
Indirect Success 
1 

 
 
 
Running Head: Indirect Success 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Indirect Success:  
How an Unsuccessful Distributed Leadership Program Did Foster Teacher Leadership 

 
 
 
 
 

Alexander M. Hoffman 
Teachers College, Columbia University 

 
478 Third Street 

Brooklyn, NY 11215 
Phone: (646) 228 - 8104 

Email: ahoffman@AleDev.com 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Paper presented at the American Educational Research Association annual meeting. 
 

New York, NY 
March 28, 2008 



Indirect Success 
2 

Abstract 

This paper presents findings from the first phase of an Extended-Time Mixed Methods study of a 

district’s efforts to expand teacher leadership for instructional improvement. Four years in, the 

original program had not provided teachers or school-level administrators with a common 

understanding of “teacher leadership” or even clear ideas as to the purpose of the program, 

demonstrating that teacher leadership is a essential elastic construct. The redesigned program, 

after the formative findings were reported, appears to have corrected those problems and to be 

more likely to achieve the original goals, though perhaps not the new, more ambitious goals. The 

marginalization of the reformed program’s efforts (predicted by Tyack & Cuban) seems to result 

in expanded teacher leadership development.  
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 I first learned about Superintendent Tom Johnson’s (a pseudonym) Teacher Leaders 

Program from him directly. We were both at an education event hundreds of miles from either of 

our homes. We were talking about the difficulties with implementing distributed leadership in a 

system that has a history of hierarchical control when he started to explain his program in 

Vernon County (also a pseudonym). He was quite confident that he had a successful teacher 

leadership program and wanted others to know about it.  

 In addition to my cynicism as to how quickly the culture of a district can change – the 

program was only three years old at the time – I was rather amazed at the amount of face time 

that Johnson claimed to spend with teachers in this program. For a variety of reasons, I doubted 

what he told me about the program, and wanted to learn more. He thought that it was time to get 

an outsider’s view, so that he could take stock and figure out what to do next.  Over the course of 

the next few months, we developed a plan whereby I would come down to Vernon,observe the 

program in action and evaluate what I saw.  

 This paper focuses on my major findings concerning the original Teacher Leaders 

Program (TLP). The district has since re-formed the program in response to those findings. 

  

The Teacher Leaders Program 

The Superintendent’s Vision 

 When telling the story of how he first conceived of Vernon’s Teacher Leaders Program 

(TLP), Superintendent Johnson is quite clear as to what he hoped to accomplish with it, i.e., 

“accelerate the change process,” meaning the hard work of school and instructional 

improvement. This idea – even the phrase itself – comes up repeatedly as he talks about the TLP 
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and the ideas behind it. His theory of action, how he thinks the program can contribute to this 

goal, is equally clear. Johnson thinks that teacher leadership can challenge the top-down model 

of schools to put more focus on students and instruction, and thereby contribute to instructional 

improvement. That is, teacher leadership can drive the improvement of schools. 

 Johnson has a specific idea about who teacher leaders are: “people who have set 

themselves apart in their school because of their commitment to children, their leadership and the 

respect they have among their peers.” They are teachers who help their peers to become even 

better teachers, without having formal leadership positions. That they are peers is critical. 

Without the mantle of being supervisors or having official responsibility to help other teachers, 

they can have special influence on their peers. Thus, he believes, the TLP can “accelerate the 

change process” in every school, in support of the efforts of some principals and in place of the 

missing efforts of those principals who do not push this kind of cultural change. 

The Original Program 

 Vernon’s Teacher Leaders Program (TLP) had been in operation for four years when I 

began my study. Principals were asked to send representatives to meet with Superintendent 

Johnson three or four times a year.  The prescribed number per school varied with school level, 

which generally correlated to school size, and each school sent half of its teachers in the morning 

and half in the afternoon. This allowed each group to be small enough (approximately 35-40 

teachers) to comfortably engage in discussion together, while allowing a single substitute to 

cover the classes of two teachers. It also allowed the groups to be small enough for 

Superintendent Johnson to get to know each teacher, while only requiring a single day of his 

time for each meeting.  



Indirect Success 
5 

 The heart of the meetings were presentations on topics selected by Superintendent 

Johnson, which he either presented himself or had a member of the district office or a school 

administrator present. These presentations were almost always tied to instructional improvement, 

often explicitly linked to state standards. The topics are often linked through the year, with a 

single theme for each cohort. The 2005-2006 cohort, for example, focused on assessment and 

grading in a standards-driven environment. 

Relevant literature and Conceptualization 

 Teacher leadership is a form of distributed leadership, one that replaces a simple 

relationship between school principals and everyone whom they oversee (Spillane, 2001). 

