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In this article, I employ the image of  “contested ground” to characterize tensions surrounding the evolution of teacher leadership in two high schools engaged in ambitious forms of restructuring—those that go beyond shifts in school-site governance to envision “reinventing” the educational enterprise itself (e.g., Fine, 1994; Meier, 1992).  My analysis is rooted in the legacy of subject specialism in secondary schools and its import for defining legitimate forms of teaching and learning.  In these schools, teachers and those with whom they work (including students and parents) wrestle with competing views of what does and should count as valued knowledge and with competing rationales for the social organization of the school.  Embedded in these competing views are corresponding assumptions about legitimate leadership, the limits and bases of initiative among teachers, and the institutional and collective control of teaching. 


Although I concentrate on the context of the high school, I speculate that the image of contested ground may also prove useful as a way to describe and analyze some of the characteristic tensions of teacher leadership in elementary and middle schools.  The specific nature of the contested ground would differ, reflecting the traditions, norms, and conditions of teaching in those settings.  Among elementary teachers, leadership might be judged on the basis of teachers’ expertise with and interests in primary versus intermediate grades.  Questions of legitimate leadership might also arise over the role of “resource teachers” in the fields of special or bilingual education and their relationship to “regular” classroom teachers.  At the middle school level, where the disparate traditions of elementary and secondary teaching converge (or sometimes collide), leadership roles may become the site for struggle over fundamental questions of school purpose (e.g., the balance between academic press and socio-emotional support for early adolescents) and school organization (e.g., subject departments or interdisciplinary teams).  In these instances, the heuristic of contested ground becomes a means for illuminating dilemmas of role ambiguity and conflict that mark the evolution of teacher leadership. 


The claims I make here are necessarily provisional, based on preliminary analysis of a small body of data collected over 2 years (1992-1994). I have drawn principally on the experiences of teachers and teacher leaders in two moderately large high schools, both in relatively mature stages of school-level restructuring.  Both schools enroll approximately 2400 students and employ a teaching staff that numbers more than 100; in both of the schools, teachers encounter a student population that is ethnically, linguistically, and socioeconomically diverse. In attempting to restructure, both schools started from an altered conception of what a school might look like, what the learning experience might entail, and what it might mean for young people to be educated as a result. Neither school embraces one reform model exclusively, but both pursue changes that would fundamentally alter traditional conceptions of subject teaching. 


 Our research team selected these schools for the nature and scope of their reputed efforts to transform secondary education, as evident in the text of funded proposals and as reinforced by nominations from state officials and others. Eligible schools were those state-funded demonstration sites in which three currents of reform visibly coincided: (1) efforts to create a rigorous curriculum in the core academic subjects for all students; (2) moves to develop greater coherence and connectedness across the curriculum; and (3) steps to strengthen the transition from school to work.   That is, we did not set out to study teacher leadership, but rather discovered the shifting and contested ground of leadership in the course of pursuing other questions. (We began each of our teacher interviews, for example, with a broad question on the order of “What’s important for us to understand about this school as a place for you to teach?”) Although we did not make leadership the direct focus of our inquiries, we found it a recurrent theme implicated in and by the main strands of restructuring.  We learned about teachers’ views and experiences of leadership from our open-ended and semi-structured interviews (53 teachers, including 21 present and former teacher leaders); from observing teachers at work with one another in committee meetings, teacher planning sessions, in-service education activities, and informally throughout the work day; and from our review of key school documents, including demographic profiles, restructuring plans and reports, yearbooks,  and teachers’ work assignments. Although this analysis focuses on teachers’ experiences, the broader study also supplied data from administrators, counselors, and local business partners, together with a small substudy of students.


In these schools, restructuring has altered the status of subject departments and the role of department heads.  At Southgate (school names are pseudonyms), students and teachers of the core academic subjects (English, math, science, and social studies) have been re-organized in “houses,” each headed by a teacher selected and appointed by the principal. Within the houses, teachers work in grade-level  teams charged with developing curriculum and assessments that bridge subjects.  The teams share responsibility for a cohort of students who are scheduled in two-period blocks to provide teachers with flexible instructional time.  Although departments and department heads have been retained at Southgate, their structural position has been diminished and their influence substantially eroded in relation to the houses. The school’s organizational chart and the master schedule displayed in the assistant principal’s office both show a school organized by houses rather than departments.  Although department heads meet periodically with the principal, house heads form part of the school’s central administrative team, meeting weekly with the principal, assistant principals, and head counselors.


 Prairie High School is less than a decade old and opened with a commitment (widely shared among its staff) to "de-track" the school and enliven the curriculum. Those commitments still pervade talk among teachers and administrators. The school's formal organizational structure joins subject departments in broader divisions (“Cultures and Literature,” “Math, Science, Technology”) and joins teachers in interdisciplinary teams and partnerships. A career academy focused on business careers, and several nascent “program majors” also assemble teachers from multiple disciplines. However, the school also retains department heads and other mechanisms, such as department finals, that reinforce subject boundaries.  Cross-subject partnerships receive greatest structural support in the career academy (organized as a school-within-a-school) and in the Cultures and Literature Division, where grade-level teams meet to discuss and develop cross-disciplinary curriculum and assessment, and where the master schedule affords some (though not all) partners a block schedule and shared student cohort.  A broadened school leadership structure includes the two division leaders, associate division leaders responsible for individual subjects (formerly department heads), and the members and chairs of various school governance committees. At each grade level, interdisciplinary coordinators in English and social science take responsibility for organizing and facilitating those pursuits but are not in other ways part of the formal (and hierarchical) decision structure. 


