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ties. Some developed these qualities in their preser-
vice preparation, but most developed them through 
virtual networking with their teaching colleagues. 

The lessons teacher leaders have learned from 
their leadership experiences — and what we’ve 
learned through them — suggest how to create a 
system that supports teacherpreneurism at scale. 

A system that supports teacherpreneurs

Many of today’s barriers to teacherpreneurs result 
from the structure of our education system. Top-
performing nations spend far more on teachers and 
teaching than the U.S. Barely half of the $600 bil-
lion spent annually on public education in America 
is focused on instruction, and only 43% of all the 
nation’s education staff are classroom teachers. In 
high-performing nations, some 75% of education 
funding goes directly to instruction, and classroom 
teachers represent somewhere between 60% and 
80% of all staff (OECD, 2005).

position could not be realized because human re-
sources forms and formulas couldn’t properly track 
the time and salary of a nontraditional teaching role, 
and administrators lacked the will to find a solution. 
Fortunately, CTQ has successfully developed these 
roles within districts nationwide for 18 part- or full-
time released positions since that time. The successes 
of these teacherpreneurs offer proof of the value 
of the concept to hesitant administrators, and our 
memoranda of understandings with these districts 
offer diverse models for structuring, supporting, and 
funding the positions.

Nazareno and her teacherpreneurial colleagues 
have learned to develop skills as boundary spanners 
— a concept often used in organizational develop-
ment (and political science) to depict special change 
agents who communicate across different and often 
competing groups and establish links among them. 
According to British policy expert Paul Williams, 
difficult problems require boundary spanners who 
have interorganizational experience, transdisci-
plinary knowledge, and strong cognitive capabilities 
(Williams, 2002). Each of the eight teacher leaders 
profiled in the book has a wealth of all three quali-

Matthew Dennis   
7 years in teaching

7th-grade English teacher / English & literacy department chair

Skinner Middle School, Denver, Colo.

National Academy for Advanced Teacher Education Fellow*

I used to think that being a leader meant having all the answers. Now I know that it means you have more questions. I used to 
think it meant you had to get in there and get things done. But I’ve learned that leadership means taking the time to develop an 
understanding, having the finesse to facilitate the process so that many people can answer the questions.

The role of the leader is not to be at the forefront but to have the capacity to bring in all sides and to bring out what you need 
from others. It means being able to bring about a change that will last so something will go on long after you leave.

You don’t have to have the title of school leader to be a leader. The longer I’m in education, the more I see a variety of ways to 
influence the classroom. I went through a principal preparation program because I really felt a sense of urgency, and I wanted to 
have the most impact that I could. I felt like I had to widen my scope so I could influence more than just 120 students a day. But 
I want to be a demonstrated instructional leader first. There are plenty of things to keep me in the classroom, but I am always 
interested in the policy piece, the systemic piece, and how I can have some impact on that.

* Note: Several of the teachers highlighted in these vignettes graduated from the National Academy of Advanced Teacher Education, which 
challenges teacher leaders to deepen their instructional practice and improve their capacity to lead colleagues in their schools.

TEACHER LEADER VOICES

There is a solid base of individual teachers who 
crave leadership opportunities.
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do when, for example, they serve as community con-
nectors or policy mavens.

Over the last several years, CTQ, in addition to 
backing 18 teacherpreneurs, has supported hundreds 
of other teacher leaders as part of our larger virtual 
community — the CTQ Collaboratory — who write 
and publish in high-profile blogs and other print 
media. As a result, an Internet search for “teacher-
preneurs” now yields almost 30,000 links to stories 
about this bold brand of leadership from the class-
room. And, over the last several years, more non-
profits and think tanks are beginning to recognize 
and elevate teacher leadership in ways that were un-
imaginable a few years ago. Social media tools make 
sure that the public, which trusts individuals more 
than institutions, will get to know and appreciate the 
benefit that teacher leadership has for students and 
public education. More nonprofits are beginning to 
do the same — and the Internet is gradually intro-
ducing their expertise to the public. 

