Teacher Leadership in (in)action. Three case studies of contrasting schools.

 Introduction.

Effective or purposeful leadership is generally accepted as being a central component in securing and sustaining school improvement. The evidence from the school improvement literature consistently highlights that effective leaders exercise an indirect influence on schools’ capacity to improve and upon the achievement of students, though this influence does not necessarily derive from senior managers, but can also at least partly lie in strengths of middle level leaders and teachers (Leithwood et al, 1999, Harris, 2004). Whilst the quality of teaching most strongly influences levels of pupil motivation and achievement, it has been demonstrated that the quality of leadership matters in determining the motivation of teachers and the quality of teaching in the classroom (Fullan, 2001; Sergiovanni, 1999). 

A preliminary glance at the vast leadership literature however reveals that it is largely premised upon individual endeavour rather than collective action and a singular view of leadership continues to dominate, equating leadership with headship (Day Harris & Hadfield, 2000). As Murphy (2000) notes, despite a groundswell towards leadership as empowerment, transformation and community building the ‘great man’ theory of leadership prevails in many parts of Western society, as evidenced by the emphasis on individual leaders in the business arena and in the many appeals to ‘strong leadership’ in the political arena (Lipman-Blumen, 1996, Conger, 1989). This theory has also been prevalent in much traditional thinking in school leadership, where it has led to an emphasis on charismatic heads ‘turning round’ underachieving schools among both policymakers and some practitioners (an example of this kind of thinking was the not particularly successful scheme whereby heads of successful schools (so-called ‘Super Heads’)were recruited at great expense to improve failing schools in England in the late 1990’s) (Morris, 2000, BBC, 1998) In direct contrast, one of the most consistent findings from recent studies of effective leadership is that authority to lead need not be located in the person of the leader but can be dispersed within the school in between and among people (Day, Harris and Hadfield, 2000;Harris 2002). 

As the limitations of individual leadership have become increasingly evident through recent research, the idea of collective or teacher leadership, consisting of ‘teachers who lead within and beyond the classroom, identify with and contribute to a community of teacher learners and leaders, and influence others towards improved educational practice’ (Katzenmeyer & Moller, 2001: 17) has become increasingly well established. In particular, over the past decade researchers and practitioners in the US, Canada, Australia and New Zealand have challenged the notion of ‘singular’ leadership, practised by the principal or head, and the idea of teacher leadership is now widely accepted by practitioners and researchers alike (Smylie, 1995, Gronn, 2000, Court, 2002). As a result, the number of teacher leadership programmes and initiatives has grown substantially the US and Australia in particular reflecting both informal and formal leadership activities (e.g. Clemson-Ingram & Fessler, 1997; Gehrke, 1991). 

Within the literature the concept of ‘teacher leadership’ is defined in various ways (see Harris & Muijs, 2001). However, most commonly it is interpreted as comprising of the formal leadership roles that teachers undertake that have both management and pedagogical responsibilities i.e. head of department, subject co-ordinator, key stage co-ordinator and the informal leadership roles that include coaching, leading a new team and setting up action research groups (e.g. Katzenmeyer & Moller, 2001). Teacher leadership is conceptualised as a set of behaviours and practices that are undertaken collectively. It is centrally concerned with the relationships and connections among individuals within a school. Teacher leadership is conceptually closely linked to distributive leadership, but is both narrower and broader. Teacher leadership is a narrower concept than distributed leadership as it is concerned exclusively with the leadership roles of teaching staff. However, it is also broader than many practical operationalisations of distributed leadership that have often concentrated on formal positional roles, in particular those relating to middle management and subject leadership, even though most theoretical conceptualisations of distributed leadership have stressed emergent and collaborative leadership that would incorporate teacher leadership as one of its manifestations (e.g. Camburn et al, 2003, Woods et al, 2004, Gronn, 2000).

Taking this stance, leadership is a fluid and emergent rather than a fixed phenomenon. As Gronn (2000: 333) has suggested this has three implications. Firstly, it implies a different power relationship within the school where the distinctions between followers and leaders tend to blur. Secondly, it has implications for the division of labour within a school, particularly when the tasks facing the organisation are shared more widely. Thirdly, it opens up the possibility of all teachers becoming leaders at various times. It is this last dimension that has most potency and potential for school improvement because it is premised upon collaborative forms of working among teachers.

The extent to which power relations have to be truly transformed in schools before it is possible to speak of teacher leadership is disputed (Lambert, 1998, Muijs & Harris, 2003). In this paper we have taken the position that teacher leadership can operate within traditional structures rather than requiring wholesale school restructuring at the outset, and have therefore operationalised teacher leadership as increased teacher participation in decision making, and opportunities for teachers to take initiative and lead school improvement. 

A key question for researchers and practitioners engaging with this movement is what factors can support the development of teacher leadership in schools which have traditionally been characterised by hierarchical leadership structures. A body of North American and Australian research exists that has explored this question. 

Much of this research evidence points to the importance of shared norms and values and of collaborative practice between teachers. The evidence suggests that teacher leadership flourishes most in collaborative settings, and that therefore creating a culture of trust that allows collaboration to grow is crucial to the development of teacher leadership (Lonquist & King, 1993; Caine and Caine, 1999, Little, 2000). 

A number of structural changes within schools can help this happen. Time needs to be set aside for teachers to meet to plan and discuss issues such as curriculum matters, developing school-wide plans, leading study groups, organising visits to other schools, collaborating with Higher Education Institutions (HEI’s), and collaborating with colleagues. Ovando (1994) found that being freed up for teacher leadership tasks was a crucial element of success in schools where teacher leadership was being implemented. Similar findings were reported by Seashore Louis et al (1996) in their research, where they found that in the more successful school teachers were given more time to collaborate with one another.

