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Expanded Opportunities 
For Teacher Leadership and Teacher Voice 

 
August 28, 2019 

 
In seven of the nine districts that had School District Collaboration Fund grants in 2018/2019, 
educators reported in interviews that the grant had increased the value of teacher voice and 
teacher leadership in their district.  
 
By far the most common form of teacher leadership under the Collaboration grant was teachers 
stepping up to provide professional learning (PL) to their colleagues. Grant managers and 
administrators from six districts focused heavily on this role when asked about teacher 
leadership in their districts. In some cases, they reported that dozens of teachers had led 
professional learning over the course of the school year. 
 
Since much of this has been detailed in a separate evaluation white paper on PL, here it is 
sufficient to note that teachers 
 

x Led other teachers in learning walks, observing instruction in the classroom and 
connecting what they saw both to teaching standards and to their own instruction; 

x Facilitated high-quality professional learning communities (PLCs) 
x Taught courses or workshops to their colleagues that addressed meaningful problems of 

practice 
x Led and supported their colleagues in the districtwide implementation of a new reading 

curriculum 
 
Teacher leaders noted that when PL was led by teachers, it was more likely to meet the needs 
of teachers or to align to building-level initiatives. 
 

[The PL] is not just what principals want, because the teachers are facilitating, it is on 
topics that teachers want. So take just one middle school’s recent PL schedule for 
example. They have six different presenters, and there are four sessions. And then we 
have topics like Classcraft,1 discussion structures, poverty in the classroom… those are 
things specific to what that building is doing about curriculum, and their work on culture.  
 

Administrators, too, felt that increasing teachers’ role in choosing, shaping, creating and 
delivering PL increased its utility: 
  

Also we have got a lot of teacher voice and buy-in with the professional learning, increasing 
the feeling of value in our professional learning process.  

 
Another way that teachers took on leadership roles was through their work on the Collaboration 
Grant itself. The grant manager position was filled by one (or more) teachers in all nine districts 
this year, unlike previous years in which that position was held by an administrator in some 
districts. In addition, other teachers led committee or subcommittee work or agree to lead the 
testing or roll-out of specific new initiatives.  

                                                           
1 Classcraft is a free e-learning system that uses the gamification of learning to enhance student 
engagement.  
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Even in a district that was only a year into its grant, the grant manager felt that the grant work 
had prompted important changes in the view of teachers as leaders. 

 
One [of the biggest changes from the grant], teacher voice significantly increased, not 
that there wasn’t any before, but it increased through the design and implementation 
work…  And then having teacher leadership opportunities, where teachers can serve on 
the grant committees and in the implementation of our professional learning 
communities, having key teacher leaders in the buildings, and school learning 
coordinators that meet regularly with a team of administrators and teacher leaders to 
improve instruction...   

 
The opportunities and successes of teacher leaders in the grant work often lead to an increase 
in opportunities for teachers to lead in other areas of district work as well. For example, in one 
district, the teacher leadership design team formally created a process for teachers to propose 
ideas or programs they felt were important for the district and to nominate themselves to lead 
them. The process required support from other teachers, from the principal, and eventually the 
superintendent. In this district, it resulted in the creation of an after-school reading program as 
well as a resurrection of a previously defunct program for talented and gifted students.  
 
One of the larger grantee districts placed considerable emphasis on teacher leadership more 
generally—in part connected to the delivery of PL, but also on district committees or in advisory 
roles. In this district, as part of the grant work, teachers helped create and teach credit-bearing 
courses that oriented teachers to systems in the district and helped to build specific leadership 
skills. 
 

There has been a big change in the value of teacher leadership. There is training within 
[our district’s internal professional learning system], our principals value it more, and also 
we train teachers how to carry out challenging conversations. We help teacher 
leadership be successful. People feel like there is a path while still staying in the 
classroom… I feel that in our district, teacher leadership has been empowered, and we 
have been able to pass that to other teachers.  

 
Administrators, too, reported that the grant had increased the number of issues that teacher 
voice was included in, as in this small district: 
 

[Inclusion of teacher voice] is another change that is starting to happen, and it’s really 
highlighting the importance of it… It has not necessarily been a high priority in the past 
but starting to shift. Like just today in our professional learning, we did a jigsaw around 
our new student handbook, and everyone was involved in that. (Jewell Admin) 

 
In a large districts, an administrator said that better understanding how adults learn and how 
user involvement in change creates buy-in had been helpful and was spreading to other parts of 
the district: 
 

[Understanding how adults learn] is a system shift. We are also starting to see other 
people in other departments using the strategies we are using in adult learning. For 
example, putting people in a big room and giving them information and expecting 
change isn’t going to work. We know and are starting to act on elevating learner voice in 
what they need to learn. I see that happening for sure in this department, in other 
departments, and in the schools some principals are doing that with their staff as well. (N 
Clack Admin) 
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And in another district, a senior administrator also said teacher leaders were starting to show up 
in places they had not been in the past: 
 

You see them definitely in the grant work groups and the two other groups I mentioned 
to you [RTI system development and behavior tracking at the elementary level]. In the 
past, that would have been decided by the principals and the district administrators, not 
the teachers and specialists. And I think with the success of the grant, we have had 
other examples. Like a redistricting process last year, we had teachers and parents and 
transportation partners, anyone with a stake. Let them be in the decision making. Our 
budget process this year didn’t go as far, but was more collaborative, and we brought in 
more administrators to talk about priorities, and the expectation was that principals were 
talking with the teachers to get input.  