No doubt that scaling up the teacherpreneur con-
cept will require the political will to reallocate re-
sources so that more administrators can teach, and 
more teachers can lead. Reflecting on what my or-
ganization has learned from working with teacher 
leaders and supporting teacherpreneurs in diverse 
school districts across America, I believe there are 
at least four high-leverage strategies we can use to 
broaden the scope of teacherpreneurism and ensure 
its effectiveness.

 #1. Make teacherpreneurs more public.
The American public continues to have a great 

deal of trust and confidence in American teachers. In 
fact, over the last several years, 72% of those polled 
give the highest marks to teachers (Bushaw & Lopez, 
2012). As teacher leader Shannon C’de Baca told me:

To make teacherpreneurs more visible, they have to be 
part of the social fabric of the school and recognized as 
an important part. We have to be very explicit about 
making more visible what teacherpreneurs actually 

Randy Kurstin   
9 years in teaching

8th-grade English language arts lead teacher

Albemarle Road Middle School, Charlotte, N.C.

National Academy for Advanced Teacher Education Fellow

Leadership starts with passion and making a commitment to having an impact. When I began teaching at my school, I noticed 
that students didn’t have a lot of opportunities to do anything outside the classroom to make their learning meaningful and 
relevant. So I put together a Shakespearean recitation group. Most of the students didn’t know who Shakespeare was, and they 
had no experience doing anything like this. This group has become a staple at our school and led to many successes at local and 
regional recitation competitions. Students are eager to be involved and up for the challenge. I didn’t ask anyone else to do this; I 
just did it. There was no baseball team at my school. I’m an avid baseball fan. When I asked why there was no team, people told 
me that nobody wanted to coach. I said, when do I show up? 

Now, my classroom is a learning lab where teachers, usually young teachers and new teachers, visit to observe lessons. I really 
enjoy those experiences because I know I’m directly influencing other teachers. I really don’t want to be on the other side of 
the desk. I like being in the trench. I like being able to directly affect my students. I know I could raise my income by leaving the 
classroom, but that’s just not why I became a teacher. It’s not about the money.

Effective teacher leaders are quality teachers first. I think my colleagues trust me because they know I have as much skin in the 
game as they do. If you want good relationships with other teachers, you have to be humble, you have to admit that you don’t 
know everything, you have to be part of the conversation not dictating the conversation, and you have to listen. As a professional, 
you pay attention to the little things, making sure you’re punctual, paying attention to how you conduct yourself in meetings. You 
have to make sure you are part of the team, not apart from the team.

TEACHER LEADER VOICES
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ria Fenwick was among the group of teachers who 
developed the T3 Initiative. She wrote:

As we dug into research on the inequitable distribu-
tion of effective teachers, a surprising narrative came 
to light: Many policy makers thought it wasn’t pos-
sible to convince experienced, effective teachers to 
teach in the so-called worst schools.

From our experience, we knew that was incorrect. We 
believed teachers like us would be eager for the chal-
lenge to teach in an underperforming, hard-to-staff 
school . . . if the right conditions were in place. Over 
the next several months, we set out to define what 
those conditions would be (Fenwick, 2013).

Those conditions included a critical mass of 
solutions-oriented colleagues (T3 teacher leaders 
compose 20% to 25% of the teaching staffs at each 
partner school), a clear and defined leadership role, 
a principal committed to a model of shared school 
leadership, an intensive network of support, and ad-
ditional compensation. 

With those conditions in place, the T3 Initia-
tive now receives, on average, 7.5 applications for 
every open teacher leader position. Our highest-
performing teachers clearly can be attracted to our 

points in English language arts (Teach Plus, 2012). 
By contrast, scores in the remainder of the dis-
trict were flat or declining, as were scores in other 
schools statewide that were given the turnaround 
designation. Recently, state officials removed two-
thirds of the initial T3 schools from turnaround 
status based on the schools’ consistent improved 
performance. 

 #2. Improve access of high-need students to 
effective teachers.

The early results of the T3 Initiative point to an-
other key outcome for teacher leadership: its capacity 
to attract high-performing teachers to low-perform-
ing schools. The recently updated No Child Left 
Behind waiver requirements indicate an increased 
emphasis on equalizing student access to effective 
teachers. A wide body of research indicates that high-
need students are disproportionately saddled with 
low-performing teachers (Education Trust-West, 
2012), and conventional wisdom has long held that 
low-performing schools can’t attract significant 
numbers of experienced, effective teachers. 