There is also a need to provide rich and diverse opportunities for continuous professional development. The literature would suggest that professional development for teacher leadership needs to focus on aspects specific to their leadership role. Skills such as leading groups and workshops, collaborative work, mentoring, teaching adults, action research, collaborating with others and writing bids need to be incorporated into professional development (and indeed initial teacher training) to help teachers adapt to the new roles involved (Katzenmeyer & Moller, 2001, Barth, 1998).

One of the main areas of capacity building for teacher leadership suggested by previous research is the need to improve teachers’ self-confidence to act as leaders in their schools (Clemson-Ingram & Fessler, 1997; Gehrke, 1991). Through collaborating with teachers in other schools, engaging in trialing new teaching approaches, disseminating their findings to colleagues and engaging in action research the potential for teacher leadership is significantly enhanced (Darling-Hammond, 1995). Such activities help to develop teachers’ confidence and reflection on their practice and some research suggests that more democratic styles of leadership emerge where schools work in clusters or networks directly supported by a HEI (Romerdahl, 1991: Munchmore and Knowles, 1993). 

The success or otherwise of teacher leadership within a school can also be influenced by a number of interpersonal factors, such as relationships with other teachers and school management (Katzenmeyer and Moller, 2001). The importance of these is evident, both with respect to teachers’ ability to influence colleagues and with respect to developing productive relations with school management, who may in some cases feel threatened by teachers taking on leadership roles. There may also on occasion be conflicts between groups of teachers, such as those that do and do not take on leadership roles, which can lead to estrangement among teachers (Clemson-Ingram and Fessler, 1997; Lieberman, 1988). Overcoming these difficulties will require a combination of strong interpersonal skills on the part of the teacher leader and a school culture that encourages change and leadership from teachers (LeBlanc & Skelton, 1997).

Methodology
As mentioned above, most of these studies originate outside of the UK. While interest in teacher leadership among both practitioners and academics is strong in this country, there are few contemporary studies of ‘teachers as leaders’ in schools in England. For this reason, the General Teaching Council for England (GTCE) and the National Union of Teachers (NUT) commissioned a study of teacher leadership in action, which was carried out by a team from the Leadership, Policy and Development Unit of The University of Warwick, to look at ways teacher leadership operated in these schools, and what school factors were in place that could help develop teacher leadership. This study employed a qualitative case study design, that allowed detailed data to be collected on a number of schools where teacher leadership was in evidence. Schools were selected on the basis of recommendation from key informers, as this was seen as the only way to discover schools where teacher leadership was present. As secondary criteria, spread in terms of socio economic context, geographical area and stage (primary or secondary) was sought. In each school, interviews were conducted with a diagonal cross section of school staff, including governors, the headteacher, another member of the Senior Management Team, a middle manager and classroom teachers (for details of interviewees per school see appendix A). These interviews were digitally recorded, and the sound files were analysed using the Qualrus qualitative data analysis software programme.

In this paper we will discuss three illustrative case studies from this GTC/NUT study with the prime purpose of illuminating the different ways in which teacher leadership manifests itself in schools. The three cases were selected because they show high (school A), medium (school B) and low (school C) levels of teacher leadership respectively. The intention is not to offer any judgment about the schools or the teachers but to simply illustrate those factors that can help enable or hinder the development of teacher leadership in schools.

All interviewed staff at the school were asked to provide their views on the extent to which they felt that there was evidence of teacher leadership at their school. For the purpose of the data collection, teacher leadership was disaggregated to involvement in decision making and ability to initiate activities. 

Results

The data revealed that there was a general consensus among staff in school A that decision making was largely a shared process. Table 1 shows responses under this item for all three schools. The same question (who is responsible for making decisions in your school) was asked of each respondent in each school.  It is clear that most staff in school A felt that decision making was shared not just between the head and middle managers, but between head, middle managers and teachers. In contrast, in schools B and C the majority of teachers felt that decision making largely resided with the senior management team (SMT) and middle managers (MM).  Differences were statistically significant (F=85.7, p=.000), with the post hoc Student Newman Keuls test indicating that all three cases differed significantly from one another.  

Table 1: Who is involved in decision making in the school (Responses to the question ‘who is responsible for making decisions in your school’, percentage of responses coded as belonging to each category) (number of responses coded in each category in parentheses)? 

	Decisions made by
	School A
	School B
	School C

	SMT only
	0 (0)
	11% (4)
	37% (14)

	SMT and MM
	14% (4) 
	77% (30)
	37% (14)

	SMT, MM and teachers
	86%  (25)
	12% (5)
	26% (10)


Similarly (see table 2), all the staff in school A felt that teacher initiative (as measured by responses to the question: to what extent are you/teachers able to take initiatives or initiate decisions in your school?) was strongly supported in the school, while this was the case to a much lesser extent in schools B and C. Differences were statistically significant (F=161.7, p=.000), with the post hoc Student Newman Keuls test indicating that school A differed significantly from schools B and C.   

Table 2: Do teachers ever initiate decisions in this school (responses to the question: to what extent are you/teachers able to take initiatives or initiate decisions in your school’ percentage of responses coded as belonging to each category) ?
	
	School A
	School B
	School C

	Teachers often initiate decisions
	100% (22)
	25% (6)
	20% (4)

	Teachers are consulted 
	0 (0)
	75% (18)
	80% (16)

	Teachers are not consulted
	0 (0)
	0% (0)
	0% (0)


Percentage of responses coded in each category

In the following section we will explore each of the case study schools in more detail. 

School A - Developed Teacher Leadership

The first case study is a large primary school serving a socio-economically disadvantaged estate in the suburbs of a medium sized coastal city in England. The estate, from which the school draws all its pupils, consists largely of council-owned rented housing. Some private housing exists, largely properties bought by former council tenants under the ‘right to buy’ legislation. There are high levels of poverty on the estate, and many single parent families. There are two other primary schools serving the same catchment area. 

