Even at Westside, where teacher representatives spoke for their schools, Carolyn was at best only on a par with staff from the other two schools, and actually had far less actual power in terms of seniority and previous department position. If anyone needed an administrator to back them up, it was Carolyn.


In regards to district relations, I found that things did not change much for the teacher leaders; they were still largely isolated from the actual personnel in the central offices. However, the decisions made ended up affecting them a great deal, particularly about funding (Joyce, et al., 1993).  Southside and Westside teacher leaders were fortunate enough to belong to a district that agreed with their work, even to the point of creating a district coordinator position for the small school efforts. Therefore, even Westside, which lacked a strong (or present) building administrator, had a powerful advocate at that level. Northlake, as previously mentioned, had an active and involved principal in Sean, and his actions almost guaranteed that any ire from higher up in the district hierarchy would fall on his shoulders rather than those of the teachers.


The perception at Valley was that the SLC change was going to happen, and that the best the teacher leaders could do was help shape it. Beyond that, though, Chase needed to do very little in terms of shielding his teachers; the district offered what money it could and left the SLC alone, with the unspoken assumption, as perceived by the teachers and teacher leaders, that Valley would return the favor. At Westside, the apparent lack of participation (or interest) on the part of the former principal was somewhat ameliorated by the fact that the small schools coordinator, who was the principal at Southside’s formerly comprehensive school, was an ally to the reform, somewhat obviating the need for a building-level administrator to advocate on Westside’s behalf.

One of the clearest obstacles to teacher leadership (and one which I had guessed would be a factor before even beginning this research) was the extra time required to create these new structures in some sort of lasting form (Barth, 2007; Boles & Troen, 1996; Coryelle, 2008). What I did not expect was that this work would often come into conflict with the governing priority of the teacher leader, which was serving the students (Dowd, 2007). 

In both small schools and SLCs, these additional duties and/or unplanned work often detracted from the student-centered vision shared by all of the teacher leaders. It was made clear to me by a number of my participants that, given the choice, they would rather spend time building relationships with students and helping them achieve than work on the administrative minutia that seemed to occupy so much of their day. Nevertheless, this work needed to be done, and because quite often there was no one else willing or able to take it on, those teacher leaders who did so felt that their other work suffered. 

This difficulty with reconciling the needs of the small schools and SLCs with the needs of the students is troublesome to me, especially as the teacher leaders were primarily attracted to the reform because of their desire to help students succeed. I feel it is possible that the extra time required to work on a model designed to help students could take enough of the teachers’ time away from students that the positives and negatives do nothing more than balance each other out, resulting in a shell game in which little to no cumulative increase in student success is realized. And, to be honest, the only reason this did not seem to happen in most cases was because the teachers and teacher leaders just ended up working longer and harder, understanding (but not really being content with) the fact that little to nothing in terms of their other duties would be taken away in turn.
Implications


Although the interwoven nature of my findings tended to complicate my analysis, I do believe that a number of valuable lessons have been garnered from my exploration of these four schools and the remarkable men and women who worked to bring them about. Initially I struggled with the fact that it was an unworkable task to pull generalities from what is honestly a fairly limited exploration, but the teacher leaders’ common beliefs and experiences in these schools lead me to believe that some small contribution to our understanding of the interaction between these reforms and the people who shoulder the burden of enacting and maintaining them can be made. With all of these lessons, it must be noted that I can only offer them in the spirit of the subjunctive, the mood of possibility. That the willingness of the teacher leaders to even attempt this work was based on nothing more, this seems appropriate.  
1. Frame the Issue of Teacher Leadership Around Students

When I first began teaching in Washington, my principal at the time, the man who

hired me, gave his usual opening address to the staff to start the new school year. While this speech was a usual occurrence for him, it was new to me, and the gist of his message was simple yet memorable: People first, things second. When I consider that so many decisions around education are still centered around production functions and instrument rationality, an approach decried by Starratt (1993), this philosophy was a refreshing one, particularly when one considers means-ends relationships. The 18th century philosopher Immanuel Kant summarized this best when he argued that people must never be considered as means to an end, but as ends in themselves. There is no better outlook by which to view education, and the teacher leaders at my schools demonstrated this deontological understanding of the effects that they as educators have on their students’ lives and the tremendous ethical responsibility this placed upon them.