The T3 Initiative proves that is not the case. Ma-

Kaitlyn Wante Mikalaitis   
8 years in teaching

English teacher and English department chair

Cathedral High School, Boston, Mass.

National Academy for Advanced Teacher Education Fellow

I got my first step into leadership when I was given the job of being department chair at the end of 
my first year of teaching. It was really a vote of confidence and confirmed for me that I was good at what I did as a first-year 
teacher. But it was weird because I was not the most senior person in the department, and I was terrified because I didn’t know 
how other teachers were going to react to that. 

There’s a lot of independence in a Catholic school. We just don’t have much bureaucracy. But it also means some of the roles 
are ambiguous. We don’t have formal lead teachers or mentor teachers like you might see in some of the larger public schools. 
It’s a smaller pond so there are lots of opportunities to wear a variety of hats.

Down the road, I see myself leading an urban Catholic school. I love teaching, I love being in the classroom, but I’m getting 
excited about being in a position where I could have more institutional impact. I know that I’ll want to encourage teachers to 
take on leadership roles. School leaders need teacher leaders because they’re the ones who other teachers look to and trust. No 
matter how much experience an administrator has, when they tell a teacher to teach in a certain way, teachers sometimes just 
roll their eyes. Administrators could have been in the classroom five minutes ago, but, as soon as they leave the classroom, they 
lose the credibility. To model effective teaching, schools need teacher leaders.

TEACHER LEADER VOICES



most challenging schools, and well-structured, well-
supported teacher leadership opportunities are an 
avenue to achieve that.

 #3. Extend careers of teachers looking for growth 
opportunities. 

Attrition is a growing problem in the teaching 
profession. Last year, The New Teacher Project 
(TNTP) reported that the nation’s 50 largest urban 
school districts lose some 10,000 high-performing 
teachers each year (2012). That problem is exacer-
bated for low-income students and students of color, 
who are two to three times more likely than their 
more affluent peers to be assigned a weaker teacher 
(Education Trust-West, 2012). 

To leverage teacher leadership to address the chal-
lenge of teacher attrition, leadership opportunities 
must attract the kind of ambitious, talented teachers 
who are seeking professional growth but feel ambiva-
lent about leaving the classroom. 

Three years ago, Erin Dukeshire was one of those 
teachers. In her essay in Learning from the Experts: 
Teacher Leaders on Solving America’s Education Chal-
lenges (Harvard Education Press, 2013), Dukeshire 

explains that she began to consider leaving the class-
room at year five:

I adored my students and the daily work, but leading 
a classroom no longer felt like enough to sustain me 
through an entire career . . . . The joys and compel-
ling challenges of classroom teaching were not the 
only factors that brought me to the classroom . . . . I 
aimed to have an impact on more than the hundred 
students in my classes every day (Coggins, Peske, & 
McGovern, 2013, p. 112).

Dukeshire describes how the chance to lead her 
peers and have a broader impact beyond her class-
room as a T3 teacher leader kept her in the class-
room. 

Five years later, data from across our programs 
proves that Dukeshire is not alone.  An internal sur-
vey of teachers who have participated in our pro-
grams finds that 52% of Teaching Policy Fellows 
and 55% of T3 teacher leaders say leadership op-
portunities influenced their decisions to remain in 
the classroom (Teach Plus, n.d.).  While we know 
that some teachers are already committed to life-
long classroom careers and that others will inevitably 
leave, for teachers who are on the fence, leadership 
opportunities can be the make-or-break difference.

The incoming generation of teachers may be less 
inclined toward 30-year teaching careers than their 
boomer predecessors. Nonetheless, leadership op-
portunities can be the difference between a two-year 
teacher and a 10-year teacher. Ninety-two percent 
of Teaching Policy Fellows and 93% of T3 teacher 
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Matt Presser
5 years in teaching

English teacher and cocreator of the Freshman Academy at his school

High School in the Community, New Haven, Conn.

