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ABSTRACT
PERCEPTIONS OF TEACHER EMPOWERMENT IN A
TURNING POINTS SCHOOL: A CASE STUDY OF TEACHERS IN
A MIDDLE SCHOOL IN NEW ENGLAND

MAY 2007
MOLLY M LIM, B.A., NATIONAL UNIVERSITY OF SINGAPORE
M.A.T., SCHOOL FOR INTERNATIONAL TRAINING
Ed.D., UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS AMHERST
Directed by: Professor Andrew Effrat

The main focus in this study is on teacher empowerment. This case study,
involving interviews with twelve middle school teachers in a New England middle
school, looks at teacher empowerment at two levels: micro and macro. At the micro level,
teacher empowerment is conceptualized as investing in teachers the right to exercise
professional judgment about the content of the curriculum and means of instruction, i.e.
the right to make decisions on classroom-related issues on a daily basis. At the macro
level, teacher empowerment is conceptualized as investing in teachers the right to
participate in the determination of school goals and policies.
This study is an attempt to explore how the philosophy and approach a school
adopts impacts teacher empowerment. The study seeks to provide administrators and
educators some insights into the extent to which teachers in a school that has adopted a
progressive educational philosophy and approach feel empowered.
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Teacher Empowerment - Two Planes

CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION

This chapter will discuss the theme of this research case study on teacher
empowerment in the public school setting. The background of the study, limitations of
the study, statement of the problem and purpose of the study will be addressed in this
chapter. Research questions, significance of the study as well as the research procedure
will also be discussed at greater length in this opening chapter.
“For children to learn well, schools must act as centers of community rather than
outposts of domination.” (Levine et al., 1995). While this statement made by Levine et al
clearly articulates the essential mission of schools, it also draws a blatant picture of the
nature of schools and the entanglement with the notion of power. Foucault (1980) argued
that power is “exercised, and ... only exists in action,” instead of being conceived of as
“a possession or a commodity, a thing to be held or exchanged (Gore, 1989, p. 5).
Schools are a kind of organization, more specifically, a “learning-oriented
organization” (Duffy, 2006, p. 221). Ackoff (1999, pp. 6-8) adds depth and breadth to our
understanding of organization as systems as “a whole entity with several parts with many
essential properties that interact.” A school system is a whole entity that cannot be
divided into individual components without losing its essential properties or functions
(Duffy, 2006 p. 5).
The complexities of schools as learning-oriented organizations that strive to
function as centers of community without getting entangled with the notion of power, is
the background of this case study which examines the issue of teacher empowerment in a
Turning Points school environment (i.e., a type of progressive educational philosophy).

1

The implication of teacher empowerment is “for children to learn well”, as stated by
Levine et al (1995) in the role schools play.

Overview of the Study
The main focus in this study is on teacher empowerment. In this case study,
teacher empowerment is examined at two levels: micro and macro. At the micro level,
teacher empowerment is conceptualized as investing in teachers the right to exercise

the right to make decisions on classroom-related issues on a daily basis. At the macro
level, teacher empowerment is conceptualized as investing in teachers the right to
participate in the determination of school goals and policies.
Authentic teacher empowerment includes decision participation, authority over

HIA1Y//5? 5? X/IAJ

professional judgment about the content of the curriculum and means of instruction, i.e.

(school) level, and opportunities to acquire knowledge necessary to warrant such
authority (Kirby & Blase, 1991). Blumberg’s study (1969) showed that a genuine
increase in decision-making power can have effects on job satisfaction. In this context of
teacher empowerment, an increase in decision-making power can be used to mean
granting teachers relational power. Viewed in the Foucauldian context of treating power
as an existing action and something which is exercised instead of a commodity, allowing
teachers to feel and act empowered relationally is of significant importance.
This study seeks to explore how the philosophy and approach a school adopts
impacts teacher empowerment. Perhaps more importantly, the study seeks to provide
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issues concerning professional life both at the micro (classroom) level and at the macro

administrators and educators some insights into the extent to which teachers in a school
that has adopted a progressive educational philosophy and approach feel empowered.
Given that the energy and morale of teachers are crucial influences on the success
of students, efficiency demands that teachers be freed from distracting and demeaning
duties and given control over their work (Sizer, 1984), it seems important to examine
how teacher empowerment is played out in a progressive school environment that seems
to have a highly democratic outlook. It is the hope of the researcher to find out the factors
influencing teacher empowerment in a progressive school and to make recommendations
for how to better empower teachers in an effort to affect even greater student success in
schools.

Background of the Study
The researcher has over 15 years of teaching experience. In the six years before
beginning her doctoral work, she had the opportunity to be the administrator of an online
English school. In her role, she worked with 350 teachers from around the world. In
managing these teachers, one thing that stood out was that of policy formulation and
implementation. As an administrator of the school, the researcher had to develop ways to
implement new policies that would be met with least resistance, and instead be embraced
by teachers as helping to improve teaching and learning within the organization. What the
researcher realized from her previous role was that policies were better accepted if they
originated from the teachers themselves. In other words, allowing teachers to be the ones
to suggest the ideas for new policies or changes to existing policies and accepting and
implementing these ideas seemed to make the faculty much more motivated and

3

interested in working together with the researcher as administrator. As a result of her
experience, the researcher is interested in testing the hypothesis that bottom-up policy¬
making where teachers’ voices are heard and teachers are empowered w'ould strongly
empower students and have greater positive impact on their learning.
With this in mind, when the researcher came into contact with Karin Sontag (the
ex-principal of the ABC Middle School) and some of her staff, the researcher was curious
to find out the extent to which teachers feel empowered, especially in a school that adopts
a progressive educational philosophy. At the same time, through conducting a mini
research on “How an Effective Administrator Affects Teacher Voice,” the researcher was
made aware of how passionate and dynamic Ms. Sontag was in her leadership of the
middle school. With both concepts in mind, the researcher wanted to interview 12
teachers to find out what their perceptions of their level of teacher empowerment might
be.

Limitations of the Study
In terms of practical limitations, the approval for the research was obtained in
April of 2006, which is close to the end of the spring semester at the ABC Middle
School. As part of the study, the researcher was interested in observing leadership
meetings and inquiry group meetings, which, unfortunately, happens once a month.
Given the timing of the approval to conduct research, the researcher was able to observe
two leadership meetings and one final inquiry group meeting which was a wrap-up of the
group’s work at the end of the academic year.

4

In terms of philosophical limitations in the form of assumptions made by the
researcher, there were four. One, the researcher assumed that empowerment was deemed
a good thing by teachers (i.e., viewed positively) and that teachers want to be
empowered. Two, the researcher assumed that empowerment is something that is easily
attainable by teachers, which, in some ways is comparable to the issue of faith in
Christianity, e.g. “He who believes ... shall be saved” (Mark 16:16). Three, the
researcher assumed that teacher empowerment is something more intrinsic than extrinsic,
i.e., teachers are able to control and feel empowered if they want to, rather than looking at
the fact that the organizational leadership has an equal impact on how teachers feel or are
empowered. Four, the researcher assumed the educational philosophy of Turning Points
was fully implemented and practiced.
Finally, what the researcher realized through this study is that the interpretation of
events is something extremely subjective, and it is only human to have different versions
of the same story.

