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Ways to support teachers in high performing middle schools
By: Nancy Bell Ruppert

This is a presentation that was given at the middle level essentials conference in Kansas

City, Missouri, March, 2003.
Introduction:

Imagine, if you will, a ship on high seas. Day and night the engineers make sure
that her engine room is running. A ship has gauges that indicate that all is well. Some of
the literature and research that exists can help us gauge how well our ship is running.
This presentation looks at the gauges of teacher characteristics, teacher-leaders in schools
and leadership characteristics of exemplary middle schools.

We begin by looking at the top three characteristics of middle school teachers? If
you were to write down what your view is, there is a chance that your descriptors would
fall under one of these three categories: knowledge, organization and passion. Let me
explain.

I work in the mountains of North Carolina and went to visit the middle school
principals in our area. When I met them I asked what they believed to be the top three
characteristics of middle level teachers. I then contacted middle school leaders that I have
worked with over the last 20 years and compared their responses to the responses of the
middle school principals in my area. The responses were consistent. The principals and
middle school leaders I contacted combined for more than 300 years of middle level

experience. This is what they said.



Characteristics of Middle School Teachers

Principals in this study identify one of the top characteristics of middle school
teachers as knowledge. Principals are looking for middle school teachers who have
knowledge of students, knowledge of subject matter and knowledge of standards. When I
listed all the characteristics, knowledge type characteristics were mentioned in 24% of
the responses.

The second category was organization. By organization, principals want middle
school teachers who can plan integrated, differentiated lessons. They want teachers who
can manage children and they want middle school teachers who are planners. Principals
mentioned organization characteristics 16% of the time.

The highest response from middle school principals, 60% of the responses, has to
do with passion, or the spirit at which the middle school teacher works. Principals want
enthusiastic, team players in their schools. They want teachers with a sense of humor and
“a heart for working with middle school children”. Middle school principals want middle
school teachers who have high energy, who are fair and who are good role models.

Principals in this study are looking for middle school teachers who are
knowledgeable, organiied and passionate about middle school children. After asking the
principals what characteristics they look for in hiring middle school principals, I asked
them about teacher leaders in their schools. I believe that teacher leaders are
knowledgeable, organized and passionate. The middle school principals agreed. So the

question becomes, if these teachers are out there, how do we support them?



Teacher Leaders

I believe there are three types of teacher leaders and each of these teacher leaders
contributes to high performing middle school. I believe that teacher leaders have the
characteristics of organization, productivity and creativity. Teacher Leaders are those
teachers who are organized, are productive and are creative and whose students score
well on end of year tests. Organized Teacher Leaders are “by the book™ teachers who
are very structured and do not deviate from their lessons each year. Their students always
score well on end of year tests and they are considered very organized. Productive
Teacher Leaders usually build upon their units each year, much like you would add
layers to an oil painting to increase the depth and hues of the product. Their students also
score well on end of year tests. Creative Teacher Leaders are always trying new things;
they may keep some of their units but are always stretching themselves and their students
by taking risks. Their students also score well on end of year tests. I described this range
of teacher leaders and then asked the principals if they could identify teachers in their

school who fit these profiles.
Principals’ Views of Teacher Leaders

I asked the administrators to share with me their view of the characteristics of
middle school teacher leaders in relation to those who are organized, those who are
productive and those-who are creative. I combined the responses and shared some of
them.

According to the administrators, organized teacher leaders have few personal
needs. Most of them have good relationships with their administrators. Organized teacher

leaders are dependable and conscientious. They do a great job and are well respected



among their colleagues. Some of the administrators’ responses about organized teachers
include: “Oh yes,” and a smile came across her face, “I can put that teacher in charge of
anything and I know it will get done.” One administrator mentioned that the organized
teacher leader was very useful in working with beginning teachers to help them get
organized. One principal identified a young (2™ year teaching) teacher and suggested that
he consider becoming an administrator.

