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INTRODUCTION

As part of STEP (School

Transformation & Empowerment

Project), Mantra4Change works

with several low-budget private

schools across Karnataka and

Andhra Pradesh, aiming for whole

school transformation. One of our

most important stakeholders in

the process of systemic

transformation is the teacher, who

is the fulcrum of the classroom and

thus has the potential to be a

significant part of the school

transformation process. 

 

As we continued to work in schools

across geographies, we realised  

 

 

that some schools had a more

motivated teacher body, making

such things as a widened

leadership system more effective in

their schools, whereas others

struggled in those areas. We

decided to explore how teacher

leadership could play a part in

forming a positive school culture

and shaping teacher experiences.

 

Our primary focus for this study

was to understand how teacher

leadership structures have

impacted and been impacted by

the school culture of Sujana

Convent. We were particularly

interested in exploring:

 

Structures & practices of teacher

leadership in the school;

The changes in teachers’

behaviors and beliefs brought

about by teacher leadership

structures;

School-level changes brought

about by teacher leadership;

Whether teacher leadership has

sustained, and why.

 

 

 

 

 



TEACHER

LEADERSHIP:

WHAT & WHY

Teacher leadership is a set of practices and

structures that helps enhance the teacher

profession to further school improvement. In a

profession that is generally known as “flat”, teacher

leadership offers a lot of potential to build and

carve out what a teacher’s journey of growth can

look like. 

 

The Teacher Leadership Exploratory Commission

(2008) defines teacher leadership as, “a powerful

strategy to promote effective, collaborative

teaching practices in schools that lead to

increased student achievement, improved decision

making at the school and district level, and create

a dynamic teaching profession for the 21st century”.

 

According to an ASCD report on teacher

leadership on 2014, teacher leadership has the

capacity to affect student learning, teacher

retention, school culture, school improvement, the

crafting of sound education policy, and productive

and innovative teachers’ associations. 

 

The report also points to a few reasons that

demonstrate why teacher leadership is beneficial

for teachers, leaders, and administrators alike:

 



Teachers have a structured way

to grow within their professions:

Whereas the traditional path of

a teacher offers very little

change over the years, teacher

leaders can constantly grow and

innovate even without having to

shift to administrative roles. 

Including teacher leadership in

a school can help teachers exert

a wider influence on school

structures and decisions beyond

the classroom, while also

contributing to their own

growth as teachers.

 

Teachers' tenure in schools is

longer than that of

administrators: This means that

no matter how qualified an

administrator is, teachers carry

an institutional memory that

can help them contribute to the

school in a meaningful way.

Investing in teacher leaders is to

invest in members of a school

who can take a long-term view

and execute long-range

projects.

 

Principals have limited

expertise: Most school leaders, or

principals, are restricted to their

own area of instructional

expertise. However, by 

leveraging teacher leaders who

are skilled at a variety of subjects

and fields, leadership decisions

can be made from a broader

and wider perspective.

 

Improved teacher retention:

When it comes to teacher

retention, both new and

experienced teachers who leave

the profession have indicated

that they do so in part because

of a lack of shared decision-

making roles and opportunities

to lead. Teacher leadership

offers a direct way to retain

teachers within the school, by

offering them opportunities to

grow and challenge themselves

constantly.

 

 



SCHOOL CULTURE AND

TEACHER LEADERS

Apart from these factors, school

culture is another aspect that

benefits from teacher leadership in

schools. In fact, a Learning Forward

report summarizes a few aspects of

a school culture that both

encourage and are bolstered by

thriving teacher leadership.

 

Relational Trust: Drawing on

research about relational trust

(Bryk & Schneider, 2002), the

report emphasizes the importance

of relational trust among all

members of a school community,

and posits it as even more critical

than logistical or structural

conditions for meaningful school

improvement. 

 

Collective responsibility. Schools

where administrators and teachers

can collectively work towards a

vision or goal are more likely to be

able to support teacher leadership.

In such schools, staff continuously

learn together and apply what they

to their work. When all staff

members assume collective

responsibility, each teacher’s

practice influences the practice of

others, and students benefit from

the best thinking of every teacher

(Goddard, Hoy, & Hoy, 2000).

 

Commitment to continuous

development. In a culture that

supports teacher leadership, all

teachers consistently and

continuously learn to expand their

professional practice and integrate

new ones to meet student needs

and ensure their success. 

 

Recognition and celebrations. In

healthy cultures, all members

respect, acknowledge, and

celebrate one another’s expertise

and contributions to the

organization, the profession, and

the achievement of shared goals.

School and school system leaders,

including teacher leaders, establish

formal and informal recognitions

for member contributions to

improving student success.