The interview data collected at school A showed that decision making was seen as emanating either from the head or from teachers or middle managers, depending on specific circumstances and decisions (see table 1). As one classroom teacher put it:

 ‘Any decision would either come from Sally (the headteacher, fictional name) downwards or from us upwards through the senior management, really. It would depend, but we can take initiatives as teachers’. 

Similarly, all the staff we interviewed in school A felt that teacher initiative was strongly supported in the school. Again by contrast with schools B and C, teachers in school A unanimously felt that they could initiate decision-making.

The qualitative evidence revealed that there is a high degree of support for teacher initiative within school A. For example, as one teacher noted ‘I go to courses or meetings with the LEA, and I just sort of take initiatives. I don't tell Sally about each and every one. I say ‘can we have a staff meeting about this’, and she goes ‘fine’’  

Teachers have taken up this challenge by leading on a variety of initiatives in school A. One teacher ‘revised the year plans and curriculum for each group, and got release time to do it’. Another young teacher was engaged in an action research project on inclusion, which has resulted in changes in school policies. Within the data there were numerous examples of staff members taking and leading initiatives within or on behalf of the school. The data also revealed that teacher initiative in school A is by no means a purely individual or isolated affair. Teams of 4-5 teachers have been established to deal with improvement in a variety of areas, such as English and arts. Teachers who are part of these teams met up to discuss curriculum and teaching and learning issues, and plan and change things when necessary. A member of the Senior Management Team was part of each team, but did not lead it. 

This commitment to teacher leadership in school A manifested itself in the importance that senior managers in the school attached to teacher decision making and leading initiatives. One teacher was clear on the importance of her involvement in decision making: ‘If you've been in the process of getting there, rather than someone just telling you, then that...it's a far better way round it, everybody gets more behind it because everybody feels part of the decision making’ Similarly, a member of the senior management team clearly articulated what she saw as the advantages to the school of staff involvement in decision making, namely the wider range of viewpoints that this called upon: ‘Having people involved (in decision making) from different backgrounds and different age groups is important, because if you have a head and a deputy who do no or little teaching, they lose touch of what is going on in the classroom, so we're there to say, sorry, Sally, but that's just not realistic’.
Interestingly, within this school the philosophy of distributed leadership, which the head saw as developing leadership throughout the school rather than just among Senior Managers, went beyond teachers to encompass elements of pupil leadership as well. The school had instituted a pupil council, which is perceived to be effective and strong by staff. Each class elected representatives who have regular meetings, with a member of the Senior Management Team present. Pupils fed back concerns from their peers, bring up issues and are consulted by the SMT on some matters concerning them. ‘Leadership here really goes right the way down, to the youngest Key Stage 1 children, who participate in council meetings and report back – simple things. Recently we had to decide on some furniture to buy for Key Stage 1, and the children had a big say in that (assistant head). This degree of involvement was considered to be a way of helping pupils understand that their views were valued and it also allowed the SMT to communicate directly with pupils about decisions that affected them. 

Teacher leadership was clearly a new phenomenon for staff and one that the present head who was appointed two years ago firmly believes in. The previous head was said to have employed a more traditional, top-down management style which did not allow teachers to participate in decision making. When the present head became deputy head, decisions were still largely made by her and the head-teacher, without much influence from staff. When appointed as the new head of the school she also initially employed a more top-down leadership style: She reflects:

‘I came into a situation where the results in key stage 1 were `rock bottom. So when I came in, I initially had to say 'this has got to be done, this has got to be done.' I had to make changes and put things into place very rapidly. This was not my ideal style of leadership, but I saw what had to be done and just had to make them to it....but at the same time I have tried to gradually develop leadership skills in everyone. So, the first year I had to come in and broom broom broom, and the second year it was difficult, developing more autonomy among the staff. ... I've read some things about it, and it is true about the letting go, it is about letting go, and as a leader it is quite hard to do that.’ 

From the second year onwards, however the head recognized the limitations of a ‘top-down’ approach to leading and started to put in place a more distributed leadership model.  This process commenced with the formation of a senior management team that replaced the two-person leadership that had existed before. In addition, new teams were set up to lead specific initiatives within the school. They were made up of classroom teachers but with some SMT presence. Every teacher in the school was also given specific leadership responsibilities, for either academic or pastoral development. These cross subject teams allowed teachers from different key stages to work together on whole school issues for the first time.

In addition, a new coaching and mentoring programme was introduced to develop the leadership skills of the members of the newly constituted senior management team. This leadership training programme was then extended to all staff. Middle level leaders worked as mentors of new staff to help them develop their subject leadership roles.  In addition, the school became actively involved with the National College for School Leadership (a national centre that provides leadership development for staff in English schools) and has been working with other schools as part of the Networked Learning Communities Initiative. This involvement with an external programme prompted a wide range of new ideas and has given teachers the confidence to lead innovation and change.

Factors Perceived as Supporting Teacher Leadership

This shifting culture, over the last two years, was seen by interviewees as having contributed significantly to the growth of teacher leadership in school A. The headteacher has deliberately orchestrated a set of opportunities for teachers to lead and has provided the moral support to encourage teachers to take risks.  According to staff, a consistent set of shared values and aims now exist within the school and these values are reinforced by the head-teacher and her senior management team. All interviewees said they felt the school now had a strong shared culture that positively encouraged teachers to innovate and lead. As the assistant head commented: ‘there is a culture of we are a team. We work together towards shared aims. So yes, you can grow and develop, but that’s within the interests of the whole school.’ 
As a consequence of this shared vision, it is felt that teacher leadership is being facilitated, supported and enhanced within the school. This has meant that teachers feel they have a better understanding of decisions and their implications because they are more involved. It has also ensured that the process of implementation has been felt to be stronger because of a collective commitment to the success of new developments. One teacher summarized this by saying ‘I think we talked about what leadership is, what it means. There is a strong philosophy throughout the school that there is an expectation that we take on leadership roles’ (classroom teacher). This expectation is clearly perceived as one of the major contributors to the prevalence of teacher leadership at school A. 

