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This paper examines the interactions between literacy teachers and instructional 

leaders and their effects on students’ reading achievement gains. The results of 

this study have implications for how instructional leaders work with colleagues 

and how these relationships may impact student achievement.  

Forty-two suburban elementary and middle school literacy teachers reported the 

frequency and helpfulness of interactions with their instructional leaders. 

Findings indicate that curricular and assessment interactions occurred more 

frequently and were more helpful than instructional interactions. Students of 

these teachers who reported the most frequent and helpful interactions had 

significantly higher reading achievement gains than students of teachers who 

reported the least frequent and least helpful contacts.  

Leadership is a critical component of all 

school improvement efforts. The evidence from the 

literature supports the position that effective leaders 

have an indirect but powerful influence on a school’s 

capacity to enhance student achievement (Muijs and 

Harris, 2003). Effective leadership builds and 

sustains an organizational culture that focuses on 

continual improvement of educational programs, 

teachers’ capabilities and skills, and student learning. 

(Fullan, 2001; Sergiovanni, 2001).  

Traditional school leadership places this 

authority and influence in the principal or a small 

team of administrators in the main office and this 

‘great man’ theory of leadership continues to be the 

norm (Day, et al., 2000). However, the challenges 

facing schools today, particularly the legal mandates 

to improve student achievement, seriously question 

traditional approaches to school leadership and the 

principal as the primary instructional leader. As a 

result, educators are proposing the dispersal of 

leadership authority within a school and that teachers 

assume significantly greater roles in school 

improvement efforts (e.g., Harris, 2003; Fullan, 2001; 

Lambert, 1998; Leithwood et al., 1999; Sergiovanni, 

2001). Such dispersal has the potential to build a 

professional learning community, motivate teachers, 

improve the quality of teaching in the classroom and 

positively impact student achievement.  

Although schools are beginning to develop 

teachers as leaders, little is known about their 

interactions with peers and the impact of those 

communications on student achievement. In a recent 

review of the literature on the benefits of teacher 

leadership, Muijs and Harris (2003) cite only one 

study that investigated the effect of teacher leadership 

on students; that study found a positive effect on 

student engagement (Leithwood and Jantzi, 1998). 

Therefore, by using data collected from one school 

district that implemented a teacher leadership 

program, this study identifies the nature of 

interactions between teachers and their peers with 

instructional leadership responsibilities. More 

importantly, the study analyzes the effects of those 
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interactions on the reading achievement gains of their 

students.  

This paper will provide empirical data 

regarding the working relationships between literacy 

teachers and instructional leaders and how those 

interactions impact student outcomes. After a review 

of the relevant literature review, the research 

methodology will be discussed in considerable detail 

including data sources, procedures, and data analysis 

techniques. The findings are presented followed by a 

discussion of the results and implications for current 

practice and future research.  

Literature Review 

The literature review focuses on four major 

topics, including the definition of teacher leadership, 

the role of teacher leadership in developing a 

professional learning community, distributed 

leadership theory and teacher leadership, and barriers 

to teacher leadership.  

Defining Teacher Leadership 

Experts vary in their definitions of teacher 

leadership because they have different conceptual 

perspectives of the roles and functions of such 

individuals. Katzenmeyer and Moller (2001) suggest 

that teacher leaders may assume one of three roles. 

They may lead by participating in decision-making 

processes, by managing operational tasks, or by 

facilitating teacher and student growth.  

Some teacher leaders work as partners with 

school administrators in the decision making process. 

They serve as members of site-based management 

teams, school improvement teams, committees, or 

other groups that make important decisions for the 

school and/or district. Other teacher leaders assist 

school administrators with the managerial operations 

of a school, serving in middle management roles such 

as department heads or members of a task force. 

However, the third function of teacher leadership, 

facilitating teacher and student growth, is of 

particular interest to this study.  

Teacher leaders who facilitate the growth of 

their colleagues and students assume roles such as 

mentors, coaches, trainers, and curriculum specialists. 

These individuals interact with their peers both in and 

out of the classroom to improve pedagogical 

knowledge and skills and to help them transfer that to 

classroom practice. The ultimate goal of these 

interactions is to promote student learning.  

Day and Harris (2003) described four 

dimensions of teacher leaders and these have 

application to individuals who assume roles as 

facilitators of peer growth and student learning. The 

first dimension involves working with teachers so 

they are able to understand principles of school 

improvement and transfer new knowledge into 

classroom practice. Teacher leaders may serve as a 

personal coach to a teacher, providing individual 

consultation and working side by side in the 

classroom to assist a peer with the implementation of 

a specific strategy related to a school improvement 

effort. The second dimension entails participatory 

leadership so that all teachers feel ownership and 

commitment to change. The teacher leader may build 

support among peers for specific school improvement 

initiatives and foster collaborative working 

relationships to accomplish the school goals through 

study groups or team discussions.  

The third dimension is the mediating role of 

teacher leaders. These individuals are experts in their 

field and sources of valuable information or other 

resources. Teacher leaders are able to draw upon their 

own knowledge, the expertise of peers, or network 

with others to seek external assistance related to 

school improvement initiatives. The fourth dimension 

is building close, professional relationships with 

individual teachers which results in mutual learning. 