 

Autonomy. According to Pink

(2011), a significant motivator is

autonomy, or the prerogative to

have control over one’s work. When

teacher leaders have autonomy,

they have the freedom to

independently and creatively

identify, generate, and implement

solutions to problems and

complete tasks.

 



THE TIPPING POINT

Understanding the “tipping point”

of teacher leadership at schools

might help — that is, asking certain

questions to understand what

needs to change before teacher

leadership is an integrated part of

the school culture. In other words,

these questions help assess where

a school is in terms of embracing

teacher leadership. Examples

could include:

 

Are there established standards

for teacher leadership? 

Does the school environment

cultivate trust among their

staff? 

Are there still obstacles to

teachers becoming leaders?

 

In the context of investigating

whether a school has truly

embraced teacher leadership, it is

also worth investigating what

makes teacher leadership effective.

Two particular insights stand out:

 

Teacher leadership is not

synonymous with an administrator

track; schools must be able to

create separate and individual

tracks for teachers to grow.

 

An NBPTS report on teacher

leadership emphasizes that

leadership looks different for every

teacher who pursues it. Teacher

leaders come from all

backgrounds, and with a wide

variety of skill sets. Underpinning

these different pathways and skills

is a common desire to use those

skill sets to benefit students and

improve learning. Teacher

leadership requires many

individuals’ strengths and interests,

coming together for the benefit of

students and the profession. This

means that when teacher leaders

grow, they don’t simply become

administrators — they grow as

teachers and leaders. If schools are

able to adopt this mindset, and use

it to create plans and structures for

teacher leadership, then teacher

leaders are able to contribute to

the school’s growth more

effectively.

 

Professional development is

equally, but separately, needed for

teachers and administrators. As the

ASCD report finds, many attributes

of good teacher leaders are

fundamentally the same as the as

HOW DOES ONE DETERMINE WHETHER TEACHERS IN A SCHOOL ARE

READY TO BECOME EFFECTIVE AND MOTIVATED TEACHER LEADERS?



the attributes of good teachers: persuasiveness, open-mindedness,

flexibility, confidence, and expertise in their fields. Despite these

similarities, however, working with colleagues is profoundly different

from working with students, and the skills that teachers learn in their

preparation programs do not necessarily prepare them to extend their

leadership beyond their own classrooms. To assume a leadership role,

they may need expertise in curriculum planning, assessment design,

data analysis, and the like. They may also need to develop the ability to

listen actively, facilitate meetings, keep a group discussion on track,

decide on a course of action, and monitor progress. These skills are not

typically taught in teacher preparation programs. This makes it

particularly important for schools to invest in specific teacher training in

order to cultivate effective teacher leadership.

 

OBSTACLES TO

TEACHER LEADERSHIP

For most schools following a traditional leadership model, the journey to

integrate teacher leadership into the culture can face many obstacles.

The ASCD report points out a few:

 

Teacher parity: if teachers are not treated equally or given equal

opportunities, then teacher leadership cannot thrive, since the very

concept is based on collaboration and mutual trust between teachers.

Issues with teacher parity can also affect their motivation or attitudes,

which can then affect how they approach their leadership roles.

 

Principal’s leadership style: Without a principal who accepts and

encourages teacher leadership, teachers will always be limited in

terms of their scope and growth. It is also important to note that

teacher leadership does not challenge a principal’s leadership — even

though the two parties work together for common, student-centric

goals, their journeys within the school are very different from each

other.



Teacher plates are full: A big challenge for sustainable and effective

teacher leadership is making sure that teachers are not overworked. In

schools where teachers are burdened with excessive teaching

requirements and administrative work, it might take some effort for

teachers to be interested and invested in working towards leadership

goals.

 

The report also highlights that the attitude and overall approach towards

running the school can make a big difference: poor decisions and

unintended consequences seem to occur when education is driven

primarily by cost and production; when teaching and learning is viewed

through a business model, versus through a whole child, student-

centered lens.

 



ANALYSIS:

SUJANA CONVENT

Sujana Convent is a low-fee private school

located in the Hosa Road neighborhood of

Bangalore. The school caters to a low-income

community.



SUJANA CONVENT

Sujana Convent is a low-fee private school located in the Hosa Road

neighborhood of Bangalore. The school caters to a low-income

community, where parents are often in day-wage labouring jobs or other

similar jobs. This often means that the level of community engagement

is low, and student outcomes in numeracy and literacy, according to our

needs assessment, are lower than the standard for their respective age

groups. 

 

In school such as these, teachers are often burdened with administrative

work apart from their academic work, and have low levels of motivation.