However, teacher leadership has various meanings, differently appealing to different individuals 

(York-Barr & Duke, 2004). For some, it has an instructional focus, for others a more 

administrative focus. It might span formal and/or informal roles, arise out of individual schools 

or be based out of central offices, among other variances. In short, “Teacher Leadership” is a 

contested term (Donaldson, 2006). In spite of the lack of consensus regarding the nature of 

teacher leadership, it “has become increasingly embedded in the language and practice of 

education improvement” (York-Barr & Duke, 2004, p. 255). 

 And yet, Tyack and Cuban (1995) famously showed how robust the existing structures 

and behaviors that make up schooling really are. Attempts to change how schools function 

largely are marginalized such that the core work and organization remain essentially unchanged.  

 One of Richard Elmore’s (1990) three models for educational improvement, the 

professional model (as distinct from the technical and client focused models), has encouraged 

belief in the potential of teacher leadership. This “professional model” is built on the idea that 
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knowledge of how to improve schools is best found among those who do the core work of 

schools, that is, teachers.  

 This model presents potential problems, both for principals and for new teacher leaders. 

The establishment of a new relationship with other teachers, one that can accommodate their new 

leadership roles, can be tricky (Smylie, 1992; Wasley, 1991). Doing so effectively calls for 

assistance by principals, so that these new roles are viewed favorably when teacher leaders are 

seen by other teachers working with school principals (Hart, 1994). For a variety of reasons, 

principals are critical in creating and sustaining a culture of teacher leadership (Crowther, 

Kaagen, Ferguson & Hann, 2002). Principals can provide a variety of supports that teacher 

leaders need to be effective, including offering logistical resources (Fullan, 1994; Troen & Boles, 

1994; Stone, Horejs, & Lomas, 1997), visibly working with them (Hart, 1994), coaching or 

simply providing feedback on their work through the year. (Buckner & McDowelle, 2000; 

Kahrs, 1996). It follows that other constituencies (e.g. district administrators, parents and 

students) might also need assistance in rethinking and re-forming social and power dynamics of 

their schools.  

 Silva, Gimbert and Nolen (2000) detail three waves of “teacher leadership” that appear in 

the literature. The earliest wave looked to formal administrative positions (e.g. department heads 

and grade level leaders). These positions were focused on “effectiveness and efficiency of the 

system” (p. 780) in areas such as evaluation, supervision and management. The second wave had 

a more instructional focus, while still looking to formal roles, such as staff developers and 

curriculum coaches. Unfortunately, these “teacher leaders” often did not work out of the same 

buildings as the teachers they were supposed to lead, which might be responsible for the 

disappointing impact of these teacher leadership efforts. The most recent wave looked to the 
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reculturation of school faculties as teachers have been led by other teachers. Silva, Gimbert and 

Nolen point out that later waves layer on top of earlier waves, coexisting with them in the minds 

of educators rather than replacing them.  

 The literature is rife with research indicating the importance of teaching teachers how to 

lead. Model teachers have traditionally been seen as teacher leaders, regardless of their 

leadership abilities and/or proclivities (Snell & Swanson, 2000). The mantle of leadership is 

often thrust upon teachers, either in formal roles or informal roles, even though no one helps 

them to develop the new skills that leading peers requires (Silva et al., 2000; Moller & 

Katzenmeyer, 1996). York-Barr & Duke (2004, p. 277) quote Katzenmeyer and Moller (2001), 

“We ask teachers to assume leadership roles without any preparation or coaching, because [we 

assume] they appear to intuitively know how to work with their colleagues.” This assumption is 

not a fair one to make; it is usually false.  

 Tyack and Cuban (1995) would predict that an effort to distribute leadership among 

district administrators, school administrators, teachers, parents and students would be 

marginalized and prove unsuccessful, as it is aimed at the heart of the social and power structures 

that make up our schools. However, that marginalization could take the form of drawing 

attention and energy to teacher leadership, an ideal already in the minds of school and district 

personnel. While it might fall far short of its larger goals, it could focus understanding of teacher 

leadership on a smaller range of ideas and give it the impetus to play a role in school and 

instructional improvement. It might provide an avenue for Silva, Gimbert and Nolen’s third 

wave of teacher leadership to take hold.  



Indirect Success 
8 

Methodology 

The data and analysis in this paper drawn from an Extended-Term Mixed-Methods 

(ETMM) study (Chatterji, 2005; Chatterji, Kwon & Sng, 2006). The theory behind ETMM is 

that program effectiveness is best evaluated when programs have stronger implementations. 

Therefore, ETMM studies consist of two clear phases, a formative phase and a summative phase. 