The collaborative, collegial relationships which 

teacher leaders help forge can significantly contribute 

to the formation of a professional learning 

community. Schools that operate as a professional 

learning community are more likely to accomplish 

school improvement goals and improve student 

learning (Hargreaves, 2002).  

Teacher Leaders and Professional Learning 

Communities  

School leaders can initiate improvement, 

accomplish goals, and sustain a process of continuous 

development more efficiently and effectively if the 

school functions as a professional learning 

community (Morrissey, 2000). According to Hord 

(1995), these communities have five characteristics, 

including shared decision-making, common school 

vision focused on student learning, shared learning 

and guided practice, peer review and feedback, and 

supportive school conditions. The supportive 

conditions include time for staff interactions, open 

communications that support the improvement 

efforts, and collaborative relationships among staff .  

Collaboration with peers is at the heart of 

the professional organization and teacher leaders can 

play an important role in encouraging and sustaining 

these interactions among colleagues (Harris, 2003). 

Frequent and meaningful exchanges between teachers 

build a climate of cohesiveness in which effective 

working relationships are established. Teacher 

leaders can be empowered by school administrators 

to facilitate the development of these relationships. 

Master teachers who assume these roles can lead and 

coordinate professional training programs, chair 

group problem solving sessions around instructional 

problems, lead discussions about best practices in the 

classroom, coach individual teachers, and generally 
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encourage staff interactions that focus on issues 

related to the teaching and learning process (Frost & 

Durrant, 2003). According to Lambert (1995), these 

interactions enable staff to construct meaning and 

knowledge together, rather than relying on outside 

pressures to change.  

Although collaborative relationships are 

essential to the professional learning community, 

another characteristic proposed by Harris and 

Lambert (2003) is that teachers accept joint 

responsibility for the outcomes of their work. Related 

to this concept of accountability within the 

professional learning community, teacher-researchers 

have proposed that monitoring and evaluating student 

achievement and teaching behaviors are essential 

components of school leadership (Copland et al., 

2002). These activities include regularly reviewing 

student work and achievement data, observing 

teachers in the classroom on a scheduled basis, 

facilitating discussions and leading professional 

development to promote best instructional practices, 

establishing student performance goals, and 

developing annual plans for improvement. Teacher 

leaders who assume roles as instructional coaches, 

mentors, and curriculum specialists can facilitate 

activities, which promote accountability of the 

professional learning community.  

Distributed Leadership Theory and Teacher 

Leadership 

Distributed leadership theory is a democratic 

and collective form of leadership that proposes the 

decentralization of the power and authority of the 

school principal. According to Muijs and Harris 

(2003), distributed leadership is helpful in clarifying 

the meaning of teacher leadership and how it 

functions within the school environment.  

First, distributed leadership engages teacher 

leaders in a process where they work together to 

guide and mobilize their peers in the instructional 

change process. They participate actively with peers, 

supporting and coaching them in order to accomplish 

school goals involving pedagogical improvement. 

Second, because distributed leadership involves 

multiple individuals in leadership roles, the work is 

accomplished through the interactions of several 

teacher leaders and school administrators. Finally, it 

suggests interdependency rather than dependency in 

terms of responsibility. The teacher leaders and 

principal assume different kinds of roles and rely on 

each other in order to accomplish the organization’s 

goals.  

The engagement of teacher leaders as central 

players in the change process, the increase in 

interactions and the interdependency between teacher 

leaders and administrators cause traditional lines of 

hierarchical authority to blur and prompt the 

formation of new relationships. “Whatever specific 

definition of teacher leadership one chooses to adopt, 

it is clear that its emphasis upon collective action, 

empowerment and shared agency is reflected in 

distributed leadership theory” (Muijs and Harris, 

2003, p. 440).  

Barriers to Teacher Leadership 

Although the theoretical foundations for 

developing teacher leaders are sound, implementing 

these changes in practice are quite difficult with 

many barriers to overcome (e.g., Barth, 2001; 

Hargreaves, 1999; Little, 1990; Smylie, 1992). There 

are strong cultural forces in schools that are counter 

to the development of teacher leaders and make it 

more difficult for middle leaders to assume new 

roles. Teaching is often viewed as an independent, 

autonomous and private profession. Teacher leaders 

who attempt to engage peers in collaborative 

activities such as discussing and sharing instructional 

strategies, reflecting and offering feedback on 

classroom performance, and training on best practices 

may find resistance to such efforts from staff who 

want to maintain control over their professional 

practice. Teacher leaders are often hesitant to engage 

in such activities unless they are invited to do so by 

team members (McGarvey and Marriott, 1997).  

Teacher leaders may be perceived as 

assuming positions that differentiate their roles 

within the organization and this can create conflict 

with some peers, particularly those who believe in 

equality of professional status (Hart, 1990). Teacher 

leaders often hesitate to monitor the work of peers 

and their students because it challenges the 

professional norms of equality and privacy and may 

even be viewed as an abrogation of trust. Lieberman 

et al. (2000) found that egalitarian ethic of colleagues 

was one of the main barriers perceived by teacher 

leaders, and often left them feeling isolated from 

colleagues.  