Joyce, et al. (1993) reported that successful schools were ones in which this focus on the student was paramount and constant in all phases of their work: planning, implementation, and assessment (p. 19).
If one is seeking to motivate teachers to take leadership in this type of model an effective approach would be to frame the work around its proven ability to help these students achieve at higher levels and with fewer negative outputs (Cotton, 1996; Darling-Hammond, et al., 2002; Eichenstein, 1994; Fouts, 1994; Gordon, 1993; Robinson-Lewis, 1991; Smith & Gregory, 1987). Because education is a profession in which compensation does not entirely match the education level or efforts of many educators, it is reasonable to assume that, to paraphrase Northlake’s Laura, no teacher is really in it for the profit, and that it is the intrinsic rewards that come from helping student succeed that partly drives teachers to do what they do. This assumption is supported by my findings and the literature around intrinsic motivation previously cited.

This is important because, in the prevailing economic environment, it is unlikely that the standard methods by which one normally expects extra work required for successful implementation of small schools and SLCs to be remunerated will be available to schools and districts. Of the extra money that may be available for these conversions, much of it will be spent during the early stages of the reform—exploration and other research gathering—perhaps even before the change actually occurs. Therefore, it is necessary for other intrinsic forms of motivation (Harrison & Lembeck, 1996; Hart & Baptist, 1996) to be brought to bear.


The most effective tool that a school leader has in this case is the student. Every participant I interviewed, when explaining what interested them about the reform, either directly referenced the extant research on the benefits for students, their own experiences visiting schools with similar demographics that had restructured themselves into small schools or SLCs, or had heard enough from colleagues to be intrigued by its possibilities in this area. Everything else—the building of professional and personal relationships, the smaller and less convoluted atmosphere, the increase in ownership and autonomy—all filtered down to student success and engagement. By framing this work around these student outcomes, one may greatly increase the likelihood that teachers who have leadership potential will be willing to do this extra work. In the most successful cases I studied, the schools began with the issue of student success (Joyce, et al., 1993), leaving the teachers who chose to investigate how to improve this to come naturally to the possibility of restructuring their comprehensive school into smaller units. This does not mean, though, that this will always have to be the case; a building or district leader can just as easily propose these models and ask the teachers to investigate them specifically. This latter situation was the case at Valley, but it did originate from the work of faculty at another school in Valley’s district.


As for what student success means, more often than not the most powerful examples offered by the teachers were anecdotal and unquantifiable, such as their perceptions—specific and general—about increased community and better collegial relationships (Cummins, 1986; Lee, et al., 2000; Nieto, 2005; Newmann, 1996; Sergiovanni, 1996; Steele, 1997; Wenger, 2003; Xu, 2006). When asked about the positive results of this work, nearly all of my participants discussed these types of outcomes first, many noting that other measures are difficult to analyze because of the constantly changing student populations. What I found more interesting was not just the teacher leaders’ specific recollections of these moments, but how powerful these merely occasional instances were in maintaining their motivation to work through the challenges of this work.


Two lessons can be extracted from this. The first is that educational leaders do not have to depend on measurable statistics such as test scores and graduation rates to prove to teacher leaders that their efforts are bearing fruit. Considering the delayed nature of these measurable outcomes, with changes often becoming apparent well after the first year, it is conceivable that teachers and teacher leaders will have difficulty maintaining the same level of energy and purpose while awaiting these results. That the most powerful indicators for teacher leaders of successful student change were those that manifested, even if only anecdotally, in the first year is also a good sign that their motivation levels can remain relatively high for the time it takes for more quantifiable results to be known.


The second positive implication that can be garnered from this seems to be that relatively rare incidents, such as those mentioned by my teacher leaders, tend to linger long in the memory, and that the recollection of these occurrences, even years after the actual occurrence, can often provide the lift that is needed to get through particularly difficult times. For example, one can certainly contrast the better student relationships with the hassle of dealing with resistant colleagues in the school. Considering the teacher leaders’ noted focus on the student, the benefits of the former may outweigh the negatives associated with the latter. This simplified formula could also be applied to justify the increased time and energy required to do all the different types of work needed, not just the headaches that arise when dealing with difficult peers.

