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An Innovative Teacher-Led School 

The idea of a teacher-run school suggests that the "ultimate power to change is and always 

has been-in the head, hands and hearts of the educators who work in our schools" (Sirotnik, 

1989). The school featured in this case study began with an idealistic dream that teachers, with 

minimal bureaucratic or administrative constraints, would create an innovative school for the 

future, a school to educate students for a rapidly changing society and prepare them for successful 

lives in the information age and an age of global interdependence. Based on four years of 

qualitative data collection, including both observations and interviews, this paper will examine how 

professional community has evolved over time in an innovative school that has attempted to focus 

on students' needs for the future and to decentralize decision-making. The analysis will be 

followed by a brief discussion of its implications for the changing leadership roles of teachers. 

Organizationally, Whitehead Middle School is among the most radically different schools in 

the United States, with an alternative vision including student-centered curriculum, individualized, 

project-based education, and the extensive use of cutting-edge technology.1 Among Whitehead's 

main experimental features is its leadership model, consisting of a team of teachers (one "head 

teacher" and three "teacher-leaders") that is responsible for most administrative, curricular, and 

instructional issues, and a school site council that routinely discusses school matters. The school 

designers intended to "empower" and "professionalize" teachers at Whithead through this 

structure, and an operating assumption was that teacher leadership would foster the growth of 

professional community among Whitehead faculty and staff, as well as with the larger school 

community. In the first year a half-time principal was added to the design due to union requests. 

A team of local consultants designed Whitehead School for a large metropolitan school 

district on the West coast, applying an educational philosophy that included the following notions: 

the importance of student choice and involvement in the design of their educational programs; the 

need for individualization of student programs; the need to eliminate conventional forms of 

1 Certain identifying details about the case have been changed in order to insure the 
anonymity promised to the school community. We have not, however, altered features critical to 
the case description or analysis. 



assessment in favor of more complex demonstrations of student progress; the incorporation of 

technology into every aspect of the instructional and learning process; and the need to 

professionalize the role of the teachers in order to free them to carry out the school agenda. School 

designers were determined to "break the mold" and create a viable school for the future. Indeed, 

there was palpable excitement among designers, parents, students, teachers, and the proud 

community as this model school opened its doors in 1989. 

Early in 1991, Whitehead Magnet School moved to a newly-renovated and up-to-date 

physical facility in the city's downtown area. Whitehead now serves 260 students (50 per cent 

minority) in mixed age and ability groups from grades 4 through 8. In order to promote 

individualized learning, teachers meet with each student and his or her parents or guardians each 

term to develop personalized growth plans. For example, the school's information specialist 

describes a boy with a real interest in aviation to show how the personal growth plans operate. As 

a result of his interests, the boy has had opportunities "to meet with aviators, and one of the nice 

things that has come from that is that he is also much more interested in mathematics and much 

better at mathematics because he has a real vested interested in becoming a good mathematician if 

he is indeed going to become a pilot." 

Most visitors are astonished by the predominance of technology available to students, 

including a learning system lab, two computer labs, two classrooms equipped with discourse 

systems, synthesizers in the music room, and additional computers in the resource center and 

several classrooms. Whitehead staff are quick to point out, however, that technology at the school 

is the means to an end, rather than an end in and of itself. The school is "high tech, high-touch, 

and high-teach" (Louis & King, in press), and teachers work hard to implement a student-centered 

curriculum. For each of five terms (approximately ten weeks in length), teachers are responsible 

for designing new courses based on student interest. Some of the courses are held off-site in 

community locations such as nearby technology and art museums. Since its inception, Whitehead 

has had an expanded calendar (ten and one half months) to allow for additional parent-teacher

student conferences and for staff development on technology, pedagogy, and curriculum. 
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Framing Concepts of Professional Community and Leadership 

Before we continue the Whitehead story, it is important to set a conceptual context for our 

discussion of professional community and leadership. A number of authors have noted the power 

of community to both focus the work of teachers and students on academic goals and to increase 

the level of effort and commitment of all members of the school community, and this association 

has been empirically demonstrated by Bryck and Driscoll (1988) and Lee et al. (1991). In her 

book about innovative organizations, Kanter (1983) stresses how energizing the experience of a 

workplace community can be, that is, a setting where managers and employees are jointly engaged 

in problem solving and mobilizing for change (p. 203). In addition, many reform reports have 

argued that school improvement will not occur without professionalizing the culture of schools 

(Carnegie Forum, 1986; Educational Commission of the States, 1984; Goodlad, 1984). Since the 

intention of the leadership structure at Whitehead was to "empower" and "professionalize" 

teachers, the emergence of professional community would seem to be one key indicator of the 

school's successful development. 

Our description of Whitehead will apply Kruse and Seashore Louis' (1993) empirically

based framework of the dimensions of professional community. The five characteristics of 

professional community they discuss are the following: reflective dialogue; de-privatization of 

practice; a focus on student learning; collaboration/use of others' expertise; and shared values. In 

addition, they list five structural conditions (time, physical conditions, interdependence, 

communication networks, and autonomy) and six dimensions of human resources (openness to 

improvement, trust and respect, expertise, sense of efficacy, leadership, and socialization) that 

must pre-exist at some level to create an environment that can foster professional community. If 

these conditions are favorable, they assert, then the attainment of professional community is 

possible; in their absence, meaningful professional community is unlikely to develop. 