Statement of the Problem
Based on the researcher’s experience with teachers in public schools, it seems that
teachers do not feel too empowered. This could be for a couple of reasons. First, teachers
do not have much say in curricular matters. To a certain extent, the mandated curriculum
used in schools play a role in “silencing ... educational beliefs and aims” (Gitlin et al.,
1992, p. 91). Second, teachers do not seem to have a voice or place in the decision¬
making process of school policies. For the most part, decision-making falls into the realm
of administrators, not teachers. Teachers often do not have access to decision-making

5

power, one of the three kinds of structural power (Duffy, 2006, p. 87), which is the
“degree to which a person or unit affects the decision-making process in his school
district". Unless a teacher has a leadership role in the school (e.g. being on the leadership
team, leader of an inquiry group, curriculum leader, team leader, or coach), the teacher
will not have much say in making decisions about the school. In the case of the ABC
Middle School, through the Turning Points philosophy, which believes in jointgovernance, teachers have seemingly multiple opportunities to be involved in decision¬
making at various levels in the school, most significantly in the Leadership Team. The

and other vital matters in the school. The researcher assumed and anticipated that the
perception of empowerment of teachers in a Turning Points middle school is what affects
their motivation and engagement, as well as active and willing participation in school
policies and events. In the researcher’s mind, motivated teachers affect student learning

At the beginning of the study, the researcher noted that it would be beneficial to
learn what parts of a progressive educational philosophy can be adopted in a public
school setting in order to enable more teacher empowerment and greater student learning.
In other words, it would be useful to think about what we can learn from a progressive
learning environment to help foster more positive relationships in public school settings
that would ultimately enhance student learning. At the end of the study, however, the
researcher realized the limitations of the idea that a progressive educational philosophy
guarantees teacher empowerment and greater student learning. The researcher is more
realistic in thinking that the type of educational philosophy a school adopts can

6
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in a much more significantly positive way.
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Leadership Team is the core team that makes decisions on policies concerning students

potentially create the environment (or platform) for teacher empowerment. At the same
time, the leadership style of the administration and the personality traits of the teacher are
also important factors that influence teacher empowerment. All three factors seem to be
intricately connected and indispensable when considering teacher empowerment.

Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this study is to explore how the philosophy and approach a school
adopts impacts teacher empowerment. The study aims to find out what teachers’
perceptions of empowerment are in a Turning Points context, as well as the levels of
empowerment they perceive themselves to be having. Specifically, the study attempts to
find any possible connection between progressive educational philosophy (i.e., in the
form of Turning Points), and teacher empowerment. In addition, this study seeks to
provide some insights into the extent to which teachers in a school that has adopted a
progressive educational philosophy and approach feel empowered. This could assist
policy makers and administrators of public schools to find better ways of empowering
teachers and building a more positive school environment.

Research Questions
This study seeks to gain information about two main questions. One, what are
teachers’ perceptions of empowerment, in terms of their expected levels of empowerment
and their experienced levels of empowerment? Two, how does the philosophy of the
school or the leadership style of the principal play a role in affecting teachers’
perceptions of empowerment?

7

The detailed research questions involved the following:
1.

What are teachers' perceptions of the leadership/organizational structure of the
school?

2.

How do teachers define ‘empowerment'? How do teachers feel about being
empowered ? Do they feel empowered in their roles as teachers? Why or why not?
If yes, how are they empowered? If not, how are they not empowered?

3.

What are aspects of the leadership that teachers feel contribute to them feeling

4.

Are there areas beyond the scope of leadership of the principal that teachers feel
affects their empowerment? If so, what are the areas?

5.

Is length of service in the school a potential variable in the difference in
perception of levels of empowerment? What are the similarities and differences in
perception of levels of empowerment among teachers who have been at the school

library

for
less than 3 years.
3 to 5 years,
over 5 years.
6.

How much control do teachers feel they have over the notion of feeling
empowered? In other words, do teachers perceive empowerment as something
intrinsic (i.e., if they want to be empowered, they can be empowered) or extrinsic
(i.e., they need someone to empower them or to make them feel empowered)?

7.
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more or less empowered?

What do teachers think about empowerment and student learning? Do teachers
see any connection between their empowerment and student learning? In what

8

ways do teachers feel their empowerment affects student learning in a positive or
,
negative
manner?9

8.

I

What do teachers feel are other factors that affect teacher empowerment?

1
Significance of the Study
This study was designed to collect data from teachers at a middle school in New
England, through interviews, observations and documents. At a micro level, the study
seeks to help administrators in public schools and teacher educators understand how
teachers perceive empowerment. The study can also provide information that will enable
administrators to work with their teaching staff and motivate them through teacher
empowerment. At a macro level, the researcher hopes that the data collected will also
provide insight into how progressive educational philosophies, such as Turning Points,
might be adopted in our public schools with the intention of improving student learning
through providing the platform for teacher empowerment. The researcher also hopes that
the data collected will provide insights to administrators and teacher educators on how to
enable better leadership and/management of teachers through building a team of vibrant,
motivated and sincerely collaborative educators. This can in turn provide good modeling
for students in their charge, and potentially enable student empowerment and learning.

Research Procedure

The participants in this study were selected based on the two criteria:
1.

Length of service in the school

2. Membership in leadership positions in the school.

9

I

In terms of length of service, the initial goal was to find teachers who have taught
under 3 years, followed by teachers who have taught 3 to 5 years and then teachers who
have taught over 5 years at the Middle School. Membership in leadership positions
includes membership on the leadership team, inquiry group leaders, team leaders,
curriculum leaders as well as coaches.
Table 1 gives an indication of the initial ideal participant composition for the
criteria for this study.