Although Adey (2000) indicated growing 

acceptance for teacher leaders who assume roles as 

subject area specialists to focus attention on 

monitoring and evaluation activities, some do not 

want to get themselves into a position where they 

appear to be judging the work of a peer (Glover et al., 

1998b). These teacher leaders acknowledge that 

collegiality is an aspiration rather than a reality. They 

experience conflict between their need to monitor 

teacher performance and the desire to promote 

collegiality and trust among unit members (Wise, 

2001).  

Teacher leaders also indicate that there is 

not enough time to fulfill these additional job 

responsibilities. Individuals in these positions report 

they lack the time to monitor and evaluate student 

achievement, support teacher efforts in the 
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classroom, facilitate reflection on instructional 

practices, and generally work with staff to improve 

teacher and student performance (Brown et al, 2000; 

Glover et al, 1998a; Wise and Bush, 1999). Ovando 

(1994) found that time for teacher leaders to perform 

their work was a critical factor to the success of 

teacher leadership programs.  

Research Methodology 

Data Sources 

 Four data sources were used in this study. 

Participants included the literacy teachers in a 

suburban K-12 school district in the northeastern 

region of the United States and the students assigned 

to them. Instruments included The Teacher-

Instructional Leader Interaction Questionnaire and 

the Degrees of Reading Power (DRP) test 

(Touchstone, 1995).  

Participants. Forty-two literacy teachers, 

grades two to eight, and the students assigned to them 

over a two-year period constituted the subjects of this 

investigation. Teachers and students in grades 

Kindergarten and first grade were not included 

because of the lack of reading achievement data at 

these levels. Characteristics of the participants are 

presented in Table 1.  

The participants were all full-time teachers 

in a suburban K-12 school district in the northeastern 

region of the United States with an enrollment of 

approximately 3,000 students. The district consisted 

of two elementary schools, one middle school and 

one high school. This particular district was selected 

for study because it recently implemented a teacher 

leadership initiative to facilitate the development of a 

professional learning community and to improve the 

reading achievement of students. In 2001, central 

office administrators, school board members, 

building principals, teachers and parents participated 

in a strategic planning process. An outcome of that 

process was the establishment of a teacher leadership 

role, Curriculum Resource Teacher (CRT), as part of 

a district-wide goal to increase teacher collaboration 

and to improve student achievement.  

The CRT was a subject leader position but 

routine administrative and managerial tasks were 

minimized. One CRT was employed in each 

elementary school and one in the middle school to 

help the teachers understand and implement the 

district’s literacy curriculum, to promote the use of 

best practices in literacy instruction, and to utilize 

student assessment data to monitor and improve 

student learning. The CRT had no assigned 

classroom duties so that the individual would have 

adequate time to consult with peers on literacy 

matters, work within their classrooms, monitor 

student achievement, and research and develop 

curricular, instructional and assessment-related 

strategies.  

 
Instrument one: The teacher-

instructional leader interaction questionnaire.  

I developed the Teacher-Instructional 

Leader Interaction Questionnaire (see Figure 1) to 

collect data regarding the frequency and helpfulness 

of the interactions between the elementary literacy 

teachers and the instructional leaders. The DRP was 

used to measure each student’s level of reading 

achievement.  

The Teacher-Instructional Leader 

Interaction Questionnaire measured three types of 

interactions- curricular, instructional and assessment-

related. The nineteen items on the questionnaire were 

based on the responsibilities of the CRT as outlined 

in the district job description and were categorized as 

either a curricular, instructional or assessment-related 

interaction. The items and their category were 

validated by the instructional leaders. Each type of 

interaction was defined as follows:  
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Curricular Interactions: reviewing student 

performance standards; selecting materials for the 

literacy program; coordinating the literacy program 

within each grade and between schools; and 

reviewing the literacy program philosophy and major 

components of the program.  

Instructional Interactions: reviewing how to 

implement a balanced literacy program in the 

classroom; planning literacy lessons, units of study, 

or long-range plans; developing and sharing 

strategies to improve student achievement; assisting 

teachers to fulfill responsibilities related to their 

teacher evaluation plan; obtaining input on planning 

district professional development activities; obtaining 

feedback on professional development activities 

conducted in district; discussing needs of specific 

students; visiting teachers’ classrooms and giving 

feedback on instructional practices; discussing and 

sharing conferences or workshops outside of the 

district; and informing staff about regional 

professional development opportunities.  

Assessment-related Interactions: developing 

and revising literacy assessments to evaluate student 

achievement; reviewing student performance data of 

the school; reviewing student performance data of the 

students in the classroom; educating staff regarding 

the content of state-wide assessments; and 

sharing/discussing ideas how to improve student 

performance on mandated tests.  

Teachers rated how frequently they 

interacted with their CRT using a 5-point scale 

including: (1) never, (2) at least once a year, (3) at 

least once a marking period, (4) at least once a 

month, and (5) at least once a week. Subjects were 

also asked to indicate how helpful those interactions 

were to them on a 5-point scale, including (1) not 

helpful, (2) somewhat helpful, (3) not sure, (4) 

helpful, and (5) very helpful. A frequency score and a 

helpfulness score for each type of interaction was 

obtained for each subject by averaging the 

appropriate item responses. A combined 

frequency/helpfulness score was computed for each 

type of interaction by totaling the appropriate 

frequency and helpfulness means.  