If we agree that professional community is desirable, then good leadership to plan, 

implement, and nurture that professional community would seem essential in any school. In an 
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experimental, highly visible organization , leadership2 would seem even more critical and an 

extreme challenge, even for an experienced leader. The type of leader needed in the globally-

interdependent, information age is dramatically different from the one who succeeded in the 

industrial era, and the leaders of innovative school are called upon to be, in essence, organizational 

consultants and futurists. Terry (1991) concludes that successful, ethical leaders must pay 

attention to four key factors: 1) mission or vision; 2) power or the energy of people working to 

accomplish the mission; 3) structure; and 4) resources of all types. Applying this framework to a 

school like Whitehead suggests that school leaders need to reach a shared vision with the teachers, 

parents, and students, establish a structure that facilitates the vision, nurture the development of 

professional community, coach future teacher-leaders (Lieberman & McLaughlin, 1992), and pay 

attention to financial and human resources. 

In their concern for the vision, leaders must constantly think about the type of future they 

want to see both in terms of technology and the "human factor." Leaders recognize the importance 

of visions and use them well because "a vision catapults people out of their personal lives into the 

world, forces them to be more than they ever dreamed they could be" (Johnson, 1987, p. 138). In 

order to nurture the "power" or staff's energy, school leaders must avoid "the rocks of skepticism 

and the quicksand of apathy . .. [and provide] enthusiastic project leadership, ample and 

believable organization-wide communications, and indelible commitment on the part of members of 

the task forces" (Lippit et al., 1985, p. 51 ). School leaders must also model their beliefs of how 

leaders/teachers will function in a desirable future and motivate other staff to do the same. Even if 

the organizational structure reflects the vision, they must be attentive to the informal structures and 

continually watch that those structures also contribute toward the goals. Financial resources need 

to be attended to for practical reasons, but human resources- whether they are individuals in the 

2 When the word leadership is used in conjunction with schools, people usually think of the 
one with positional power: most commonly the principal or in the case of Whitehead--the teacher 
leaders. Although in this case we will be focusing on the teacher leaders ' activities, we do not 
mean to infer that other teachers were not idea champions who promoted changes and wielded 
influence even when they may not have had the advantages of access to information and contacts 
that are givens with positional leaders. 
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district or teachers who with some mentoring could become leaders as well- are especially 

important. In sum, providing leadership in an innovative school requires exceptional skills, 

especially in the midst of ambiguity (Bolin, 1989). To insure success in the implementation of a 

school like Whitehead, the choice of the leaders3 must be made with extreme care and their ability 

to lead carefully nurtured. 

The Status of Professional Community at Whitehead 

Although Whitehead can be justifiably proud of a number of individual students4 who have 

flourished at their school, overall the history of Whitehead is not a success. Regarding the subject 

of this paper-the development of professional community-Whitehead has failed miserably. The 

problems at Whitehead seem even more acute when compared with the high expectations everyone 

had for the school. However, if that is the dark cloud, the silver lining is that we can learn a great 

deal from Whitehead's lack of success in developing professional community. It feels 

uncomfortable for us to report such harsh judgments about hardworking people we have come to 

know and respect. Our intention in describing the problems experienced by this school, however, 

is to prevent others from creating similar situations that are damaging for all the staff involved and, 

as a result, less than ideal for students. 

Ironically, according to Kruse and Louis' ( 1993) framework, Whitehead has the structural 

pre-conditions necessary to foster professional community. Since the school day begins late (9:00 

3 There is some indication that women may be better suited for positions in school 
administration at this time, especially schools interested in developing professional community. 
"Traditional female approaches to schooling look like the prescriptions for administrative behavior 
in effective schools" (Shakeshaft, 1989, p. 199). The female work behavior in schools is reflected 
in great concern with teaching and learning, developing healthy relationships with teachers, 
supervisors, and parents, and building a sense of community. Research indicates that schools with 
women principals are marked by higher academic achievement, higher student morale, high 
parental involvement, and higher teacher job satisfaction (Shakeshaft, 1989). But before we make 
the mistake of overstereotyping, it should be noted that good administrators--males or females-
subscribe to many of the approaches that women administrators in general practice. Essentially 
these are people who innately and through experience have embraced an "organization 
development" model of leadership. 
4 It is interesting to note that the former Whitehead evaluator has talked to teachers this year 
who were severe critics of Whitehead, but are now teaching Whitehead graduates. The teachers 
say "that the students are different. They are definitely more technologically literate, but they seem 
to have more resources at their disposal, they are more independent learners, they seem very calm, 
and they know where they are going" (Case notes, 1993). 
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a.m.), teachers have time for formal, whole group meetings once a week. They also meet one or 

more times during a week in sub-groups related, for example, to their subject, a specific child, or 

committee work. The "leadership team" meets once a week to discuss school-related matters. 