2. Spread the Sacrifice

In a perfect world, the necessary funds for making these types of structural changes and for supporting the teacher leaders who choose to step forward and put in the actual work would be ever-present. Unfortunately, the educational world moves in cycles; when economic times are good, tax revenues are capable of providing the extra funding for a number of these efforts, but these extra funds disappear in times of difficulty. In other words, despite the wishes of the public—“What do Americans want high schools to accomplish? Quite simply, we want it all” (Boyer, 1983, p. 57)—schools and districts have to pick and choose.

 The money that was available to each of the four schools is best described as “soft”; it came from grants from both outside organizations and government sources, it had a finite lifespan, and it eventually disappeared. With it went many of the perks—none of them an increase in salary—that may have attracted teacher leaders to the reform: smaller class sizes, at Northlake only; additional preparation time, at Northlake and Valley; and hourly pay for extra committee and exploration work; the lion’s share of which took place before the implementations, but which continue to take place, and, as the teachers and teacher leaders were quick to point out, never came close to what their hourly compensation would be, even at the reduced rate teachers receive for curriculum work.


Knowing of the transitory nature of these funds, it is important that schools and districts spend it earlier rather than later, with most of the energy directed towards formalizing the structures of the schools or SLCs, creating the model to be maintained through later years; I noted quite early in this work that the specific forms these schools take can vary a great deal, and so a lot of time was spent in the teacher leaders deciding what would work for their specific student populations. Once these structures are in place, though, the loss of funding has a less negative effect than otherwise; it becomes a matter of maintenance rather than creation. 


Even so, once this extra money disappears, things will have to change. The questions then become who will bear this change and what form will it take. I offer two approaches on how to lessen these eventual blows, each one dependent on the type of reform that a district or school has chosen to enact.


In comprehensive schools that host SLCs, the willingness of teachers from outside of the reform to shoulder some of the additional burdens can help. In some cases, such as at Northlake, many of these teachers may have already done so prior to the extra money going away. What will help encourage these teachers to continue to bear this cost, as well as the additional costs that incur as funding disappears, is a sense that the reform is actually accomplishing what it set out to do, especially in terms of historically underperforming populations (Raywid, 1997-1998). In this, the SLC has an advantage over the small school because teachers throughout the comprehensive school, both inside and outside of the SLC, share the same students. It is therefore possible that the positive effects, particularly those intrinsic benefits to community and culture, would be felt by all teachers, not merely the ones in the reform. The potential for this happening is what motivated Derek to advocate for the extra resources the academy teachers needed, even though it resulted in more work for him personally. The positively changed culture (Daniels, et al, 2001) is one key reason why he continues to support it to this day.


In small schools, the challenge is greater. This is due to the autonomy of the school itself, because in theory each class within the school strives for the same closely-knit environment as that shared by all the classes, and because there are no additional on-campus teachers to share the burden. If there is to be some sort of distribution in this way, it would probably occur in other schools within the district that have not undergone these conversions. In a way, this is what occurred at Westside and Southside’s district; the creation of a coordinator dedicated to the six small schools and the small student populations of each of these in comparison to the other two comprehensive schools in the district led to resources being unequally distributed. 


Maintaining this has been difficult as the economic situation in the state continues to worsen, and difficult choices have had to be made. Another wrinkle, one more difficult to witness in action, is that while teachers at a school which hosts an SLC can see the changes happening, this is not the case for those teachers at schools in which the district has created small schools at other locations. This has the potential to cause some bitterness among these outside faculty members, which could lead to issues in the future, particularly around resource distribution (Bolman & Deal, 2003). That the teachers at Southside and Westside did not seem to feel this pressure might be due to it being directed at the central office rather than at the individual schools. Regardless, district and school leaders should be aware of this possibility.              

3. The Power of the Principal

The experiences and example of Sean, the principal at Northlake, made it clear just how much power a building-level administrator has to make the work of teacher leadership easier and more desirable (Barth, 1990; Copland & Boatright, 2004; Fennell, 1999; Kahrs, 1996; Moller & Katzenmeyer, 1996; Watkins, 1989). In terms of district relations, they can serve as an effective buffer between the classroom and district mandates (Barth, 1990). Symbolically, they can engage in a number of actions that require very little in terms of actual resources but that have a positive impact. One such example is the recognition, such as at staff meetings, that can be given for this work, requiring nothing more than a few minutes of time, yet demonstrated (Herzberg, 2003) to have significant results.