The internal reliability coefficients for the 

curricular, instructional and assessment-related items 

for this sample are displayed in Table 2 for frequency 

and Table 3 for helpfulness. Cronbach alpha 

reliability coefficients for frequency ranged from .79 

for curricular interactions to .89 for instructional 

interactions. Regarding helpfulness, reliability 

coefficients were .91 for curricular and assessment 

interactions and .95 for instructional interactions. 

Based on these analyses, the instrument was 

considered adequately reliable for purposes of this 

study.  

 
 

 
 

Instrument two: The degrees of reading 

power (DRP). The Degrees of Reading Power (DRP) 

was used to measure reading achievement of 

students. The DRP is a test of reading comprehension 

using the cloze technique. It assesses a student’s 

ability to comprehend the meaning of increasingly 

difficult text; the ability to analyze, evaluate and 

extend the ideas that are presented; and the size of the 

student’s reading vocabularies (Touchstone, 1995). 

Each student’s raw score was converted to a Normal 

Curve Equivalent (NCE) score.  

Procedure 

After gaining the approval of the senior 

administration of the district, I asked the principal’s 

secretary in each school to distribute The Teacher-

Instructional Leader Interaction Questionnaire to all 

52 literacy teachers in grades two to eight along with 

a letter explaining the purpose of the study. Before 

distributing the questionnaire, the principal’s 

secretary coded each instrument to conduct multiple 

follow-ups. The codes were also used to match 

reading achievement data and demographic data to 

each teacher’s questionnaire when it was returned. 

The reading achievement data consisted of each 

student’s NCE score obtained on a fall and spring 
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administration of the DRP test. Two years of student 

data were collected for each teacher. The principal’s 

secretary attached the reading achievement results 

and teacher demographic data based on personnel 

records to the appropriate coded instrument of each 

staff member. Only the principal’s secretary had the 

list of codes and this individual destroyed the list 

once the data collection period ended to ensure the 

anonymity and confidentiality of all respondents.  

Data Analysis 

All data was entered into SPSS v. 11.0 for 

analysis. For each teacher, demographic data and 

responses to each item on The Teacher-Instructional 

Leader Interaction Questionnaire were entered. For 

each student, fall and spring NCE scores on the DRP, 

the code number of the teacher, and the teacher’s 

scores from The Teacher-Instructional Leader 

Interaction Questionnaire were entered.  

Three types of analyses were conducted. 

First, descriptive statistics were employed to describe 

the frequency and helpfulness of the interactions 

between the teachers and the instructional leaders. 

Second, the paired-samples t-test was used to analyze 

differences in the curricular, instructional and 

assessment-related frequency and helpfulness means. 

Third, in order to examine the effect of teachers’ 

interactions with instructional leaders on reading 

achievement gains of their students, teachers were 

ranked by their combined frequency and helpfulness 

scores on The Teacher-Instructional Leader 

Interaction Questionnaire. Subjects were then 

assigned to one of four quartiles for each type of 

interaction to indicate an overall level of contact with 

the CRT. The top quartile included those teachers 

who reported the most frequent and most helpful 

interactions. The bottom quartile consisted of the 

staff members who reported the least frequent and 

least helpful contacts. An analysis of variance for 

repeated measures was used to examine differences 

in reading achievement between the two groups of 

teachers, to analyze differences in reading 

achievement between the fall and spring 

administrations of the DRP, and to ascertain if there 

was a significant interaction between the two 

variables. The interaction indicates differences in the 

reading achievement gains between the two groups of 

teachers. An alpha level of .05 was used for all 

statistical tests.  

Findings 

The analyses that are reported on in this 

section include descriptive statistics for the frequency 

and helpfulness of teachers’ interactions, paired-

sample t-tests to determine differences in the 

teachers’ interactions, and analysis of variance for 

repeated measures to examine the interactions 

between reading achievement and teachers’ 

interactions.  

Frequency and Helpfulness of Teachers’ 

Interactions  

The distribution of scores, means, and 

standard deviations for frequency are displayed in 

Table 4. The descriptive data suggests that teachers 

vary widely in their interactions with the instructional 

leaders. Average frequency scores are highest for 

assessment related interactions (2.63) and lowest for 

instructional contacts (2.24). Mean frequency scores 

are all below 3.0, suggesting that contact between 

CRTs and the typical teacher on any given type of 

interaction average between at least once a year and 

at least once a marking period (four marking periods 

per year). Approximately one-third of the teachers 

report interacting with their CRTs on an average of 

between once a marking period and once a week on 

curricular issues and approximately 38% report the 

same frequency for assessment-related contacts. Less 

than 20% report that level of contact on instructional 

matters.  

 

 
 

 
 

Teachers also varied in their perceptions 

regarding the helpfulness of their interactions with 

the CRTs. As shown on Table 5, the mean for 

assessment-related interactions (3.05) is highest and 

the mean of 2.45 for instructional interactions is the 

lowest. Approximately one-third of the teachers 

report that the curricular and assessment-related 

interactions are helpful or very helpful but only 



Literacy Teachers' Interactions with Instructional Leaders: Students Reap the Benefits 

  

7 

 

14.29% indicate this level for contacts on 

instructional matters.  