Teachers who are productive teacher leaders were also consistently identified by
the administrators. Productive teachers are often tapped for having visitors in the
classroom and for being given extra responsibilities. Administrators consistently tap
productive teacher leaders to be sent to workshops and to participate on writing teams.
One productive teacher leader is described as “having lots of choices and products for her
students to be engaged in.” Another administrator suggests that their productive teachers
are always used as the showcase classroom and that they are used as resources for new
teachers. One teacher is described as coming to the school with a special education
background and she created a program for the teachers in her school to work with special
needs children in her second year of teaching. Still another principal suggests that the
productive teacher leader presents information to their students in any number of ways.
When asked what to do with productive teachers, administrators suggest using them as
models for other teachers and providing them with as much professional development as
is available. Another principal recommended a productive teacher to become a lead
teacher in the school to promote the use.of her strengths.

Some of the descriptions of creative teachers reflect the passion creative teachers

bring to schools. One principal shared, “I have a new teacher coming to me and I was



told that he may do some crazy things, but don’t worry. The kids love him and he will get
the job done.” Another principal mentioned that for them, the creative teacher inspires
other members of the staff and raises the bar in the school. Another administrator
suggests that creative teacher leaders may not be as useful to beginning teachers because
they are sometimes more interested in new ideas and that beginning teachers need more
structure. When asked about what to do with creative teacher leaders, one principal said,
“I get out of their way and let them do tﬁeir thing.”

All the administrators were able to identify specific teachers in their schools who
were teacher leaders and who had the particular strengths of organization, productivity
and creativity. I took their thoughts about what teacher leaders need according to their
strengths of organization, productivity and creativity and found some consistencies, as

evidenced by previous research.
What teacher leaders need from administrators.

Teacher leaders bring powerful dynamics to a staff. Their strengths of organization,
productivity and creativity can infuse a school with innovation and productivity.
Common threads that run through all of the administrators’ views of teacher leaders are
encouragement, trust and the need to listen. These responses are consistent with literature
and research (Mooney, 1994; Rinehart & Short, 1993; Bell-Ruppert, 1999; and Whitford
& Kyle, 1984).

The first category administrators identified as what teacher leaders need is
encouragement (Childs-Bowen, D., G. Moller, & J. Scrivner, 2000; Keedy, J.L.,
P.Winter, S. Gordon, & R. Newton, 2000). Organized teachers, according to

administrators in this study, need encouragement of knowing they are valued. According



to principals none of the teacher leaders need public recognition; however, they all need
to be valued. Productive teachers need encouragement to try opportunities that come
along. By knowing productive teachers’ strengths and interests, administrators can keep
an eye out for new ideas and encourage productive teachers to participate in them.
Creative teachers need administrators to recognize their visions and encourage them to
try them or better yet encourage them to work with other teacher leaders to come up with
new ideas. Creative teachers need to know that administrators believe that it is okay to
take risks. By encouraging teacher leaders differently, administrators can get the most out
of their teacher leaders.

The second category that administrators agree that teacher leaders need is trust
(Keedy, J, P. Winter, S. Gordon & R. Newson, 2000). Administrators in this study
suggest that organized teachers need to be trusted with regard to their insights. Organized
teacher leaders are usually very perceptive of what is happening in schools and can be
trusted to be objective. The productive teacher leader needs to be trusted to let them shine
in public and with the district office personnel. Productive teacher leaders provide
schools with innovation and sound strategies in the classroom. These practices need to be
showcased and by asking productive teacher leaders to share their products,
administrators can show them that they trust their judgments. Administrators suggest that
creative teachers need to be trusted to take their ideas and visions and to try them.
Creative teacher leaders are willing to try many things. An administrator that trusts a
creative teacher leader’s vision will find that these teachers can bring new energy to a

staff.



The third theme that administrators consistently shared is to listen (G. Caine, &
R. Caine, 2000; Jordan, D., 1996; Lutz, C., 1986; Richardson, S., 1999; Sullivan, S. & J.
Glanz, 2000) . Organized teacher leaders need to be listened to because they have very
sound ideas. Organized teacher leaders are able to take ideas and put them into very clear,
logical terms. Those who are considered organized teacher leaders may be good sources
of communication about how to approach school improvement and these teachers thrive
on implementing specific visions. Their value is in helping others see “the big picture.”
By listening to organized teacher leaders, administrators can use them to promote and
encourage the strengths of their staff members. Administrators need to listen to
productive teacher leaders to determine what types of professional development will help
them be more productive. Productive teacher leaders are willing to grow professionally
and administrators who use them to develop new ideas provide other staff members with
a very good role model for change. Finally, administrators agree that creative teacher
leaders need to be able to bounce ideas off an administrator. Administrators that are ablé
to channel the energy and ideas of creative teacher leaders by listening to them can work
with creative teacher leaders to inspire the entire staff.

