
Cultivating Teacher Leaders 
A Union-Led Effort Connects Classroom Practice to Education Policy 

BY ROBIN VITUCCI AND MARJORIE BROWN 

e've all lived through the unintended consequences 
of even the most thoughtful policies. Adhering to a 
strict class and bell schedule makes sense, unless 
you teach at the end of the day and regularly lose 

many of your students to early dismissal and much of your teach
ing time to afternoon announcements. And "freshman clusters" 
sounds like a great idea, unless your district lacks the infrastruc
ture and personnel to support them. But what if we gave stake
holders, namely educators, a chance to research a policy they 
fow1d irksome ( or worse )1 hone their practices around this policy, 
and end up fixing what's broken in the process? 

Effective teacher leadership recognizes that teachers are 
essential to the success of a school and the district as a whole. 
Such leadership can take place in individual classrooms or 
among teachers, but leadership on a larger scale happens when 
teachers have opportunities to influence policy. lhe public as 
well as policymakers know that teachers are the ones who con
nect with students every day and have direct knowledge of what 
is working or not working in the classroom or school. 

Teacher leadership is vital to student success, with research 
finding positive connections between student achievement 

Robin Vitucci isa senior associate and Ma,jorie Brown is an.assistant direc
tor in the American Federation of Teachers' educational issues department. 
This article is based on a research brief published by the AFT in 2017, 
"Teacher leadership: From Practice to Policy/ available at www.tift.org/ 
sites/default/.files/ tlp3__practicetopolicy.pdf 
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and teacher leadership and collaboration.* Countries with top
performing educational systems, like Finland and Singapore, 
promote teacher professionalism and connecting teachers with 
policymakers.' Decisions in the U.S. education system, on the 
other hand, are typically made by people who are far removed 
from the classroom. Teacher leadership, while certainly not a 
new idea, is increasingly important in our current climate to 
ensure students are taught in environments that are focused 
on their needs rather than on the ideas of far-removed politi
cians and policymakers, or those who have little experience in 
public education.t 

Ultimately, teachers must play a part in changing the narra
tive and practice of top-down school reforms. As author and 
educator Frederick M. Hess has written, teachers must be "ready 
to step out of their classroom, able to deal with policymakers in 
good faith, and willing to make teacher leadership more than an. 
empty phrase:12 • 

Teacher leaders who are members of the Arne rican Federa
tion of Teachers are doing just that. Since 2011, the AFT Teacher 
Leaders Program (TLP) has helped prepare educators {typi
cally teachers) to facilitate discussions of policy issues that 

*For more on these connections, see "Elevating Relationships" in the Summer 2017 
issue of American Educator, available at www.aft.org/ae/summer2017/quintero. 

tfor more on the importance of uniting research and practice from a teacher's 
perspective, see "True Teaching Expertise" in the Summer 2016 issue of American 
Educator. available at www.aft.org/ae/summer2016/mascio. 
1For more on helping educators make meaningful change. see "Teachers Uncaged" 

in the Spring 2015 issue of American Educator, available at www.aft.org/ae/ 
spring2015/hess. 
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impact the profession both locally and nationally.§ The pro
gram has brought together and coached cohorts of teachers to 
take active leadership roles in their individual schools, school 
districts, and local communities. As teacher leaders, these 
educators have served as catalysts to build the profession and 
strengthen not just the union but also its connection to the 
community, in order to generate support for and better under
standing of public schools. 

tiow tile Teacher Lt!aders Progr.Jm worl<s 
To participate in the program, local presidents submit an appli
cation in late winter and are selected in early spring. Once a 
local is accepted into the program, educators who are interested 
in joining must submit an application to their local. The local 
president then selects a member of the local to become a pro
gram facilitator, and both the president and the facilitator must 
attend a two-day orientation run by the AFT. Each facilitator is 
trained to lead a cohort of approximately 12 educators, called 
"teacher leaders," who meet over eight months during the 
school year, one Saturday each month for a full day. 1here, they 
discuss issues in their district and state; receive training around 
framing policy positions; and then conduct research in their 
classrooms and schools, participate in conversations with 
policy leaders, and share their findings and recommendations. 
These teachers then become leaders in their school, union, or 

§Although partic;pants are usually classroom teachers. others have included 
paraeducato~. librarians. counselors. custodians, and other school employees who are 
clues-paying member; of the AFT. 