Differences in Teachers’ Interactions  

Differences in the frequency and helpfulness 

of teachers’ curricular, assessment-related and 

instructional interactions with the CRT were 

analyzed using a series of paired-sample t-tests. The 

first series of these tests determined if teachers 

interacted more frequently about curriculum, 

assessment or instruction. The second series of 

paired-sample t-tests determined if teachers found 

some interactions more helpful than others.  

 

 
 

 
As shown in Table 6, the first set of results 

indicate that teachers have significantly more contact 

with CRTs on assessment-related matters (t = 5.29, p 

< .001) and curricular issues (t = 4.67, p < .001) 

compared to instructional topics. The second series of 

paired-sample t-tests (see Table 7) reveal that their 

curricular interactions (t = 5.88, p< .001) and 

assessment-related interactions (t = 6.58, p < .001) 

with the CRTs are more helpful than their 

instructional exchanges.  

Reading Achievement and Teachers’ Interactions  

To examine the possible effect of these 

interactions on students’ reading achievement gains, 

each teacher was assigned to a quartile for each type 

of interaction based on the sum of the individual’s 

frequency and helpfulness scores. The demographic 

data for the teachers in the top and bottom quartiles 

for each type of interaction are shown in Tables 8 to 

10. The two groups are similar on these personal 

variables for each type of interaction.  

The combined frequency and helpfulness 

score means and standard deviations for the top and 

bottom quartile teachers are displayed in Table 11. 

The means for the teachers in the bottom quartile are 

less than half of those in the top quartile, ranging 

between 3.93 to 4.55 points lower.  
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Table 12 summarizes the mean fall, spring 

and gain NCE reading achievement scores and 

standard deviations for the students assigned to the 

top and bottom quartile teachers for each type of 

interaction with instructional leaders. For all three 

types of interactions, the students of the teachers in 

the top quartile have higher NCE gains than the 

students of the teachers in the bottom quartile. For 

curricular interactions, the students of the top quartile 

teachers have a mean NCE gain of 7.22 points; 7.33 

for instructional interactions; and 8.40 for 

assessment-related interactions. The NCE gains of 

the students of the bottom quartile teachers are much 

lower for the three types of interactions, 4.17 for 

curricular; 3.46 for instructional; and 3.11 for 

assessment-related.  

Tables 13 to 15 display the results of the 

analysis of variance for repeated measures of reading 

achievement by teacher quartile group for curricular, 

instructional and assessment-related interactions. The 

analysis of variance for repeated measures 

determines differences in student reading 

achievement between the two groups of teachers and 

between the fall and spring administrations of the 

DRP test. It also analyzes the interaction between 

teacher quartile group and reading achievement or, in 

other words, if there is a difference in the reading 

achievement gains of students between the two 

groups of teachers.  

For curricular interactions (see Table 13), 

the analysis indicates no significant difference in 

student reading achievement between the two groups 

of teachers (F = .02, p>.05) and the students have 

significant gains from the fall to spring testing 

session (F = 156.45, p < .01). The results of the 

interaction are also significant (F = 11.20, p < .01). 

Students of the teachers in the top quartile have more 

significant gains in reading achievement from the fall 

to the spring testing session than students assigned to 

the bottom quartile staff members.  

 



Literacy Teachers' Interactions with Instructional Leaders: Students Reap the Benefits 

  

9 

 

 
 

 
 

For instructional interactions (see Table 14), 

the analysis indicates a similar pattern. There is no 

significant difference in student reading achievement 

between the two groups of teachers based on 

instructional interactions (F = .22, p >.05) and the 

students have significant gains from the fall to spring 

testing session (F = 122.91, p < .01). The results for 

the interaction indicate that the students of the 

teachers in the top quartile have more significant 

gains in reading achievement (F = 15.76, p < .01).  

As shown in Table 15, there is a significant 

difference in student reading achievement between 

the two groups of teachers based on assessment-

related interactions (F = 98.05, p<.01). Students 

assigned to the teachers in the bottom quartile have a 

higher NCE mean in the fall (65.50 vs. 58.93) but this 

difference narrows on the spring test (68.60 vs. 

67.33). The analysis indicates students have 

significant gains from the fall to spring testing 

sessions (F = 179.23, p < .01). Again, the results of 

the interaction suggest that the students of the 

teachers in the top quartile have more significant 

gains in reading achievement than the students 

assigned to the bottom quartile teachers (F = 37.91, p 

< .01).  

 

 
 

Discussion 

The findings of this study suggest that 

literacy teachers vary in terms of their interactions 

with instructional leaders. As shown on Table 4, 
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descriptive statistics indicate that about one-third of 

the teachers interact with their peer leader on an 

average of between once a marking period and once a 

week on curricular issues and assessment-related 

matters. However, another 30% report they rarely 

interact with their instructional leader, averaging 

between never to less than once every quarter.  

Instructional interactions are even less 

frequent, with average contacts occurring between at 

least once a year and once a quarter for the entire 

sample. Approximately one-fifth of the teachers 

indicate their average instructional contact occurs 

between once a quarter and once a month. However, 

almost half the teachers report they never interact 

with the CRT on instructional issues or their average 

contact happens less than once a marking period 

(four times a year).  