In important ways, the story of restructuring in these schools has yet to play out.  Both schools are well enough along in their discussions, in their alternative forms of organization, and in their experiments with curriculum and assessment to have discovered some of the unanticipated implications of their early enthusiasms; inevitably, perhaps, some of those discoveries have generated substantial uncertainty and conflict.  Two broad observations structure the discussion that follows.


 First, emerging leadership roles in these schools challenge traditional subject affiliations and subject boundaries while taking little account of the meaning that high school teachers attach to subject as a basis of professional identity and community.  Siskin (1994b, p. 10) cautions that “efforts which aim at restructuring, without attending to the firmly established identities of subject specialists, risk unexpected conflict and resistance.”  Despite substantial variation in the strength of subject departments within and across schools, and variations in the authority granted to department heads,  the subject organization of schools and the subject affiliation of teachers remain powerful elements of teaching context, affecting the success of new organizational designs and goals.  In the two schools described here,  teachers routinely employ claims to subject expertise and department affiliation as a resource in shaping their response to new formal structures (such as “houses”), to the corresponding forms of teacher leadership, and to shifts in the balance between individual and collective autonomy. 


A second observation is that teacher leaders find themselves caught in the collision, perhaps inevitable, between two strategies for achieving reform: one resting on heightened involvement and commitment of participants and one relying on intensified control over participants’ work.   Local restructuring efforts have placed increasing faith in what Rowan (1990) termed “commitment strategies,”  relying less on bureaucratic controls such as curriculum alignment and teacher evaluation than upon incentives and rewards associated with expanded teacher leadership roles, teacher collaboration, curriculum experimentation, and flexibility in the use of time, space, and other resources (see also Smylie, 1994).  However, the responsibilities that teacher leaders bear for advancing a restructuring agenda (often in the context of escalating state controls over curriculum and assessment) tend to push them toward actions and relationships that blur the distinction between commitment and control strategies. (For a series of papers assessing the theoretical and empirical status of commitment and control strategies, see Archbald & Porter, 1994; Gamoran, Porter, & Gahng, 1994; Porter, Archbald, & Tyree, 1991; Tyree, 1993.)


These observations, although preliminary,  point to potentially important conditions for the evolution of teacher leadership in secondary schools, particularly as it is tied to school-wide goals.  

Teacher Leadership and School Subject Organization 

Subject departments constitute a central feature of the structure of authority and influence in high schools—a structure in which teachers’ claims to resources, their justifications of classroom practice,  and their assertions of autonomy are closely linked to subject specialization.   Over this century, the “department” in US high schools has evolved from a vehicle for organizing students’ program of study (the classical, commercial or scientific departments common in U.S. high schools prior to the 1920s) to the primary organizational home for teachers (Siskin, 1994b; Siskin & Little, in press).  Teachers’ subject affiliation, formed in part by individual interest, education, and professional socialization, is also reinforced through policies governing teacher licensure and teacher assignment; high school graduation requirements and university admissions criteria; curriculum standards, textbook adoptions, and testing protocols; and other externalities.  


Departments vary widely, both within and across schools, in the influence they exert on individuals’ orientation to teaching, their classroom practice, and their collegial attachments.
 Departments also differ in their capacity to wield influence and garner resources within the larger institution.  This variability in departmental strength—both within the department and in relation to the larger organization—has generally been explained on the basis of five factors: subject status, and particularly the distinction between academic and vocational subjects, or required and elective studies (Burgess, 1983; de Brabander, 1993; Goodson, 1988; Little, 1993); departmental capacity, primarily defined by the technical expertise, experience, and continuity of staff (Ball & Lacey, 1984; Bowe, Ball, & Gold, 1992); departmental history and subculture (Ball, 1987; Hargreaves & Macmillan, in press; Siskin, 1994a); the degree to which teachers and departments are subject to external controls over curriculum and teaching (Archbald & Porter, 1994); and the nature and continuity of department leadership (Hill, in press; Sather, 1994; Siskin, 1993).


Even acknowledging this variation, and the multiple and embedded contexts that shape teachers’ work in high schools, it remains evident that subject affiliations and departmental membership play a large role in  defining teachers’ relationships with colleagues and in mediating their relationships with administrators, the community, and students (see Siskin, 1994b; Talbert, in press; Talbert & McLaughlin, 1994).  In recent decades, efforts to forge alternatives to departmental organization have been rare and difficult to sustain; subject departments have proven a highly resilient feature of high school organization  (Little, in press; Oxley, 1990; Siskin, 1994a; Tyack & Tobin, 1994)  The pervasiveness, continuity, and salience of departmental organization—regardless of local variations in departmental influence—are dominant factors in shaping the grounds of leadership within secondary schools.