~ For more on the AFT Teacher Leaden Program, email Marjorie Brown in the AFT~s 
l2:SJ educational issues department at EOissues@aft.org. 
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Leadership on a larger scale 
happens when teachers have 
opportunities to influence policy. 

district, and sometimes have a broader impact in the form of 
lasting policy changes. 

Once the local has selected its cohort of teacher leaders, the 
AFT provides resources to support them, including technical 
assistance and curriculum materials focusing on education 
policy. The primary curriculum guide for the program is The 
Power of Teacher Networks by Ellen Meyers, a book focused 
on how groups of teachers can come together to support each 
other and also find solutions to the problems they face. 
Additionally, the AFT offers stipends for participating 
teachers and facilita-tors, ongoing support (e.g., meeting 
planning, monthly confer-ence calls, advice on personalizing 
the program to best fit a local's needs, and locating helpful 
research), and access to a nationwide online community of 
teacher leaders from an locals currently engaged in this work. 
More than 1,000 educators and a total of 32 locals have 
participated since the program's inception (see Fig-ures l and 
2 on page 6). 
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Teacher voice is essential in 
supporting what works for 
schools and students. 

Participating teachers have developed skiJJs in several impor
tant leadership areas, including building a collaborative culture; 
accessing, using, and presenting relevant research that connects 
with policy and practice; becoming advocates for teachers, stu
dents, and their families, and for public education; and under-• 
standing policy issues and making recommendations through 
their unions. Adam Marcoux, the president of the Nashua Teach
ers' Union in New Hampshire, explains that this program has 
helped teachers to rethink their role and the role of the union. 
Instead of asking, "What is my union doing for me?," members 
now ask each other, "How are you getting involved in the union?" 

The impetus for the program was the lack of teacher voice in 
discussions of national education policy. Why weren't the people 
in the classroom asked for their input on ensuring that our chil
dren have the best opportunilies to learn? To provide an avenue 
for educators to contribute to policy discussions affecting the 
profession both locally and nationally, the AFT established the 
Teacher Leaders Program. 

A prominent featme of the program is that participants con
duct action research on a topic of their choosing based on a local, 
state, or federal policy they want to study and change. Based on 
this research, participants have made significant improvements 
to their schools. 

At the end of the program year, every TLP participant in each 
cohort presents his or her .research findings at a local showcase to 
invited guests, which often include local legislators, school board 
members, school district leaders, and mem hers of the media, as 
well as friends, colleagues, and family. These guests are often asked 

Figure 1: Number of Local Sites 

2018-19 

2017-18 

2016-17 

2015-16 

2014-15 

2013-14 

2012-13 

2011-12 

' 
I 

I 

I 

I 

I 

I 

I 

0 

I 

I 

I 

I 

I 

I 

I 

I 

5 

I I 

10 15 

NOTE: NOT All LOCALS FIHO A COHORT Of PA~TICJPANTS EVERY YEAR. 

I 

20 

6 AMERICAN EDUCATOR I SPRING 2019 

; 

25 30 

to provide feedback on the content and delivery of the presenta
tions. For some teachers, the presentation marks the culmination 
of their research on the topic, but not the end of their leadership. 
Indeed, this is an expectation of participants in the program. Others 
have used their work and their new advocacy skills to help imple
ment their policy recommendations-somelimes with the support 
of ad istrict or local leader who attended the showcase. Through 
this advocacy, these teachers demonstrate how teacher voice is 
essential in supporting what works for schools and students. 

This advocacy is one important way that the TLP supports 
these teachers in their leadership growth. All teachers can lead by 
sharing information with their colleagues and by learning from 
one another. Other leadership roles are more formal, and they can 
include peer-to-peer leaders, school-level leaders, and system 
leaders. We have found that participants in the TLP have chosen 
to study a wide range of education policies, but due to the struc
n1re and requirements of the program, most have selected policies 

Figure 2: Number of Teacher Leaders 
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Participants have used their 
experiences to advocate for 
change based on their research. 

at either the school or system level. All of the participants have 
been able to use their TLP experiences to advocate for change 
based on the evidence gathered through their research. 

Peer·to·Peer leaders 
Much of the teacher leaders' work involves working with other 
teachers. In Nashua, TLP efforts have dealt specifically with teach• 
ers leading their peers to make positive changes in their schools. 
These teachers work collaboratively with colleagues to better 
support their students. 