 
Of course, even in districts where administrators supported teacher leadership, not all teachers 
felt their voices were heard. 
 

A lot of what I see depends on who the teacher is. Some teachers have a larger voice 
than others. I know that makes teachers feel that is not equitable. They say “he’s your 
favorite.” It is hard to know if that is real or perception, and I know it’s hard to change 
perception. I am very pragmatic and don’t know if it’s real, but others feel it is the case… 
I think my voice is heard, even if they don’t always do what I suggest. But others think, 
you ignored my suggestion, you don’t like me.  

 
As school and district administrators came to see the value of including teacher voice in district 
decisions, some districts began formalizing teacher leadership roles. While several districts did 
at least some work to formalize teacher leadership roles (for example, create job descriptions or 
add teacher leader roles to the teacher contract), two districts in particular put substantial effort 
into this.  
 
In one case, the district had created teacher leader roles in the past and even assigned stipends 
to them. However, this seemed to be a ghost system; there were no job descriptions, and often 
no one knew who held the position and whether any stipend was being paid. A subcommittee of 
those working on the grant got together to gather information about current and historical roles 
and stipends and planned to establish a system that matched work to payment and opened up 
the roles to more teachers.  
 
In another district, working on the grant created new roles, teacher leader and PLC leader, each 
with its own responsibility. The grant team gathered information about the amount of effort 
teachers put into those roles and used that to create job descriptions complete with plans for 
oversight and compensation. With the full support of the district superintendent, the team was 
working to add these specific roles and their compensation to the teacher contract in order to 
systematize a shared leadership model. 
 

Obviously, as I said the leadership team is becoming fully systematized. You should see 
shared decision-making in the leadership team that operates with IS in its work. I drew 
from the Oregon administrative rule on site councils about what the role is: school 
improvement, professional learning, overseeing grants, and then the fourth part… [is] the  
Integrated System of Supports, where our continuous improvement plan comes from. So 
you should see a clear focus on school improvement and learning. There are no blurred 
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lines between the role of the Board, administrators and teachers, except in those areas 
where we are in it all together.  

 
To facilitate the effectiveness and success of teacher leaders, grant committees in three districts 
created support and training for teacher leaders. One district provided intensive training to two 
teacher leaders for each building. Another created an evening class on PLC facilitation, on 
leading learning walks, and (separately) on leadership skills such as the characteristics of 
effective leaders, communication skills, and facilitating groups of adults. The third had a coach 
work with all the building-level teacher leaders to help them organize and facilitate building-level 
professional development and work effectively as a liaison between administrators and 
teachers. 
 
Teachers who took part in these experiences found them to be exciting growth opportunities, 
and for the most part, building administrators appreciated having others share the leadership 
work (though this was not universally true). Most district-level administrators spoke very 
positively about the contributions of teacher leaders. 
 
Is the increase in teacher leadership sustainable? Naturally, the educators interviewed could not 
be sure, but many felt that increasingly including teacher voice in district decisions that affected 
teachers had become part of the culture of their district. An administrator in one district 
explained it this way, connecting their success with improvement science, a user-focus, and 
teacher voice: 

 
I think [if you were to come back in three years to see what traces of the grant you would 
find], you would… see a workforce of teachers who are respected partners in what we 
do. I would hope that as a district, we would use the improvement science model as a 
way to work, not a top-down decision-making structure, but one with more of a teacher 
voice [that] would inform decision-making in our district.  

 
Still, there was considerable uncertainty about long-term sustainability. An administrator in a 
very small district said she expected teacher leadership would endure and would even be 
rewarded financially, but she acknowledged that it had not been embedded into the teacher 
contract, so she couldn’t be sure. The grant manager in another district noted similarly:  
 

We need to keep a teacher voice, keep people involved in the loop. So maybe there will 
be part-time positions at the schools, with some stipends. We would really like to keep 
what makes sense in the buildings. But as far as formal official agreement, by contract, 
then there is no plan. But I know there is a desire to keep it going.  

 
A grant manager from another district characterized the changes in teacher leadership as 
“fantastic… but also very fragile.” She and several of her colleagues questioned the 
commitment of new district administrators to the changes that had been made under the grant—
evidence again of the challenge that administrative turnover poses to the work of shifting the 
culture and process of district decision-making. 
 
Despite the concerns, the hope and enthusiasm surrounding teacher leadership were powerful. 
Words such as “inspiring,” “re-invigorating” and “career-changing” showed up when teacher 
leaders spoke of what the opportunities meant to them. That positive energy has tremendous 
potential to contribute to the on-going and difficult work of school improvement. 
 