These administrators communicate with teacher leaders by encouraging them,
trusting them and listening to them. It is my thought that by looking at what principals
~ want and what teachers need, that middle school principals have the potential to create

exemplary middle schools.
Characteristics of exemplary middle schools.

Middle school research suggests that exemplary middle schools are led by strong

leaders and that these leaders display the following characteristics: vision (Lutz, C., 1986;



Sherman, L., 2000 , autonomy (Ball, G., 1996; Bishop, H., A. Tinley, B. Berman, 1997,
Lyons, E. & M. Shelton, 1994;Merenbloom, E.Y., 1996; Sherman, L., 2000), inspiration
(Bishop, H. A. Tinley, & B. Berman, 1997; Hipp, K.,l1997; Potter, T., 2001) and
evaluation (Lyons, E.B. & M. Shelton, 1994). I invited middle level administrators to
share their view of these characteristics. The following is a summary of their responses.
Vision:

¢ Have a clear focus to the entire school/community

e It is the most important to see where the school is going.

e [t is essential to move forward.

¢ Principals must be able to communicate their vision.

e Establish the gdals for all.

e Keep everyone focused and directed.

e Inspire action
Autonomy:

e Teachers have to have it

e Teachers need it

e The school is the unit of change

e Teachers need to feel the right to try

e Teachers must be given opportunities for decision making

e Allow staff to think outside the box

e [deas grow and flourish.

e Encourage staff to push themselves beyond any limits.

Inspiration:

Q. 10




e Principals must provide it to motivate and gratify

o It is very important, especially in November, January and right before spring
break

e A good principal is first a good salesperson

e Principals must inspire. A school without inspiration cannot be effective.

e Principals must encourage and recognize that inspiration comes from others as
well.

e Give credit where credit is due.

e Set examples for all

e Qive staff a rallying point and a call to action.

Evaluation:

e This is critical at all facets

e That which is stressed is what is evaluated

e This is the second most important characteristic

e Everything needs to be documented objectively

e [mprovement in schools must be continuous

e Principals must give lots of positive feedback as well as constructive criticism and
suggestions

e Constant course correction and refinement.

e Eliminate extraneous skills

e Be sure as a principal that you care.
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The principals in this study obviously care about the people who-are in their schools.
It is possible that administrators who are new to the middle school could benefit from the
experiences and insights of these people. Our schools will be better if we begin to look
very closely at who we hire (those who have knowledge, organization and passion), how
we serve teacher leaders (trust, listening and encouragement) and how we address the
elements of exemplary middle schools (vision, autonomy, inspiration and evaluation). It
is possible that these are some of the gauges principals need to look at.

A well-run ship, runs well when all aspects of her engine room are in working
order. When a ship is at sea someone is always on watch to be sure that the gauges are in
the “good” zone. We all need to work together to help make sure that our gauges in our
schools are in the “good” zone so that we can be prepared to be on the high seas of
middle level education.

Bibliography

Ball, G. (September-October, 1996). Supervising staf: The one minute approach.
Camping Magazine, v69, nl, p. 25-28.

Bell-Ruppert, Nancy (1999). Teachers as leaders of systemic change: How to use
them most effectively (ERIC Document Reproduction Service No. ED 440-956).

Bishop, H., A. Tinley, & B. Berman. (Fall, 1997). A contemporary leadership
model topromote teacher leadership. Action in Teacher Education, v19, n3, p.77-81.

Caine, G. & R. Caine (May, 2000). The learning community as a foundation for
developing teacher leaders. NASSP Bulletin, v84, n616, p.7-14.

Childs-Bowen, D., G. Moller, & J. Scrivner. (May, 2000). Principals: Leaders of leaders.
NASSP Bulletin, v84, n616, p. 27-34.

Hipp, K. (1997). Teacher efficacy: Influence of principal leadership behavior.
Paper presented at the Annual Meeting of the American Educational Research
Association. (ERIC Document Reproduction Service No. ED 396409).