During the formative phase, the investigator examines the program theory and implementation. 

Then, the program is given a chance to address problems discovered in the first phase. The 

second phase of study examines the effectiveness of the presumably stronger program.    

This paper focuses on major findings from the first phase of the study and how the 

district decided to improve the program. Findings from the summative phase are not available at 

this time, though anecdotal reports are beginning to surface. 

Site Selection 

 Vernon County Public Schools is a rapidly growing K-12 suburban public school district 

in the American South. VCSD was selected because of the intensive and direct involvement of 

its superintendent in its then 4 year old Teacher Leaders Program (TLP). It has just under 30 

schools enrolling a total of approximately 25,000 students. 

Data Sources 

Interview Data 

 The larger study includes 60-90 minute semi-structured interviews (Seidman, 2005) with 

13 school and district officials in the school district. I designed my protocol to elicit discussion 

of: conceptions/definitions of teacher leadership; selection criteria for teachers to participate in 

the Teacher Leaders Program; the nature and content of the TLP; and how teachers’ duties, roles 
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and/or responsibilities changed after participation in the TLP. These semi-structured interviews 

were conducted with a purposive multi-level sample (Patton, 1990) of principals and senior 

district administrators, including principals at the elementary, middle and high school level, and 

the senior administrators in the district. These district level administrators include the associate 

& assistant superintendents, who share in the supervision of the school principals.  

 I met with each of these administrators in their own offices at their schools or the district 

offices. I met twice with the superintendent twice for formal interviews about the program, one 

following the protocol used with other administrations and once in a less structured manner. I 

recorded all of these interviews and transcribed them verbatim. I also spoke with the 

superintendent on multiple occasions for informal conversations about his conceptions of teacher 

leadership and the Teacher Leadership Program. These conversations were not recorded, and 

serve as background information only.  

See Hoffman (2008) for a fuller discussion of the interview data. This paper focuses on 

the survey data (see below). 

Survey Data 

 I invited all teachers and school administrators to participate in a quantitative survey 

about the district’s Teacher Leaders Program. Questions, most of which used a Likert scale, were 

designed to verify and determine the prevalence of ideas that participants shared during the 

interviews.  Questions therefore were built around both themes I discovered during the analysis 

of the interviews and themes I found more broadly in the literature. I made special efforts to 

include teachers who had not participated in the TLP, and they comprised more than half of the 

survey respondents. Nearly 300 TLP participants and non-participants responded, including 11 

principals whom I did not interview.  
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Field Notes 

 I observed half of the TLP sessions and meetings in a single academic year. I took field 

notes, paying attention to the number of attendees, the purpose of the meetings, the meeting 

activities and the structure of the meetings. I created additional notes for the other meetings 

based on audio recordings of these meetings that were provided to me by the district. 

District Documents 

 District documents were collected before all other data collection. These documents 

included lists of past program participants, program attendance, and district communications to 

principals and teachers about the program. Documents were not coded, but were used to inform 

the interview protocol design and to confirm results. 

Findings 

Popularity of the Original Program 

 It was impossible to miss how popular and well thought of Vernon County’s Teacher 

Leaders Program was.  It is an incredibly well received program, enormously popular among 

principals and program participants. All of the principals supported the program (see Hoffman, 

2008 for a fuller discussion of principals’ reaction to the program), agreeing that their schools 

benefited from the program (table 1), as did three quarters of the participating teachers. Though 

less than half of non-participants agreed, less than a tenth disagreed. It is not that non-

participants thought that the program did not benefit their schools; rather half of them did not 

know. While this might cause one to question whether there actually was a strong impact, clearly 

those who had an opinion perceived that the program was good for their schools.  
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Table 1: Do Schools Gain from The Teacher Leaders Program? 
Among Non-Neutral 

Answers 

 

Strongly 
Agree or 

Agree 

Neutral/ 
Don’t 
Know 

Strongly 
Disagree 

or 
Disagree 

(Strongly) 
Agree 

(Strongly) 
Disagree 

Participants 77% 18% 5% 94% 6% 
Non-Participants 42% 50% 8% 83% 17% 

All Teachers 51% 42% 7% 87% 13% 
Principals 100% 0% 0% 100% 0% 

 

 Perhaps the strongest consensus among the three constituencies surveyed is that the 

participants gain from their participation (Table 2), as affirmed by 90% of participants and 100% 

of principals. Table 2 figures alone understate the degree of the program’s support, as half of the 

supporting teachers and 2/3 of the supporting principals “agreed strongly” that participants gain 

from their participation. 60% of non-participants supported the idea, and those that didn’t simply 

reported that they didn’t know. 