Another element of the school’s culture that is perceived to be a key factor in securing successful teacher leadership is trust.  As one subject leader said: ‘I think trust in this school is very strong, and we've worked hard as a school to develop that.’ In this sense a culture of trust is seen as both a facilitator and a result of teacher leadership, as giving people autonomy simultaneously requires and in turn helps create trust. Another way of actively building trust in school A has been through team building activities. Last year, for the first time, a team building day was undertaken, which was commented upon very positively by those interviewed. ‘We did a bit of training, which was team building, last year. We did swinging through the trees and stuff, and put people in teams they don’t usually work in. The building of the team bit was really important. And it was brilliant, ‘cos people started to see each other from different points of view, and trust each other more because of that’ (SMT member).   

While school culture emerged from the data as a strong factor and component in promoting teacher leadership, interviewees also stressed a number of structural elements that they felt needed to be in place for teacher leadership to work. The establishment of cross subject teams at school A appears to have been a major way of breaking down subject barriers and boundaries. The fact that all teachers have been given responsibility over a specific area of innovation and development, and are part of subject development teams meant that the old structural barriers could be crossed. 'The formal school structure isn’t really there because everyone has an area of responsibility, alongside  their subject. That means that everyone, all teachers, are seen to lead and manage in this school.' (SMT member)
This is not to suggest an absence of clear line management structures; in fact the reverse appeared to be true. The teams were seen as confident about reporting lines and about where to seek help from the SMT. Though this may seem somewhat contradictory, there was a strong sense among teachers that while they appreciated being involved in leadership, they needed to have a clear view of who to turn to for the support on certain decisions. While everyone is given leadership opportunities at school A it is clear that there is an associated degree of expectation, responsibility, and accountability. As the assistant head commented ‘I'm not going to give someone a leadership role, if they are not going to do anything with it’.
In addition to cultural and structural support, the style and strength of the headteacher and her senior management team appeared to be an important contributory factor. The headteacher of school A is considered to be the central driving force behind the development of teacher leadership in the school. She has been consistently very supportive of staff, and was described by one member of SMT as inspirational: ‘In Sally we have an inspirational leader here, who inspires people and people look up to. And teachers, they've got the accountability, but they also want to do it to get Sally's approval, to please Sally, and that is very important too in a leader’.

Teachers feel that good communication with the senior management team is another key factor in the development of teacher leadership at their school. Improving communication is something the SMT have worked on since the new head was appointed two years ago. ‘One thing we've tried to do is to improve communication in the school. So, after every meeting it is my responsibility to go to the two members of staff I'm responsible for and tell them everything that has been said. And that's made a big difference, so everyone knows what's happening now. (SMT member)’ 

Perceived Barriers to Teacher Leadership in School A

While there were relatively few barriers to teacher leadership identified in school A, there were one or two issues that staff felt could stand in the way of teachers becoming leaders. One barrier mentioned was the willingness of teachers to take on leadership roles. It was posited that some teachers saw themselves only as classroom practitioners and therefore could be very reluctant to see themselves in a leadership role or indeed, to take on such a role. The head provided the following example: ‘One of my staff, she really knows her stuff. But she's always talking about 'they decided, they said', and I want to say, well hang on a minute, it’s us. She, like everyone else, gets all the leadership opportunities, but doesn't want to engage unless there is some additional salary point attached. Getting round that is one of my big challenges.’ This view was confirmed by one of the teachers: ‘I think there are some things that as a staff we can all get involved in, but there's others that I as a teacher don't really want to get involved in because that’s the role of SMT.' The data would suggest that such reluctance was partly due to a lack of confidence about taking on a leadership role, which was perceived to be present among a majority of teachers when teacher leadership was first introduced in the school. This could be overcome with the support of colleagues. There will, however, inevitably be some teachers who still view leadership as being very little to do with them.

The head teacher also pointed to some of the difficulties and tensions of distributing leadership within her school. The problem of ‘letting go’ was recognized to be another potential barrier to distributed forms of leadership in school. The Head commented: ‘Well, one barrier’s got to be, well you've have to let go, particularly when you see something happening, and its not so good, not how you would do it. Do you keep quiet? I guess most of the time you do keep quiet, but its a bit of an issue for me to let go.’ Another barrier identified concerned the specific set of problems generated by the school within its particular context. As a school in challenging circumstances, distributing leadership is considered to be much more difficult simply because of the tasks facing the head on a daily basis. ‘Sometimes, the day to day problems, dealing with pupils, parents, the issues that come through the door from the estate, it’s mainly single parent families and so on, can make you loose sight of leadership (head)’.
School B - Emergent Teacher Leadership

The second case study is a large secondary school on the outskirts of a city, serving a catchment area comprising largely of council estates. The school’s intake is largely from families with high levels of socio-economic disadvantage. External exam results are relatively poor, and prior to the present head arriving the school was in ‘special measures’, which meant that the school received extra support, but was also officially designated a ‘failing school’. At present, the school’s exam results are still below the 25% five A - C threshold level.

In contrast to school A where there was a general consensus that all teachers participated in decision making, this was not the case in school B. Table 1 shows that the majority of teachers and managers felt that leadership was shared but that this was mainly located at senior and middle manager level. The vast majority of teachers and managers interviewed said middle managers participated fully in leadership, but this was not the case for ordinary classroom teachers. 

The data suggest that middle managers are involved in the process of decision making, and are actively encouraged to become more involved. There is a middle management group, which is consulted on all major decisions, and last year the head ‘asked heads of department and heads of year to identify a piece of significant leadership. What have you done to something that you know has made a difference?’ While attempts are made to distribute leadership beyond the senior management team, it would appear that distributed leadership does not (yet) extend to other classroom teachers.