Hipp, K. (May, 1997). The impact of principals in sustaining middle school
change. Middle School Journal v28, n3, p.42-45.

Jordan, D. (March-April, 1996). Leadership complexities. Camping Magazine,
v68, n4, p. 13-14.

Keedy, J.L., P.Winter, S. Gordon, & R. Newton. (2000). School councils,
collegial groups, and professional develoment as teacher empowerment strategies;
Assessing the evidence for instructional capacity building.” (ERIC Document
Reproduction Service No. ED443830).

Lutz, C. (April, 1986). Attributes of a good leader. Vocational Education Journal,
v61, n3, p. 28-30.

Lyons, E. & M. Shelton, (Jan., 1994). Don’t get stuck in the middle: Implement
site-based management. Middle School Journal v25, n3, p.45-47.

Merenbloom, E.Y. (1996). Developing effective middle schools through faculty
participation. (ERIC Document Reproduction Service No. ED 214-272).

Mooney, Timothy (1994) Teachers as Leaders Hope for the Future. (ERIC
Document Reproduction Service No. ED 380-407).

Potter, T. (September, 2001). Teacher leadership. Journal of Correctional
Education v52, n3, p. 120-125.

Richardson, S. (Spring, 1999). Civility, leadership, and the classroom. New
Directions for Teaching and Learning, n77, p. 77-86.

Rinehart, James S., Paula M. Short (April 1993). “Job satisfaction and
empowerment among teacher leaders, reading recovery teachers, and regular classroom
teachers. (Paper presented at the Annual Meeting of the American Educational Research
Association) (ERIC Document Reproduction Service No. ED 362-940).

Sherman, L. (2000). Sharing the lead. Northwest Education. v5, n3, p. 2-10.

Sullivan, S. & J. Glanz. (Spring, 2000). Alternative approaches to supervision:
Cases from the field. Journal of Curriculum and Supervision, v15, n3, p. 212-35.

Whitford, B.L. & Kyle, D.W. (1984, April). Interdisciplinary teaming: Initiating
change in a middle school. Paper presented at the annual meeting of the American
Educational Research Association, New Orleans.

13

11



U.S. Department of Education
Office of Educational Research and Improvement (OERI)
National Library of Education (NLE)
Educational Resources Information Center (ERIC)

REPRODUCTION RELEASE

(Specific Document)

l. DOCUMENT IDENTIFICATION:

Title: {A}at15 +o Suppor“l" +tenchers in )”\t}/\L -‘oerf'orm(rv\ mvdd e S’f.)nools

Author(s): N M\U% % R'up ()QH
—
Publication Date:

Corporate Source: UNC-A
\J\)‘\.’ ) ‘2.003

Q

ERIC

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:

. REPRODUCTION RELEASE:

In order to disseminate as widely as possible timely and significant materials of interest to the educational community, documents
announced in the monthly abstract journal of the ERIC system, Resources in Education (RIE), are usually made available to users in microfiche,
reproduced paper copy, and electronic media, and sold through the ERIC Document Reproduction Service (EDRS). Credit is given to the source
of each document, and, if reproduction release is granted, one of the following notices is affixed to the document.

If permission is-granted to reproduce and disseminate the identified document, please CHECK ONE of the following three options and sign
at the bottom of the page.

The sample sticker shown below will be
affixed to all Level 1 documents

The sample sticker shown below will be
affixed to all Level 2A documents

The sample sticker shown below will be
affixed to all Level 28 documents

@
ERIC

ot By Btvmedis Loy

PERMISSION TO REPRODUCE AND
DISSEMINATE THIS MATERIAL HAS
BEEN GRANTED BY

TO THE EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES
INFORMATION CENTER (ERIC)

PERMISSION TO REPRODUCE AND
DISSEMINATE THIS MATERIAL IN
MICROFICHE, AND IN ELECTRONIC MEDIA
FOR ERIC COLLECTION SUBSCRIBERS ONLY,
HAS BEEN GRANTED BY

le

TO THE EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES
INFORMATION CENTER (ERIC)

2A

PERMISSION TO REPRODUCE AND
DISSEMINATE THIS MATERIAL IN
MICROFICHE ONLY HAS BEEN GRANTED BY

TO THE EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES
INFORMATION CENTER (ERIC)

2B

Check here for Level 1 release, permitting
reproduction and dissemination in microfiche or
other ERIC archival media (e.g., electronic) and

paper copy.