Nashua Teachers' Union member James Graham became a peer 
leader to create and implement a coteaching system in his high 
school. He was dismayed by student performance in his school's 
Algebra I courses and believed that roster flexibility and coteaching 
would benefit both low and high achievers. 

Graham was able to test his theory by coteaching a class for 
one unit and comparing the scores from those students with the 
scores from students in the traditionally taught classes. Students 
in the co taught classes showed favorable results, so Graham took 
his research and recommendations to his principal, which led 
to a larger conversation in the school around coteaching. The 
following year, the school had four concurrent sections of Alge
bra I, in which Graham and his colleagues offered further dif-

Teacher leader Ideas 
Throughout this article, we highlight some 
recommendations TLP participants have made 
based on their research. 

Schools should implement a Learning Support 
Leadership Team, comprised of a school social 
worker, an administrator, school counselors, a 
behavior special ist, a school psychologist , school 
nurses, and special education teachers, to 
collaboratively address school climate issues and 
reduce barriers to student learning. 

-DONNA TEUTEBERG 
Albuquerque Teachers Federation 

TLP Cohort 2016-2017 

Incorporating restorative justice practices can 
significantly and positively impact the culture 
and climate of an individual school and an entire 
school district. Restorative circles should be 
incorporated into any instructional program 
regardless of subject area or grade level. 

- SHERINA BONAPARTE-LATORRE 
Baltimore Teachers Union 

TLP Cohort 2016- 2017 

Create a school garden to encourage healthier 
eating habits and enhance cross-curricular 
education. 

- GINA JABER 
Pittsburgh Federation of Teachers 

TLP Cohort 2017- 2018 

Testing requirements for measuring the progress 
of English language learners should be reason
able. Ells should be exempted from graduation
rate calculations and from taking standardized 
tests used for accountability purposes until their 
English is proficient. Schools and school districts 
should not be punished for allowing Ells, 
especially those with interrupted or limited formal 
education, more time to complete high school. 

-MELISSA WENDER 
Boston Teachers Union 
TLP Cohort 2014-2015 
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"Without the support of this 
program and our union, we 
wouldn't have felt that our 
voices were being heard." 

- Therese Gordon, Toledo 

ferentiation through a coteaching model. Preliminary data 
suggest this model contributed to a slightly better than average 
increase in the passing rates for Algebra l. 

Sch1Jo1-Level leariers 
Many TLP teachers focus their research on topics that will have 
a broad impact on their schools. The teachers from Nashua who 
developed co- and team-teaching plans for theic schools have 
had an impact beyond supporting their peers, as frequently hap
pens. Other teachers have focused on policies chat would impact 
buildingwide issues. 

For example, Nashua social studies teacher Gary Hoffman 
focused his research on the number of early dismissals and 
interruptions during classes at the end of the day compared with 
morning classes or those in the middle of tile day. From the 
strength of his research, Hoffman was able to set up a meeting 
with the district's superintendent, the district's assistant super
intendent, and his building's principal on the feasibility of a 
rotating schedule or other alternative solutions. Although the 
meeting was too late for immediate changes in !.he current 
school year, administrators were able to identify the problem of 
disruptions and significantly cut the .number of announcements 
at the end of the day that interrupted class time. 

Other examples of these school-level leaders include teachers 
from Toledo, Ohio. Fourth-grade special education teacher Val-
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erie Powell, from the Toledo Federation of Teachers (TFT), 
advocated for more computer technology for students in her 
school. She studied the "free appropriate public education" 
guarantee under Secti.on 504 of the Individuals with Disabilities 
Education Act, which prohibits discrimination on the basis of 
disability, and wanted to ensure the same opportunities were 
afforded to special education students as their general education 
peers. Due to her research and advocacy, Powell's school pur
chased a cart with 30 laptops and headphones, as well as an 
interactive whiteboard for her classroom, so that she could 
enhance the educational support she was providing to her spe
cial education students. This computer cart is now available not 
only to her class but also to the school at large, a change that 
arose from the application of her research, evidence, and leader
ship, as well as her advocacy to improve the teaching and learn
ing conditions in her school. 