0

Length of Service in
School
Under 3 years
3 to 5 years
More than 5 years

Membership In Leadership Team
Member
Non-Member
2
2
2

2
2
2

created a survey that asked for information about the respondent’s years of service and
membership in leadership groups in the school (see Appendix B). This survey was sent to
all of the 75 full and part-time teachers in the school, including team teachers (i.e.,
subject-matter teachers) and off-team teachers (e.g. World Languages teachers, art
teacher etc.). Teachers were given two weeks to respond to the survey. Teachers who
filled out the survey were asked to drop the form in a box by the secretary’s desk. A total
of 20 people responded to the survey and were contacted by the researcher to provide the
interested participant with a letter of introduction explaining more about the research

10
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After the number of participants and criteria were determined, the researcher
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Table 1: Number of Subjects for Research & Criteria (V.l)

study, as well as a consent form for human research subjects, following the guidelines
and requirements set by the university.
From there, 5 survey respondents (25%) decided to drop out of the study. The
reasons given varied, but mostly fell under 2 categories: personal and professional
reasons. The researcher decided to share this piece of information to show that the
Turning Points philosophy, in its full implementation, does occupy a substantial amount
of teachers’ time. At the same time, the reasons provided by teachers for not participating
in the study also showed their beliefs in the organizational leadership’s attitude towards
teacher empowerment.
Four respondents (80%) gave personal reasons including busy schedules, heavier
responsibility at the time of the school year when the research study commenced, and
other personal reasons, which were not revealed. Some examples of personal reason
included the following: “I have had a very busy time with my staff being out, MCAS,
getting ready for our Team Exhibition, lots of IEPs to write, etc.” Another teacher said, “I
am sorry but I will not be able to meet with you at this point. I simply have too many
demands on my time.”
Another teacher who turned down the request for interview mentioned, “I was
more than happy to help you out with the survey but I will not able to give up any time
for interviews at this time. My team is involved in the exhibition process right now and
many days after school will be dedicated to student help after school. That is in addition
to scheduled meetings after school. I am being very stingy with any free time I do have
during or right after school, as my wedding is coming up in a little over a month and
there are just lots of details to attend to. It's quite a balancing act for me right now.” A
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fourth teacher who also turned down the request for interview said, “I have to decline due
to the paperwork that needs to be completed before I leave school. I am on a tight
schedule and I am sorry I have no extra time. I am still doing transition meetings for my
students that needed to be done by May 1st.”
One respondent (20%) who turned down the researcher's request, for professional
reasons, mentioned: “I do not feel comfortable being part of your study. No matter what
"model" a school in Massachusetts adopts, the Ed Reform law gives the principal
virtually absolute power. His/her administrative style in the end determines to what
extent the faculty and staff are empowered. Shared leadership will vary considerably
from school to school whether or not it is based on a Turning Points model. It is a very
complex issue.”
This comment provided an insight into the teacher’s perception, attitude and
belief about the administration and the leadership. Even though this teacher was working
in a school that has adopted a ‘progressive educational philosophy’ and has a sharedgovernance sort of model set up for the last seven years, the teacher seemed unconvinced
about teacher empowerment in this context. It also provided some insight into how much
trust teachers have of the administration, given that the teacher feels the principal has a
lot of power and perhaps participating in the interview might jeopardize her position as a
senior teacher in the school.
As a result of the 25% reduction in the number of potential interviewees, and the
demographics of respondents from the survey, the criterion for “length of service” had to
be revised to reflect the following (see Table 2):
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Table 2: Number of Subjects for Research & Criteria (V.2)

Length of Service in
School
Under 5 years
5 to 15 years
More than 15 years

Membership In Leadership Areas
Member
Non-Member
2
2
2

2
2
2

Teachers who agreed to participate in the study were requested to sign the consent
form and asked to set up a date and time of approximately an hour to an hour thirty
minutes for the interview. Most interviews were conducted in the classroom of the
teachers concerned at the Middle School, with the exception of 3, which were conducted
outside of the Middle School. Two of these interviews were conducted at the researcher’s
home and one at the university library, due to scheduling issues.

CHAPTER II
REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE

Introduction
The review of the literature will be based on the conceptual frameworks posited in
Chapter I. First, an overview of teacher empowerment will be described. Then, the
framework of progressive education will be presented, along with its underlying
principles. Following that, the Turning Points philosophy, which is an exemplary form of
"f)

between Turning Points, Progressive Education and Teacher Empowerment will be
discussed.

Teacher Empowerment

activities that began in the early 1980s. Empowerment was seen as a way to put teachers
at the center of the reform movement, to keep good teachers in education, to attract new
teachers into the profession, and to a general trend toward treating them as employees
who did specific tasks planned in detail by other people (Terry, 1996).
As an example, the Teacher Empowerment Act (TEA) was introduced in May
1995. Representatives "Buck" McKeon (R-CA) and William Goodling (R-PA)
introduced H.R. 1995, the Teacher Empowerment Act (TEA) to amend the Elementary
and Secondary Education Act of 1965 (ESEA) "to empower teachers, improve student

14

LIBRARY"

The empowerment of teachers emerged as a product of educational reform

lVi/\SS/AMHERST

progressive education, will be discussed in this framework. Finally, the connection

achievement through high-quality professional development for teachers, reauthorize the
Reading Excellence Act, and for other purposes” (Library of Congress, 2006).
There are numerous definitions of “teacher empowerment”. Bolin (1989) defined
teacher empowerment as “investing teachers with the right to participate in the
determination of school goals and policies and to exercise professional judgment about
what and how to teach.” Marks and Louis (1997) defined teacher empowerment as an
educational reform initiative that often accompanies policies to increase the decision¬
making authority and accountability at the school level.
Duhon (1999) defined teacher empowerment as school participants (teachers)
developing the competence to take charge of their own growth and resolve their own
problems (Short, 1992), as well as the opportunities a person has for autonomy,
responsibility, choice and authority (Klecker & Loadman, 1996).
For the scope of this case study, I will address teacher empowerment from two
planes: a horizontal plane, as well as a vertical plane. I would like to employ the
perspectives of relational and personal power in the horizontal plane, and the decision¬
making and autonomy components in the vertical plane.