Level 2A

|

Check here for Level 2A release, permitting reproduction
and dissemination in microfiche and in electronic media for
ERIC archival collection subscribers only

Level 2B

|

Check here for Level 2B release, permitting reproduction

and dissemination in microfiche only

Documents will be processed as indicated provided reproduction quality permits.
If permission to reproduce is granted, but no box is checked, documents will be processed at Level 1.

| hereby grant to the Educational Resources Information Center (ERIC) nonexclusive permission to reproduce and disseminate this document
as indicated above. Reproduction from the ERIC microfiche or electronic media by persons other than ERIC employees and its system
contractors requires permission from the copyright holder. Exception is made for non-profit reproduction by libraries and other service agencies

fo satisfy information needs of educators in response to discrete inquiries.
Printed Name/Position/Title: Hs45t Protfesser,

Signature:

L (MUM . /Qwﬁ?’“{" N’&r\w B, Ruppu‘“‘ : UNC~Ashe
izal - Y . ephone: i . P H .
Organ.zafllciz/ﬁreés; As IN’/U) |‘~€. Tgé %‘9( 2372 <025 |§sz5( 250 699

E-Mail Address: Date:

1-1¢€-073

One Unersity Heights €P0 (450

Y\'Lpio,o Qr+ @ ONCY o

Asheville, V¢ 2%€of edo



lll. DOCUMENT AVAILABILITY INFORMATION (FROM NON-ERIC SOURCE):

If permission to reproduce is not granted to ERIC, or, if you wish ERIC to cite the availability of the document from another source,
please provide the following information regarding the availability of the document. (ERIC will not announce a document unless it is
publicly available, and a dependable source can be specified. Contributors should also be aware that ERIC selection criteria are
significantly more stringent for documents that cannot be made available through EDRS.)

Publisher/Distributor:

Address:

Price:

IV. REFERRAL OF ERIC TO COPYRIGHT/REPRODUCTION RIGHTS HOLDER:

if the right to grant this reproduction release is held by someone other than the addressee, please provide the appropriate name and
address:

Name:

Address:

V. WHERE TO SEND THIS FORM:

Send this form to the following ERIC Clearinghouse:

However, if solicited by the ERIC Facility, or if making an unsolicited contribution to ERIC, return this form (and the document being
contributed) to:

ERIC Processing and Reference Facility
4483-A Forbes Boulevard
Lanham, Maryland 20706

Telephone: 301-552-4200
Toll Free: 800-799-3742
FAX: 301-552-4700
e-mail: info@ericfac.piccard.csc.com
WWW: http://ericfacility.org

EFF-088 (Rev. 2/2003)

ERIC

IToxt Provided by ERI



lil. DOCUMENT AVAILABILITY INFORMATION (FROM NON-ERIC SOURCE):

If permission to reproduce is not granted to ERIC, or, if you wish ERIC to cite the avallablllty of the document from another source,
please provide the following information regarding the availability of the document. (ERIC will not announce a document unless it is
publicly available, and a dependable source can be specified. Contributors should also be aware that ERIC selection criteria are
significantly more stringent for documents that cannot be made available through EDRS.)

Publisher/Distributor:

Address:

Price:

IV. REFERRAL OF ERIC TO COPYRIGHT/REPRODUCTION RIGHTS HOLDER:

If the right to grant this reproduction release is held by someone other than the addressee, please provide the appropriate name and
address:

Name:

Address:

V. WHERE TO SEND THIS FORM:

Send ihis form to the following ERIC Clearinghouse:

However, if solicited by the ERIC Facility, or if making an unsoligited contribution to ERIC, return this form (and the document being
contributed) to:

ERIC Processing and Reference Facility
4483-A Forbes Boulevard
Lanham, Maryland 20706

Telephone: 301-552-4200
Toll Free: 800-799-3742
FAX: 301-552-4700
e-mail: info@ericfac.piccard.csc.com
WWW: http:/ericfacility.org

EFF-088 (Rev. 2/2003)