In school B teachers felt they were less likely to initiate decisions than the staff in school A, but the vast majority of staff did feel that they were consulted on decisions. Within the school consultation was said to occur on a range of issues, including matters such as school policies, curriculum development and developmental plans. Consultation was seen as very wide- ranging but the degree of teacher involvement in decision making tended to be perceived as somewhat limited. For example: ‘when there’s an end of term celebration comes up, we ask ‘how do you want to do this’? (assistant head). Most teachers we interviewed felt that this consultation process was genuine: as one teacher commented: ‘They ask us for our opinion ... I do think they actually listen to us’. However, not all staff are happy with the consultation process.  As one teacher commented: ‘It's a bit of both, really, sometimes decisions seem to be made by the SMT alone, sometimes we are consulted, although I’m not always sure if they take any notice though.’

Many teachers in school B felt able to lead new initiatives and feel they are strongly supported by the SMT in doing so. All teachers interviewed felt that they received at least some support from SMT when embarking upon new initiatives. As one (young) teacher said: ‘I think especially at this school they actually work on that. If you're doing extra work, work that'll move the school on, I feel that there is a lot of scope for that sort of thing’. Many examples of teachers leading were mentioned by respondents. For example, a teacher in her first year organised the sports day and a rock climbing event. 'That is a big initiative for someone in her first year. We didn't say 'ah, you're too young, you can't do this'. We said, Yeah, ok, but with the right support and guidance’ (assistant head). Other examples included an initiative by the head of Modern Foreign Languages to introduce a new set of methods to improve pupil’s communication skills in foreign languages, and a maths teacher who had worked with colleagues to rewrite all the maths schemes in the department to fit in with the National Numeracy Strategy. 

These opportunities for teacher initiative and leading development were seen as making school B  different from other secondaries in the LEA, which were seen as managed in a more ‘top-down’ way with less scope for initiative. ‘There are no barriers to teacher initiative here. I would have felt that in other schools. I think that's one of the reasons I stayed here. Because as a supply teacher I went to many schools. And this was one of the toughest (in terms of pupil intake).’

Teacher leadership appeared to be very positively viewed within school B.  Both managers and teachers said they thought it could make a positive contribution to school improvement. In the words one teacher: ‘You're getting more involved, more people are giving ideas, more people are getting valued, so yes, definitely, it will help the school’. Overall, while there is clear management support for teacher leadership, and taking initiative is encouraged, the extent of involvement in decision making tends to be limited to middle management.
In school B it is clear that distributed leadership is starting to emerge and be developed as middle managers, and to a lesser extent, teachers appear to be allowed more decision making power and initiative, but it is certainly much less developed than in school A. The school also appears to have made some progress towards teacher leadership compared with the leadership style that had operated there before. According to interviewees, under the previous head leadership had been largely autocratic and top-down. The present head has started to devolve leadership, supported by most members of the SMT. As one head of department put it: ‘since the new senior management came in...as a staff we're much more involved with everything that's happened, we've much more influence over what has happened. We have meetings where we have input into things’. This process has been incremental. ‘Increasingly, as the school has developed, as middle managers have learnt to become leaders, they are getting more autonomy’ (assistant head).

Factors Perceived as Promoting Teacher Leadership in School B
As in school A, school culture at school B is considered to be a key element in securing increased levels of teacher leadership.  In School B sharing of good practice is said to be common across the school. Collegiality, described by interviewees as the ability to work together in (shifting) teams to the benefit of the school, is seen as central to school improvement, and as a main driver of change. As the head said: ‘There's a difference, isn't there, between collegiality and conviviality. I've worked in places where people are terribly matey, and we buy each other cream buns and go for drinks, but having a climate where people can be critical of each other, hold each other to account is different.’. 

As highlighted earlier, a shared vision would seem to be a key component of successful teacher leadership.  Most respondents saw this shared vision as part of the culture of school B. As a middle manager said ‘we are all very aware of where the school is going, we were consulted on the strategic plan, and we know we are responsible in our particular area to help the school meet its vision.’

Structural changes also appear to have contributed to the generation of teacher leadership, according to analysis of the interview data.  All teachers interviewed felt positively about the fact that the present management team had instituted regular whole-staff meetings, which are used as key arenas for consultation. ‘The head is always saying: get back to me, scribble on these notes, let me know what you think’. (assistant head). There are also regular meeting with heads of department, heads of year and the whole middle management team, where shared decision making is encouraged. The opportunity to have an input at these meeting is appreciated by teachers. The fortnightly line management meetings, where line managers sit down with the staff they have line management responsibility over, discuss any upcoming initiatives and invite feedback, are seen as a further way of distributing leadership.

Clear line management structures are also seen as important (as in school A).  Teachers felt they could talk to a member of SMT about the initiatives they were leading. Some teachers mentioned the professional development opportunities they had as being critical to enhancing their confidence to lead. Another factor mentioned as being important in generating teacher leadership was the opportunity for internal promotion within the school. ‘We are quite lucky in that there is quite a lot of internal promotion at this school. If they like you, they'll try and keep you by giving you leadership opportunities.’ (Maths teacher). Many of the young teachers interviewed in this school are highly ambitious, and promotion appeared to be a major motivator for them.

Support from school management at all levels (senior and departmental) is seen as another key factor in encouraging teacher leadership at the school by interviewees. As one teacher said: ‘We have to go through the hierarchy, we bring an idea to the line manager, who'll say yay or nay, but my line manager is great, she's been really supportive’. Senior management also monitors and directs the work of teachers, but this is seen as becoming less important as teachers become more confident in taking on leadership. 

Perceived Barriers to Teacher Leadership in School B

Some barriers to teacher leadership were identified by respondents in school B.  The first of these was lack of time. School B is a challenging school, which means that teachers generally have to work much harder than schools in less challenging ones. As one teacher put it: ‘That's obviously one thing that hinders you in taking up your leadership role ... if you are spending a lot of time dealing with difficult children, then you have less time to do interesting initiatives and all the lovely things.’ 