On the other hand, a relatively uninvolved principal, or one who cedes too much responsibility to teacher leaders in the interest of distributing power, can effectively strand them in a place where they feel both unempowered to institute structural change and unsupported when the inevitable pushback from other parties occurs (Scribner, et al., 2002).

Sean seemed to find the best balance. He granted a great deal of agency to his teacher leaders, both in the exploration stages of the reform as well as during the implementation. He felt able to do so partly because the teacher leaders took so much of the initiative, from writing the initial grant to researching and creating Critical Friends Groups. Thus much of the responsibility fell to the teacher leaders (Crowther, et al., 2002; Foster, 1989; Marks & Lewis, 1999). 

Where Sean did make his presence felt was in two key areas. For one he took a number of actions to demonstrate his support for the reform. By coming to the classrooms as often as he could he lent the weight of his presence to the teacher leaders; by seeing that he was personally involved, students and teachers from outside of the academies understood that the effort had his backing. In addition, Sean did what he could on a personal level for the teachers, especially the ones who were putting in so much extra time. These little actions included finding gift cards and buying dinners, expenses he personally bore. 


The other role he played was that of the buffer between the district and his teachers (Barth, 1990). Because the school was operating on its own recognizance in terms of the reform, Northlake was sometimes looked at askance by some of the central office personnel. Despite this obstacle, Sean relentlessly campaigned for the interests of his teachers and the school, creating a bit of turbulence in the process, especially when the superintendent who had approved the effort left the district. To some degree, Sean’s bold and iconoclastic actions colored the district’s perception of Northlake and its faculty, a reputation that still somewhat exists today. 


If there is a caveat in this example, though, it is in the nature of Sean as a risk taker (Barth, 1990). As an experienced principal, with a long tenure in the district and nearing retirement, he perhaps felt more comfortable ruffling feathers in his advocacy for his students and the teachers who came forward to help lead his school’s transformation. As I said, there was indication that his efforts were not always appreciated by some of the central office personnel, and that he was accorded very little respect at the district office, a situation that worsened when the initial superintendent moved on and was replaced by one much more centrally-focused.


In sum, because the small school and SLC approach often assumes that a degree of autonomy will be present, the best principals for the teacher leaders are likely ones who are willing and able to grant them agency (Copland & Boatright, 2004; Kahrs, 1996; Fennell, 1999; Ryan & Deci, 2000) while supporting them in their efforts in front of their colleagues and interacting on their behalf with, and shielding them from (Barth, 1990), the higher-placed district personnel who may have dissenting opinions on the form or existence of the school or SLC. 


If there is one way that principals ended up hindering teacher leadership it was in the abdication of their authority to too large a degree. This was a difficulty not only at Westside, in which the principal at the time seemed to choose a school because she would not need to actively lead (or apparently do much else), but also at Valley, where the main source of frustration was not originating from the district or building administration, but from the teacher leaders’ fellow teachers (Wasley, 1994). In this latter instance, having the principal’s vocal backing would have gone a long ways towards reducing the feeling on the part of the teacher leaders that they were not being supported.

4. Solidify Uncertain Boundaries

Teacher leaders, particularly informal ones, in small schools and SLCs occupy nebulous spaces within their schools, and if teacher leadership in small schools and SLCs is to be encouraged, one of the major hurdles is this struggle with the fuzzy boundaries that form as teacher leaders attempt to create a sense of their own identity (Lovitt, 2007) within these reforms. Because the work itself is novel, there is little to no precedent on how to solidify these areas, thus different schools can have highly varying examples of how this plays out. 

Their authority is tenuous not so much with their peers, but rather because if one were to try to locate them on a district depth chart they would be identified as “only” teachers and nothing more. This may make it difficult for them to advocate successfully for their visions, colleagues, and students when they are competing with other personnel for the allocation of what resources the district has (Bolman & Deal, 2003).