Figure 1: Teacher Empowerment - Two Planes

Decision-Making

Relational
Power

Personal
Power

Autonomy
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Relational power (Conger & Kanungo, 1988) refers to the involvement of
teachers in planning and decision-making regarding school goals and policies (Blase &
Blase 1994; Blase et al., 1995; Glickman 1993; Sprague 1992). Examples of relational
empowerment includes decision participation, having a say or authority in issues
concerning professional life both at the classroom level and at the school level, and
opportunities to acquire knowledge necessary to warrant such authority (Kirby, 1991).
The fact that job satisfaction is enhanced by a genuine increase in decision-making power
(Blumberg, 1969) makes it a significant factor to examine. If teachers can be made to feel
more empowered in making decisions pertaining to their work, it will help create a better
sense of job satisfaction.
Personal power refers to the power to exercise one's craft with confidence and to
help shape the way that the job is to be done (Maeroff, 1988). This form of teacher
empowerment enables teachers to be more professional and to improve their
performance. In other words, having personal power will enhance the development of
relational power. Being treated as “knowledgeable professionals” (Blase & Blase, 1995)
allows teachers to have the expertise to engage in thoughtful deliberations and
professional authority to participate meaningfully in decisions about their schools and
classrooms. Research by Thomas and Velthouse (1986) has shown this sort of
empowerment to be con-elated positively with job satisfaction and negatively with job
stress (Davis & Wilson, 2000).
The horizontal plane of decision-making and autonomy is echoed by Lightfoot
(1986) who defined empowerment as the opportunities a person has for autonomy,
responsibility, choice, and authority, which sounds more like an active pursuit. Maeroff
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(1998), on the other hand, seems to think of empowerment as a more passive endowment
in that he felt that “teachers should be raised in status, made more competent at their craft
and given entree to the decision-making process”.
Regardless of the philosophical approach to viewing teachers' relation to power
as active or passive, introverted or extroverted, it remains true that teacher empowerment
includes decision participation, authority over issues concerning professional life both at
the classroom level and at the school level, and opportunities to acquire knowledge
necessary to warrant such authority (Kirby, 1991). When authority for decision-making is
far removed from practitioners and is regulatory in nature, genuine change at the field
level comes slowly (Lieberman, 1995). In other words, when decisions concerning
teaching and learning are far removed from teachers and are regulatory in nature, the
implementation of the changes at the classroom level is usually met with more resistance,
given that teacher participation in decision-making was lacking, genuine change at the
field level comes slowly (Lieberman, 1995).
The effect of teacher empowerment, other than a positive correlation with job
satisfaction and motivation, also has connections to students. Hoffman and Wayson
(1997) felt that there were two major purposes for empowering school staff members.
One, if students are to become problem-solving decision makers, they must be
surrounded by adults who model that behavior. Two, school staffs, like all people, are
more committed to and feel more responsibility for decisions they make. (p. 315).
The professionalization of teaching is a good representation of personal power of
teachers. Owning specialized knowledge is often associated with being a professional.
Professionals are defined as persons having a greater degree of autonomy and who will
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exhibit and be subject to both external and internal "professional” standards of conduct
and performance (Engvall, 1997). The view is that teaching will be more effective, if
teachers are treated as professionals. A profession develops its status, in part, by its
arcane knowledge which cannot be applied routinely, and in part, by the knowledge base
which defines the nature of the profession itself (Berry & Ginsberg, 1991). Densmore
(1987) defines professionalism as an “ideal to which individuals and occupational groups
aspire that distinguishes them from other workers” (Engvall 1997).

to assume new powers and responsibilities to redesign schools for the future (Lake,
1986). One of the reform movements of the 1980s and 1990s has been the effort to
conceptualize education as a profession (Strike & Ternasky, 1993). Within the
professionalism is the view that teaching will be more effective if teachers are treated as

The increasing tendency for society in general to refer to teachers as
“professionals” while considering their work to be bureaucratic has been a source of
puzzlement to both teachers and the public. Bureaucratic and professional work is
different. Bureaucrats are subordinate to the system, while professionals are super
ordinate to their work system (Sergiovanni & Starratt, 1993). The recent debate about
education reform in schools can be seen as a debate between two different logics of
action - the bureaucratic logic of accountability and the professional logic of autonomy
(Bacharach & Conley, 1989), which Macmillan (1993) sees as the central issue in teacher
professionalization.
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creating a profession equal to the task - a profession of well-educated teachers prepared
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In the “pursuit of excellence” through education, “the key to success lies in

Two reports in 1986, A Nation Prepared: Teachers for the 21st Century' and
Tomorrow's Teachers: A Report of the Holmes Group, conclude that teaching in
America's public schools will not improve and live up to the nation’s demands until
classroom teachers see themselves, and come to be accepted by the public, as
professionals (Engvall, 1997). Perhaps the claim by the Carnegie Report is indeed a valid
one, i.e., the way to attract and retain high-quality teachers is to turn teaching into a full
profession, i.e., on par with the law and medical professions. Albert Shanker (1989)
reinforces the “need for professional autonomy in his view that prospective teachers must
be assured that “they will not be treated like factory hands, strictly supervised at every
point in the working day and robbed of every opportunity of exercising their own
judgment” (Engvall, 1997).
This said, collective democracy supporters question if teachers in public schools
are truly treated as “professionals”. Professional control improves both the quality of
individual services and the level of knowledge in the profession as a whole. This occurs
because decision-making by well-trained professionals allows individual clients’ needs to
be met more precisely; and by making “effectiveness” rather than “compliance” the
standard forjudging competence, it promotes continual refinement and improvement in
overall practice. (Lieberman, 1988) There is a strong sense of trust and faith in the
professional's work. In the case of teaching, however, control is very much at the top,
and teachers, being at the bottom level, do not have much autonomy.
Being treated as “knowledgeable professionals” (Blase & Blase, 2001) allows
teachers to have the expertise to engage in thoughtful deliberations and professional
authority to participate meaningfully in decisions about their schools and classrooms.
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Having personal power, i.e., the power to exercise one's craft with confidence and to help
shape the way that the job is to be done (Maeroff, 1988) empowers and enables teachers
to be more professional and to improve their performance.
A recent research study by Somech (2005) on 2400 middle and high school
teachers in Israel demonstrated that in order for teachers to feel like “professionals,” they
need to be recognized as experts in their fields, to have a sense of authority about what
they do and how they do it, and to feel that they are engaged in meaningful work and are
respected by others. Satisfaction of these needs develops in teachers a sense of
commitment to their organization and their profession, as well as improving their
performance. The findings from this research by Somech (2005) seem to support the
notion that teacher empowerment can improve teacher effectiveness. Many researchers
have also indicated that teacher empowerment is positively linked to increased job
satisfaction and improved sense of teacher efficacy (Taylor & Tashokkori, 1995).
According to the Sanders Report on value-added assessment, teachers are the
most important factor affecting student learning, and that the amount of “value” that the
teacher “adds” to each student can be precisely measured. Sanders (1998) felt that of “a//
the contextual variables that have been studied to date..., the single largest factor
affecting academic growth of populations of students is differences in effectiveness of
individual classroom teachers.”
If so, then value-added assessment, a method of analyzing and reporting student
test results, based improvement (“growth”) in standardized test scores over two or more
points in time, seems to make the case for teacher empowerment. If teacher effectiveness
is a big factor in student learning, and teacher empowerment affects teacher effectiveness
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(Somech, 2005), then perhaps teachers ought to be empowered.