Twenty extra days are built into the school calendar for additional staff activities (six for 

conferences, fourteen for staff development). Further, the Whitehead Council, composed of 

parents, teachers, students and community liaisons, holds monthly meetings to implement non

traditional, site-based management. 

The physical conditions of the newly-renovated building eliminated physical barriers to 

communication. In fact, each teacher has an office space or cubicle with her or his own computer, 

all located near each other in a quiet space. The school also has a teachers' lounge and two nearby 

conference rooms. Interdependence through teaming was welcomed in the restructuring plan, and 

communication networks are unusually good. Teachers are connected through electronic mail on 

their own computers, and, as noted, weekly staff meetings are held. The leadership structure, 

purported to be the antithesis of the traditional hierarchical administrative structure, was intended to 

be flexible and allow communication across role groups. The instructional staff has a great deal of 

autonomy from district regulations and complete autonomy in their classrooms. In sum, the five 

structural pre-conditions to professional community posited by Kruse and Louis- time, physical 

conditions, interdependence, communication networks, and autonomy-are in place at Whitehead. 

By contrast, evidence of the other set of human resource pre-conditions is more 

problematic. The first condition, openness to improvement, has been remarkably evident in all 

Whitehead teachers throughout the four years of the study. At times this is actually a problem 

because teachers may be too quick to try new ideas without thinking about how they might affect 

the students' lives as well as their own. The availiability of expertise, the second human resource 

pre-condition, is less clear. There are certainly many excellent teachers at Whitehead and an 

abundance of talent and experience. Two of the teacher leaders, for example, have rich educational 

backgrounds, but not in classroom teaching. Several people observed that this perhaps led them to 

feel like "imposters," adding to defensive postures and increasingly isolationist behavior. Despite 
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the presence of expertise, new teachers are given no guidance about how to operationalize the 

philosophy in a school with no textbooks, and paradoxically they have been discouraged from 

influencing the schools' evolution by using their own expertise outside their own classrooms. 

Expertise may well be a necessary condition for professional community, but evidence from 

Whitehead suggests that it is surely not sufficient. 

Examination of the remaining human resource pre-conditions-trust and respect, sense of 

efficacy, leadership and socialization-reveals dramatic problems. In all of the interviews we 

conducted, lack of trust was mentioned uniformly and with a great deal of distress. Because the 

lead team conducts no orientation, staff socialization is erratic at best. Although teachers enter 

Whitehead with a strong sense of efficacy, they often report leaving feeling somewhat powerless. 

We attribute this lack of trust, as well as the lack of a sense of efficacy and lack of socialization, 

primarily to leadership problems to be discussed in greater detail later. 

Analyzing Whitehead using the five characteristics of a professional community yields a 

significant focus on student learning, but only minimal levels on the four remaining indicators. As 

was repeatedly emphasized in interviews with the principals, parents, and the community, all the 

teachers are highly committed to students and to authentic student learning. On the surface it 

appears that Whitehead's staff share some values because they clearly articulate the same student

centered, process-based instructional philosophy. But the conflict that has arisen in the 

implementation phase raises grave questions regarding a lack of a common or on-going 

interpretation of the vision. There is a structural vehicle for the de-privatization of practice through 

whole group and subject area meetings, but the discussions observed indicated that topics remain at 

a safe level, and no peer coaching has taken place. The other characteristics of a professional 

community-reflective dialogue5 and collaboration/use of others' expertise-simply do not exist 

school-wide. 

5 Reflective dialogue did take place in sub-groups within the school (e.g., in a group of 
general teachers who regularly went out for Chinese food on payday), however, it did not exist 
school-wide. Most of those interviewed stated that critical reflection on the school philosophy 
received a hostile response. 
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What Were the Barriers to Creating Professional Community? 

The most basic problem regarding professional community at Whitehead was that, 

surprisingly, the leadership team had no plan for, never discussed, and made virtually no efforts to 

create professional community. But the story is more complex than that statement suggests. Some 

of the problem lies in the school's structure, some in the combination of personalities chosen to fill 

the leadership team positions, and some in a fairly turbulent external context. 

Structural barriers in the school. Structurally, the school sought to break the traditional 

mold, and designers presented the idea of four teacher leaders who would facilitate a site-based 

managed school. Although the designers were well intentioned, the structure was not considered 

from a system-wide perspective nor in concrete, practical terms. Designers of this leadership 

structure did not apply the lessons learned from other schools with innovative structures or from 

the experience of non-traditional principals. Thus, the structure reflected the espoused mission of 

teacher empowerment only on the surface. Though the spirit of the idea was to empower teachers, 

the structure gave just four people decision-making power, professional contracts (i.e., year round 

contracts), and substantially higher pay. The designers had unwittingly created for Whitehead a 

hierarchy with more tiers than in most traditional schools (half-time principal, head teacher, 

assistant teacher leaders, general teachers, specialists, paraprofessionals, interns, clerical staff, 

food workers and janitors). In retrospect, it appears that little thought was given to how the 

teacher leaders' layer of the hierarchy would affect power dynamics among teachers and what 

might facilitate effective working relationships. Even the language used reveals a problem. The 

other certified teachers at Whitehead were called "general teachers," a notion that is derogatory in a 

professional context, where specialization is associated with greater professional knowledge and 

prestige. 