Lack of experience and confidence of teachers was also identified as a potential barrier. School B has quite a young staff, and many of the older members of staff have not worked in an environment in which they were asked to take on leadership roles before. Suspicion and a lack of confidence were considered to be barriers that would prove difficult to overcome. Within school B a minority of staff tended to be viewed as somewhat apathetic, and unwilling to take on leadership roles or offer feedback when consulted.  While most teachers want to get involved in leadership, some interviewees, particularly among senior managers, felt that it is also possible that they can be intimidated by colleagues who are less than supportive about them taking on a leadership role. 

Another barrier identified by interviewees in school B was the fact that not all senior managers were equally responsive to teacher initiative and involvement in decision making. Teachers interviewed commented that they didn’t feel they are always listened to when consulted, and that some managers still prefer a ‘top-down’ leadership style.  ‘At the end of the day we do take the decision. At the end of the day it’s our responsibility. We would be shirking our responsibility if we didn't take the decisions’ (deputy head). Occasionally, communications between senior management and staff are seen as problematic ‘sometimes, decisions are taken, and the reasons are not communicated to us. If we were informed a little bit more, everything would be fine, I think’ (head of year 7). 

Finally, the fact that school B is below the 25% 5 A*-C thresh-hold is seen as invoking particular tensions and problems. ‘When you're in the situation we are, just out of serious weaknesses, with poor exam results still, below the magical 25% 5 A* to C that the DfES want, your accountability is extreme....The earned autonomy thing, it's not helpful. I believe it should be reversed - all schools have autonomy until they get themselves into serious difficulties.’ (head). 

When the head initially joined the school, he came from being head at a school in an affluent area of the county. In that school, distributed leadership had been practised for a long time, and the head initially wished to do the same in his new school. However, in contrast to his previous school, school B was seen as a failing school which needed to be ‘turned round’ quickly, in order to get out of ‘special measures’. ‘I felt in that situation I had to change my leadership style, and become much less democratic’. According to the head, changing styles back again towards more democratic forms of leadership has been a challenge and a challenge he feels is still ongoing.

School C: Restricted Teacher Leadership

The third case study is a comprehensive school located in the leafy commuter belt of a large city. The school serves an affluent community and there are few socio-economic problems in the area. Housing around the school largely consists of private residences.  However, despite these circumstances, not all teachers feel that parents strongly support the school and their children’s education. Parents were described by interviewees as ‘self-made’ people, who saw their children’s education as the role of the school, rather than something they had to get involved in themselves. Interestingly, the school had been perceived as low performing, and not the first choice school for parents in the community. This had led to the school being under subscribed over several years.  Under the previous head school performance had improved significantly, though it was still considered to be an under-performing school.
In contrast to schools A and B where there is a clear consensus on the extent to which teachers are involved in decision making (i.e.involving all staff in school A and middle managers in school B, this is not  perceived to be the case in school C. Respondents are fairly divided on this issue, as can be seen in table 1. 

It would appear that while teachers do not participate in decision making at the whole school level, some middle level leaders have developed strategies to encourage teacher leadership in their department. One head of department in particular was strongly encouraging teacher leadership: ‘Everyone in the department is given something to look at, something the department needs, or they need or are good at. For example, one member of staff is looking at questioning. He is going into classrooms, and seeing how others do it... then they discuss with who they have observed what they have seen. Then that is discussed in the department, and disseminated. They take the lead on how that is done, they lead on it.’

Involvement in leadership at the whole school level was seen by some interviewees to be limited to the SMT only, although others felt that middle leaders were involved as well. As in school B, teachers tended to be consulted on decisions, rather than being given the opportunity to instigate ideas. However, the data revealed that views on this were again somewhat mixed. As one middle level leader said: ‘Teachers have the opportunity to have their voice heard, but whether staff would agree their voice is heard enough is open to debate.’

Teachers at school C do see some scope for taking initiative, and have done so on a number of occasions.  For example the Literacy coordinator is pursuing the purchase of mini whiteboards for the school, while another teacher decided the school would take part in the ‘World Challenge’ which had never been done before. However, relatively few examples of teacher leadership tended to be forthcoming in comparison with schools A and B.

It would seem from our interviews that teacher leadership is not particularly developed in this school, but interestingly this does not seem to be the result of a lack of support for the idea from the head. On the contrary, the head of school C expressed strong support for distributed and democratic forms of leadership, and had clearly thought about leadership styles and approaches. In particular, empowering teachers was an aspect he considered to be very important to the effectiveness of the school: ‘If you disempower teachers, you actually end up creating in the school a blame culture, where people just look around for other people to poke when things go wrong. So what I wanted to do was to set up a culture that empowered people’.

These positive views were echoed by other staff members in the school. The head of the science department, for example, stated that: ’I think to be satisfied in their job, people need to experience achievement. They need to grow professionally. Teacher leadership does that for them. A lot of people want financial rewards or status, but the self-respect you get from being better at your job than you were last year is the key, I believe.’ This view was also reflected by one school governor who said that ‘I think its important that people believe they have something to contribute to any organisation, be it school or British Rail or whatever.’ Teacher leadership therefore appeared to be supported across the school as a concept, but the extent to which it operated in practice appeared to be limited. 
Within school C, the support for teacher leadership expressed by the head and middle level leaders did mean that certain initiatives were being undertaken. Before the current head joined the school, few new initiatives were said to have been instigated or implemented at the school. The leadership style of the previous head was generally described as being quite hierarchical, and initiatives were only encouraged as long as they did not interfere with senior management policies and aims. 
The present head has tried to encourage teacher leadership, in his view, largely by attempting to change the culture. Creating a blame free culture is seen as particularly important by the head: ‘I talk to staff a lot about blame... I emphasise that blame absorbs energy’. The head has also tried to emphasise middle level leaders and teachers’ freedom to take decisions: ‘I talk a lot about the Toyota model. Toyota being the biggest car company in the world. They have localised ordering systems. They don't have a universal ordering system. We use the same idea here. Yes, we have some global aims, some goals for the school, but how you do that in science is not down to me, its down to the scientists, they know their subject.’