A similar pattern occurs when the 

helpfulness of these interactions are examined. As 

shown on Table 5, curricular and assessment-related 

interactions are more helpful to the teachers 

compared to instructional contacts. Nearly one-half 

of the teachers report that their instructional 

interactions with the CRT are not helpful.  

When paired-sample t tests were employed 

to test for differences between the three types of 

interactions for both frequency and helpfulness, 

curricular and assessment-related interactions 

occurred significantly more frequently and were 

significantly more helpful to the teachers than 

instructional interactions (see Tables 6 and 7).  

These findings support the beliefs of several 

experts that teachers who assume leadership positions 

face unique challenges as they attempt to interact 

with their peers, especially on matters that the peers 

consider to be within their private domain- how they 

teach in their classroom. More than a decade ago, 

Lazzara et al. (1989) reported that teachers’ 

relationships with colleagues may change 

substantially after their appointments to leadership 

positions, interacting with them less frequently and 

with more apprehension and suspicion. The problem 

appears to be persistent as Barth (2001) noted. After 

working with more than one-hundred teacher leaders 

in the state of Rhode Island, he concluded that the 

greatest obstacle to these individuals was from their 

own colleagues. He suggested that schools are 

congenial, but not collegial. Teachers are not 

comfortable discussing their practice, sharing their 

craft knowledge, encouraging or celebrating the 

success of others, and observing one another in the 

classroom. This uneasiness about discussing 

pedagogy appears to be interfering with the work of 

the teacher leaders in this school district.  

Smylie (1992) also suggested that 

opportunity to meet is a necessary condition for 

teachers and peer leaders to establish a working 

relationship but that it alone is insufficient. The 

findings of this study support this conclusion because 

the CRTs in this district have no assigned teaching 

duties and are assigned to only one school. Even 

though there is ample opportunity to interact with the 

peer leaders, contacts vary widely within each school. 

Smylie further proposed that when conflict exists 

between the psychological orientations and the roles 

and rules of a particular social context, interaction is 

less likely to take place. When teachers are 

committed to the norm of professional equality, they 

tend to interact less frequently with peer leaders 

because their actions could be interpreted to condone 

the new status of these individuals. Teachers are also 

less likely to establish working relationships with 

peer leaders if they believe they are somehow 

obligated to follow their advice or that their 

professional independence and autonomy will be 

compromised.  

This particular district expended 

considerable effort developing and coordinating the 

literacy program and this may account for the higher 

rates of contact in the curriculum domain. CRTs 

report they were attempting to define student 

performance expectations, were coordinating 

programs within grades and between schools, and 

were disseminating information to more clearly 

define the district’s balanced literacy program.  

The accountability movement may also 

explain why assessment-related interactions occurred 

more frequently and were more helpful than 

instructional contacts. Governmental testing 

requirements, the publication of test data in local 

newspapers and the comparisons between schools 

and districts is creating a climate of greater 

accountability. This district is relatively affluent 

within the state and expectations are high among 

community members regarding performance on 

statewide tests. Some teachers with lower performing 

students may have viewed the CRT as a valuable 

resource to assist them in their efforts to improve 

student achievement on these mandated assessments. 

The district also implemented a teacher evaluation 

program that required staff to focus on the analysis of 

achievement data and the establishment of student 

learning goals to address areas of need. In the 

beginning of the school year, the students of the top 

quartile teachers for assessment-related interactions 

were performing significantly below their classmates 

who were assigned to the bottom quartile staff 

members. This may have prompted the top quartile 

teachers to seek more frequent consultation with the 

CRT.  

The most significant results of this study 

involve the achievement growth of students in the 
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classrooms of the teachers. As shown on Tables 13 to 

15, the analysis of variance for repeated measures 

reveals a significant interaction between reading 

achievement gain and teacher quartile group. 

Students of teachers who report the most frequent 

and most helpful interactions with their peer leaders 

have greater achievement gains than students of staff 

members who have the least frequent and least 

helpful contacts for all three types of interactions. 

Their growth is approximately twice that of their 

peers in the classrooms of the bottom quartile 

teachers.  

This finding supports Hargreaves’ (2002) 

belief that “…professional learning communities lead 

to strong and measurable improvements in students’ 

learning” (p. 3). However, there is a small body of 

research to support this belief. In a recent review of 

the literature on the effects and benefits of teacher 

leadership, Muijs and Harris (2003) only cite one 

study that investigated the relationship between 

student outcomes and teacher leadership. In that 

study, Leithwood and Jantzi (1998) found that 

teacher leadership had a significant effect on student 

engagement. Furthermore, they concluded that if 

school principals distribute a larger proportion of 

leadership activity to teachers, it would have a 

positive impact on teacher effectiveness and student 

engagement.  

The results of this study suggest that 

implementing a teacher leadership initiative is a 

difficult endeavor for a school district. Although 

these restructuring efforts hold potential for 

improving schools, it will require time to change the 

culture of the organization so that teachers interact 

more openly and frequently on matters of curriculum, 

instruction and assessment. After the first two years 

of the teacher leadership program in this district, staff 

members vary in their levels of interaction with peer 

leaders. However, for those who did make the 

connections, the experiences appear professionally 

rewarding and beneficial to the academic growth of 

their students.  