Table 2. Participants Gain from The Teacher Leaders Program 
Among Non-Neutral 

Answers 

 

Strongly 
Agree or 

Agree 

Neutral/ 
Don’t 
Know 

Strongly 
Disagree 

or 
Disagree 

(Strongly) 
Agree 

(Strongly) 
Disagree 

Participants 90% 8% 2% 98% 2% 
Non-Participants 60% 37% 3% 95% 5% 

All Teachers 68% 30% 3% 96% 4% 
Principals 100% 0% 0% 100% 0% 

 

This is just as clear in Table 3, which summarizes the responses to the question of whether the 

TLP was worth its various costs. Only 3% of participants and 12% of non-participants thought 

that TLP is not worth the costs, while all principals agree that the costs are worth it.  



Indirect Success 
12 

Table 3. The Teacher Leaders Program is Worth its Costs 
Among Non-Neutral 

Answers 

 

Strongly 
Agree or 

Agree 

Neutral/ 
Don’t 
Know 

Strongly 
Disagree 

or 
Disagree 

(Strongly) 
Agree 

(Strongly) 
Disagree 

Participants 97% 0% 3% 97% 2% 
Non-Participants 41% 46% 12% 77% 23% 

All Teachers 55% 35% 10% 82% 18% 
Principals 100% 0% 0% 100% 0% 

 

 Only small minorities in the district questioned the value or benefit of the Teacher 

Leaders Program, primarily non-participating teachers. While the large fraction of non-

participants who claim no opinion is troubling, it does little to diminish the conclusion that the 

TLP was very well received.  

 This is even clearer in Table 4, which shows responses to a list of potential program 

disadvantages. Very few were supported by substantial proportions of any of the three groups, 

and those that were generally pointed to deficiencies in the program rather than disadvantages. 

That is, they did not suggest that the program itself creates problems or is irreparably flawed, but 

rather that the program needed to do more.  
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Table 4. Teacher Leaders Program Disadvantages 

 
 Strongly 

Agree or 
Agree 

Neutral/ 
Don’t 
Know 

Strongly 
Disagree or 

Disagree 
Participants 47% 24% 29% 
Non-Participants 8% 83% 10% It does not meet often enough 
Principals 27% 36% 36% 
Participants 29% 26% 45% 
Non-Participants 21% 58% 21% 

We don't build on it in my school, so its 
effectiveness is limited Principals 0% 18% 82% 

Participants 16% 40% 45% 
Non-Participants 23% 60% 17% 

It does not do enough to help teachers 
to help other teachers Principals 9% 27% 64% 

Participants 11% 11% 79% 
Non-Participants 11% 64% 25% 

It is not worth the money for substitutes 
to cover the participants missed classes Principals 0% 9% 91% 

Participants 11% 13% 76% 
Non-Participants 41% 37% 23% 

I have barely heard of the program at 
all, and know almost nothing about it Principals 0% 18% 82% 

Participants 11% 16% 74% 
Non-Participants 12% 65% 23% 

It is not worth taking teachers out of 
their classes for the meetings Principals 0% 9% 91% 

Participants 8% 8% 84% 
Non-Participants 8% 67% 25% 

It divides teachers, creating tensions or 
resentments Principals 0% 9% 91% 

Participants 8% 26% 66% 
Non-Participants 2% 87% 11% Meetings are too short 
Principals 0% 64% 36% 
Participants 5% 8% 87% 
Non-Participants 3% 68% 30% 

It confuses the participants, giving them 
bad ideas Principals 0% 0% 100% 

Participants 5% 8% 87% 
Non-Participants 9% 63% 29% 

It encourages teachers to butt into each 
other's business when they should not Principals 0% 0% 100% 

Participants 5% 11% 84% 
Non-Participants 3% 73% 24% It is too progressive 
Principals 0% 0% 100% 
Participants 5% 11% 84% 
Non-Participants 2% 84% 14% It meets too often 
Principals 0% 18% 82% 
Participants 5% 13% 82% 
Non-Participants 2% 72% 26% It is too old-fashioned 
Principals 0% 0% 100% 
Participants 5% 16% 79% 
Non-Participants 4% 87% 10% Meetings are too long 
Principals 0% 18% 82% 
Participants 3% 11% 87% 
Non-Participants 20% 57% 23% 

It is just another opportunity for favoritism 
to be shown towards certain teachers Principals 0% 0% 100% 
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Ambiguity of Teacher Leadership and the Original Program 

 The most surprising finding to me – though perhaps it should not have been – was the 

lack of consensus on the meaning of teacher leadership. Four full years into the Teacher Leaders 

Program, it appeared that “teacher leadership” was quite open to interpretation. Rather than an 

operational definition taking hold, it remained an ambiguous term.  