However, while support for teacher leadership appeared to be strong in school C, it does not appear to be permeating beyond the SMT.  The reasons why teacher leadership is not as wide-spread as in schools A and B appear to chiefly reside in the culture and structures of the school.  A key difference between this school and schools A and B appears to be that the cultural and structural changes required to support teacher leadership have not been put in place.

Structures, which were important factors in schools A and B, were hardly mentioned as an enhancing factor or a barrier in school C. The only facilitating factor mentioned (by the CPD coordinator) was the opportunity for staff to engage in professional development: ‘There is a wide range of opportunities that people have to go on training to become better leaders. For instance, at the moment there is an initiative, which is being run by Cambridge University, which is specifically this, it’s a leadership course. This year, two members of staff are involved in this.’ (CPD coordinator). None of the other facilitating factors seen in schools A and B (e.g. formal roles and teams) appeared to be present, however.

There were a number of barriers to teacher leadership that were highlighted in school C. The main barrier despite his obvious support for teacher leadership is perceived to be the leadership of the head. The head-teacher is seen as a weak leader by a number of teachers, which is in turn seen as a major barrier to the development of teacher leadership. This perceived lack of leadership from the centre has meant that teachers are often not sure what they are supposed to do. ‘People have to come forward, because they are not getting a nudge from the head. It is my personal opinion, that you have to ask staff, approach them, say ‘are you interested’. Given a little bit of support, and a little bit of a nudge, they will take things on. But they are not being nudged. (middle manager)’ 

Many teachers also feel that roles, including leadership roles, are not clearly defined in the school: ‘I think if roles were more clearly defined then it would be easier. You sometimes get the impression you can do something, and then someone will say 'oh no, you shouldn't have done that'. Or you'll think, I can't do that, ‘cos somebody will say something, and then they'll be 'oh, why didn't you do that' (teacher). This makes many teachers reticent in taking on leadership responsibilities.

Another key barrier identified by interviewees concerns the lack of communication from the head and the SMT. ‘Communication ... I think most people here would say that's an issue. It's not brilliant. I think most people would say its a bit last- minute, or that you are communicated with verbally, but sometimes you want things on paper’ (Literacy coordinator). Teachers felt that the head was not communicating his vision of teacher leadership clearly enough. The head of science said: ‘I think the head would like to have everyone involved, but there is a big difference with the reality. I don't think he has communicated his vision clearly enough.’ A governor put it more bluntly: ‘Who participates in leadership? The head doesn't participate much in leadership in this school. ‘There's a lot of talk about it, and one criticism - the only criticism - I had of the previous head was that she did disenfranchise the middle....but now staff, at the middle and at the bottom, are just confused’ 

While many teachers feel that the main impediment to the development of teacher leadership in school C resides with the leadership of the head-teacher, the head himself saw teacher attitudes as a key barrier. Teachers, in his view, did not necessarily want to take ownership or leadership responsibilities. For example, the head felt that attempts to devolve ownership for behaviour management strategies to teachers had been rebuffed. ‘behaviour management is the an example where teachers were given ownership but simply handed it back saying tell us what to do.' Some teachers are seen as cynical by the head: ‘There's always those people who have got themselves into a very cynical way of thinking. I think it's important to tackle those people, and tell them 'its not all about cynicism in this job'. Others want remuneration for their leadership efforts: ‘What I hear a lot is that they want to get paid if its something extra...what I want to move towards is a culture where teachers lead because they want to lead.’ (head).
An important perceived barrier, as in all the case study schools, is lack of time, which impedes staff from taking initiatives. In addition, School C has suffered from high staff turnover, which again has proved to be a major barrier to developing school wide leadership ‘You often end up with transient teams. How do you create a team, when your department has turned over 12 members of staff in the past two years?’ (head).

A number of cultural barriers at school C are also considered to be impediments to teacher leadership. The main barriers identified are a lack of a shared vision and lack of a collaborative culture within the school. As noted in the previous case studies, a shared vision is crucial to the development of teacher leadership in any school. However, in the views of many respondents, this element is lacking in school C. ‘I think in this school what needs to be established at the moment is a much clearer vision of where the school is going. Maybe not everybody is sure of what the vision is, and people have different interpretations of it’ (CPD coordinator). 

Teachers at school C frequently mentioned this lack of clear and shared vision, which exacerbated problems with communication. A central problem at school C, it would appear, is the prevalence of a ‘non-collaborative culture’. ‘We're not very good at working together for the same thing, the same goals. We tend to operate in bubbles’ (Literacy coordinator). What initiatives are taken, are often taken individually or within a department, without recourse to the school as a whole. ‘One problem is that I perceive things as whole school initiatives, but they're not, really. They're someone's baby, and I find it very hard not to start muddling with someone else's baby’ (head of science). Some teachers who have leadership roles feel isolated because they are not part of a formal team ‘I’m not part of the leadership team, in fact I’m not a part of a team at all’ (Literacy coordinator). Integrating non-traditional leadership roles into the school structure was said to be an important issue in preventing teacher leadership from spreading. 

There is a sense in which teachers at school C do not yet appear to have taken on board risk-taking and do not seem trust each other: ‘What we need, but we are not there yet, is to develop a culture of risk taking, and if they do take a risk and it goes pear shaped, saying, ok, that's the learning process. ...It's like in the classroom, if a kid gets something wrong, we don't batter them over it, we say, ‘ok, what did you learn from that.’’ (head). The fact that this risk-taking culture does not appear to be present has made teachers  reticent in coming forwards with new ideas and initiatives. 

Discussion

The three case studies described above highlight varying degrees of teacher leadership in action.  They point to some key conditions or requirements for making teacher leadership happen in practice.  