Also in Toledo, middle school teachers Therese Gordon and 
Kristin Haney recognized that students in their school were 
learning in unsafe and inadequate portable buildings. Their 
school board's plans for redesigning Arlington Elementary failed. 
to address the portable buildings that were falling apart on 
school grounds. Students had been usi11g those buildings for 
classes since a recent reconstruction of the building, and the 
new plans would have left !.hem as they were. Haney and Gordon 
were able to rally community support and persuade their school 
board to change the school design-after it had been approved
to add an entire wing to the school to house classes for grades 
6-8. 1he two teachers used the skills they learned in the TLP to 
fight for their students. Gordon says that "without the support 
of this program and our union, we wouldn't have felt that our 
voices were being heard." 

1n Texas, Dana Wrann, a K-8 special education teacher and 
member of the San Antonio Ailiance of Teachers and Support 
Personnel, wanted to find out whether mindfulness activities 
could affect students' academic success and engagement. After 
implementing mindfulness practices at the beginning and end 
of each of her classes, Wrann found a statisticaJJy significant 
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Participants look beyond their 
own schools to problems they 
see in their districts and states, 
or even on the national level. 

difference, based on pre- and post-surveys, in how her students 
felt about school, their relationships, and conflict management. 
With her research and findings, she went to her principal to 
discuss training other teachers on mindfulness practices in her 
school. This year, the school launched a soft rollout in which 
other teachers have begun to implement mindfulness with their 
students. Wrann has also taken this work outside of her school, 
conducting community trainings on mindfulness. She has writ
ten a grant based on her action research in hopes of pushing this 
program even further. 

System leaders 
Some participants look beyond their own schools to problems 
they see in their districts and states, or even on the national level. 

In researching issues with the district's "freshman cluster" 
courses, Toledo high school teacher Amy Netter discovered 
problems with scheduling many different srudents into four core 
classes, especially the science classes. At the conclusion of her 
research, she made several recommendations to the joint cur
riculum committee, including adding a full-time data coordina
tor and another science class, and scheduling a common lunch 
for these srudents. Before Netter's presentation, the committee 
was unaware of the issues. 

TFTVice President Mona Al-Hayani, who is also a high school 
teacher, recognized the serious problem of human trafficking in 

Enlist a team of stakeholders, educators, and 
school administrators to implement the use of 
green cleaning products to improve student 
attendance and enhance student achievement for 
students suffering from asthma or allergies. 

-KAREN MURPHY 
Jefferson County AFT 

TLP Cohort 2017-2018 

Annual training on early childhood trauma 
should be provided for all school staff. Policymak
ers and the general public must be educated on 
adverse childhood experiences and their effects. 

-TAMPALA BLACK 
Cincinnati Federation of Teachers 

TLP Cohort 2017-2018 

Evaluation systems that promote collaboration 
and that are co-administered by the distr ict and 
teacher unions can and do in fact exist. Some 
school districts have adopted evaluation systems 
that minimize the high-stakes role of standard
ized tests and evaluate education professionals 
by supporting struggling teachers and recogniz
ing those who pursue robust professional 
development. 

-DANIEL SANTOS 
Houston Federation of Teachers 

TLP Cohort 2015-2016 

Increasing communication between parents and 
schools can be achieved through targeted action 
steps and collaboration between teachers and 
administrators. All teachers, especially new 
teachers, should practice effective communica
tion strategies, so they can have confidence 
when sharing with parents. Just as teachers focus 
on improving instructional practices and skills, 
they should also focus on strengthening their 
communication skills. 

-SHARON DONEGAN 
Palm Beach County 

Classroom Teachers Association 
TLP Cohort 2017-2018 
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The program has helped 
administrators, district leaders, 
and communities to recognize 
the work teachers do. 

Toledo. She was asked to work on a project for the AFT human 
rights and community relations department, and she used the 
research, advocacy, and presentation skills she developed through 
the Teacher Leaders Program to create professional development 
that she delivered to every employeejn her district-fromce1mal 
office staff to bus drivers. AJ-Hayani has worked with the AFT and 
TFT, the Lucas County Human Trafficking CoaUtion, and Toledo 
Public Schools to expand her professional development reach; 
her trafaing is now a required part of the mandatory reporting 
training for all teachers in the district, and she recently addressed 
a group of20O new teachers as part of this work. 

In Florida, Palm Beach County Classroom Teachers Associa
tion members Hazel Mcfarlane and Karen Mcfarlane (no rela
tion) examined Exceptional Student Education (ESE) in their 
district, a program that provides support co students with learning, 
emotional, intellectual, and developmental disabilities, as weU as 
to gifted students. Feeling empowered from tlrnir presentations 
of their research findings, both teachers became cochairs of the 
Lmion's ESE committee. 