Precedent of the Department Head 

At the school level, the position of department head is the most common form of teacher leadership. It is therefore the most widely available precedent to which teachers and administrators are able to turn  in judging the possibilities for leadership in other domains.  Ironically, the nearly exclusive focus by researchers, policy makers, and reformers on the school as a unit of analysis and change, and on the principal as leader, has resulted in relatively little knowledge about the role of the department head.  


Available evidence reveals large variations within and between schools, suggesting  that there is no widely known and accepted role for department leadership, and that local context is crucial in determining the nature of the precedent.   In some cases, serving as department head counts no more than taking one’s “turn in the barrel,” as one teacher has described it (Little, 1993, p. 153).  With leadership defined by routine administrative tasks and by norms of noninterference in the lives of individual teachers,  teachers tend to develop their courses independently, relying on the department head for logistical support (e.g., book orders) but not for programmatic initiative.  Such cases arguably constitute a weak precedent for teacher leadership.    


Other scenarios portray a “strong” form of department leadership that operates systematically to favor some departments over others (e.g., Burgess, 1983; Little, 1993), or that secures teachers’ interests without proper regard for the interests of students, parents, and broader communities (Bruckerhoff, 1991).  Such cases constitute a strong precedent that is nonetheless problematic from the perspective of schoolwide goals; it lends support to critics’ fears that a tradition of strong department leadership may inhibit the pursuit of needed reforms in secondary education.  


In still other instances, the department head appears to have substantial power to shape professional community within the department while also honoring commitments to students and to the wider school enterprise.  McCartney and Schrag (1990) investigated the conditions associated with higher-order thinking in the classroom and emphasized the leadership manifested by the department head.  In those social studies departments where classrooms scored highest on measures of higher-order thinking, department heads took an active role as curriculum and instructional leaders;  in those departments where classrooms scored lower, department heads adopted a more administrative role.  In his description of a strong social studies department, Hill (in press) outlined the ways in which the department head fosters a “learning community” that stimulates innovation, fosters collegial  support, and respects diverse points of view.  (See Talbert, in press, for a discussion of the ways in which strong professional communities may be quite differently disposed to a “professional service ethic” expressed as caring and high expectations for students.)


The variability in these leadership precedents owes some debt to differences in the status of the subject (some subjects, particularly those designated as “academic,” are positioned more strongly than others), but differences seem more readily traced to local norms, histories, and dynamics within departments, schools, and districts (e.g., Archbald & Porter, 1994; Floden et al., 1988; Little, 1990a; McNeil, 1986).  


It would be a mistake, clearly, to represent the precedent of the department head as one so dominant and so successful as to preclude alternative forms of leadership—or  so counterproductive and divisive as to require wholesale elimination.  Whatever the variations in weak and strong precedents, however, the departmental tradition of the high school links the exercise of teacher influence and control prominently to subject affiliation. A crucial feature of these restructured schools, then, is that they shift the place of subject expertise in the structure of authority (Little, in press).  Two aspects of this shift provoke particular commentary from teachers, and give rise to “contested ground:”  the emergence of leadership roles decoupled from the department and from subject ties; and the ascendancy of collective will and institutional policy over individual autonomy with regard to matters of professional practice.

Subject Expertise as Warrant for Teacher Leadership

Among the difficulties teachers have experienced as they enter into leadership roles has been establishing the basis on which one teacher would presume to lead or advise another (Adduci, Woods-Houston, & Webb, 1990; Little, 1988, 1990b; Smylie & Denny, 1989; Wasley, 1991).  In both of therestructured schools described here, new leadership roles arise outside the traditional departmental structure; the teachers who fill them are charged with helping to bridge subject boundaries and with  taking a more holistic view of students’ experience.  Yet the importance that teachers attach to subject expertise as an element of professional competence strongly shapes their view of how one properly accedes to leadership.  


Southgate and Prairie differ substantially in the ways in which they have constructed cross-subject leadership roles and the position they have thereby accorded to department heads. 

At Prairie, the most significant leadership positions remain closely tied to subject commitments and to an explicit agenda for strengthening subject-related outcomes both within subjects and across cognate disciplines.  In this instance, strong departments provide a basis for strong interdisciplinary efforts.  Divisional leaders represent a group of related disciplines in the school’s governance structure, but they do so in partnership with leaders of each of the contributing subjects.  At each grade, two coordinators—one from English and one from social studies—work together to facilitate interdisciplinary planning.  Asked what that position entails, one teacher responded: “Well, you have to really be on top of your subject matter.”  Teachers sometimes differ with their designated leaders (and among themselves) regarding specifics of curriculum content and method (e.g., debating the worth of a thematic approach to teaching history), but they do not doubt the subject qualifications of those invested with leadership responsibilities.   Although negotiating the relation between departmental interests and cross-departmental possibilities proves far from simple at Prairie, we found there a widespread willingness to accept new leadership roles and to pursue new relationships among subjects that was far less evident at Southgate, where departments had been marginalized. 