A Deliberate Process 
The case studies suggest that for teacher leadership to be successful it has to be a carefully orchestrated and deliberate process. They appear to show that where it was most effective, teacher leadership had been carefully put in place through changing structures and culture in a strategic way. The data suggest that for teacher leadership to be successful there needs to be a fundamental cultural shift in the vision and values of the organization. This requires all staff to understand and want to engage in leadership activities.  Teacher leadership needs to be deeply embedded in the culture of the schools.

In all cases studied, teacher leadership appeared to have been prompted by a new head-teacher who had taken the decision to distribute leadership. However, the degree to which teachers felt able to participate in leadership activities varied quite considerably from school to school. In some schools the headteacher felt s/he had met with resistance from other members of the senior management team and from teachers when introducing the idea. In those schools where teacher leadership had not been successfully established, teacher apathy tended to be identified as a cause by the headteacher and members of the senior management team. However, this problem seemed to exist among only a minority of staff in the case study schools. Wasley (1991) identified that resistance from teachers to leading arises a lack of understanding, support or reward for their additional efforts. This study concluded that for teacher leadership to become reality teachers must be given real support for their work.  Consequently, it is important that teachers are both willing and sufficiently skilled to take on leadership roles. This implies a time and resource investment to ensure they are prepared to lead.

Collaboration

The case studies revealed a wide variation of collaborative activity that constituted teacher leadership. They showed that teacher leadership often occurred within a variety of formal and informal collaborative settings. In school A in particular, groupings amongst teachers appeared to exist both within and across subjects, with a mandate to undertake developments or to problem solve in certain key areas for the school.  

Staff development and external support

One of the problems identified in developing teacher leadership is the fact that staff lack confidence and in some cases leadership skills to carry out the roles and responsibilities. This is not to suggest that they are incapable of becoming leaders, as much research has shown that leadership can to a large extent be learned and developed, (Muijs & Harris, 2003). However, it is clear that leadership development requires strong support and specific forms of professional development of staff. 

 In schools A and B, leadership development had been encouraged by sending teachers on Local Education Authority (LEA) leadership courses, or by having in house In-service training (INSET) delivery on leadership development. While undoubtedly useful, these traditional forms of professional development are by no means the only, or necessarily the most useful, way of developing leadership capability. In the most successful school (school A) innovative staff development methods, such as mentoring and coaching, were being used to develop leadership and collaborative skills.  The key point appears to be that some form of professional development needs to be in place to equip teachers to lead effectively.

External support also appears to be important in helping schools develop teacher leadership. The schools in the study which were part of a collaborative network in which teacher leadership was stressed, seemed to find this a major facilitating factor.

School culture and school structures

The data we collected suggests that teacher leadership can only flourish where both school culture and associated structures allow it to develop.  Within the successful case study schools there is evidence of a culture that supported teacher leadership, collaboration and partnership. Teachers had been actively encouraged to lead initiatives within the school and it appeared that there was a ‘no blame’ stance taken to innovation work that was less successful. Processes for sharing ideas such as regular staff meetings, newsletters, away-days and INSET days plus the mechanisms created by external initiatives appeared to have been put into place.

Teacher leadership seems to operate best where there are high degrees of trust. Developing trust is therefore a key task within a school, in which communication also plays an important role. Trust is most likely to develop in schools were relationships are strong, in the sense that staff know, or think they know, one another (Bryk & Schneider, 2003). This means that constant interaction, rather than a more distant style of leadership, as found in case study school C, is likely to facilitate trust. As well as being an important element in developing teacher leadership, involving teachers in leadership, especially where this takes the form of collaborative teams and action, can help develop trust, as it allows positive relationships to develop.

While a shared culture and goals seem an important prerequisite to distributing leadership in a school, teacher leadership itself impacts upon the culture of the school.  In many cases the study suggests that school goals and policies were arrived at through a process of consultation, through working groups and teacher involvement. The involvement of teachers in decision making on crucial, as well as on less central issues, helps create a shared feeling of responsibility for the goals of the organization and a shared sense of direction.

The importance of shared goals highlights the need to co-ordinate the various areas of activity or the developmental work within the school. In some schools this was achieved by regular meetings between the working groups and the SMT. In these meetings updates on progress were provided and any resource issues discussed. 

It is possibly not surprising that the study suggests that in the schools where teacher leadership had been most successfully introduced, attempts had been made to provide recognition and rewards, for teachers’ efforts either informally or formally. In some schools, efforts had been made to turn leadership into formal roles through enhanced promotion opportunities. In all cases, teachers’ work was formally recognised through being disseminated throughout the school, highlighting the important contribution teachers made.  

Conclusion
In summary, developing teacher leadership is not an easy process. It is closely related to re-culturing as it means a fundamental shift in the purposes and practices of the school. There are several conclusions that can be drawn from this study. The first is that beliefs matter. Common or shared beliefs permeate the culture of the school and in many ways define it. Secondly, structures matter. Structures can negate or support a culture of collaboration. They can divide cultures if boundaries are drawn too closely. Thirdly, trust matters. Without trust between teachers it is unlikely that positive collaboration or mutual development will occur. Finally, rewards matter. Whether intrinsic or extrinsic, teachers need to feel that their work is recognized and that there is some acknowledgement of their achievements within or on behalf of the school. 

Obviously, the limited nature of the case study approach used leaves many questions open. While, for example, we have identified a number of factors that were present in these schools, causality and the importance of each individual factor are difficult to judge without more longitudinal work. The limited sample makes any generalization of these factors tentative, especially as not all are in concordance with those reported above from the international literature (though in general the overlap is strong). For example, the role of the headteacher in initiating teacher leadership appeared particularly strong in our study. The role of clear structures also appeared particularly strong in our case studies, while conflict between teachers (mentioned in the international literature) was not widely reported. The extent to which these differences result from the English educational context, specificity of the cases or our definition of teacher leadership is hard to determine. What is clear is that the development of teacher leadership is by no means a straightforward process, and that further interaction of research and practice is needed to help develop the potential that teacher leadership has to offer.  
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