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Setting 
Following the dismissal bell, Tanya, an 11-year veteran teacher, meets up with Marcus, another member of the Greenwell 
Middle School faculty, for their daily wrap-up conversation. 
 

“How did your fourth-period lesson go? Did the kids eat it up?” Marcus asks. 
 
“Quite literally,” Tanya grins, opening her packed lunch, which often isn’t devoured until after school. 
“Solving algebraic equations with M&M’s as variables tends to make teenagers salivate.” 
 
Tanya and Marcus have worked together for several years, and they lean on each other often, 
planning lessons and analyzing data together, exchanging instructional techniques, and providing 
emotional support through the ups and downs of a school year. 
 
On this particular day, Tanya has something broader on her mind than her math lesson. 
 
“I want to have a greater impact,” she says, putting down her turkey wrap and looking at Marcus. “I 
want to be a difference-maker in education.” 
 
“Well, I’ve told you,” Marcus says. “Enroll in the educational leadership program with me. You can 
get your Master’s degree and your administrator’s certificate – then the world is your oyster.” 
 
“I love teaching too much for that,” Tanya says. “I am not interested in focusing solely on 
curriculum or assessments or discipline. Being an assistant principal, principal, or specialist doesn’t 
appeal to me. My jam is in the classroom.” 
 
“So what do you really want?” Marcus asks. 
 
“I have a lot to offer,” Tanya says. “The question is, how do I leverage my skills, knowledge, and 
impact in a leadership capacity while staying predominantly in the classroom…and get compensated 
fairly for it?” 
 
“That,” Marcus says ruefully, “is the million-dollar question.” 
 

Tanya’s query is similar to one I’ve heard hundreds of times over the past several years. Heck, I even asked it myself at 
a couple of points in my career. We’ve got throngs of incredible, talented, savvy teachers who have a lot to offer; 
indeed, their colleagues, preservice teachers, their campuses and communities, and the profession itself can benefit from 
their expertise…so why isn’t teacher-leadership utilized more often? 
 
 
Tackling the Conundrum 
There’s one giant boulder blocking our path to effective teacher leadership: We don’t view teachers as viable leaders. 
 
Hold on, hold on, before you start lambasting me in the comments, consider this: How do we typically handle the expert 
teachers in our schools? In most cases, in order to extract the greatest perceived benefit from them, we shuck them out 
of their classrooms. What a dismal trade-off, right? We take the best of the best teachers and remove them from the 
setting in which they are making the biggest difference! 
 
  



 

 

 
Why does this happen? We want to recognize their excellence, and that often means promoting them. Is an assistant 
principal position a promotion? Maybe. Does it automatically mean the expert teacher’s influence is multiplied? Perhaps. 
Do all great teachers become great administrators? No, unfortunately, they don’t. 
 
Sometimes we ruin great teachers by separating them from their strengths and passions. Tanya’s greatest benefit, and 
her greatest joy, are found in the day-to-day teaching, learning, relationships, and exquisite cacophony of the classroom. 
Why promote them away from their position of ultimate impact? 
 
Or we do this (and I’ve been guilty of all the following as a principal): 

− We need a teacher representative to serve on the site leadership team? Ask Tanya. 

− Someone needs to coordinate the Read on the Lawn event and facilitate the spelling bee? Ask Tanya. 

− The district asks for teacher input on the new curriculum adoption? Ask Tanya. 

− We need a facilitator for the book study on the new intervention model? Ask Tanya. 

− The faculty lounge desperately needs a makeover? Ask Tanya. 

− Someone needs to lead a discussion on powerful lesson hooks? Ask Tanya. 

 
And the “ask” language I use is being generous. Often, Tanya isn’t even asked; she’s voluntold. And there’s no 
compensation for these additional responsibilities; indeed, they’re volunteer roles tacked onto her already-overflowing 
docket that she accepts out of the goodness of her enormous heart. And what does that do to the incredible, wonderful 
Tanyas out there? It burns them out, sowing resentment, exhaustion, frustration, and negativity. Why would we do this to 
our best and brightest stars? 
 
So, let’s return to the so-called million-dollar question: How do we leverage our expert teachers’ skills, knowledge, and 
impact in a leadership capacity while keeping them predominantly in the classroom…and compensating them fairly for it? 
 
 

 
 
 
How can Teachers Lead from the Classroom out? 
First things first, let’s clarify a statement I made earlier: We don’t view teachers as viable leaders…because they don’t 
wield positional authority over others. So we don’t typically treat them as leaders and grant them leadership status.  
 
However, consider this definition:  
 
Leader (noun): One who has followers. 
 
Leaders inspire other people. They provide a standard by which others can be compared. They set the tone, the 
direction, and the tenacity with which others pursue goals. They impact the mindsets, beliefs, and habits of others. They 
compel others to take action. One doesn’t need positional authority, a title, or a special certificate hanging on the wall 
to be a leader. 
 