The presumed links among subject competence, subject commitments, and rights of leadership assume their clearest outlines at Southgate, where teachers were appointed by the principal to serve as heads of the school’s four academic houses. As the house heads view their charge, established by the administration, it rests on claims to broad instructional expertise, independent of subject discipline:

You are responsible for the teachers in your own house, whether it's your area of expertise or whether it isn't, because if you're an excellent teacher, if you're a model teacher, you can provide that resource, whether you're an English teacher [talking to] to a math teacher or a science teacher or a French teacher, or whatever.  And hopefully, we have enough expertise to help teachers in all subject areas.  [House head]


Nonetheless, newly appointed house heads clearly felt constrained to justify their qualifications in subject terms.  One house head, known to her colleagues primarily as a French teacher, asserted that “I really believe that good teaching can be transferred to different subject areas,” but still found herself compelled to establish her legitimacy on the basis of her subject credentials:
 
I was real nervous when they put me in the position to have my first [house] meeting.  "Who’s this French teacher telling me what to do?!"   I majored in social studies. That helped tremendously. ...I'd worked on the committee to determine the house structure...that gave me a little bit of expertise in my teachers' eyes, I think , or I hope.  And I explained those things in the first meeting with them, that I did have a social studies background. 


On the whole, teachers acknowledge the house heads’ subject expertise and their reputations as good or even excellent classroom teachers, but they do not readily accept the argument that the house heads are thereby equipped to exercise leadership that spans subjects.  An English teacher summed up an argument that we also heard from others:

I can understand a subject  [leader]. But a jack of all trades doesn't exist.  In my house, the head is a home ec teacher who did a good job teaching general science classes.  She knows nothing about humanities.  We have another who is credentialed in social studies [but] gives erroneous advice in math.   ... Before this, department heads...were curriculum leaders, mentors. 


The doubts expressed by this teacher, and shared by others with whom we spoke, emphasize the failure of the house heads to satisfy a criterion of adequate subject expertise, thus placing the instructional program in jeopardy and disrupting a system of social and professional support among teachers.  A young science teacher praised the support she had received from the social studies teacher on her team but lamented the scarcity of subject-specific guidance:  “[My team member] has done a good job in introducing me to the [restructuring] concepts but it's difficult to implement them with nobody to help you in your subject area.”  From her perspective, the house head “does a good job of being like a mom, providing positive reinforcement and trying to put some spirit into the house.  But she doesn't know how to critique anybody in a realistic way. She’s certainly never come into my classroom and offered me anything that I would consider to be good advice.”  Although congenial society and an attitude of collegial support are welcome, there are limits to their utility in guiding curriculum choices and classroom practice. 


Teachers at Southgate invoke standards of subject preparation and experience as criteria for defining and judging new leadership roles, implying, it appears, that they are prepared (or accustomed) to accord substantial authority to department heads.  In fact, however, Southgate’s history of department leadership appears to have been highly variable.   Only two of the five chairs interviewed offered a profile that approximates a  “strong chair” model  (Hill, in press; McNeil, 1986; Sather, 1994; Siskin, 1994b), and only one of these presides over a relatively cohesive department. That chair charts a steady decline of authority in domains that include teacher hiring, curriculum and program planning, course offerings, teacher assignment, mentoring of new teachers, and resources for conferences or other professional development.  Initiative once considered the prerogative (or obligation) of a chair has been absorbed by the house heads, leading to conflict between the two.  The chair recalled the beginning of the school year:  “When  [new] teachers came, there was nobody in the house structure that could offer them [subject] support.  ...And I can see what new teachers need.  I've had a lot of training in it and so, as I would try to help them, I was told to back off.  That's not what the house wanted.” 


Teachers in that department echo their chair in their outspoken criticism of the subject deficiencies of the house heads and the ways in which a focus on interdisciplinary curriculum has thwarted subject-specific curriculum innovations that were already underway in the department.  Teachers in cohesive departments with a history of strong leadership thus seem particularly disposed to concentrate on subject qualifications as the basis for legitimating leadership roles and to interpret leadership initiatives from the perspective of their potential effect on the subject curriculum.  At their best, such departments would seem to provide a sturdy platform on which to construct well-informed and well-supported cross-disciplinary curriculum and assessment, but they are also best positioned to assert subject boundaries and to marshall opposition to interdisciplinary ventures.  


Not all departments at Southgate share a history of tightly coordinated curriculum decisions, collaborative program development, social cohesiveness, and subject-based political influence.   For members of a fragmented or deeply divided department, the house structure and the interdisciplinary teams may supply a measure of community that is otherwise lacking; indeed, one teacher exclaims “I hate my department! ...[W]e never meet; we don't get anything done; our department chair has made it abundantly clear that she does not want the position.”  The department has experienced “rapid, rapid turnover,” but those who remain “provide the core of unhappiness, if you will, and that kind of oozes out from the middle.”  The main advantage of the house, by comparison, is that “We have a pretty positive group of people.  I mean, we have people who don't get along, but there's no bitterness in the house.” 

  
I do not wish to overstate the implications of “strong” and “weak” department cultures for purposes of restructuring, or the direction in which restructuring might be pushed by one or the other.  Southgate supplies too small a body of evidence to define the particular ways in which departmental capacity, culture, history, and leadership condition teachers individually or collectively to respond to restructuring initiatives.  As suggested above, strong departments may be a powerful force for change or an equally powerful bastion of conservatism.  Similarly, departments seen as weak may offer few resources on which restructuring might build or may have hidden strengths. For example, by offering wide scope for curriculum experimentation, weak departments may provide a home for creative individuals who make strong contributors to the transformation of high schools.  