Table 5: The Meaning of Teacher Leadership 
  Agree Disagree 

Participants 5% 95% 
Non-Participants 5% 95% 

Teachers with the most seniority, regardless 
of their popularity Principals 0% 100% 

Participants 16%* 80% 
Non-Participants 25%* 74% 

School administrators (e.g. principals, 
assistant principals, etc.)  Principals 45%* 54% 

Participants 35% 66% 
Non-Participants 30% 70% All teachers are leaders  
Principals 27% 73% 
Participants 41% 59% 
Non-Participants 38% 61% 

Future administrators, teachers who are 
getting ready for administrator positions Principals 55% 46% 

Participants 41% 59% 
Non-Participants 39% 60% Department chairs, grade level leaders, etc. 
Principals 45% 54% 
Participants 54%** 46% 
Non-Participants 29%** 70% 

Instructional coaches, mentors, school 
improvement specialists Principals 37% 46% 

Participants 57%* 43% 
Non-Participants 28%* 70% Influential teachers 
Principals 64% 36% 

 

 Table 5 shows that the only definition of teacher leadership that was definitively ruled out 

was that it is a product of seniority. All three groups agreed decisively that it was not. Apart from 

that, clear differences emerge between groups, and no other answers are overwhelmingly 

accepted by any group. 

 Principals, unsurprisingly, are twice as likely as either group of teachers to think that 

administrators are teacher leaders (45% vs. 16% and 25%), a statistically significant difference 

(p<0.05). Though there were statistically significant differences between participants and non-

participants for most answers (e.g. school administrators (p<0.05); instructional coaches/ 



Indirect Success 
15 

mentors (p<0.01); influential teachers (p<0.05)), no group affirmed any answer decisively. That 

is, no group affirmed any answer at a rate statistically significantly greater than 50%.  

 The only answers as to the meaning of teacher leadership that one can be reasonably 

certain half of any group agrees on are negative answers (i.e., what teacher leadership is not). 

This means that every answer other than seniority has a sizable following, but all of them are 

minority opinions in the district. While a majority of principals and program participants agree 

that influential teachers are “teacher leaders,” half as many non-participating teachers – the 

largest group of educators in the district – agreed. Moreover, support for this answer from 

participants and principals is hardly dominating.  

 Similar results are seen for the purpose of the Vernon County’s Teacher Leaders 

Program, only reversed. Whereas no meaning of teacher leadership is supported by a majority, 

majorities supported virtually every potential goal of the TLP. Only “political correctness” was 

generally ruled out. 

 Every remaining potential purpose was affirmed by over 50% of the responding program 

participants as well as over 50% of principals (table 6). Large majorities (79%+) of participants 

saw it as a way for the Superintendent to gather information, disseminate information, encourage 

leadership by teachers or develop new leadership opportunities for teachers, all ideas which do 

coincide with Superintendent’s Johnson’s expressed intentions. However, though they had 

completed the program, barely half of participants agreed that its purpose was to “Change the 

culture of Vernon Schools,” a basic element of Superintendent Johnson’s thinking. Generally, 

participants were twice as likely to answer “no opinion” as they were to rule out any potential 

purpose. When those “neutral” answers are ignored, 6 of the 8 options were supported by more 
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than 75% of participants, and the seventh by 65%. Therefore, it is safe to say that even 

participants do not have a clear understanding of the program’s purpose. 

Table 6: Purpose of Teacher Leaders Program 

  

Strongly 
Agree or 

Agree 

Neutral
/ Don’t 
Know 

Strongly 
Disagree or 

Disagree 
Participants 83%*** 11% 6% 
Non-Participants 55%*** 35% 11% 

Alternative way for district office officials 
to disseminate information  Principals 73% 9% 18% 

Participants 81%*** 13% 6% 
Non-Participants 54%*** 36% 10% 

Alternative way for district office officials 
to gather information Principals 55% 36% 9% 

Participants 79%** 17% 4% 
Non-Participants 59%** 30% 11% 

Encourage leadership by teachers while 
allowing them to remain teachers    Principals 64% 9% 27% 

Participants 76%* 20% 4% 
Non-Participants 66%* 26% 8% 

Create new opportunities/ forms of 
leadership among the teacher ranks Principals 73% 9% 18% 

Participants 57% 26% 17% 
Non-Participants 47% 38% 16% 

Nurture already identified potential future 
school and district administrators Principals 64% 27% 9% 