So yeah, teachers are leaders, without question. 
  



 

 

 
There are many ways that teachers lead while maintaining their teaching duties, with boots on the ground, the ears of 
the people, and the street cred to influence their peers. Below you’ll encounter a handful of approaches, sorted into two 
levels of teacher-leadership. 
 
 
Level One: Embedded Influence 
Can we create opportunities that extend beyond the classroom for Tanya? Absolutely. Are many of them relatively simple 
to fold into our expert teachers’ regular professional responsibilities and duties? Yes, indeed, they are. What can teacher-
leaders do to impact a system positively? 
 
Use a leadership voice. Who tends to speak out in faculty meetings, the staff lounge, and the dreaded parking lot? 
Naysayers. Disenchanted educators. The negative. When those are the voices colleagues hear, the staff becomes 
fractured, morale plummets, and positive change efforts stall. Instead, teacher-leaders can use their voice to advocate 
for the common, clear, compelling vision that rallies everyone on campus together. They can speak up, share stories of 
success, generate positive interactions, and build camaraderie. Through their curated public input, the school culture can 
transform into a joyous, optimistic, enchanting place to work. 
 
Get comfy being the first follower. When someone else presents a promising idea that addresses our needs and aligns 
with our vision, teacher-leaders can stand up. Endorse it. Vow to try it. And then follow through by doing it. This holds 
true no matter who presented the idea in the first place: a colleague, student, administrator, parent, or social-media 
commenter. When there's a first follower, there'll be a second. Then a third, and on and on. It’s not until the 100th 
monkey adopts a behavior that it becomes the routine. Until that happens, the promising ideas will remain simply that: 
ideas. 
 
Be the change you want to see. Good things come to those who wait? Not in education. There’s a better expression I’ve 
come to embrace: There’s no point in walking to preach unless your walking is your preaching. If a campus wishes to 
have more teacher collaboration, teacher-leaders can roll up their sleeves, go to a colleague, and bring some data and 
a couple of questions to consider. If the staff wants better feedback on their teaching practices, teacher-leaders can 
send an invitation to administrators or instructional coaches to visit the classroom with a short list of look-fors. Rather 
than wait for the stars to align and for someone else to institute a policy to make best practices the norm, teacher-
leaders can start doing them, contributing to the professional environment we know works. 
 
 
Level Two: Compensated Add-On Roles 
Let’s formalize some teacher-leadership systems and slide Tanya in as she sees fit. Here are some options, with 
compensation ideas below: 
 
Mentor new teachers. Teaching is one of those professions that seems like anyone could do it. Until you try. Having a 
sage, supportive guide on the side for new teachers is an essential part of an effective induction program. Through 
coaching conversations, collaborative discussions, problem-solving sessions, and more, teacher-leaders can serve as the 
partner and advisor for teacher new to the profession, district, building, and/or assignment. 
 
Facilitate professional-learning experiences. One way to share a teacher-leader’s expertise is to invite the teacher to lead 
professional development sessions for the staff. During team meetings, faculty meetings, designated PD days, and even 
beyond school hours (if there’s a way to compensate attendees as well), the teacher-leader could share promising 
practices, tips and tricks, and tools to help colleagues deepen their understanding. Sometimes the best PD comes from 
the teacher down the hall, and creating a structure to encourage that collaboration can go a long way. 
 
Host a model classroom. Another way to share a teacher-leader’s expertise is to designate that person’s classroom as a 
“model” setting. Whether the focus is classroom management and 
routines, clear instructional design and delivery, or any other element of 
high-quality teaching, the classroom becomes a destination for fellow 
teachers to visit, observe, and discuss the characteristics, planning, 
organization, and maintenance of exceptional performance. 
 
Lead an action-research project. Nothing bonds a team of teachers 
more than the common pursuit of a challenging question. Often referred 
to as a problem-of-practice, these questions pique the interest and 
curiosity of a team of teachers, who then scour the research and follow 
the Reflective Cycle together, seeking strategies and approaches that 
address the problem-of-practice in order to improve the educational 
outcomes for their students. Leading this process, facilitating 
discussions, and eventually reporting back to the staff on their findings, 
can be an empowering role for teacher-leaders. 
 