Unfortunately, the structural concept of a leadership team of teachers seemed to reinforce 

hierarchical thinking and therefore constrain the development of trust and reflective dialogue-two 

key elements of a successful professional community. The leadership team's particular 

responsibilities and goals were not well-defined, and that was a persistent and heated discussion 
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topic between the teacher leaders and the principals, between the teacher leaders and the general 

teachers, and between the teacher leaders and parent members of the school council. There is some 

indication that in spite of the title "leadership team," neither the designers nor the hiring committee 

ever really communicated their expectation of management and leadership to the individuals they 

hired. The resistance of the leadership team to leadership activities, leadership training, and even 

discussions about leadership suggests this. Additionally, the role of the half-time principal was 

never clarified since it was not part of the initial design, and the individual holding that position, 

appointed by the central office, changed annually. 

The major inherent problem in the structure, according to one former staff person, was that 

there was no method for the non-renewal or removal of individuals who were not performing well 

in leadership positions. Although an initial strncture was outlined, designers paid little attention to 

defining specific results desired, an explicit timeline, and the methods of accountability to be used 

in assessing the leadership structure. Therefore, no one could really be called to task when things 

weren't going well. With no accountability, the teacher leaders were seemingly given their 

positions for life, apart from the unlikely event that they received truly inferior teaching evaluations 

or committed some immoral act or crime. 

In operationalizing the structure, other problems arose. Initially, the first four staff hired 

were to be given a year to continue working on the design before the school opened its doors. 

However, that idea was abandoned for financial reasons, and the leadership team had only two 

months to get everything in order before students arrived. Because the facility had not been 

finished, the school shared a site with another program, and there was little time to learn how to 

use the new state-of-the-art technology. All courses had to be prepared anew according to the 

philosophy that includes the refreshing idea of rejecting textbooks and using original sources. 

Several interviewees have used the metaphor that the Whitehead staff that year ended up trying to 

"change the tire on a moving bus." In the press of creating the school for students, the leadership 

team established the powerful precedent that immediate student concerns come first and that long

term organizational culture and climate issues came at best a distant or even nonexistent second. 
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Barriers from the Leaders' Styles . When discussing the individuals involved, most of the 

people we interviewed concluded that the people doing the hiring did not understand what kind of 

leadership experience and style was essential to carry a highly experimental school through its 

initial years of overwhelming ambiguity and constant retooling. Nor did they realize the 

importance of hiring a "team" of people who would complement and support one another through a 

difficult innovation process. Therefore, this leadership team could be called victims of faulty 

hiring decisions, set up to fail. 

Everyone agrees that the leadership team worked extremely long hours during the first 

years using the know-how they had. The leadership team that was hired, not unlike most teachers, 

had little experience in leadership or organization development (OD). However, the people hired 

were highly individualistic and unreceptive to n·aining in that regard. They had conflicting values 

and were unclear in how they wanted to develop most of the school's structures, processes, and 

policies. From the beginning the leadership team avoided conflict and were not very 

communicative with each other. Attempts by the general staff to make the climate more friendly 

were greeted with some disdain, and several of the lead staff stated publicly that they were not 

interested in socializing with other staff members. Sometimes the teacher leaders were outwardly 

hostile to consultants and stated they really did not see themselves in leadership positions.6 

The leadership team had a tendency to assume that this was "their school," since they had 

been the sole professionals during the first year. When a number of teachers were added the 

second year along with another grade level of students, the leadership team responded as if 

threatened when offered suggestions, became entrenched in their positions, and appeared to close 

ranks against the new teachers. Though it was to be a site-based managed school, other teachers 

felt that decisions were based on what the leadership team wanted to do. Several teachers indicated 

that in spite of rhetoric to the contrary, the leadership team only asked for teacher input to create the 

6 We know this sounds odd since they were hired for the leadership team. The individuals 
felt comfortable with being leaders in curriculum areas, but resisted any conceptualization of 
themselves as being "the management." They told one of the principals that they saw themselves 
as working to facilitate site-based management, but absolutely not having responsibility to 
supervise other teachers. 

11 



illusion that "they had a chance to contribute." An interviewee observed that, "The leadership staff 

are very bright and good with students, but their success has blinded them to the need for input 

from others. The concept of shared decision-making persists ... but it was never practiced." One 

highly reflective teacher noted, "There is no shared decision-making in the school. .. no 

mechanism for engaging staff in dialogue or sharing problems. Whitehead is not a community of 

learners for teachers." The frustration among general teachers about their lack of voice and 

influence continues to be extremely high. The resulting turnover rate of general staff members is 

astounding. Indeed, one of the principals said the school has been a "war zone with casualties." 