In Sujana Convent, although the Principal had established a leadership

team (instructional focussed) that took up ownership and responsibility

for directing and managing the school’s instructional focus and goals for

the year, the team lacked guidance and support or any set expectations

to make progress. Problem solving across academic and non-academic

aspects was often not attempted in a collaborative manner, but engaged

only the secretary and the principal as the decision–makers.

 

While the second-tier leadership team was on task all the time, we

realised that in more than 70% of the observed instances during our

assessment period, the classes of those teachers were affected because

of their active involvement elsewhere. This highlighted the difficulty that

teachers face in balancing their academic work with their extra-

curricular or leadership work.

 

 



Structures and Practices of
Teacher Leadership
 

In our intervention at Sujana

Convent, we worked with teachers

to build their self-confidence inside

as well as outside the classroom.

This included working with them

build stronger teaching practices

and communication structures

among themselves. This case study

throws into focus one particular

structure, which has both

advanced teacher leadership as

well as complemented Mantra’s

work in helping teachers become

more confident, curious, and

motivated. 

 

In Sujana Convent, teachers and

students work together to keep

the school running smoothly. They

are all part of a schoolwide

structure known as the parliament,

which are further divided into

committees. 

 

The committees consist of

students and teachers working on

various categories of school

administration: information (notice

and display boards), finance,

education, sports, discipline,

cultural, and opposition (which

keeps a check on the other

committees). 

 

 

The structure ensures not only that

teachers have roles and

responsibilities outside their

classrooms, but also gives students

leadership roles. Each committee

has a “minister” —a student leader

— and a teacher who guides the

students in their role. There is a

monthly meeting for all the

parliament members to meet,

whereupon the Opposition

committee plays a role in

improving accountability.

 

Positive Changes: Teacher
Behavior
 

The structure was initiated by the

school leader several years ago —

the coordinators, who have spent

13 years at the school, remember

the structure from their very first

days in the school. Given that the

various committees work on the

different aspects of the school,

teachers find that the committees

keep every member of the school

actively involved in the workings of

the school. “The structure is helpful

to keep things running smoothly,

since teachers and students are

working together on different

aspects of the school, including

cultural events, and notice boards.

Everything is well managed and

organized,” said one teacher.

 

 



Many teachers also said that being

part of different committees had

given teachers the opportunity to

learn about new things. 

 

Talking about her specific role in

Information Committee, one

teacher said that the process of

learning new things acted as a

motivating factor for both teachers

and students.   She gives an

example: “Earlier, people were

comfortable speaking in their own

languages, but now everyone is

encouraged to speak in English.

Information committee showed

them about these [benefits].” 

 

Being part of the committee, thus,

has encouraged teachers and

students to add to their own body

of knowledge even as they work

towards making school

functioning smoother.

 

School-level Impact
 

Many teachers mentioned that

they could see the effects of a

structure like this on themselves.

The two recurring answers were

accountability and responsibility.

 

One teacher said that giving

teacher specific roles outside the 

 

 

 

 

 

classroom made them feel

accountable to the whole school.

"There is a huge difference when

teachers just come and go versus

when they are given more

responsibilities,” she said.

 

Another teacher identified four key

benefits of the structure:

distribution of work among

teachers, leadership skill

development in students, teacher

ownership of tasks, as well as the

spread of student leadership across

academic departments in the

school. 

 

The aspect of student-centric

leadership was a key theme across

responses: teachers mentioned

that they were enthusiastic about

the exposure that their students

were getting, linking it to an

increased sense of responsibility

among them.

 

Teachers also highlighted that the

yearly shift in roles led to a greater

sense of empathy among teachers: 

 

“Since we change departments
yearly, so we are able to see
each other’s difficulties. That
makes us more cooperative and
helpful to each other.”
 

 

 



A key theme was also confidence — to be able to take the lead on an

entire aspect of school functioning gave teachers a feeling of “confidence

and pride.” Teachers also extended the idea of pride to the whole school:

the emphasis on student-centric leadership and the resulting

improvement in discipline was seen as a boost to the school’s overall

reputation.

WHY HAS THE STRUCTURE

SUSTAINED?

School Leadership and Culture
 

According to the teachers, a large part of why this structure works and

has sustained is because it is supported by a larger culture of mutual

respect and widened leadership in the school. Officially, the school has

one academic leader and two coordinators. In practice, many teachers

have taken up various aspects of leadership on their own.

 

When asked about how decisions are typically made on the school level,

teachers mentioned that while the SL was the final authority on

decisions, teachers from all departments regularly brought up ideas and

concerns during meetings. Teachers had a generally positive attitude

towards bringing ideas to the SL — many of them said that she does not

neglect anybody’s ideas, encouraging teachers to be open with her

about their thoughts. One teacher mentioned the ease with which
they could approach the SL, saying, “Ideas grow through
discussion.”
 