Nor do I mean to equate the relative strength of a department, taken as a whole, with the strength of its leaders, the loyalty they command, or the value they bring to new ways of conceiving the high school.  Nonetheless, some department heads more than others speak with the collective force of a subject community; some more than others are able to define and assert the central parameters of a subject field and to influence the degree to which subject boundaries are made more permeable. That these may be important matters is evident in the accounts of what is gained or lost by shifting from a discipline-specific to an interdisciplinary model (e.g., Gregg & Leinhardt, 1994; Roth, 1994). 


The dynamics present at Southgate suggest that secondary teachers do view subject expertise as a substantive prerequisite of legitimate teacher leadership, but these same dynamics also reveal other ways in which context intersects with subject specialism to shape teachers’ responses to reform.  At Southgate, tensions among teacher leaders derived not only from change in the status of the subject disciplines but also from widespread perception that houses had been administratively imposed and were being employed to increase administrative control over teachers. In this instance, teachers’ assertions regarding the prerogatives attached to subject expertise  underlay their claims to  independent institutional authority. 


To establish the importance of subject expertise as a warrant for teacher leadership in the high school is not to say that subject specialists will categorically resist leadership positions that span subject lines or that they will deny attention to important issues and goals that are not tied closely to subject. It is to point up the ways in which subject specialism constitutes, at one and the same time, an intellectual disposition, a source of professional identity and community, and an important resource in the distribution of power and authority.

Institutional Control and Teacher Autonomy

Just as teacher leaders must establish the legitimate basis for their leadership, so they also struggle with an egalitarianism that is deeply rooted and with long-standing traditions of classroom autonomy.  Career ladder schemes, mentor teacher programs, and other similar ventures place teachers in the position of challenging well-established norms of equal status and noninterference (Glidewell, Tucker, Todt, & Cox, 1983; Little, 1990c).  Such norms constrain teachers from the kinds of initiative, or exercise of authority, one typically associates with images of formal leadership responsibility; at the same time, the school’s bureaucratic structure makes it difficult for teachers to define and legitimate forms of leadership that are fully consistent with teaching’s egalitarian culture.  The resulting ambivalence is apparent as teacher leaders protest that they are not leaders but rather facilitators and supporters,  while nonetheless lamenting that they have responsibility, but no authority.
   


Programs of restructuring intensify the ambivalence surrounding teacher leadership; newly defined leadership positions are both more visible and more problematic than those of the department heads they displace or subsume.  Under ordinary conditions, department heads may define their roles along a broad continuum from administrative liaison or bureaucratic functionary to curriculum innovator,  all normatively acceptable within traditional high schools, and part of what is often summed up by teachers or administrators as part of the range of departmental “personalities.” 


In schools that embrace a restructuring agenda, however, the continuum of expected leadership activity appears to shorten.  To engage in restructuring is to go public, both within the school and to the larger community, regarding schoolwide goals and accomplishments.  Leaders come under pressure to make good on promises made to local communities or to public and private funding sources.  The stakes are high,  the wins and losses visible.  Leaders’ actions and relationships are thus subject to greater administrative and collegial scrutiny and less open to idiosyncratic interpretation than are the roles and relationships forged by department heads under more ordinary circumstances.  Put in colloquial terms, no one cuts much slack to designated leaders in restructuring schools.  And the leaders, in turn, adopt modes of leadership that more closely approximate the bureaucratic norm than the collegial one. Under these circumstances, teacher leaders press harder on the conventional norms of privacy (autonomy) than most department chairs feel obligated to press and than most teachers willingly accept.  


  Standardization is in part the by-product of the rapid pace at which people are attempting to change an institution whose basic forms have endured for a century.  The pace is hastened by  promises made to a funding agency in exchange for resources—promises that suggest a substantial degree of school-wide uniformity of practice.  Teachers in leadership roles may also be attracted by the promise of a schoolwide vision, or they become invested in such a vision as a consequence of their new responsibilities. Whatever the balance between internal motivations and external pressures, leaders find themselves pressing for collective agreements that are relatively rare within the traditional department configuration and rarer still at the school level in high schools.  


Teachers in both schools report increased pressure to transform tentative experiments into binding decisions.  Some teachers welcome this move toward greater coherence and consistency; others chafe at the limitations that schoolwide agreements would impose. In each case, however, some aspect of the school’s governance structure operated to solidify  “pilots” or “experiments” as policy.  Both the administrators and the teacher leaders with whom we spoke sought decisions that would formalize a course of action—to follow a particular curriculum, to require senior projects of all students, to incorporate portfolios in all classrooms—following a relatively brief period of experimentation. 


Not surprisingly, then, the experience of teacher leaders in the two schools we studied is closely bound up with the tensions surrounding the institutional control of teaching: tensions between individual and collective forms of autonomy;  and tensions between the innovative spirit spawned by restructuring and the move to “institutionalize” that followed in its wake.   