Whitehead's head teacher for the first three years exhibited a laissez-faire style of leadership 

and a faulty hope that professional community would emerge on its own. No plan was 

implemented to assist teachers in becoming more comfortable with the new technology, pedagogy, 

and governance structure. Those interviewed repeatedly mentioned that conflicts were not dealt 

with adequately. For example, when racial tension arose among the staff during the second year, it 

was never resolved. Two of the other members of the leadership team were described as having 

"domineering," "intimidating," and "manipulative" personalities. Several teachers explained how 

these two created an atmosphere where people were afraid to question anything because of the 

"cruelty and abuse" a number of the teachers had experienced. One staff member recalled, "I have 

seen competent teachers shamed and reduced to tears for questioning a decision. Numerous times 

when teachers were seeking help, they were belittled in a teacher leader's office. It is truly sad and 

has to change." 

Some staff members continued to raise issues, to try and engage in discussions about 

improving the curriculum, the structure of the school day, discipline, etc. However, they 

continually saw their agendas dismissed, ignored, or, most often, conveniently postponed until a 

later date. Eventually their frustration grew to the point that they either left Whitehead or withdrew 

into their classrooms, trying to suppress their concerns about larger school issues. According to 

one teacher, "Again and again we [the general teachers] think this time we will be discussing real 

issues, real improvements. But when we get to the meeting, [one of the teacher leaders] says, 'We 
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got together and decided to discuss this instead.' Who is the 'we'? How do they know what we 

plan to bring up, and why are they so interested in stopping those conversations? Last week I 

finally decided to disengage from all the politics, and I have felt a lot less crazy." When teachers 

were asked why they stayed in spite of their angst, the answer usually centered around a belief in 

the philosophy that students should have some personalization of their educational goals, the 

opportunity to teach classes outside one's subject area based on interests and life experiences, 

interpersonal relationships formed with other general teachers, interns and their students, and the 

hope that the problems would eventually be worked out. 

In their defense, the leadership team has constantly been under a great deal of pressure, and 

most of the people interviewed felt that the teacher leaders, individually and collectively, were 

either not aware of the damage their behavior was causing or did not know how they might change 

it. Additionally, there is no doubt that "change is messy, uncertain, ... full of unpredictable 

"normal crises" and choices that cannot be anticipated ahead of time" (Louis, 1992, pp. 2-3). 

Nevertheless, covert and overt tensions and conflicts among the leadership team, as well as 

between the leadership team and the general teachers, eliminated the sense of trust and camaraderie 

that is critical to the development of community. 

Barriers in the Turbulent Context. For a time in the second and third years it seemed that 

just about everyone was either criticizing Whitehead or applying pressure for change. There was 

pressure to be the "ideal school of the future," and most people expected too much too soon. The 

school board had barely voted to establish Whitehead when they started watching with a critical eye 

to see how the school fared. The local educational community was angered by what they saw as a 

gross number of financial privileges, and Whitehead became the school other teachers "loved to 

hate." Several district staff were hostile toward the school for a number of reasons including 

differentiated staffing and budgeting snafus that were covered using district funds. Parent 

representatives on the school council felt they were not being listened to and continued to press for 

responsiveness.? Parents were also upset about discipline problems they perceived as poorly 

7 This is not meant to imply, however, that they did not have legitimate concerns. 

13 



handled. One newspaper reporter was relentless with any criticism that could be mustered, 

reportedly because of a personal dislike for the then superintendent. By hurting his "baby," the 

critiques were intended to attack the superintendent, who eventually left the district. One issue that 

the reporter highlighted was falling standardized test scores in some areas. Although traditional 

assessments were never intended to be a part of Whitehead's evaluation process, this nevertheless 

drew pressure from the new superintendent who had come up through district ranks and did not 

view Whitehead as his personal project. 

Ironically, there was a prevailing belief an1ong the district office staff that Whitehead was a 

publicity grabber unlike the other magnet programs that have gone about their work quietly. 

Outside the immediate community, Whitehead School was famous, and the teacher leaders 

appeared to enjoy their popularity as speakers at conferences and other schools. Those moments in 

the spotlight may have helped them ignore the mounting problems at home. Whitehead's fame also 

brought scores of visitors and researchers to the school, requiring school resources to manage the 

flow (Louis & King, in press) . As one student told us, "Sometimes I feel like a guinea pig." 

Teachers have voiced similar sentiments. 

Last fall at Whitehead there were optimistic indications that this story might take a happy 

turn. A budget conflict between the school and the financially strapped district at the close of the 

third school year galvanized a sense of school unity. The head teacher went on sabbatical, and a 

new head teacher was chosen from the ranks of general teachers. The district brought in a new 

principal, and there was a genuine possibility for the new leaders to initiate changes and 

intentionally create a community of learning. But that possibility was not realized. The crisis that 

created a temporary unity among teachers at the end of the third year quickly dissipated as the 

realities of a continuing lack of trust surfaced in the fall of year four. The new principal, who 

openly declared he was "traditional" and did not understand the Whitehead philosophy, came to the 

conclusion that the current lead staff were too powerful to overcome and focused on what could be 

done to change the structure and dynamics for the following year. According to other staff, the 

new head teacher-the "hero" from the "lower ranks" of general teachers-faced tremendous 
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opposition covertly and overtly from the other teacher leaders in her efforts to begin building some 

sense of community. Additionally, she had little background in organization development and had 

acclimated to the school culture that avoided conflict. If that weren't enough to worry about, she 

also had all of the school's discipline problems dumped in her lap. 