Limitations 

It is important to note several limitations of 

this study. First, it is limited by the instrumentation 

used, particularly The Teacher-Instructional Leader 

Interaction Questionnaire. Although the CRTs served 

as a jury of experts to validate the instrument, I may 

have inadvertently omitted important curricular, 

assessment-related and instructional interactions that 

did occur between the teachers and the teacher 

leaders.  

Second, teachers may not have been 

completely honest with their responses on the 

questionnaire. Some subjects may have responded in 

socially acceptable ways rather than reporting their 

actual interactions with the teacher leaders.  

Third, there are limitations in the 

generalizability of this study due to the size and 

homogeneity of the sample. The elementary and 

middle school teachers and students in this study 

were located in a small, suburban district within the 

northeastern region of the United States.  

Future Research  

Additional research is needed to confirm the 

findings of this study in other settings, particularly 

the effect of teacher leadership on student 

achievement. Future studies might examine the 

relationships between teachers and peer leaders and 

the specific nature of their interactions in an effort to 

further explain how they impact student learning.  

Also, I suggest that future research go 

beyond the self-reporting of interactions by the 

classroom teachers. Teacher leaders need to be 

included as data sources so that they may describe 

interactions from their perspective and the barriers 

they face in their attempts to engage teachers in 

collaborative work.  

References 

Adey, K. (2000). Professional development priorities: 

 the views of middle managers in secondary 

 schools. Educational Management and 

 Administration, 28(4), 419-431.  

Barth, R. (2001). Teacher leader. Phi Delta Kappan, 

 82(6), 443-450.  

Bennett, N. (1995). Managing professional teachers: 

 Middle management in primary and 

 secondary schools. London: Paul Chapman.  

Bennett, N., Newton, W., Wise, C., Woods, P. & 

 Economou, A. (2003). The role and purpose 

 of middle leaders in schools . Nottingham, 

 U.K.: National College for School 

 Leadership.  

Brown, M., Rutherford, D. & Boyle, B. (2000). 

 Leadership for school improvement: the role 

 of the head of department in UK secondary 

 schools. School Effectiveness and School 

 Improvement, 11(2), 237-258.  

Copland, M., Darling-Hammond, L, Knapp, M., 

 McLaughlin, M. & Talbert, J. (2002, April 

 1-5). Leadership for teaching and learning: 

 A framework for research and action . Paper 

 presented at the meeting of the American 

 Educational Research Association, New 

 Orleans, LA.  

Day, C., Harris, A. & Hadfield, M. (2000). 

 Grounding knowledge of schools in 

 stakehold realities: A multi-perspective 

 study of effective school leaders. School 

 Leadership and Management 21(1), 19-42.  



Current Issues in Education Vol. 8 No. 13 
 
Day, C. and Harris, A (2003). Teacher leadership, 

 reflective practice and school improvement, 

 in International Handbook of Educational 

 Administration, pp. 724-49. Dordrecht, 

 England: Kluwer.  

Frost, D.& Durrant, J. (2003). Teacher leadership: 

 rationale, strategy and impact. School 

 Leadership and Management, 23(2), 173-

 186.  

Fullan, M. (2001). Leading in a culture of change. 

 San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.  

Glover, D., Miller, D., Gambling, M., Gough, G. & 

 Johnson, M. (1998a). Subject leaders: Work, 

 organization and professional development. 

 Keele, U.K.: Keele University.  

Glover, D., Gleeson, D., Gough, G. & Johnson, M. 

 (1998b). The meaning of management: the 

 development of needs of middle managers in 

 secondary schools. Educational 

 Management and Administration, 26(3), 

 279-292.  

Hargreaves, D. (1999). The knowledge-creating 

 school. British Journal of Educational 

 Studies, 47(2), 122-144.  

Hargreaves, D. (2002). Professional learning 

 communities and performance training cults: 

 the emerging apartheid of school 

 improvement. In A. Harris, C. Day, M. 

 Hadfield, D. Hopkins, A. Hargreaves and C. 

 Chapman (Eds.), Effective leadership for 

 school improvement. London: Routledge.  

Harris, A. (2003). Improving schools through teacher 

 leadership. Education Journal, 59, 22-23.  

Harris, A. and Lambert, L. (2003). Building 

 leadership capacity for school improvement. 

 London: Open University Press.  

Hart, A. (1990). Work redesign: a review of literature 

 for education reform. In S. B. Bacharach 

 (Ed.), Advances in research and theories of 

 school management: Vol.1 (pp.31-69). New 

 Haven, CT: JAI Press.  

Hord, S. (1995). Professional learning communities: 

 communities of continuous inquiry and 

 improvement. Austin, TX: Southwest 

 Educational Development Laboratories.  

Katzenmeyer, M. and Moller, G. (2001). Awakening 

 the sleeping giant: Helping teachers develop 

 as leaders. Thousand Oaks, CA: Corwin.  

Lambert, L. (1995). The constructivist leader . New 

 York: Teachers College Press.   