At Southgate and Prairie, issues of institutional control arise in two different ways and leaders seek correspondingly different ways to resolve them.  At Southgate, where house heads stand only weakly on the ground of subject expertise (given the range of subjects represented in each house), and where department heads have been excluded from the core decision making team, leadership roles have been increasingly defined in administrative terms. House heads seem caught in a contest between teachers and administrators, with authority over the subject curriculum at the center of the dispute.   At Prairie, where the leadership structure remains tied to subject affiliations, albeit in new configurations, tensions arise among teachers themselves regarding the limits of individual autonomy in deciding priorities in program design, curriculum, and assessment. 

Southgate: Adopting an “Administrative” Identity and Voice

At Southgate, the failure of the house heads to establish their legitimacy by virtue of broadly defined subject expertise might not have elicited such a passionate response from teachers had these new leaders not also tied themselves so closely to administration, claiming increased authority and oversight in relation to their colleagues. Pushed by administrators to increase their oversight of programs and teachers, and by teachers to justify that oversight, Southgate’s house heads have begun to embrace the one available model of instructional leadership that assumes a “jack of all trades” competence—the principal.  Three of the four heads disclosed plans to enter administration;  one who described her  present role as that of a “mini-principal”  elaborates:

How I describe the position is I help with classroom management, pedagogy, and any curriculum needs of the teachers. That is my primary responsibility. In addition to that I'm in a house office with a counselor. I also discipline students, counsel students. I'm a parent contact. ...I'm a representative for the 15 teachers in my house, the 400 students in my house, the 400 students' parents in my house. So I'm sort of a catchall... 

Being a part of the “big picture” brings certain genuine satisfactions.  The words of this house head might have been spoken by any of them:

What I really enjoy again, career-wise or professionally, is the fact that I'm in on the decision-making of what's going on here at this school. And for me personally, that's something I enjoy. I like knowing what's happening at school; I like knowing the reasons that decisions are made; and we have very good access to the principal. 


The house heads nonetheless encounter all the tensions that arise from what Siskin (1993) has titled “hermaphroditic roles,” neither fully teacher nor fully administrator, yet conduit for all the tensions that sometimes characterize the relation between the two. A house head who unapologetically outlined her plans to “seek a new challenge” in administration after 18 years as a teacher nonetheless observed, “The difficulty lies in having people now perceive me as administrator. And some of the responsibilities I have are administrative in nature, although I don't get to make the ultimate decisions.”  Her worries are justified.  One teacher protestsed that the position was “never explained,” but  “it turned out that they were like mini-administrators.  Two of them are very excellent teachers in their subject field, but yet their job is managing.”   Skepticism regarding the house heads’ breadth of subject expertise adds a sharp edge to teachers’ complaints that heads are overstepping the bounds of teacher leadership when they scrutinize the work of their colleagues: 

We got a memo in our box (from our house heads).  ‘We are going through your [student] portfolios this year, and we want to see what you have in them. So please allow us to come in and have your portfolios ready.’  Period. We were floored.  I mean, that was the talk of the department. 


At Southgate,  restructuring has evolved in ways that join teacher leaders closely to school administrators, requiring a degree of assertiveness from house heads that exceeds that displayed by even the strongest of department heads.  As teachers weigh the value of restructuring, they portray a school mobilized in early stages by growing excitement over new possibilities for students and teachers, but gradually beset by conflicts over the consolidation of administrative authority—some of it in the guise of teacher leadership.  

Prairie: Tensions Between School Consensus and Teacher Autonomy 

The contested ground of teacher leadership at Prairie must be seen against a backdrop of a school in which the pursuit of a schoolwide mission is taken seriously by most and in which teachers, counselors, and administrators all invest extraordinary energy in their work.  At Southgate, where most teachers are also energetic and committed, conflicts are muted and criticism silenced.  Teachers at Prairie more often pursue their debates in the open, raising with one another and with administrators the same issues that they raised with us in private interviews.  Prairie’s many committees, groups, and meetings keep teachers in public contact with one another (indeed, teachers find the sheer number of meetings to be exhausting), although they do not always serve as adequate forums for resolving the issues that are raised. 


 Teachers who have been teaching at Prairie from its opening  are united by their dissatisfactions with conventional high school, and by what they envision to be possible. Some, though not all, of the teachers who have joined the school in later years share their sense of mission.  Nonetheless, the faculty now finds itself increasingly divided, as some seek to consolidate gains through schoolwide policy, while others seek continued latitude to innovate at the level of the classroom or the partnership.  

 In defending a certain uniformity of practice, some teacher leaders (and their supporters) argue that a fundamental purpose of restructuring is to arrive at certain common elements of curriculum and instruction.  Those who advocate for the “binding decision” are driven in part by their memory of schools and departments where individual autonomy prevailed over all:

[At our previous school] there was barely any departmental agreement on anything. You know, Sam was in the military so he taught every battle that was ever fought.  Herb was stoned on Thomas Jefferson so he taught everything [there was on Jefferson]. So there were people who had their areas, and that’s what you did.  ...So I think [our division leader] was really attracted to the idea that there would be some kind of cohesion here, where generally people would have some agreement on the concepts that were being taught.  