In terms of their interactions with those colleagues who resisted these efforts, sometimes vociferously, this lack of positional authority made it difficult at times for teacher leaders to confront their detractors. The only leverage that teacher leaders had was informal; they did not participate in evaluations, nor were their opinions given any weight greater than that which their peers chose to assign. The only arguments the teacher leaders were capable of offering, then, were those based strictly on the merits of the reform in terms of student achievement, and when their peers were opposed to the work, either from a general resistance to change (Knapp, 2003), worry about its effect on other classes (Conant, 1967), or a belief that this model was not the best fit for their students (Wasley, 1994), this approach was sometimes futile.


This is not an argument for the formal empowering of teacher leaders in small schools and SLCs; I have already stated that the unofficial agency that comes to them as a result of the respect they earn from their peers is itself powerful (Tierney, 1989). In addition, because small schools and SLCs are community-based, the lack of a hierarchical leader helps create ownership for all, which is a desirable outcome in these cases (Barth, 1990; Foster, 1989; Hart & Baptist, 1996; Leithwood, et al., 1998). Even if this power were to be offered, it is likely that a number of teacher leaders would decline to accept or exercise it, thus it remains necessary to have some sort of formal administrative support. 

Basically, teacher leaders are not principals, and are often uncomfortable without the presence of a formal building leader. When they are obligated to assume roles or are placed in situations (such as the staff meetings at Valley) where they are expected to have all the answers (Coryelle, 2008), or to have access to the answers, this may undermine their willingness to take leaderships roles in the future, particularly since their salaries don’t approach those of the administrators who should be the ones standing beside them in the spotlight.

A principal should work with their teachers to establish exactly where the line is between teacher leadership and administrative authority (Barth, 1990). Once these roles and responsibilities are clearly defined, and both parties are in agreement as to how they will be operationalized, it becomes easier for teacher leaders to target their efforts appropriately, without worrying whether or not these efforts will be supported by their building leaders when other stakeholders—fellow teachers, parents, district personnel, etc.—question or offer direct and indirect resistance to their work. 

This is where the principals and other titled administrators can have a positive effect. Despite any efforts to fully distribute leadership, principals must accept the reality that as far as teachers, districts, and community members are concerned, the administrator is the leader of the school (Allison, 1971), and is therefore responsible for certain decisions and their results. This includes those made by teacher leaders with the principal’s consent and encouragement, and this is where the principal must choose how they will best serve as a both a buffer and a line of communication between teachers, the district, and the community (Barth, 1990).

Despite any efforts to solidify these boundaries, schools and districts should become more comfortable with the fact that in relation to leaders and followers that operate under distributive and transformative models of leadership, these boundaries will remain somewhat fuzzy. This is particularly challenging considering the physical and hierarchical structure of schools and school systems; long years of these practices in which there has existed a clear flow of power (Crowther, et al., 2002), and borders within which this power is utilized, have hardened resistance to this type of change. Yet I remain convinced that if teacher leadership is ever to be truly supported purposeful action to shift these rigid structures (Copland & Boatright, 2004, p. 766; Foster, 1989), with all of the messiness in terms of power flows that this entails, must happen.


On a final note about the boundaries of teacher leadership, it should also be recognized that because my participant teacher leaders tended to self-identify as teachers first, with their leadership following from their teaching work, most of their leadership work is directed towards classroom-level change (Copland & Boatright, 2006; Lezotte, 2002), and they had little to no interest in being the standard bearer for the reform in terms of their relationship with the rest of the school. Their mentorship, advocacy work, curriculum design, and professional development were aimed primarily at changing the practice of their fellow teachers, and by extension the school. Also, their attraction to their particular reforms was based on the potential of these structures to better facilitate these micro-level classroom changes (Wineburg & Grossman, 1998), not for the structure to dictate what they would look like or how they would be enacted. 

5. What Does the District Do?

The role of the district varied between Southside and Westside, whose district took some fairly proactive steps in creating the small schools, steps which enabled the administrators at these two schools, particularly Southside, to better manage the transition. In some ways this assistance had an ancillary benefit for the teacher leaders who were doing so much of the early pre-implementation work as well as managing the shift during the first years. 