Participants 53% 30% 17% 
Non-Participants 38% 47% 16% 

Change the culture of Vernon County 
schools Principals 64% 18% 18% 

Participants 51% 21% 28% 
Non-Participants 40% 43% 17% 

Identify future school and district 
administrators Principals 55% 27% 18% 

Participants 9%* 26% 66% 
Non-Participants 24%* 45% 31% It is a politically correct thing to do 
Principals 9% 27% 64% 

 

 The group of non-participants was much more moderate in their support or refusal of the 

offered potential purposes, being roughly three times as likely to answer “neutral/no opinion” as 

to disagree with a possibility. In spite of this, all but two of the possibilities received support 

from 40-60% of them. Over half of non-participants had some opinion of each potential purpose 

– in marked contrast to the program disadvantages, discussed below – and those opinions 

overwhelmingly supported all of the answers but political correctness. The two groups of 

teachers generally agreed with each other, with the non-participants being significantly less sure 

about alternative information gathering & dissemination (p<0.001), encouraging leadership by 
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teachers (p<0.01) and creating new opportunities for teachers to leaders (p<0.05). They were 

even less sure about rejecting political correctness as a purpose for the program (p<0.05). 

 The smaller number of principals in the survey renders it harder to make definitive 

statements about their views, but it is safe to say that their view of the TLP’s purpose is as fuzzy 

as that of the two groups of teachers. No answer was supported by even ¾ of them, and only 

“political correctness” was supported by less than half. They, at least, were generally more likely 

to disconfirm an answer to than give a “neutral” one, but the only purpose that significantly more 

than half of them ruled out was political correctness (p<0.05). When not given an array of 

options to choose from – i.e., during the interviews – principals were much more focused. Each 

selected just one or two answers, although together they spanned all of the options in the survey 

(other than political correctness). The most common response was that the program was intended 

to identify and nurture future administrators so that Vernon County could continue to “promote 

from within.” They also said that Superintendent Johnson wants to get a feel for what is going in 

the schools. A minority spoke of Johnson sharing his own ideas, and only two mentioned using 

the TLP as an engine of change.  

 The problem with all three groups’ understanding of the purpose of the Teacher Leaders 

Program is that when given a list of possible purposes, they do not rule anything out. It is 

unlikely that a program that involves teachers for a three half-days a year could accomplish all 

those goals, so their views are quite undefined. Clearly, both the principals and the participants 

believe that the program was established in good faith, and that it was not merely a product of 

political correctness. But other than that, they support every answer, meaning that they have not 

really identified one or two, perhaps pointing to a problem in the program itself. 
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Lack of Follow Though 

  Whether or not the TLP needs to do more to nurture teacher leadership can be seen in the 

answer rates concerning whether or not the program is sufficiently built on back in the schools 

(Table 4).  Less than half (45%) of participants disagreed when offered, “We don't build on it in 

my school, so its effectiveness is limited.” Given that it is up to the participants themselves to 

build upon it – after all, they are supposed to be the teacher leaders – it is likely that they simply 

do not know how to do this. The same proportion, just 45%, disagreed when offered, “It does not 

do enough to help teachers to help other teachers.” Interestingly, 40% indicated a neutral answer, 

by far the highest neutral rate among participants.  This perhaps indicates that although they did 

not want to criticize this program that they like so much, they cannot honestly claim that it does 

do enough to teach them how to help their peers. One participant offered, “There was no formal 

way provided for teachers to relay the information learned to the rest of the teachers at their 

school.” This shows that they are not looking to take leadership themselves, but rather think that 

they need to wait for their principals to lead. 

 The two most agreed upon disadvantages both suggest that the program needs to do more 

to teach leadership. Both principals and participants are most likely to report that the program 

does not meet often enough, at 27% and 47% respectively. That is, these respondents think 

participants could use more meetings. Non-participants are most likely to agree that it is a 

disadvantage of the program that they have “barely heard of it.” One non-participant offered, 

“Seems the program is a pretty well kept secret.” 
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The Re-Formed Program 

 In response to these findings, Vernon County Public Schools has radically changed its 

program. Rather than being limited to teacher leadership, it has been expanded to cover the 

larger idea of distributed leadership. 

Definitions for Multiple Layers 

 In revisiting how to use less traditional ideas about leadership to change Vernon County 

Public Schools’s culture and to improve its performance, VCPS has defined distributed 

leadership much more explicitly. First, it has clarified leadership from five groups. Of course, 

teachers are one of those groups. District office administrations and school-based administrators 

each have their own place in the new structure. There are also are roles for parent leaders and for 

student leaders.  

 The new program attempts to be much clearer as to what is expected from each form of 

leadership. They have laid out goals, behaviors and actions that they expect to form the basis for 

each form of leadership, itself a project that took months to complete. These have been 

distributed to all administrators and teachers, and are available for students and parents.  

