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Teacher Leaders –
an unappreciated role?
When the term ‘school
leader’ is mentioned,
many people summon
up the image of the
school principal. Yet,
the school is full of
leaders. Teacher
leaders are often underappreciated and their
contributions frequently
go unrecognized.
(Katzenmeyer & Moller, 2009)

Mixed-Methods
Study Design
Quantitative data was
collected first, using a

Brief Background on Environmental
Teacher Leadership
Concerns regarding the sustainability of human actions on our planet
have reached dramatic levels locally, provincially and internationally. The
last few decades have seen increasing global recognition that the
challenges associated with environmental efforts have important
connections with education and schooling (United Nations, 1992) and
curriculum development (OECD, 1995). It is becoming more and more
apparent that education plays an importance role in the fight against
climate change. However, studies have found that environmental
education has not been uniformly implemented in schools (Puk & Makin,
2006; Tan & Pedretti, 2010). Classroom teachers have cited barriers such as
insufficient planning time, lack of funding and resources, and few
professional learning opportunities (Fazio & Karrow, 2013).
There has, however, been a growing trend of teachers who remain fulltime in the classroom but who also informally take on a school-wide
leadership role to encourage sustainability measures and improve eco
literacy. In Ontario, Canada, over 1500 teachers have stepped up to
certify their school in the provincial EcoSchools program. While a few
studies have found that this model of using school-wide teacher leaders
has a positive impact on environmental education initiatives, (Fazio &
Karrow, 2013; Jita & Mohele, 2013) little is known about the supports
required to attract and retain teachers in this vital leadership role.

teacher leadership
survey completed by
EcoSchool lead
teachers to provide a
preliminary overview of
issues. This was followed
by a semi-structured
interview phase to
collect qualitative data
to “enhance, elaborate
or complement the
data from the other
source”.
(Creswell, 2012, p. 537)

The Study
The purpose of the study was to gain an understanding of what motivates
teachers to take on an informal environmental leadership role in their
school and to determine what factors help or hinder them in carrying out
their tasks as leaders.

Sequential Mixed-Methods Design
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Study Results

ENVIRONMENTAL TEACHER LEADERS

Time for a
Global Culture
Shift?
It is time to rethink
how we value our
teacher leaders, who
step up and
courageously take
on challenging social
or eco justice
leadership roles
where they must
advocate to change
both beliefs and
practices.
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Conclusions

“Teachers can only become leaders within schools when the school culture is clearly
committed to providing support for the learning of all its members.” (Silva et al., 2000 p. 802)

Principals are Key to Supporting Teacher Leadership by:
Supporting teachers to navigate difficult teacher leader-teacher
relationships. Teachers need PD and mentoring in order to navigate
pervasive micropolitics
Putting enabling school structures in place such as optimized
scheduling and actively providing support and resources.
Fostering a positive school culture by using a collaborative, distributed
leadership style, and valuing teacher leaders as equals.
The teacher
leadership model
needs to change,
with new school and
district support
systems: “How can
we ask teachers, to
give 110% in the
classroom and then
give more? Yes, I
know some teachers
who would be
incredible leaders,
but is it fair to ask
them to step up and
risk burn out?”

Districts Need to Support Teacher Leadership by:
Supporting principals with professional learning on how they can
better support teacher leadership. Principal workload and demands
are ever increasing (Pollock & Hauseman, 2015). Thus, districts need
to support teacher leadership by supporting principals.
Initiating a culture shift by demonstrating a change in thinking
about the way teacher leadership is valued and by dismantling
outdated, hierarchical structures and consider the implementation
of significant supports and resources. Expecting full-time teachers to
add to their already over-full plates without significant backing is
perhaps naïve, especially environmental teacher leaders who face
additional unique challenges.

System-wide change may be the way forward to attract, retain, and protect the future
of teacher leadership, as the status quo may not be conducive to the continued
professional or personal growth of our vital teacher leaders.

(Interview Participant)
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