National Academy for Advanced Teacher Education Fellow

My school breeds leadership. We’re a teacher-led school so we’re all teachers. There is a mentality 
here that everybody is a leader. We’re all stewards of the future of the school.

There is more than just individual responsibility for your classroom. We all sit down at planning meetings, we vote, or we come 
to a consensus, and we all have collective responsibilities. We can’t push a challenge down the line and say the principal will take 
care of this.

I don’t think it’s burdensome. I think it’s a pretty exciting privilege to participate with like-minded colleagues in the decision 
making that guides the school. It’s a fairly significant difference from my last school (a traditional public school). There, teachers 
waited for the principal to tell us what to do.

TEACHER LEADER VOICES

Defining some teachers as leaders does not 
fracture school cultures.
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for teachers to lead at the policy level where they 
can solve the problems of the profession beyond the 
classroom walls.

Pathways to bringing teachers and policy mak-
ers into direct dialogue have an obvious benefit to 
students, too: When teachers have a voice in craft-
ing and implementing policies that affect their daily 
work — from evaluation reform to testing proto-
cols — those policies are likely to work better in the 
classroom.

The value of teacher leadership at the policy level 
is particularly evident in the national conversation 
on testing. In 2011, a group of teacher leaders work-
ing with Teach Plus came together to find a way for 
teachers to voice their opinions on testing. Their 
perspective was that not all tests are created equal and 
that the current debate around testing has become 
too focused on a pro-con testing dichotomy. Instead, 
these teachers asked if there was a way to provide 
the ultimate decision makers with access to teacher 
opinions in determining which tests are mandated 

decision making and collective teacher efficacy — 
than did teachers in other BPS schools. Moreover, 
teachers in T3 schools rated their schools higher in 
the category of collegial work environments than did 
teachers in other BPS schools.

Teachers entering the profession today want to 
be recognized for their success with students. They 
see little conflict with the notion of stronger teachers 
supporting weaker teachers; indeed, they often view 
highly effective teachers as their greatest resource and 
support formalized roles that facilitate teacher collab-
oration. In Chicago, the city with arguably the stron-
gest traditional union in the country, 80% of teach-
ers said they wanted teachers to play a formal role as 
observers in the evaluation system (Teach Plus, 2013).  

 #5. Ensure a role for teachers as leaders in policy 
decisions affecting their practice.

If a key tenet of professional work is that prac-
titioners are viewed as the expert problem solvers 
of their field, then there also must be defined roles 

Efrat Kussell   
8 years in teaching

6th-grade math teacher and lead teacher for upper school math department

Explore Charter School, Brooklyn, N.Y.

National Academy for Advanced Teaching Education Fellow

My form of teacher leadership is knowing what I need to do to help students succeed and doing 
it, regardless of how hard or inconvenient it might be. I’m very interested in doing things really well 
personally. I’ve never been motivated by power. I don’t need to wear a title. From the start, I have 
always been motivated by achievement — my students’ achievement and my own. I care about the work that I do at my school, 
especially my teaching. Being a teacher leader means that I am teaching at my highest level each day and always looking to 
improve my practice for my students’ benefit.

Teachers respect other teachers when they see that they’re doing something well. They want to know that person’s secret. 
Teachers also respect humility and the ability to admit when things did not go well. Knowing that you’re never going to be 
perfect, but having the goal of being the best that you can be, that’s really important.  Teachers who are highly regarded by their 
colleagues are teachers who are constantly modeling excellent teaching and focused on how they will improve. By itself, that 
builds a certain leadership tone.

When you’re a teacher, you’re in the heart of everything. You’re interfacing with kids and parents and other teachers, the staff, 
the leadership team. If you’re great at what you do, you have the chance to influence so many people around you. You’re not 
coming at it from up above or down below. You are right in the middle. So you can really decide how you’re going to do things. 
The stronger a reputation you gain as a teacher, the more decisions you get to make. The best teachers have the most freedom 
to run their own show.

I honestly just always want to get better at teaching. I think about it all the time. It’s at the heart of everything I do. I have this little 
book on my desk titled, It’s Not How Good You Are, It’s How Good You Want to Be. That’s me exactly.

TEACHER LEADER VOICES