Hazel studied how to ensure ESE teachers are equipped to 
improve student performance, and Karen researched the IEP 
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(individualized education program) administrative workload of 
ESE teachers and how that impacts teacher retention and stu
dent achievement. Their research will help to ensure that the 
needs of teachers are prominent in the work of the district's ESE 
department, which serves as a network and resource for parents, 
staff, and community members to help support the district's 
exceptional students. Already in their first year of co chairing the 
committee, Karen and Hazel have seen a vast increase in overall 
member participation in the committee as well as participation 
by the school board. 

ln Baltimore, Aaron Cuthrell participated in the TLP for two 
years, focusing his research on early childhood education. After 
completing the program, Cuthrell approached his pri.ncipal, 
who helped him to start summer enrichment camps at his 
school for young children. Toe program has expanded to mul
tiple schools across Baltimore County and Howard County and 
now supports hundreds of students each summer. After con
sidering a switch to administration, Cuthrell decided to remain 
in the classroom, realizing the ability he had to support students 
while staying in teaching. 

hese are just a few examples of teachers creating policy 
th.rough research and lessons learned from their O\Vn 
practice. Through the AFT Teacher Leaders Program, 
educators have new opportunities to engage beyond 

their own classrooms. They become problem solvers and give 
credence to the work they do every day. The program also has 
helped administrators, district leaders, and communities to 
recognize the work teachers do and the dedication they have 
to improving their students' Jives at every level. The critical 
professional role that teachers play is recognized and valued 
in other countries, where educators are allowed regular time 
during the day to network with other teachers, sh are best 
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Teachers can lead at all levels
peer, school, and system. 

practices, and collaborate to practice and perfect their les
sons.* The AFT wants to ensure that teachers in the United 
States have the same opportunities to collaborate and the 
same professional voice and respect as their counterparts in 
other countries. 

Teachers can lead at all levels-peer, school, and system. They 
must be encouraged and provided with the tools and opportuni
ties to influence policy, and that's why the Teacher Leaders Pro
gram was developed. The AFT and its members are fighting to 

ensure that students across the country have every chance for 
success. And that means listening to and learning from the people 
who know the most about those students-their teachers. D 

Endnotes 
1. POK Poll, "Teaching: Respect but Dwindling Appeal.· Phi Delta ,::appan 100, no. 1 
(September 2018). 

2. EM. Hess. The Cag,,-Busting Teacher(Cambridge. MA: Harvard Education Press. 2015). 

'For an in-depth comparison of teaching conditions in the United States and 
elsewhere in the industrialized world, see "Want to Close the Achievement Gap?" in 
the Winter 2014-2015 issue of American Educator, available at www.aft.org/ael 
winter2014-20151darling-hammond. 
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Member mobilization is essential in electing 
union-endorsed candidates in school board 
elections. Beyond canvassing and phone banking, 
social media is a great way for members to share 
information about candidates and highlight 
where they stand on education issues, and 
ultimately build support for them. 

-FELICIA ALVAREZ 
Broward Teachers Union 

TLP Cohort 2017-2018 

School social workers' roles and responsibilities 
should shift from solely counseling specific 
students to servicing all students despite their 
academic classification. And all schools should 
implement a social and emotional learning 
program. 

-KENIA JEANNITON 
United Federation of Teachers 

TLP Cohort 2016-2017 

Elementary schools should commit to ensuring 
that students engage in recess at least once a 
day for a minimum of 20 minutes; twice a day 
would be better to give students downtime 
during the instructional day. In addition, 
teachers should eliminate the loss of recess as a 
punishment for classroom misbehavior and allow 
all children to participate in recess unless 
misbehavior occurs during recess itself . 

-KAREN WEINRICH 
Volusia United Educators 

TLP Cohort 2016-2017 

To address the high rates of teacher attrition, 
site-based leadership teams, professional 
networks, and school districts need to address the 
real reasons teachers leave the profession: lack of 
relevant, useful professional development; 
inattention to mitigating disruptive student 
behavior; inadequate school leader.;hip; and 
unacceptable teaching and learning conditions. 

-ASHLEY SPIKES 
Washington Teachers' Union 

TLP Cohort 2016-2017 
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