Progressive Education
The progressive education movement was formed by educational reformers who
were particularly active in the United States from the 1890s to 1930s, promoting the ideas
of child-centered education, social reconstructionism, active citizen participation in all
spheres of life, and democratization of all public institutions. These reformers
consistently challenged traditional ideals concerning the foundations upon which
students' education in schools was based (Schugurensky, 2002). The movement was
greatly influenced by the writings and lectures of John Dewey, who in turn was inspired
by political and educational theorists such as Vittoriano da Feltre, Campanella,
Comenius, Pestalozzi, Rousseau, and Bronson Alcott, and by the social theories of people
like George Herbert Mead, Auguste Comte and Thorstein Veblen. Progressive educators
believed that a new education program, based on the development of cooperative social
skills, critical thinking and democratic behaviors, could play a pivotal role in
transforming a society of greed, individualism, waste and corruption to one based on
compassion, humanism and equality (Rippa 1997).
The Progressive Movement promoted the idea that students should be encouraged
to be independent thinkers, creative beings, and be expressive about their feelings.
Without question, the child-centered curriculum emerged as a result. It was within the
tradition of Progressivism, too, that the vision of schools as sites for transforming society
was maintained, laying a significant theoretical foundation for the work of critical
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pedagogues and radical education theorists such as Paulo Freire and others, during the
last decades of the 20th century.
Dewey, the chief architect and father of the Progressive Education Movement,
made the assumption that the aims of education should be oriented towards preparing
young people to be full and active participants in all aspects of democratic life. The skills
and dispositions needed to actively participate in all aspects of democratic life include:
the ability to think critically, a sense of efficacy, a commitment to compassionate action,
and a desire to actively participate in political life by engaging in local decision-making
processes, lobbying, voting, etc., as well as the basic need to be able to read, write and do
arithmetic (Koliba, 2000). In order to prepare students for their future roles in life as
“problem-solving decision makers,” they must be surrounded by adults who model that
behavior, according to Hoffman and Wayson (1997). As such, teachers need to be
empowered to make decisions concerning their own profession. This also shows the
importance of teacher influence on students (i.e., importance of treating teachers right
and empowering teachers in schools) as part of progressive educational efforts/initiatives.
In addition to modeling for students, research on education for democratic
participation and social and civic responsibility strongly suggests that the latent or hidden
curriculum (i.e., how classes are taught, not the subject matter itself) is more important
than the manifest curriculum (i.e.,, direct instruction involving courses and texts in civics,
government, and other social studies courses) in influencing political attitudes (Ehman,
1980). The entire school governance climate, which is another aspect of the latent
curriculum, is another consistent correlate of student political attitudes (Andrzejewski &
Alessio, 1999).

If the goal of education is to prepare students for global citizenship (defined as
knowledge and skills for social and environmental justice), and education for global
citizenship should be grounded in the personal experiences of the student and her/his
community based on Dewey’s philosophy of progressive education, it is important that
teachers are given the space to exercise their rights as global citizens in a democratic
school setting.
Berman (1997) observed that institutional structures that give young people the
opportunity to participate in decision-making about meaningful issues can have an impact
on their sense of responsibility, their ability to take a collective perspective, their pro¬
social behavior, their understanding of democratic values and processes, and their
personal and political efficacy. There is much more to be learned about the relationship
between decision-making and actual social and political participation, but these studies
demonstrate that participatory and democratic school culture makes a significant
difference in some of the key building blocks of social responsibility.
Having established the importance of teacher empowerment and a democratic
school culture, we now turn to Turning Points as one model of progressive education and
see what it entails.

Turning Points
Turning Points is a comprehensive education reform model that focuses on
improving student learning.
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Background
In 1986, the Carnegie Coiporation of New York established the Carnegie Council
on Adolescent Development. In 1990, the Council started “Turning Points” as part of
Carnegie Corporation’s Middle Grade School State Policy Initiative (MGSSPI). The
MGSSPI is a national program of grants designed to stimulate statewide changes in the

developmental needs of all young adolescents. Even though the Carnegie Council sees
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design are dedicated to excellence and equity and to being responsive to the
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policy and practice of middle grades education. Schools grounded in Turning Points

the main purpose of middle grades education as promoting young adolescents’
intellectual development, at the heart of the Council's definition of middle grades
education is the requirement for equity in all outcomes for all groups of students,

Principles
Turning Points provides a framework of principles and related practices that together
form a powerful approach to middle grades education. The eight core recommendations
on Turning Points include the following:
1.

Create small communities for learning

2.

Teach a core academic program

3.

Ensure success of all students

4.

Empower teachers and administrators

5.

Staff middle grade schools with teachers who are expert at teaching young
adolescents
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regardless of their race, ethnicity, gender, family income or linguistic background.

6. Improve academic performance through fostering the health and fitness of young
adolescents
7. Reengage families in the education of young adolescents
8. Connect schools with communities

The Turning Points tradition is to bridge the gap between academic research and
classroom practice. In Turning Points, it is critically important to hold teachers
accountable for improving students’ performance, but teachers need to be provided
resources for ongoing professional development and collaborative inquiry to improve
teaching and learning. Substantial improvement in middle grades students’ performance
simply will not happen until middle grades teachers are provided with opportunities,
regularly and routinely, to improve their ability to teach. As such, there is a strong
emphasis on the quality of teachers, the roles they play, as well as their position within
the school system, in Turning Points.
According to the Carnegie Council, to be effective learning organizations, middle
grades schools must operate as “democratic, empowering institutions” (Carnegie
Corporation, 1989). The social and intellectual climate of the school depends on the
characteristics of the educational environment. Teachers in the Turning Points system are
seen as important partners in the middle grades students’ education. In Turning Points, it
is felt that the whole of a teacher’s career should be a seamless continuum of learning and
development focused always on improving student learning. Critical steps along the
continuum include high quality pre-service teacher preparation, carefully designed
monitoring and induction programs, initial certification and licensure, and ongoing
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professional development, perhaps leading to advanced certification by the national board
for professional teaching standards. There is much commitment to the continuous
learning and professional development of teachers. The goal of professional development
for teachers is to improve student learning, and the means to that end is continuous
development of teachers’ knowledge and skills. Professional development is also a way
to help teachers increase their knowledge of instructional strategies specific to the
discipline.
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Some Features of a Turning Points School:

Teams
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Creating teams of teachers and students is a vital pail of developing a middle
5
grades learning community in Turning Points. A team consists of two or more teachers

m
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co
and the group of students they commonly instruct. Together, teachers on a team teach all
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the core academic subjects; in some instances, teams also cover special subjects and
X
X

special education (Arnold & Stevenson, 1998, p.2).

>

X
<
Advisory

The advisory often takes place at the beginning or end of the school day. In the
advisory, a teacher, an administrator, or other qualified staff member meets with the
students, i.e., the advisees, and leads group activities that address a broad range of
students’ concerns. These groups meet for 25 to 30 minutes each day. The goal in
Turning Points is for every student in the school to be well known by one adult. Advisory
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is a particularly important time to focus on personal development and social
relationships.

Curriculum
In Turning Points, there is an emphasis on content or academic standards. The
academic standards, decided upon by the curriculum members of a discipline, spell out
what students should know and be able to do, and form the basis for the recommended
curriculum. It is felt that teaching and learning that is based on standards must address
three aspects of day-to-day life in a classroom: curriculum, assessment and instruction. In
Turning Points, an approach called "Backward Design” is widely used. “Backward
Design” is an approach that weaves together curriculum, assessment and instruction in
developing rigorous units of study. Developing a unit of study begins with identifying the
relevant standards and developing the curriculum based on them. Educators then decide
what assessment methods will best allow students to demonstrate what they have learned,
and finally, they determine how to prepare students, through diverse instructional
methods, to do well on the assessments. The importance of academic standards in
Turning Points is in its function. It provides a link between excellence and equity by
setting consistently high, public expectations for every student.