Lambert, L (1998). Building leadership capacity in 

 schools. Alexandria, VA: Association for 

 Supervision and Curriculum Development.   

Lazzara, M., Miller, K.,& Wolfe, S. (1989, March 

 27-31). Teacher leadership: cases from the 

 field. Paper presented at the annual meeting 

 of the American Educational Research 

 Association, San Francisco, CA.  

Leithwood, K. & Jantzi, D. (1998). Distributed 

 leadership and student engagement in 

 school. Paper presented at the annual 

 meeting of the American Educational 

 Research Association, San Diego, CA.  

Leithwood, K., Jantzi, D.& Steinbach, R. (1999). 

 Changing leadership for changing times. 

 Buckingham, U.K.: Open University Press.  

Lieberman, A., Saxl, E.& Miles, M. (2000). Teacher 

 leadership: Ideology and practice, in The 

 Jossey-Bass reader on educational 

 leadership, pp. 339-45. Chicago: Jossey-

 Bass.  

Little, J. (1990). The persistence of privacy: 

 autonomy and initiative in teachers’ 

 professional relations. Teachers College 

 Record, 91, 509-536. 

McGarvey, B. & Marriott, S. The role of the core 

 subject coordinator in supporting 

 differentiation in Northern Ireland primary 

 schools. School Leadership and 

 Management. 17(3), 375-386.  

Morrissey, M. (2000). Professional learning 

 communities: An ongoing exploration. 

 Unpublished paper, Southwest Educational 

 Development Laboratory, Austin, TX.  

Muijs, D. & Harris, A. Teacher leadership- 

 Improvement through empowerment? An 

 overview of the literature. Educational 

 Management, Administration and 

 Leadership. 31(4), 437-448.  

Ovando, M. (1994). Effects of teacher leadership on 

 their teaching practices. Paper presented at 

 the annual meeting of the University 

 Council of Educational Administration, 

 Philadelphia, PA. 

Sergiovanni, T. (1994). Building community in 

 schools. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.  

Sergiovanni, T. (2001). Leadership: what’s in it for 

 schools? London: Routledge Falmer Gunter.  

Smylie, M. (1992). Teachers’ reports of their 

 interactions with teacher leaders concerning 

 classroom instruction. The Elementary 

 School Journal, 93(1), 85-96.  

Touchstone Applied Science Associates (1995). 

 Degrees of reading power and degrees of 

 word meaning: An overview. Brewster, NY: 

 TASA.  

Turner, C. & Bolam, R. (1998). Analyzing the role of 

 the head of department in secondary schools 

 in England and Wales: Towards a theoretical 

 framework. School Leadership and 

 Management, 18 (3), 373-388.  



Literacy Teachers' Interactions with Instructional Leaders: Students Reap the Benefits 

  

13 

 

Wilkinson, P. (2002). Leading from the middle. 

 NCSL Leader, 3, 17-19.  

Wise, C. & Bush, T. (1999). From teacher to 

 manager: The role of the academic middle 

 manager in secondary schools. Educational 

 Research, 41(2), 183-196. 

 

 

 

 

 

  



Current Issues in Education Vol. 8 No. 13 
 
2005 Article Citation  

Alger, G. (2005, June 23). Literacy Teachers’ Interactions with Instructional Leaders: Students Reap the Benefits . 

 Current Issues in Education [On-line], 8(13). Available: http://cie.ed.asu.edu/volume8/number13/ 

 

Author Notes  
Gary Alger 

University of Bridgeport 

Carlson Hall Room 122, Bridgeport , Connecticut 

galger@bridgeport.edu 

 

The author is currently an Assistant Professor of Educational Leadership at the University of Bridgeport. He 

completed thirty-one years of public school service, holding positions as an elementary teacher, building principal 

and central office administrator. His current research interests focus on the unique contributions of teacher leaders to 

improving schools and student achievement.  

 

 

Note from the 2015 Executive Editor, Constantin Schreiber  
May 14, 2015. This article was first published at the original Current Issues in Education website, located at 

http://cie.asu.edu/articles/index.html. In 2009, CIE changed online platforms to deliver the journal at 

http://cie.asu.edu. The original CIE website was from then on only used as an archival repository for published 

articles prior to Volume 12. After the new CIE website moved to a different server in 2014, the original website and 

original article URLs could not be accessed anymore. Therefore, this article had to be repurposed into the published 

format you are viewing now.  

All content from the original publication has been preserved. No content edits occurred. Spelling, grammar, 

and mechanical errors that may be found were present in the original publication. The CIE logo and publisher 

information in use at the time of the article’s original publication is unaltered. Please direct questions about this 

article’s repurposing to cie@asu.edu.  

 

 

2015 Article Citation  
Alger, G. (2005). Literacy teachers’ interactions with instructional leaders: Students reap the benefits. Current 

 Issues in Education, 8(13). Retrieved from http://cie.asu.edu/ojs/index.php/cieatasu/article/view/1601   

 

 

 

file:///D:/CIE/Volumes%20&%20Issues/cie-archive/2005,%20Vol%208,%20%231-25/number13/index.html
mailto:galger@bridgeport.edu
http://cie.asu.edu/ojs/index.php/cieatasu/article/view/1601