Chair a committee. Most schools have an abundance of committees 
designed to keep the ship afloat and moving forward. Staying abreast 
of the work often takes additional time, energy, and expertise, and our 
teacher-leaders are in a prime position to influence their peers and the 
direction of the school in this capacity. Not only does this responsibility 
carry the weight of facilitating committee meetings, it allows our teacher-
leaders to hone their skills of setting direction, strategic planning, 
coordinating personnel, and managing a dynamic project.  

https://justalchemy.com/2012/04/19/100th-monkey/
https://justalchemy.com/2012/04/19/100th-monkey/
https://educationhall.com/2024/03/28/help-teachers/


 

 

 
Putting our Money where our Mouth is 
For the tasks and projects like the ones at Level two, principals can (and ought to) offer appropriate compensation to 
reward the time commitment our expert teachers provide. Often, this is regulated by local collective bargaining 
agreements, and it may include an additional step of posting, interviewing, and selecting individuals to assume the 
responsibility. In the end, the right people reap the rewards for their contributions to the greater good. Here are some 
options: 
 
Modest (or not-so-modest, why not?) stipends. Those holding the purse strings often have flexibility in awarding financial 
stipends for additional responsibilities. Additional pay for additional work just makes sense. This could be divvied up at 
an hourly rate or a per-project lump sum. 
 
Release (or flex) time. What’s the most elusive commodity? Time. Many districts have models that grant release time 
from contracted days or hours, the opportunity to work from home when possible, or otherwise trade time-for-time. 
 
Portional FTE assignments. In certain circumstances, the additional duties may be so significant and long-lasting that 
they can be wrapped into a teacher-leader’s contract. There are considerable benefits to both parties when a teacher 
earns 1.1 or 1.2 FTE when the leadership tasks are packaged into their annual contract. Think of the benefits to service 
time and retirement beyond the short-term boost in income. 
 
 
The Long and Short of it 
The expertise and experience of our best and brightest teachers are often the most valuable (and misutilized) assets 
within a school. Rather than overburden them with requests and expectations that they’ll likely acquiesce to because of 
their servant nature – which likely leaves them jaded, burned out, and likely to press “eject” and seek employment 
elsewhere – savvy leaders can identify opportunities for productive teacher-leadership and allocate appropriate 
compensation for that commitment. 
 
Teacher-leaders thrive when their principals seek their input, honor their perspectives, appreciate their experiences, and 
value the impact they have on their colleagues, the day-to-day work, and the entire school community.  
 
 

 
 
 
Six weeks later 
Tanya’s conversation with Marcus inspired her to take the bull by the proverbial horns. She arranged a “Coffee Talk” 
session for one morning before school and invited a handful of fellow veteran, expert educators. Together, they 
brainstormed a list of ways they could share their strengths, flex their leadership muscles, and impact the school 
community…and, quite importantly, also put together a handful of acceptable compensation options. 
 
That small group of teacher-leaders presented the information as a menu to the administration at Greenwell Middle 
School, including Marcus (who had begun an internship in the school office through his Master’s program).  
 
Marcus was tasked with reaching out to the district’s Human Resources department for clarity and guidance, and within 
two weeks, the administration announced a formal teacher-leadership program for the site. 
 
When Marcus pops his head into Tanya’s room after school a month later, the structure of the program is well 
underway. 

 
“Are you surviving?” Marcus asks. 
 
“Not just surviving. Thriving.” Tanya smiles. “I’m so glad we’re doing this.” 
 

  



 

 

 
“What’s the current leadership project?” Marcus asks.  
 
“We’re in a good spot,” Tanya says. “It looks like I’ll have a district-approved model classroom next 
year, and I’ll be getting an additional prep period to help with planning and coaching conversations 
with teachers who visit. Also, we’ve built the skeleton of a new-teacher mentoring program and, 
thanks to your negotiations with HR, there’s a pretty good pay structure in the plan.” 
 
“Glad to help,” Marcus nods. “But it’s you who’s done all the work. I’m glad we’ve found a way to 
keep the teacher-leaders fired up and encouraged around here. There’s a good energy on campus.” 
 
“Yes,” Tanya smiles again, unearthing a sandwich from her bag. “Now if we could just figure out 
how to actually eat lunch during the school day…” 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Pete Hall is an award-winning principal and author of 15 books, including Always Strive to 
Be a Better You and Reaching and Teaching Kids Who Don't Fit in the Box. He is a 
renowned catalyst and capacity-builder, driven to impact others’ lives in profoundly positive 
ways. He channels his experiences as a school principal, life coach, and small-business 
owner into manageable lessons for continuous growth, personal improvement, and positive 
mindset. Pete shares his optimism, joy, and practical application of strategies for getting 
the most out of yourself, no matter what your role(s) and goal(s) may be, weaving clear 
mental shifts into every nook and cranny of his interactions with others.  

 

 

 
 
Legacy is the official journal of The Worthy Educator, elevating the good work being 
done by leaders in education who are working to change the narrative on the profession 
and actively plan for impact that transforms its future to serve the needs of a diverse, 
decentralized, global society that is inclusive, equitable and open to all people as next 
generations adapt, evolve and contribute by solving problems and creating solutions that 
meet the needs of a world we have yet to envision. 
 

Submissions are accepted on a rolling basis from educators who are implementing new 
and innovative approaches in the classroom and at the building and district levels. 
Information on specifications and instructions to submit can be found online at 
theworhtyeducator.com/journal.  
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