Leadership roles for teachers
Teachers in a Turning Points school have opportunities to lead in many different
settings.
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Team Leaders
In the team setting, the team leader is also the facilitator of the team. Team
leaders operate more as co-leaders of school, requiring the principal to cede some
responsibilities and authority to them and to trust their judgment’ (Kain, 1997, p. 405).
One of the team leaders’ roles is to serve as representative to school wide decision¬
making bodies.
u
or

Leadership team

wide communication and decision-making. The central leadership team is made up of the
principal, team leaders and other school representatives. The leadership team coordinates
and integrates all activities that occur within the school building and between school and
community organizations (Turning Points, 1989; p. 56). The leadership team can also

professionals, parents, community members, and students.
The leadership team is also expected to develop and communicate an annual
comprehensive school improvement plan that states publicly how the school will ensure
that every student fulfills the Turning Points vision. The school improvement plan
describes the school’s strengths and weaknesses, specifies learning goals, articulates
strategies for reaching the goals, and establishes benchmarks for assessing progress. It
aligns and integrates all school improvement efforts within one coherent strategy that can
be adapted for use with various audiences, such as the federal government (to document
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include a representative of the local teachers’ union, health and social service
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The leadership team is the heart of the governance system, focal point for school

need for Title I funds under Elementary and Secondary Education Act, for example) the
state education agency, and the local school district.

Curriculum coaches
Curriculum coaches are paid positions in the school. They are directly hired by
the principal and their role is to maintain and invigorate a team’s focus on curriculum,
assessment, and instruction. The coach is the catalyst for finding connections across
subject area (Erb, 1997). Coaches also facilitate curriculum coordination and discussion
of teaching strategies, spearhead efforts to improve students’ reading skills, locate and
share professional development information with their respective teams.

Inquiry group leaders
Inquiry groups are committees created to investigate the causes of and potential
solutions to some of the school’s most pressing problems. By analyzing a variety of data
on student outcomes, instructional practices, and so on, as well as research and other
information describing the best available instructional options, an inquiry group develops
an action plan to address a particular goal area and presents it to the leadership team.
Overall, in theory, the interaction between the leadership team, inquiry groups,
teams, and other committees allows ideas and information to be communicated
effectively to everyone within the school, encouraging participation and ownership of a
decision-making process that is focused on the school’s overall improvement. Coherence
and unity of purpose in the work of the school is thus maintained, and school community
members have ongoing opportunities to develop shared perspectives and to learn from
one another (Darling-Hammond, 1997b, pi63-164).
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Role of the principal in a Turning Points school
An effective principal, in a Turning Points context, is one who takes on the role of
“principle change agent,” setting the scene for intellectual and interpersonal tone of the
school and shaping the organizational conditions under which the school community
works (Hipp, 1997, p. 45). The effective principal is one who realizes that the school can

consensus making can work to the principal’s favor. When a controversial change is
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say in making those decisions (Lawler, 1992, p. 58). Shared decision-making or
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only'stand to gain when school staff members who must carry out decisions also have a

proposed, planned and implemented within the context of shared decision-making, it is
the property of the broader school community. If it comes under attack, as some decisions
inevitably will, the principal is not left hanging out there alone.

Studies from the Carnegie Council Task Force show that as the schools involved
implemented more of Turning Points’ recommended practices and did so with greater
fidelity, their students’ scores on standardized tests of mathematics, language arts, and
reading achievement increased significantly. Similar results were obtained in an
evaluation of the 26 Massachusetts schools in the state’s Middle Grade Systemic Change
Network, which used Turning Points as the basis for their reform efforts. The Change
Network accounted for most of the middle schools participating in the Education Reform
Restructuring Network (ERRN), a larger statewide school reform initiative involving
elementary, middle, and high schools. ERRN middle schools had the highest gains on the

30

i

i

Some Results of Turning Points

Massachusetts Educational Assessment Program (MEAP) of all the schools participating
in ERRN. (Jackson & Davis, 2000; p. 4)

Turning Points, Progressive Education and Teacher Empowerment
Child-centered education and democratization of all public institutions including
schools, are key features in Progressive Education that are also present in the Turning
Points’ philosophy. Turning Points focuses on improving student learning at the middle
school level through the eight core recommendations that ultimately guide the way
Turnings Points schools are run.
In Progressive Education, schools “represent present life” (Ravitch, 2000) and
provide students with a model of society in which they live. Schools grounded in Turning
Points’ design are dedicated to excellence and equity and to being responsive to the
developmental needs of all young adolescents. As “instruments of social reform’’
(Ravitch, 2000) that represent present life as real and vital to the student as that which he
carries on in the home, in the neighborhood, or on the playground, exemplifying a model
of democracy in its core curricular values and school governance, it would seem that
Turning Points is a showcase of progressive education in a modern setting.
The connection between Turning Points to Progressive Education seems to lie in
two components pertaining to students: preparation and modeling. Through the Turning
Points philosophy, students are prepared through a “child-centered” curriculum that
strives to ensure student success and learning. Students are also given the opportunity to
serve in Student Councils to prepare them for leadership in life (Jackson & Davis, 2000).
In terms of modeling, Turning Points schools have structures laid out for students that
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model after the democratic society in which they live. Both the Student Council and the
Leadership Team, which involves teachers and administrators, are examples of models of
democracy at work at the school level.
Schools working under the Turning Points model use “Backward Design” in
curriculum planning and development, which is essentially student-centered. Subject-area
teachers working on the same teams with the same groups of students meet daily and
weekly to discuss their team curriculum and formulate ways of integrating subjects to
make learning more meaningful for students in their respective teams. The principle of
teaching and learning that address three aspects of day-to-day life in a classroom:
curriculum, assessment and instruction is implemented through the “Backward Design”
approach that weaves together curriculum, assessment and instruction in developing
rigorous units of study.
One aspect of Progressive Education is democracy, and this is also one area in
Turning Points that is manifested at the student and teacher levels. According to Dewey,
“a democracy is more than a form of government; it is primarily a mode of associated
living, of conjoint communicated experience” (Ravitch & Viteritti, 2001; p. 21). In
Turning Points, democracy is played out in a variety of ways. At the student level,
students have representatives who meet with the school administration in the form of the
principal, to voice the concerns they have as members of the school community. At the
teacher level, democracy is displayed through the inquiry groups and the leadership team.
Inquiry groups are part of the initiative to improve teaching and to help teachers meet the
needs of students in their care based on the teachers' interests. The leadership team is a
representation of teachers who meet regularly to discuss school matters and make
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decisions as the core governance system in the school. The leadership team also
coordinates and integrates all activities that occur within the school building and between
school and community organizations (Turning Points, 2000).
In Progressive Education, the role of the teacher is important. In “The Educational
Situation,” Dewey showed the importance of teachers in education. “What gets to the
child is dependent upon what is in the mind and consciousness of the teacher, and upon
the way in which it is in his mind. It is through the teacher that the value even of what is
contained in the text-book is brought home to the child; just in the degree in which the
teacher’s understanding of the material of the lessons is vital, adequate, and
comprehensive, will that material come to the child in the same form.” The influence a
teacher has on the students he or she interacts with, in terms of knowledge that is
imparted, as well as the way knowledge gets imparted, is no doubt tremendous.
The influence teachers have on their students is acknowledged in Turning Points
by means of curriculum development and implementation. Curriculum is a very
important part of Turning Points. Teachers practice “Backward Designing,” starting with
the goals for each lesson they would like to achieve and also working with their team
members to create meaningful and integrated ways of teaching and learning. In addition,
Turning Points schools have curriculum coaches to assist team teachers in finding
connections across subject area (Erb, 1997, p 48). Coaches are also catalysts for
professional development in Turning Points schools, helping teachers determine their
“learning needs” to enhance their teaching.
Through the focus on curricular success for students, teachers in Turning Points
have personal power to work on curriculum development based on their expertise in their
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content area to help students in the best way possible. They also have opportunities to
work with teachers in their teams and create lessons that enhance students learning in a
broader sense, helping students to make connections across subject and content areas.
In Turning Points, the structure is set up for teachers to experience relational
power through the various leadership positions available in the school. Teachers have
opportunities to lead their teams, to lead inquiry groups based on their own research
interests as well as to be part of the core governance body in the form of the leadership
team. This reflects the core components in Progressive education in terms of
acknowledging the importance of teachers and the influence teachers have on students, as
well as allowing schools to be a model of present and real life, and an example of
democracy at work.
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CHAPTER III