Failed Elements of Leadership 

As mentioned previously, mistakes were made early on in the design of the structure and in 

the hiring of the leadership, both of which were complicated by Whitehead's contextual tensions. 

Using the gift of hindsight, in this section we will highlight four leadership problems that emerged 

from the data in regard to the development of a professional community. They are the following: 

1) The leadership structure did not adequately relate to Whitehead's espoused mission, 

and it did not require true teacher empowerment for all teachers. Therefore, it did 

not foster teacher collaboration or reflective dialogue. 

2) The vision and values of school were not discussed sufficiently nor allowed to 

evolve openly with input from staff and the school council. Therefore, the school 

community could never achieve a meaningful, common interpretation of the vision. 

3) The teacher leaders did not pay attention to the importance of involving the other 

staff and the benefits of using their expertise, enthusiasm, and commitment in 

creating a successful, innovative school. Therefore, staff did not experience an 

environment of mutual concern, and a professional community did not emerge. 

4) The importance of nmturing external connections, especially with the district office, 

was ignored. Therefore, some potentially important allies were lost. 

The Structural Dilemma. A different combination of teacher leaders could perhaps have 

brought teacher empowe1ment to life in Whitehead's existing structure. They might have modeled, 

facilitated, and supported teacher engagement in high-level, reflective discussions regarding, for 

example, school goals, pedagogical challenges in the implementation of those goals, the latest 

learning theories, or diversity in the classroom. They might have established a systematic method 
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to encourage collaboration and the use of others' expertise between classes and subject areas. In 

the final analysis, however, and implicit in the previous discussion, data suggest that Whitehead's 

structure had created an institutional dilemma. On the one hand, four teachers at the site were 

empowered to create and run the school of their making; on the other hand, the hierarchical 

structure that gave the lead team their power left other teachers feeling powerless, unable to 

influence the school's vision or practice except in highly personal settings. As it became 

increasingly clear that the formal and informal structures needed revision, a fact pointed out by the 

external evaluator, one must assume that the sitting leadership team did not have the background to 

see its importance, did know how to change the structures, or, perhaps, were simply overwhelmed 

with everything else going on. 

Vision and Values. At its rhetorical inception, Whitehead's vision was beautifully 

wrought. The school intended to prepare students to be lifelong learners and citizens of the 

twenty-first century; to increase student choice and involvement in the design of their educational 

programs; and to professionalize the role of the teachers in order to free them to carry out the 

school agenda. As stated previously, Whitehead wanted to "break the mold" and be the model 

school for the future. Unfortunately, when words became actions, the leadership team guarded 

their particular interpretation of Whitehead's vision like dragon's jewels. There was a constant 

struggle between the leadership team's concept of the vision, which they rarely discussed and 

refused to modify, and the agenda of "others," who at times wanted to understand their plans for 

actualizing the dream and at other times to offer ideas for improving it. The vision was simply not 

up for discussion, much less allowed to evolve in a pa11icipatory manner with input from the staff 

and the school council. As a result, a common interpretation of the vision was never reached. As 

one teacher reported, "They're called the leadership team, and they're supposed to lead, but there's 

a lot of ambiguity as to what they are leading, and why and where. In three years no one's given a 

clear answer to me, so it's clear as mud to the new staff." 

Deal (1992) tells us that in times of uncertainty, when no one is sure about what the right 

job really is, people turn to leaders for direction, confidence, spirit, hope, and cohesion (p. 1). 
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The leadership team in this school could not meet those needs. They were not experienced 

enough, did not have the right personal characteristics for this job, and were faced with a challenge 

that would have been formidable even to an astute, proven leader. It might be said that the 

leadership team attempted to manage using a "symbolic" orientation, that is, seeing themselves as 

prophets and articulating a "shared, almost spiritual quest" (p. 4). However, they had little clue 

about the importance of or how to orchestrate the drama, were overwhelmed with the everyday 

theater of Whitehead, and reverted to an autocratic leadership model that was not in sync with their 

stated vision. 

Staff Involvement. Research tells us that in order to create a successful organizational 

transformation, most organizational members must be sold on the concept, know that they have an 

important part to play in its ongoing development and success, and feel that colleagues respect and 

value each others' contribution to the innovation (Fullan, 1993; Kanter, 1983). In searching for 

innovative teacher leadership, the district failed to hire teacher leaders who had experience in 

facilitating a change process. A number of Full an' s (1992) "lessons of change" illuminate areas 

where Whitehead might have avoided difficulties, had their leadership been more well-informed 

about creating organizational change. Most notably, they missed the lesson that every person 

involved must be a change agent. "Revolutionary change appears to demand a model of 

organization in which both leaders and subordinates exercise a great deal of influence" (Louis, 

1992, p. 9). Since schools are loosely coupled and teachers' external rewards are few, the 

intrinsic rewards of a professional community-such as reflective dialogue, collaboration on ideas, 

and valuing each other's expertise-can become the motivation that carries teachers through the 

stormy times when everything does not go precisely as planned. 