The leadership team encourages this practice: one of the coordinators

said, “It is good if new teachers have ideas, since they will be helpful for

us also… Teachers should not wait for management or leader to solve the

issues — they should consult us and do it along with us, but they should

have ideas on their own.” She went on to give an example of a teacher

who proposed the idea of a common lunch, wherein teachers would eat

together on one day of the week. The teachers liked the idea, began the

practice, and have continued it so far.

 

 



Academic Leadership
 

These decisions can also be academic in nature. When asked about

leadership at the school level, one maths teacher gave an example of a

time when she had brought a new idea to the maths department.

Students across classrooms were having trouble understanding a

particular concept because they had to do it through a tough formula.

She came up with a strategy of teaching the concept that was easier for

the students, and eventually taught the other teachers as well.

 

Interestingly, however, when asked if she considers the above example

“leadership”, she expressed doubt. The conception of leadership among

teachers, thus, might not necessarily correlate to their practices as

teacher leaders.  Perhaps as a result of this inclusive approach to

decision-making, all teachers also seem to be on the same page as the

school leader with regard to school-level developments. 

 

One of the new developments in the school is the purchase of a new

playground. When asked about the future of the school, or school-level

decision-making, nearly every teacher mentioned the playground as a

current event in school development. This fact demonstrated that all

teachers either weigh in on or are at least aware of important leadership

decisions happening across the school. 

 

One teacher, who had just joined the school, observed that the teachers

at Sujana Convent were passionate about their work. “If you are into

something, you have to explore it to the fullest. This exploration thing is

there in these teachers,” he said, in a comment about the overall culture

among teachers.

 

Motivating Factors
 

When speaking about what motivates teachers from Sujana Convent to

take on roles beyond the classroom, teachers mentioned several factors.

One recurring theme was the culture of appreciation in the school. “SL

ma’am appreciates if anyone does a good job,” said one teacher. Several

teachers mentioned that they were encouraged to be leaders and to

take initiative in issues they care about.

 



 

The open culture of the school also seemed to play an important role in

teacher leadership. “There are opportunities to have open
discussions about problems,” said one teacher, “All teachers are
aware of everything, no problems are hidden. Even if specific roles
are assigned, they are interlinked — so teachers help each other.” 
 

The openness of the school environment leads not only to more teachers

raising their voices, but also a sense of empathy among them.  Some

teachers also mentioned that teacher leaders were often self-motivated,

while others highlighted opportunities for exposure provided by

organisations like Mantra4Change as reasons for teachers to embrace

activities and responsibilities beyond the routine and expected.



TAKEAWAYS

Sujana Convent’s parliament structure shows that a single structure

can encompass all the requirements of teacher leadership while

helping make the school function more effectively at the same time.

The structure shows effectively that teacher leadership, as opposed to

being seen as a time- or resource-intensive “extra” effort, can in fact be

rewarding for the whole school if done in a focused manner.

 

Another aspect of the structure, as highlighted by prevalent research

on teacher leadership, that is valuable to Sujana Convent is that it is

student-focused — while teachers are able to take initiative and

collaborate with each other through the structure, they never lose

sight of improving students’ leadership capabilities. This aspect helps

the structure benefit multiple stakeholders as the same time.

 

Responses highlighted the inclusiveness of the structure: every teacher

played an equal part in the success of the structure and in the larger

functioning of the school. The structure literally placed teachers in

each other’s shoes by rotating roles on a yearly basis. This makes it

possible for the teachers to share in difficulties and cooperate on

solutions.

 

The overall school culture, modeled by the school leader, has also

nurtured teacher leadership within the school. The two most

successful aspects of this culture are openness and appreciation. All

teachers feel free to approach each other and their school leader with

opinions, concerns or questions. They are also motivated to innovate

within and outside the classroom by their school leader’s consistent

appreciation.

 



One significant trend among the responses was the lack of awareness

of what exactly counted as leadership. Many teachers, especially those

without a specific “leadership role”, did not see their own activities as

leadership. The most striking example of this was the teacher who

displayed academic leadership in bringing a new method of teaching

to the classrooms: when asked what she would consider leadership,

she did not mention any of her own activities or accomplishments

thus far, instead choosing to talk about the coordinator and the

principal. The teachers, thus, display qualities of leadership while not

necessarily recognising them as so. It would be worthwhile to consider

whether helping teachers understand teacher leadership principles

would help them become better leaders as well.
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