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Preface

In 1999, the work of the National Institute for Excellence in Teaching (NIET)
began. My goals at the outset were to identify teacher effectiveness as the key
to effective comprehensive school reform and to put in place on the ground a
system to achieve meaningful and sustained improvements in teacher prac-
tices and student learning. That year I introduced a bold new initiative called
the Teacher Advancement Program (now TAP: The System for Teacher and
Student Advancement). TAP was based on years of substantial research
showing that the most important school-related factor affecting student
achievement is the quality of the educator in the classroom. From that
starting point, we developed a comprehensive system to address aspects of
traditional schools that limited the opportunity for teachers to grow in their
profession, be supported with relevant and daily feedback and professional
development, be compensated competitively for their roles and responsi-
bilities, and be evaluated in a fair and comprehensive manner. Hundreds of
educators stepped out of their comfort zones to become leaders in this school
improvement endeavor. And once the journey took hold, we began to see
statistically significant growth in teacher practices and student achievement.

A key component to our success has been the focus on teacher leader-
ship. Teacher leaders are too often an untapped resource for improving our
nation’s schools, yet we have seen again and again that the establishment
of formal teacher leader roles elevates the profession and attracts effective
educators to our schools. It is time for the importance of teacher leadership
to be recognized and used by a wider audience, and for schools and districts

ix
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to know that with strategic effort, teacher leaders will have a sustainable and
substantially positive impact on educator quality and student outcomes.

Our work has developed more than 35,000 teacher leaders (and grow-
ing), who are using proven strategies and structures to improve learning and
instruction for all teachers in their schools, leading to student achievement
gains. We have seen in our work throughout the country that the most suc-
cessful learning gains are evident in states, districts, and schools that invest in
teacher leaders. A specific focus on creating formal leadership roles with clear
responsibility, accountability, and authority drives improvement in teaching
and learning and helps to address challenges faced by schools to maximize
student learning.

Throughout this book, we share the strategies and systems that have been
implemented successfully in partner schools to establish formal teacher leader
roles that expand instructional leadership; provide consistent, frequent, and
relevant feedback opportunities for teachers; improve the relevance and effec-
tiveness of professional learning; and support a growing number of effective
teachers. As teacher effectiveness improves, so does student learning. Indeed,
great teacher leaders are about more than what they impart. They represent
the fact that there can be great teachers. Legions of them. But this will happen
only if we enlist the teacher leaders we do have to develop the teacher leaders
we can have.

—Lowell Milken, Founder,

National Institute for Excellence in Teaching
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Introduction

For more than two decades, the National Institute for Excellence in Teaching
(NIET) has partnered with thousands of teachers through TAP: The System
for Teacher and Student Advancement—as well as hundreds of schools,
districts, and states—implementing improvement initiatives to support and
develop effective teacher leaders. Based on these experiences and outcomes,
we have identified specific teacher leader practices that result in the effec-
tive scaling of high-quality instructional work in schools. Our experiences
are supported by an extensive body of research that has examined the sig-
nificant value of teacher leadership and the qualities that effective teacher
leaders have or need. This book, Unleashing Teacher Leadership: A Toolkit
for Ensuring Effective Instruction in Every Classroom, allows us to share these
practices and the practical ways to use them to unlock the power of teacher
leadership in your school and district.

This book is also grounded in the understanding that teacher quality is
the most important within-school factor in determining student achieve-
ment. For this reason, the most critical work schools can do to support equi-
table outcomes for students is to make certain that every student is taught
by an effective teacher. Teacher leaders provide the strongest engine for
accelerating teacher effectiveness in a school setting.

As teachers grow their knowledge, skills, and practices in how to teach,
students also grow. Simply put, the best path toward equity in student out-
comes is effective teaching—and we need to pursue this aim at a far greater
rate than we have to date. This means that teachers must develop their

1
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abilities to provide effective instruction and develop environments that
engage all learners. Teachers must also broaden their abilities to implement
high-quality curriculum with fidelity and use student data to reflect on their
own practice and adjust instruction. And finally, it means that teachers must
be provided ongoing feedback, coaching, and professional learning embed-
ded in their daily and weekly practices to maximize their growth in order
to serve all students. We have seen the results of these practices across the
nation and know that the impact of teacher leadership can be achieved in all
schools.

Teacher learning supported and facilitated by expert teacher leaders
creates scale and buy-in that is far greater than any other professional learn-
ing model. Unlike traditional professional development, teacher leadership
uses capacity that exists within schools and districts to support sustained
and ongoing growth and development of teachers that is tightly aligned with
student needs and school and district goals. Teacher leaders offer support
from within the school system and engage teachers in authentic learning
and reflection; therefore, teachers they work with appreciate the knowledge
and value of localized teacher leadership. In well-designed implementations,
teachers seek out and welcome support from teacher leaders rather than be
anxious or reluctant to engage in feedback cycles.

Further, teacher leadership provides attractive career opportunities for
effective teachers who might otherwise leave the classroom. Having defined
teacher leadership roles not only results in the retention of expert teachers
who become teacher leaders themselves, but also increases the retention of
teachers and school leaders who feel supported. Most important, more stu-
dents benefit from having access to effective teaching and learning.

Why This Book?

The challenge of scaling teacher effectiveness is not due to a lack of knowl-
edge about what works to improve instruction. It is a challenge of a lack of
capacity to get the job done. Schools need more energy to fuel instructional
leadership, and teacher leaders are the most obvious energy source. When
viewed through this lens, it is clear that teacher leaders are the most efficient
and effective resource for improving and continuously upgrading the quality
and consistency of instruction in our schools. More than that, teacher leaders
can be a super-fuel offering many overlapping benefits at once. They can
meet the increasing demand for hybrid leadership roles in schools, expand
instructional and distributed leadership in schools, coach other teachers
and provide more frequent and actionable feedback, improve the relevance
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and impact of professional learning, and increase teacher retention. All of
these factors culminate with the acceleration of student learning.

This toolkit provides a unique opportunity for school leaders and teacher
leaders to develop, hone, and support their skills. If you are a prospective or
current teacher leader or someone who supports teacher leaders, this book
is for you. Regardless of the formality of the role of teacher leaders in your
school or district, Unleashing Teacher Leadership provides the guidance you
need to build your leadership skills, supported by proven strategies, struc-
tures, and tools that have helped teacher leaders across the country improve
instruction in their schools, leading to improved student outcomes. Through-
out this book, we detail the practices that teacher leaders should engage in on
a daily basis and emphasize how teacher leaders are developed, supported,
and sustained. This is not easy work—it’s more complicated than simply
providing teachers with new titles and a far too often modest stipend—but
it’s work that is worth the investment given the payoff of improved student
learning.

As you continue serving as a teacher leader, enter into a teacher leader-
ship role, or advocate for creating these roles into your school, district, or
state, the tools provided in this book will help you. Within each chapter, you
will find examples, user-friendly tools, and an explanation of why elements
of teacher leadership are vital and how best to incorporate them into your
classroom and school. Our hope is to inspire existing teacher leaders and
develop the next generation of teacher leaders to advance educator effective-
ness and improve outcomes for all students.
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