As an added advantage, the district was reasonably willing and able to find ways for the teachers to increase their own learning for the betterment of their small schools. This often included finding ways for teachers, and even students, to attend conferences and make site visits to other schools. The district also cultivated an attitude that encouraged the distribution of leadership. The example that stands out the most is that of the previously mentioned teacher-led professional development. Considering that the recent trends in education appear to be moving back towards centralized decisionmaking, this act on the part of the district is all the more notable.

With this said, if teachers are unwilling to take charge of these reforms in the first place, there is little the district can do to enable them to lead. It is in supporting those teachers that do come forward that a district can have the greatest positive effect, even if it is primarily in the form of financial support. Essentially, once teacher leaders are identified, a district’s job is merely beginning, as the limits of their efficacy are often set by the limits of the support they receive in exercising this leadership (Copland & Boatright, 2006).
Of course, it is also in the financial arena that the district can do the most to impede not only teacher leadership, but the entire existence of the model, already vulnerable during its tentative first steps (Joyce, et al., 1993). Unfortunately, many of the economic choices that districts make arise from factors that are almost entirely out of their hands. Changing economic conditions affect the tax base on which districts depend for their support, often drastically. When this occurs, district leadership will need to decide if it wishes to intensify what is likely already an uneven distribution of resources, or ask the teachers and teacher leaders in these reforms to bear their share (some might argue their fair share) of the cuts. Neither approach is attractive, but if the latter choice is made, then it is possible that the teacher leaders’ motivation to continue the extra work will drop below the point where continuing the reform is even possible.   

Final Thoughts
While I was and am aware that there are inherent limits to the applicability of this type of study to all types of schools, the similar experiences of the teacher leaders in the four schools suggest that the lessons I learned from them can be applicable to other contexts, even as schools and districts begin to more sharply define the roles of teacher leaders versus those of school and district administrators, a phenomenon noted in Shah (2005). I even believe that this shift towards centralized decisionmaking, as opposed to site-based management, makes the identification and support of teacher leaders all the more necessary.


In closing, I find myself humbled by this experience, and by the stories of the teachers and teacher leaders. And when I consider the many tales that remain untold, of which these four schools are only the barest fraction, I am given cause to hope that despite the mounting challenges facing education, and despite the fact that the work I do is but one candle against the darkness, it is but one of many.
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Appendix A: Interview Protocols

External Support Agency Personnel: 30-45 minutes

1. How long have you served in your agency?

a. Prior to holding this position, what other positions have you filled within this organization and in the field of education as a whole?

i. How has this prior experience influenced your thought regarding the small school movement?

2. What, from your point of view, was the main impetus for instituting small schools or SLCs at the schools which your organization supported?

3. What is your conception of how teacher leadership would operate in these smaller organizations?

a. What support was your organization prepared to offer prior to implementation?

4. What were the initial steps in implementing this program?

a. What steps did you take to introduce the staff to the concept?

i. Examples: district to building, whole district workshops, etc. 

b. What did you see your role as in implementing this reform at the schools you supported?

i. How, if at all, did the reality differ from this initial view?

c. By what process were volunteers encouraged to take part?

i. What aspects of the exploration and implementation process were in their hands?

ii. What aspects were out of their hands? Why?

1. Probing for the levels of empowerment these teachers were endowed with. This might also lead to data regarding the outside influences that affected the teachers’ roles.

iii. What support services did you provide to these teachers in these initial stages?

d. How was this to be funded?

i. Probe for funding issues.

5.  During the first year of implementation, what challenges are often faced, from your point of view:

a. By the building?

b. By the small school?

c. By the teacher leaders?

d. Probe for specific examples.

e. How might these challenges be met by the teachers, from your view?

6. Now that the , what changes would you have made in terms of the implementation process, particularly around how teacher leaders would have been both brought into the process and assisted during the first year of the reform?

a. Probe for specifics.

District Personnel: 30-45 minutes

1. How long have you served in your current position?

a. Prior to holding this position, what other positions have you filled within the district and in the field of education as a whole?

i. How has this prior experience exposed you and/or influenced your thinking on the efficacy of small schools/SLCs?

ii. How has it influenced your idea of what teacher leadership looks like in practice?