METHODOLOGY

Introduction
This chapter describes the procedures used in the study and presents
information regarding the design and implementation of the study. This chapter discusses
(1) the research design, (2) the sample and population, (3) the instrumentation, (4) the
data collection procedure, and (5) the analysis used.

Research Design
The research design for this dissertation is interpretive case study; using data
collected through personal interviews, direct observation, and documents that were
collected for later analysis.
Case study research evolved as a distinctive approach to scientific inquiry, in part
due to the perceived limitations of quantitative research (Gall, Borg, & Borg, 1996).
Traditional and practice-oriented disciplines such as management science, public
administration, social work and education use case studies extensively in their social
science researches (Yin, 1994). Case studies are also used more and more in evaluation
research (Cronbach et al., 1980; Yin, 2002).
A case study is an empirical inquiry that investigates a contemporary
phenomenon within its real-life context, especially when the boundaries between
phenomenon and context are not clearly evident (Yin, 2002). More often than not, case
studies are conducted to help bring clarity to a phenomenon of interest to the researcher.
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In this case study, the phenomenon is Turning Points philosophy and its effects on
teachers and teacher empowerment. Merriam (1988) asserts that “research focused on
discovery, insight and understanding from the perspectives of those being studied offers
the greatest promise of making significant contributions to the knowledge base and
practice of education” (p.3). This shows support for the value of case study for this type

data analysis, i.e. an all-encompassing method. Case studies are defined by interest in
individual cases, not by the methods of inquiry used, as observed by Stake (1994). Some
researchers focus on studying one case due to its intrinsic interest, while other researchers
may study multiple cases as a way to test the generalizability of themes and patterns
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comprises the logic of design incorporating specific approaches to data collection and to
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The case study is a comprehensive research strategy (Stoecker, 1991) that
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of educational research.

interesting, given that the case study researcher, in most cases, describes everything
examined in detail, making a case more lively compared to statistical methods of
quantitative research. The case study researcher can bring a case to life, providing his or
her readers with a potentially better basis for developing theories, designing educational
interventions, or implementing changes and taking actions than they would from simply
reading quantitative research reports. Detailed descriptions in case studies provide a good
basis for comparison with readers’ individual situations, which in the case of quantitative
research reports typically full of statistical analyses and few verbal descriptions of
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To a certain extent, case study researches are often more descriptive and
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(Gall, Borg, & Gall, 1996).

situations that were being studied, would be a difficult task to accomplish (Gall, Borg, &
Gall, 1996).
A case study approach was selected as the most appropriate for the research
questions posed, on the basis of the above discussion of the overall research strategy.

Sample and Population
Criterion sampling was the technique used in determining the individual teachers
interviewed. Criterion sampling involves the selection of cases that satisfy an important
criterion. Length of service and membership in the leadership team are two core criteria
used in finding out the perceptions of teacher empowerment in the middle school. Four
teachers per length of service group; two with membership in the leadership team and
two without membership in the leadership team were the main subjects of this study. A
total of 12 teachers were interviewed.

Selection of Participants
Teachers from the ABC Middle School were given a letter from the researcher
explaining the nature of the research study, as well as a survey form asking for some
general information of interested participants. A sample of the memo and survey form are
in the Appendix section (Appendix B and C).
The items on the survey form included:
•

Particulars (Name, Email, phone number of participant).

•

Teaching (Subject Area, Number of years in this school, and total number of
years teaching).
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•

Leadership involvement (whether currently in leadership team, previous member
in leadership team, and number of times served on leadership team).

•

Other leadership positions (Inquiry group leader, coach, curricular group leader)

•

Team membership
From the pool of initial respondents, the researcher picked 12 teachers who meet

the criteria for the study. The two categories were: membership or non-membership in
leadership areas, and number of years of teaching in the school.

s

a
Table 3: Number of Subjects for Research & Criteria (V.3)

Years of Teaching
Under 3 years
3 to 12 years
More than 12 years

Membership In Leadership Areas
Member
Non-Member
2

2

2
2

2
2

Identification of Participants
To maintain confidentiality of participants, codes were used to refer to
participants. Participants who are members of a leadership area were classified as A, and
participants who are not members of a leadership area were classified as B. As for length
of service in school, participants who have taught for less than 3 years in the school were
in Group I. Participants who have taught between 3 and 12 years were in Group II.
Participants who have taught over 12 years were in Group III.
With this in mind, the following identification codes were created (See Table 3B).
As an example, AI-M1 would refer to a male teacher (M) who is a member of a
leadership area (A) and have taught for less than 3 years in the school (I). A1-M2 would

38

be a second male teacher in who is a member of a leadership area (B) and have taught for
less than 3 years in the school (I). BII-F2 would refer to a female teacher (F) who is a
non-member of a leadership area and have taught between 3 and 12 years in the school.

Table 4: Identification Codes of Subjects for Research & Criteria

Length of Service in School
Under 3 years (I)

Membership In Leadership Areas
Member (A)
Non-Member (B)
A1M1
A1F1

B1M1
B1M2

3 to 12 years (II)

A2M1
A2F1

B2F1
B2F2

More than 12 years (III)

A3M1
A3F1

B2M1
B2F1

To prevent identification of the participants in this research case study,
pseudonyms were used for reporting the findings in this chapter and next. All male
participants have names that begin with the letter J. All female participants have names
that begin with the letter L.