Although the teacher leaders showed concern for the students' needs and choices, they 

made the mistake of not paying attention to the needs of their colleagues. They treated student and 

teacher commitment separately, not realizing that the orientations of each influence those of the 

other since they spend so much time together (Firestone & Rosenblum, 1988, p. 286). In their 

mind, they were leaders, instructional and curricular leaders who organized schedules, processed 
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the development of a new curriculum for each student each term, modeled the finest instructional 

practice, and so on. They counted on other teachers to be self-sufficient professionals in private 

practice, with the notion of organizational learning simply not part of the school ' s conceptual 

framework. When this notion was challenged, they refused to engage in solving a problem that, 

for them, had no meaning. 

Teachers tend to flourish in environments where they are shown respect from 

"administrators," whoever they may be. This knowledge, common among experienced leaders, 

was ignored at Whitehead. Or as one principal stated, the leadership team became so "shell

shocked" that they had to shut down, no longer realizing how authoritarian they were being or how 

their style affected others. Rather than dealing with the rocky waters at Whitehead, the leadership 

isolated themselves, failed to establish meaningful communication, and did not strive to activate 

others' participation and commitment. Instead, they reverted to the autocratic teacher model and 

tried to control the decisions. Given that many teachers at Whitehead felt disvalued, silenced, 

frustrated, and powerless--certainly without the rewards of a professional community of 

learners-it is remarkable that any general teachers stayed as long as they did. 

External Connections. Not only did the leadership team fail on the homefront. In addition, 

they forgot some common-sensical human relations and political lessons regarding the importance 

of communication and developing supportive relationships with the district office, with parents, 

and with the community. In years one and two, the original project manager, who shepherded the 

development process from its inception, played a vital liaison role to the central office. When the 

new superintendent eliminated his role in the school, that function was not replaced. The 

leadership team did not routinely info1m the district office regarding their progress, which created 

some embarrassing moments when the district could not respond to public accusations. Bluntly 

stated, this lack of communication miffed several district staff members. On a practical level, 

Whitehead did not take advantage of the district's knowledge and connections with resources on 

authentic assessment. These resources were offered several times, but the word in the central 
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office was that the leadership team felt that no one there could understand or help them because 

Whitehead was so dramatically different. 

Parents felt increasing! y alienated by the school's leaders. "Sometimes I feel like a 

dachshund nipping at the heels of an elephant," one council member noted. The general teachers 

were not unaware of the dynamics. A staff member concurred, "There's a lot of animosity 

between the parents on the Whitehead Council and some of the leadership team members. One of 

them is so sarcastic about the parents ... " 

Acknowledging that starting a new school is an extremely difficult task and that structural 

and contextual problems existed, we must nevertheless conclude that these leaders were not the 

right combination of people for this job. As we mentioned before, many of the structural barriers 

that exist at other schools had been eliminated, resources were fairly plentiful, and the general 

teachers were enthusiastic about being in an innovative school. These characteristics lead us to 

conclude that a team of people with a different type of leadership philosophy and experience might 

have focused on the process of creating a professional community at Whitehead, and in doing so 

led the school toward a dramatically different outcome. In spite of its hierarchical nature, this 

structure allowed numerous opportunities for encouraging and facilitating reflective dialogue, de

privatization of practice, shared values, focus on student learning, and collaboration. But these 

leaders went beyond merely failing to facilitate these discussions and practices, to discouraging 

them actively. 

Implications for Teacher Leadership in Innovative School Structures 

There were problems with the execution of this "leadership team experiment," and it failed. 

However, we are not convinced that the notion of teacher-run schools should be abandoned as 

much as considered more se1iously when the next attempt is made. This section will briefly 

summarize the preliminary lessons learned at Whitehead regarding the structure and the leadership 

in innovative schools. 
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1) Don't rush into innovation. "Rapidly implemented new structures create confusion, 

ambiguity, and conflict, ultimately leading to retrenchment" (Fullan, 1993, 

p. 131). Innovators must take the time to plan carefully and think about the whole organization. 

Ideally, the individuals who will have major responsibility for implementing the structure should 

be integrally involved in the planning process. In restructuring/creating a school, it is certainly 

important to think of students' needs for the 21st century, but the planning should not neglect the 

teachers' work environment. For example, the intention to provide sufficient staff development 

days to keep these teachers up-to-date on the latest research on effective schooling and new 

technologies was thwarted by the teachers' being forced to scramble to construct entirely new 

courses for the next term. 