1. Curriculum-building?

2. Creating community?

3. Influencing instructional practice?

2. What, from your point of view, was the main impetus for instituting this reform in your district?

3. What were the initial steps in implementing this program?

a. What steps did you take to introduce the district staff to the concept?

b. How was the local community kept apprised of the reform, and invited to participate and/or voice their opinions?

i. What was its initial reaction?

ii. What role did it play in the first year of implementation? 

c. What did you see your role as in implementing this reform?

i. How, if at all, did the reality differ from this initial view?

d. By what process were teachers encouraged to take leadership roles, and who took them?

i. What aspects of the exploration and implementation process were in their hands?

ii. What aspects were out of their hands? Why?

1. Probing for the levels of empowerment these teachers were endowed with. This might also lead to data regarding the outside influences that affected the teachers’ roles.

e. How was this to be funded?

i. Probe for funding issues.

4.  During the first year of implementation, what challenges were faced by the schools?

a. Probe for specific examples based on answers.

5. In what ways were the teacher leaders offered support, such as PD, in their work?

a. Probe for specifics.

6. Knowing what you know now, what changes would you have made in terms of the implementation process?
Principals: 30-45 minutes

1. How long have you served as your building’s principal?

a. Prior to holding this position, what other positions have you filled within the district and in the field of education as a whole?

i. How has this prior experience influenced your decision-making process in general?

ii. How has this prior experience exposed you and/or influenced your thinking on the efficacy of small schools/SLCs?

iii. How has it influenced your idea of what teacher leadership looks like in practice?

1. Curriculum-building?

2. Creating community?

3. Influencing instructional practice?

2. What, from your point of view, was the main impetus for instituting this reform at your school?

3. What were the initial steps in implementing this program?

a. What steps did you take to introduce the staff to the concept?

b. How was the local community kept apprised of the reform, and invited to participate and/or voice their opinions?

i. What was its initial reaction?

ii. What role did it play in the first year of implementation? 

c. What did you see your role as in implementing this reform?

i. How, if at all, did the reality differ from this initial view?

d. By what process were teachers encouraged to take leadership roles?

i. What aspects of the exploration and implementation process were in their hands?

ii. What aspects were out of their hands? Why?

1. Probing for the levels of empowerment these teachers were endowed with. This might also lead to data regarding the outside influences that affected the teachers’ roles.

e. How was this to be funded?

i. Probe for funding issues.

4.  During the first year of implementation, what challenges did you face?

a. Probe for specific examples based on answers.

b. How were these challenges met by the teachers leaders?

c. What effect did they have on the faculty as a whole?

5. In what ways were the teacher leaders offered support in their work?

a. Probe for specifics.

6. Knowing what you know now, what changes would you have made in terms of the implementation process?

7. During this process, from introduction to implementation to the effort to sustain the reform, which staff members stood out to you as being proactive in offering their assistance and taking a leadership role?

a. In what ways did they exercise this leadership?

i. Probe for specifics

Teachers: 45-60 minutes

1. What is (was) your teaching position in terms of your site’s small school or SLC?

a. What was the process by which you were chosen to be a member?

2. From your experience, how were faculty and staff encouraged to become a part of the implementation process?

3. In the first year how did teaching in an small school/SLC affect your practice in terms of:

a. Student interactions?

b. Collegial interactions?

c. Curriculum choices and freedom?

d. Administrative duties?

e. Probe for specific examples based on answers.

f. How were you compensated (financially or otherwise) for the changes you were obliged to make?

4. Who stood out to you, faculty-wise, as taking a strong leadership role in this reform?

a. In what ways did they step forward into a leadership role?

i. Any additional responsibilities?

ii. Curriculum building?

iii. Leadership by example?

iv. Building community?

v. Providing motivation?

b. How did your interactions with them during the first year reflect their informal role as teacher-leaders?

i. How did your collegial relationship change as a result of this?

c. In what ways, compared to the previous year, did your instructional practice alter as a result of your interactions with these teacher leaders?

i. Unit to unit, from one year to the next.

1. Probe for specifics based on answers.

ii. On a continuous basis (i.e: what has stuck in terms of the way you yourself teach?)

Teacher-Leaders: 80-90 minutes

1. What is (or was) your position in terms of your site’s small school or SLC?

a. How were you chosen to be a member?

2. Describe for me the first time the concept was raised. Who introduced the idea to the staff? What was the initial overall reaction?

a. Probe for specifics.