Expanded and Distributed Activities 

 Once each year, the district holds a distributed leadership fair or conference, where 

school administrators and teachers can go to learn more about various components and elements 

of the new program. This has included presentations on the overall vision and plan for distributed 

leadership in Vernon County’s schools, on student leadership and parent leadership, and sessions 

focused on specific elements of teacher leadership (e.g. leading professional development, using 

assessment data, etc.). VCPS personnel have led some of these sessions, while others have been 

led by outside experts.  
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 Each school has formed a leadership team for a school level DL (distributed leadership) 

Project. These teams are made of up the school’s principal, at least one other administrator and 

multiple teachers. While each school has selected its own project, they all must be tied to 

teaching or learning. These teams attend the conference/fair together, at which time is set aside 

for them to work together on their respective projects in light of what they have seen and heard. 

Discussion of the Re-Formed Program 

 Even a preliminary examination of the document detailing the expectations for each form 

of leadership reveals that the district’s use of the term “leadership” remains ambiguous. Parent 

leadership is defined in terms of parents partnering with their children’s schools, but not in the 

context of other parents. Rather, they are expected to communicate with schools and to attend 

school events, perhaps including parent-teacher conferences. While these are laudable 

expectations, they fall more in line with model parenting than parent leadership and clearly are 

intended for all parents. Student leaders, on the other hand, are obviously an elite group. They 

are student government leaders, students who tutor other students and students who represent 

their schools with local organizations. Meanwhile, school-based administrator leadership 

expectations are fairly typical of recent discussions of school leadership (CCSSO, 2008), and do 

not appear to be aimed at an elite group of principals.  

 In fact, the operational definition of leadership, as revealed in Vernon County’s written 

expectations, describes general educational professionalism and model behavior for its personnel 

combined with traditional model behavior for students and families. Therefore, while the concept 

of “distributed” is fairly well communicated, it is not necessarily clear what consistent meaning 

“leadership” has across the groups, or how it has grown out of typical understandings of the 

term. 
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Implications 

Essential Elastic Construct 

 I describe “teacher leadership” as a essential elastic construct, and do so to highlight the 

special interplay between the two major themes in the teacher leadership literature. Clearly, it is 

a contested term, in that it means different things to different people. Each wave of 

understanding that Silva, Gimbert and Nolen describe does not replace its antecedent(s), but 

rather co-exists with them. Just as clearly, teacher leadership is an idea that is seen as being full 

of potential, and thus is key to successful school reform. Together, these traits allow teacher 

leadership to be both a buffering and a bridging idea (Honig & Hatch, 2004). 

 I suggest that, in combination, these two ideas – ambiguity and essential potential – 

create a special situation. Teacher leadership becomes an idea that everyone can agree to support 

without requiring anyone to do anything different, or at least anything they are not already 

inclined to do. So long as an effort or program is labeled “teacher leadership,” others will get on 

board. Higher ups will approve it and perhaps even allocate resources for it, and those lower in 

the organizational hierarchy will find a way to make it fit into their existing plans or intentions. I 

do not mean to say that anyone necessarily willfully marginalizes the idea – though that is 

always possible with any organizational effort – but rather that individuals’ own preconceptions 

and dispositions make it easy to subvert any cohesiveness that a district-wide effort might intend.  

 Thus, on the surface a program or reform might appear to be quite successful – or at least 

to be fully implemented – because it is lauded from so many corners without being disclaimed 

from any. At the same time, however, very little changes. In fact, the cover of the essential 

elastic construct actually can allow for further fragmentation because lower level managers – in 

this case principals – unknowingly use it as cover even as they accelerate implementation of their 
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own ideas. This can actually undermine accountability, because it creates the illusion that 

everyone is on the same page. 

 This is not simply loose coupling (Weick, 1976), though it is perhaps related. A essential 

elastic construct has an imperative element to it, in that it is universally regarded as a strong lever 

for improvement. Obviously, some reforms-du-jour can be essential elastic constructs, so long as 

they do not have significant detractors or controversial elements. But the conservative nature of 

our schools, their resistance to change (Tyack & Cuban, 1995), is usually sufficient to keep the 

latest fad from turning into a essential elastic construct. The unique thing about essential elastic 

constructs is that they have an urgency about them without providing sufficient specificity to 

actually have any particular meaning.  

Teacher Leadership in Vernon County 

 The old Teacher Leaders Program in the Vernon County Public Schools clearly 

demonstrated that teacher leadership is a essential elastic construct. It was immensely popular 

and well thought of without anyone being clear as to what it was or was not. Most likely, people 

were projecting into it whatever they themselves would have wanted it to be. One might also 

suggest that there is such a thirst for teacher leadership in some form that any effort to foster it 

will be accepted – or even celebrated. 