Others sought an environment that would remedy teacher isolation and curricular fragmentation while still fostering individual initiative and flexibility. They express profound discomfort with what they see as creeping “rigidity”  that has narrowed the latitude for individual expression and heightened expectations for a singular, collective approach to curriculum and assessment.  Countervailing pressures divide teachers themselves with regard to what one teacher described as “that fine line between what is dictated and where your creativity gets to be, [or] how much you get to be in control of your own destiny.”  

Some teachers defended consensus:

We tend to be very autonomous in our classrooms. We’re there, “it’s my thing.”  Okay, so you tell me I have to teach these two writing domains.  Okay.  That’s fine.  But  [you also say]  I can do it any old way I want and I don’t have to connect with anybody else.  We don’t believe that in this school.  We believe that it’s important that what you do does make connections with what other people are doing.  We think that the [students’] experience should be similar in at least content.  


But “we” is a slippery word in this context.  Those who argue for consensus have seen its benefits among small groups of colleagues and urge that its compass be broadened.  They advocate binding agreements, collaboratively reached, on curriculum content and student assessments within subjects at each grade level and with regard to interdisciplinary connections between English and social studies.  To others among their colleagues, however, standardization looms as the ominous side of consensus.  One teacher fumed about “interdisciplinary police,” while another spoke in frustration about collaboration turned to coercion:

The way we  started out, we were very collegial in terms of writing curriculum together.  ... So, you know, eleventh- grade teachers would get together and write eleventh-grade curriculum.  [And now] I don’t know what you’d call it, oligarchical, a collectivist dictatorship.  “We all wrote this and that’s what you’re going to teach, damn it.”  


The celebration of close collaborations, especially among small partnerships, is widespread at Prairie.  Almost no one to whom we spoke sought uninterrupted privacy behind the closed classroom door.  Some, however, fear that the school’s climate of experimentation has eroded, gradually shifting toward forms of collaboration that have more in common with Hargreaves’s (1991) “contrived collegiality” than with a genuinely “collaborative culture” (Nias, Southworth, & Yeomans, 1989).  As the debates escalate,  teacher leaders find themselves caught amid the tensions.  Advocates for consensus look to teacher leaders to legitimate a common view and common practice and are sometimes disappointed.  

 I think that some other people have been offended by whom I supported. [Teacher A] wanted me to say that it wasn’t okay for Teacher B to do things her own way and that she had to do it the way everybody else was doing it.  And I couldn’t do that in good conscience, because I respect the integrity of both teachers.  And I believe that if Teacher A believes that this thing is right for her class, then she’s probably right.  But the same is also true of the other teacher.  


Yet when leaders take the side of the common view, they risk criticism from colleagues who see them as unnecessarily “rigid” or as “speaking for administration.”    One highly regarded teacher leader discussed the trade-offs between achieving shared agreements and suppressing the passions and enthusiasms that enliven the work of individual teachers:

I think when you impose a curriculum on teachers, you don’t allow them their own creativity and you end up suffering in the end.  [But] I also think that if  you just let every teacher teach whatever they want, then the students end up getting an uneven education, not only within your class, but within your school.  But it’s a real fine line to walk to impose a curriculum on teachers and yet to ask them to release their own creative energies within their own classroom. 

Spurred by the restructuring plan,  administrators and teacher leaders tend to substitute the exercise of authority (sometimes in the form of “committee decisions”) for the slower, messier, and often contentious discovery of shared ground—or the discovery, perhaps,  that some differences will not easily be bridged.  These differences are particularly salient when they center on matters of subject integrity and on the priorities that are expressed through curriculum and assessment.  A teacher leader speculated:

Pretty much everybody’s bought into the idea of heterogeneity [of student placement in classes].  But [not into] interdisciplinary [curriculum]. ... I think interdisciplinary is seen by some people as just more work.  Just developing more curriculum.  Other people, I think, see it as a weakening of their own curriculum rather than a strengthening of their own curriculum.


Such deeply felt differences place accomplished and committed teachers at odds with one another.  At Prairie, these differences have crystallized in part around the issues that come closest to the teachers’ prerogatives as subject specialists and that impinge most directly on the intimate life of the classroom: the content of grade-level curricula (especially in English and social studies) and the extent to which they should be joined in an “interdisciplinary” curriculum; the level of student choice associated with an experimental senior project, and the criteria for its evaluation;  the content and uses of classroom portfolios; and the transition from pilot (voluntary) to mandatory participation in an experimental math program.  


  Such conflicts can prove excruciating for teacher leaders; amid the turmoil of schoolwide restructuring and the school-level orientation that they must publicly embrace, leaders have no place to hide. Judging by these two cases, leaders remain on strongest ground where they remain closely wedded to the concerns of the classroom and the meaning that teachers attach to subject priorities. The contests are often fierce, sometimes bruising personal feelings and damaging professional relations, but the  accomplishments stand to make their mark on the classroom.  The ground seems correspondingly weakened when leaders must defend their position on the basis of administrative responsibilities. Teachers’ independent claim to authority—both in relation to administrators and in relation to one another—is rendered more tenuous.  