3. What was particularly attractive about the model that encouraged you to take an active role in its implementation?

a. In what ways did it gel with your personal philosophy of what education should be?

b. How teachers should teach?

c. How teachers and students build community?

4. What were the pre-implementation actions that you took responsibility for spearheading?

a. Probe for specific processes for each?

i. What did they require in terms of time commitment?

ii. How did you collaborate with your colleagues during this process?

b. This can include collaborative work undertaken with administrators as well.

5. How did teaching in this new reform during your first year affect your practice in terms of:

a. Student interactions?

b. Collegial interactions?

c. Curriculum choices and freedom?

d. Administrative duties?

e. Probe for specific examples based on answers.

f. How were you compensated (financially or otherwise) for the changes you were obliged to make?

6. In what ways did you work with your colleagues in the reform in aligning and integrating your practice?

a. Probe for specific answers: i.e. units, lessons, etc.

b. Motivational work?

7. As to your own responsibilities, what did the first year require of you in terms of time commitments and other work that does not normally fall under a teacher’s contracted work?

a. How were you compensated (financially or otherwise) for this work?

8. If you had problems or concerns regarding the implementation, and during the first year, by what process did you address them?

a. Probe for the specifics of what these problems or concerns were, the process by which they were address, and the timeliness of these occurrences.

9. In what ways did the district support your efforts in terms of:

a. funding?

b. collaborative time?

c. curricular freedom?

10. In what ways did the building leadership support your efforts in terms of:

a. staff meetings (agendas?)

b. scheduling?

c. student issues (discipline, academic concerns, etc.)

i. probe for differences from the way these issues were handled before (example: assistant principals dealing with SLC groups as a whole instead of being responsible for all discipline, all activities, etc.)

11. In terms of the faculty (building and small school/SLC), how did you address concerns and challenges with them?

a. Probe for possible resistance, acquiescence, assistance, and other teacher-leader to teacher, episodes.

12. Upon reflection, in what ways did you see the reform improve instructional practice, and serve kids better?

a. Probe for specifics

b. Leaving open the possibility that, after reflecting, they can’t honestly say that it did. 
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How It Operates





-Positions?





-Classroom Practices?





-Social Relations?





-Professional Development?





-Advocacy?














Teacher Leader Philosophies, Characteristics, & Motivations
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Small School/SLC Theory of Action: Rigor, Relevance, Relationships





Teacher Leader Motivation





This term, rather than being a catch-all, can be the crux of a teacher leader’s ability to continue the work of leading in small schools. By extension, the continuance of a small school reform may be dependent upon this remaining at a high level.   
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Figure 1





Building-based (in-school) and External Influences (District Office, Community, Funding, etc.) Sources of Encouragement / Discouragement Contributing to a Teacher Leader’s Efficacy, Motivation, and Ways in Which They Exercise Leadership























Research Question 3








-Unclear Autonomy (Ryan & Deci, 2000)


-Collegial Resistance (Powell, 1985; Wasley, 1994; Wilson, 1993)


-Lack of Administrator Support (Scriber, et al., 2002)


-Scarce Resources Leading to: 


*Lack of time (Barth, 2007; LeBlanc & Shelton, 1997)


*Lack of Funding (Lee, et al., 2000) 


*Competition Between or Within Schools (Bolman & Deal, 2003)


-Exhaustion and Burnout (Grant, 2008)











Motivation Level





-Administrator Support (Kahrs, 1996, Leithwood, et al, 1996)


-Autonomy (Fennel, 1995; Hart & Baptist, 1996)


-Student Success:


*Relationships with Peers (Cotton, 1996; 2001)


            	*Relationships with Staff (Newmann, 1996)


              	*Academic Achievement (Cotton, 1996)


-Increased Community (Daniels, et al., 2001, Sergiovanni, 1996)


             	*Interdisciplinary Work (Coryelle, 2008)


-Funding, Particularly for Pre-implementation (Joyce, et al., 1993)


-Time (Boles & Troen, 1996; LeBlanc & Shelton, 1997)
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� All demographic information was retrieved from Washington State’s OSPI website. Specific numbers are rounded up or down to better preserve confidentiality.
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