 Unfortunately, there did not seem to be a firm basis for the belief in the efficacy of the 

old TLP. Scores on state assessments generally have not improved as Superintendent Johnson 

had hoped. The lack of knowledge of the program among non-participants strongly suggests that 

its effects were quite limited. That the old program did not help principals to foster distributed 

leadership in their schools (Hoffman, 2008) was a serious flaw in its design.  
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 However problematic the new program may be, it certainly has publicized the importance 

of teacher leadership throughout the district. The expectations that Superintendent Johnson had 

intended to disseminate through the old program are now communicated explicitly to all 

teachers. The juxtaposition of the distributed leadership definitions with the new DL Projects 

appears to have had the effect of focusing the work of the teams. Not surprisingly, none of the 

teams has selected a project based on the program’s ideas about district office or school 

administrator leadership, but they have all found something in the teacher, student or parent 

leader expectations to build off of. Anecdotal reports have indicated that principals have 

remained involved with these projects to a surprising degree.  

 Moreover, principals are working with teachers, who comprise the bulk of each team. 

Together they are trying to figure out how to change culture, behavior and/or actions in their 

school communities. Whether or not they are successful, these teachers are engaged in precisely 

the kind of work that Superintendent Johnson originally intended for them. If principals are 

intentionally – even if unconsciously – ignoring the new program’s clarifications about 

expectations for their own leadership, they at least can tell themselves and others that they are 

taking an active role in the program by taking the work of the DL Project team seriously. That is, 

the least politically dangerous way for them to ignore demands that they change is for them to 

focus on the changes that their school projects are looking to cause in others (i.e. teachers, 

students and/or parents). Their very efforts at self-preservation, therefore, are deflected into 

fostering third wave teacher leadership.  

 Of course, it remains to be seen whether anecdotal reports are verified with more reliable 

study. Principals’ continued involvement, meaningful roles for teachers on DL Project teams, 
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and the impact on the wider faculties at each school all need to be examined to determine 

whether the initial promise of the new program is fulfilled. 

Validation of ETMM Design 

 I must also point that that this study highlights the importance of ETMM (Extended-Time 

Mixed Methods) design. It would have been easier to examine the original program and stop 

there. However, not only have I gained and opportunity to work on a series of projects that I find 

interesting, but I am able to explore the fostering of teacher leadership in great depth. While the 

context and leadership in the district remains fairly constant, I am able to look at multiple efforts 

with the same goal and built on the same general principle.  

 Simply declaring the original program a failure would not have helped Vernon County as 

much as working with them to reconstruct the program has, even though the new program is 

quite different than what I recommended to them. Working with them in this fashion has given 

me such an understanding of the new program, its history, its purpose and its theory of change 

that my analysis during the summative phase of this study will be far more valid and robust. 
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Appendix A: Interview Questions 
 
0. Identifying Information 
 Name 
 Position/school 
 Years there/Years in Vernon/Years in administration anywhere? 
 
1. Have you participated in the Teacher Leaders program? 
 In what capacity? 
 
2. How big is your staff?  
 How many of them do you think are eligible to participate in for Teacher Leaders? 
 How much of your faculty has participated in Teacher Leaders? 
 What criteria do you use to select who will go to Teacher Leaders? 
 
3. What do the teachers get out of the program? 
 What do you think that the program participants themselves get out of the program? 
 What do you think other teachers get out of the teacher leaders participation in the program? 
 What do you think that your (other) teachers think of the program? 
 
4. Do you view participants (or past participants) as a different resource in your school? 
 If so, what do you do with that resource? 
 
5. What do you think Tom’s intentions for the program are? 
 Why do you think that? 
 
6. Aspects/elements of the program 
 What, to your knowledge, was done in the last session of Teacher Leaders? 
 What do you think is the best aspect of the program? 
 What do you think is the weakest or worst aspect of the program? 
  How do you feel about your teachers missing some of their classes? 
 What do you think is the best activity or part of the program from any iteration of it? 
 
7. Where do you get information about the Teacher Leaders Program? 
 
8. What role(s) does Tom play in Teacher Leaders? 
 What are the effects of Tom’s involvement in the program? Are they generally positive? 

Negative? 
 Does he stay in the room the whole time? 
 
Field Additions: 
 What is the difference between Teacher Leaders and Advisory? 
 When you hire or promote, do you take participation in Teacher Leaders into account? 
 If this program were successful, how would you/anyone know? 
 What does the phrase “teacher leader” mean to you? 
  Does this program support that conception of “teacher leadership”? 
 
- Anything else you want to tell me about your understanding or views of the program? 