Subject Specialism, School Reform, and Teacher Leadership

In high schools engaged in restructuring, newly created teacher leadership roles reside outside the traditional departmental structure, and their responsibilities span traditional subject boundaries.  Thus, some teacher leaders serve as heads of new organizational units—houses, clusters, or other configurations—intended to create more meaningful homes for students and to generate closer ties between teachers and a cohort of students. Other leaders assume responsibility for interdisciplinary curriculum planning or other special projects that join teachers with diverse backgrounds and interests.  These leadership roles take shape, and must be interpreted, in the context of reforms targeted at secondary education.


Two competing currents of reform modify the relative power of subject specialism and subject organization to shape the high school experience of teachers and students.   The first of these currents reinforces subject divisions and boundaries by placing concerns about  students’ and teachers’ subject matter knowledge at the center of the reform agenda—witness the move toward  national curriculum standards and increasing reliance on centralized curriculum policy as a mechanism of reform (Massell, 1994; Porter, 1989; Tyree, 1993).  One result is to deepen the school’s divisions along subject lines, trusting the outcomes of secondary school reform to the strength of teachers’ subject expertise.   


But subject specialism is not without its critics. In a second current of reform, restructuring initiatives have coincided with assaults on the subject fragmentation of the curriculum and the departmental organization of the school (e.g., Powell, Farrar, & Cohen, 1985; Sizer, 1992).  Reform advocates find in alternative modes of organization and in a broader structure of leadership an appropriate fit with a vision of secondary schooling that focuses more holistically on the interests of students and that remedies some of the “balkanizing” influences of departmental organization (Hargreaves & Macmillan, in press).  Emerging leadership roles have thus been tied to efforts to create more numerous and robust interdisciplinary curricula and to achieve a schoolwide vision that transcends the interests—and, some would argue, the entrenched conservatism—of individual departments. 



Viewed most broadly, these two currents of reform are compatible; together, they seek more powerful forms of teaching and learning within subjects, more meaningful connections across subject disciplines (and across contexts of knowledge use),  and greater balance among the academic, social, and affective aspects of students’ experience.  In the day-to-day work of schools, reforms concentrated on discrete subjects compete for time, attention, and energy with reforms that call on teachers to accommodate much broader goals. The stance that teacher leaders take toward their work (and toward one another) serves to reconcile or further divide these various currents of reform.  


The present impetus to restructure or reinvent the high school, like some of the prior reforms of this century, challenges the well-established forms and cultures of the subject department and the relative autonomy of subject specialists. As in prior reforms, such challenges confront both the weight of tradition and the complex micropolitics of the local school context. To assess the prospects for teacher leadership and interpret its outcomes will thus require a theoretical frame that accounts for the historical roots of teachers’ actions and the micropolitical realities of the present school context. Toward that end, I have tried to map the contested ground on which teacher leaders and their colleagues enter when the schools in which they work undertake an ambitious agenda of school restructuring—-and to anticipate the more common ground on which they might come to stand. 

Notes

The research reported in this paper was conducted as part of a project on reform in secondary schools, supported by the National Center for Research in Vocational Education, with funds from the U.S. Department of Education. Thanks to Mary Lee Higgins and Susan Threatt for their help in collecting and analyzing data.
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�Systematic research on the high school department is a relatively recent phenomenon.  Talbert (in press) suggested that in prior large-scale studies of high schools in the United States, “departments were neglected both because of the strong ‘school effects’ tradition framing this research and because teacher samples typically yielded department-level Ns too small to warrant analysis.”  Case studies of departments in British comprehensive secondary schools have provided an important precedent for research undertaken over the past decade in this country (e.g., Ball, 1981, 1987; Ball & Lacey, 1984; Burgess, 1983). Among the studies conducted in U.S. secondary schools, see especially Siskin, 1994b; also Bruckerhoff, 1991; Cusick, 1982; Hargreaves & Macmillan, in press; Johnson, 1990; Little, 1993, in press.  For a comprehensive review of research on teachers’ subject conceptions and subject communities, see Grossman & Stodolsky, 1994.


�Chairs of conventional departments that comprise several disciplines or sub-disciplines may suffer some of the same difficulty in establishing a leadership warrant.  Science, social science, and foreign language departments, for example, assemble teachers with quite different disciplinary backgrounds and offer courses that map different areas of specialization.





� Feminist theory, together with historical and other empirical studies of the gendered aspects of teaching (e.g., Biklen, in press) put forward the view that our understanding of teachers’ response to “leadership” has been framed by the language of bureaucracy and hierarchy.   An expanding body of descriptive material, some of it authored by teachers (Troen & Boles, 1992), suggests an alternative theoretical frame that defines leadership less in terms of the exercise of authority than in terms of influence achieved in other ways (e.g., through political activity undertaken outside the school; through independent pursuit of special projects or a course of action that opposes or subverts institutional mandates; through the consolidation of trusting relationships).  In this literature, teacher leaders are distinguished not by formal positions within the school bureaucracy but by the ideas and commitments they voice, by the persistence with which they pursue and defend their ideas and actions, and by a record of accomplishments recognized by fellow teachers (for example, Clifford, 1987; Bascia, 1994).  
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