2) Make savvy leadership hi1ing decisions and provide ongoing support to teacher 

leaders. Organizational structure alone cannot create desired changes. The experience of 

Whitehead suggests the importance of hiring teacher leaders with direct leadership experience, if 

not in a school, then perhaps in a professional organization or a community group. Evidence of a 

learning organization philosophy would also be helpful. Effective change further requires a leader 

who understands the importance of nurturing a professional community. In retrospect, Whitehead 

should have used leadership expertise, including the ability to handle ambiguity and conflict, as a 

major criterion in hiring their teacher leaders. It is not enough to be an excellent teacher, 

counsellor, or special educator. Other innovative schools should think long and hard about the 

individual leader(s) who might best help their school develop. 

Ongoing support could be delivered in a variety of ways. Mentoring for teacher leaders 

and a building-wide action research process (King & Lonnquist, 1993) might provide helpful 

information for development as well as alert leaders to potential problems. In the best of all 

possible worlds, according to the evaluator, "It would be wonderful for any newly restructured 

school-even small restructming is going to affect the staff, kids and parents-to have a built in, 

well-trained, OD person ... to help the community understand the process of organizational 

change." However, even if schools do succeed in become participatory, learning organizations 
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with fully functioning professional communities, they may have problems if a new principal or 

teacher leaders (i.e., those with positional power) with traditional autocratic views of leadership 

enter. To sustain these efforts will require new policies and supportive reward systems, as well as 

teacher and administrator education programs that both incorporate these goals and are designed to 

teach them. 

3) Provide a structure and explicit training to develop professional community. The 

organizational structure was partially provided at Whitehead; the training was not. As mentioned 

previously, there was simply no plan or attempt to develop a professional community. Some one

shot staff development workshops, the weakest form of organizational development, did take 

place, but not surprisingly the outcomes were minimal. We would recommend structuring 

innovative schools to promote and maintain "organizational learning, without which a paradigm 

shift cannot take place" (Louis, 1992,p. 12). Fullan (1993) would agree that "new school cultures 

must evolve in which continuous teacher development and continuous school development go hand 

in hand" (p. 131). There are a number of good resources on organizational change and 

establishing a professional community or a learning organization (e.g., Bolman & Deal, 

1991,'Kanter, 1983, Kouzes & Posner, 1990, Senge, 1990). This school also has a rich resource 

in the three years of evaluative reports that were written. The next set of collaborative leaders 

might sit down with a good crew of teachers, students and parents, mark up and dog-ear these 

reports, as well as the OD and school change literature, and decide how to get back on the path 

toward their mission and create a new structure that reflects their values. This may seem to 

contradict Louis and Miles' (1990) notion of "acting before learning." However, we would argue 

that Whitehead did act, but not fully, because the vision was never allowed to emerge from school 

activities. In the event of dran1atic problems like those at Whitehead, stopping for community 

reflection and re-vision would seem essential. 

Training in group process skills is also critical for innovative schools. As Bolin (1989) 

notes, administrators "should never make the mistake of putting teachers together in groups to 

work out solutions to a problems without taking time to develop appropriate group process skills. 
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A faculty, left alone, will not automatically function in a democratic, cooperative manner. In fact, 

left alone, it is more likely to become chaotic or divide into factions led by various autocratic 

members ... " (p. 90). This bit of wisdom is a key often repeated in OD literature, and yet it is 

equally often ignored because people feel uncomfortable admitting the need as well as participating 

in training on group process.a On-going "human relations" training (communication skills, 

conflict resolution techniques, methods for developing students' self-esteem and social 

responsibility, etc.) is essential, in addition to continually presenting information regarding new 

curriculum, pedagogy, and technology. These skills are especially important since the goal is to 

have teachers carry out continuous improvement using their own skills and leadership, without 

relying on a consultant or other leadership figure. 

4) Don't become rigid-stay flexible. This seems obvious, but people need to be 

reminded that any new school is continuously evolving due to new knowledge, changing times, 

and the particular blend of individuals engaged in the process. The cultures of change, Fullan 

(1993) reminds us, "encompass the values, beliefs, norms, and habits of collaboration and 

continuous improvement" (p. 131). 

Epilogue 

It is clear that Whitehead School has yet to develop a professional community. However, 

hope springs eternal. The end of the story of the development of professional community at 

Whitehead may still be a happy one. This school does offer the potential for a community of 

learning built upon a vision and rhetoric that is inspiring. The principal has just announced that the 

leadership team structure will be abolished, and a new structure, still being worked out, will be 

introduced this spring. The school plans to continue with the basic instructional philosophy, but 

will institute a new leadership structure with new individuals in that structure, in an effort to stop 

8 Some educational authors (Bolin, 1989, Lippit et al., 1985) suggest palatable ways of 
approaching this. Bolin suggests starting with discussing a recent book on organizational 
processes. Lippit et al. simply suggest this training is essential but might include real rather than 
artificial problems. 
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the "war" and bring peace into the lives of teachers. Perhaps then teachers can focus on tapping 

each student's unique potential in an atmosphere of trust and support, and the new leadership can 

begin laying the groundwork for the creation of a true professional community. Our continuing 

study will track their progress. 
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