Table 5: Pseudonyms of Subjects for Research & Criteria

Length of Service in School
Under 3 years (I)
3 to 12 years (II)
More than 12 years (III)

Membership In Leadership Areas
Member (A)
Non-Member (B)
John
Linda
Justin
Lori
James
Lesley

39

Jack
Jonathan
Lucy
Leah
Jason
Larissa

Data Collection
A major strength of case study data collection is the opportunity to use several
different sources of evidence (Yin, 2002). This study was triangulated by using three
sources of data: personal interviews, direct observation (of leadership meetings), and
documents.
-

Interviews are an essential source of case study evidence, because most case

studies are about human affairs (Yin. 2000). The primary data for this research was
acquired by semi-structured interviews to capture the possible range of responses from

Personal Interviews
Seidman's principle of showing interest in interview subjects was followed in the
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participants.

emphasized the importance of personal relationships in interviewing: “At the root of indepth interviewing is an interest in understanding the experience of other people and the
meaning they make of that experience” (p.3).
The first set of 10 interview questions was used with two participants. Following
transcription of the audiotape and data analysis, the questions were modified and used
with a few more teachers before being modified again the third time. Time constraint was
another reason for modifying the questions so as to make sure the interviews do not
exceed 90 minutes. There were also some repetitions from the questions in that the
answers given to one question could also apply to a subsequent question. For that reason,
the researcher modified the questions to ensure that better quality answers can be

40

i

personal interviews were conducted with teachers in the middle school. Seidman (2006)

obtained within the agreed interview time period. In most cases, interviews were
conducted in one session and at the school. There were a few interviews that had to be
done in two parts given the constraints of time and schedule of the teacher, and conducted
off the school grounds.
The interview questions can be grouped into 6 sections:
1.

Section A: Turning Points Philosophy

2.

Section B: Control, Voice & Empowerment

3.

Section C: Teacher Empowerment

4.

Section D: Internal Factors - Experiences & Notions about Teacher
Empowerment

5.

Section E: External Factors - Organizational Structure & Leadership style of
Principal

6.

Section F: Teacher Empowerment and Student Learning - Connection

Given that this is an interpretive case study, specific sub-questions were posed to
define the scope of empowerment, i.e., what affects empowerment and the extent teachers
are affected (i.e., empowered). The sets of sub-questions went through 4 changes. The
first set was proposed on March 13, 2006. Prior to the first interview on May 5, 2006, the
researcher modified the set of questions and after the first interview, based on the
response gathered from the participant; the set of interview questions was modified again.
Subsequently, after a few more interviews, the researcher decided to refine the interview
questions in an effort to get answers that relate even closer to the theme of the study. All
sets of interview questions are available in the Appendix section of this dissertation
(Appendix A).
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Direct Observation
Another source of evidence to be used in this case study will be direct
observation. The researcher will spend 10 to 15 hours at the site observing the weekly
leadership meetings at the Middle School to get a better insight into the consensus
making process, which is a trademark of the Turning Points philosophy. This might help
to shed some light on why and how teachers feel empowered or not empowered in the
s,

middle school. The researcher will also attend the bi-monthly inquiry group meeting to

3
help them in improving student learning. Field notes will be kept and later reviewed to
measure the incidences and behaviors exhibited at different times during the period of the
study. More importantly, since six of the twelve research subjects are members of the
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observe how teachers work together and take initiative in doing action research that will
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will help the researcher compare and contrast answers given by subjects in interviews and

jl

leadership team, the field notes from the leadership meetings and inquiry group meetings

the actual way they behave at the meetings.

Documentation
Documents play an explicit role in any data collection in doing case studies (Yin,
2002, p. 81). The third source of data was documents that were collected and copied for
later analysis, to corroborate and augment evidence from the other sources. The
documents examined include the school profile, school handbook, handbook for teachers,
letters, and minutes related to previous leadership meetings (i.e., prior to the
commencement of this study). The researcher was hoping to find in the school handbook
and hand book for teachers some indications of adherence to the principles of progressive
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education in the form of Turning Points philosophy. The researcher was interested to see
if the administrator was truly adhering to the Turning Points principles and empowering
teachers by giving them as much say in matters.
The minutes from previous leadership meetings, however, did not provide as
much insight into any sorts of power struggles that might have arisen between teachers
and the administrator, when trying to come to consensus on different school matters.

Data Analysis Procedures
The data analysis utilized in this study involved generating categories, themes,
and patterns, and searching for alternative explanations of the data (Bogden & Biklen,
1992; Marshall & Rodman, 1995). Analysis involves working with data, organizing
them, breaking them into manageable units, synthesizing them, searching for patterns,
discovering what is important and what is to be learnt, and deciding gets reported
(Bogden & Biklen, 1992, p. 153).
Data for the study is assembled in the following manner: field notes from direct
observation of leadership meetings and inquiry group meetings, transcripts from personal
interviews with teachers, and notes on documentation provided by the school site.
A narrative was developed that included all of the information collected. A
second narrative was organized comparing the responses to the research questions from
each teacher group (length of service group and leadership group). This cross-case
comparison provided insight into similarities and/or differences in perceptions of teacher
empowerment.
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CHAPTER IV
FINDINGS

Introduction

The findings based on the sections of the interview questions, as well as the criteria of
the research, i.e., membership in leadership areas in the school, and length of service in
the school will now be discussed.

^

Introduction
The questions asked in this section relate to the things the participants liked and
disliked about teaching at the school with regards to the Turning Points philosophy.
Participants were asked the aspects of Turning Points that they feel are both in and not in
practice. All participants were also asked if the Turning Points philosophy gave them
more freedom and space to develop as a teacher and how it does or does not.

I. Things liked
Teachers enjoy teaching at the ABC Middle School for the following reasons.
1.

Student Focus

2.

Collaboration

3.

Curricular Freedom

4.

Being Respected as Professionals

5.

Avenue for Getting Heard
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6.

Guidelines and Structure

7.

Professional Development Opportunities

Student Focus
The focus on students was what two-thirds of the participants liked about teaching
at the ABC Middle School with regards to the Turning Points philosophy. As can be seen
from the table below, teachers who consider the focus on students a key reason why they
like teaching at the middle school are predominantly members of leadership, as well as
senior teachers (who also were previously members of the leadership team).

Table 6: Student Focus
Leadership Areas
# of Years Teaching

Members

Non-Members

<5

XX

5-15

XX

X

> 15

XX

X

As Linda explained, “...the collaborative culture and the commitment to children,
the understanding of the developmental age of middle school kids. Their needs are
different and coupling that with like the high standards so I think that for me, it is really
important.... Student focus is really important to me.”
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Collaboration
Six of the twelve participants identified collaboration with other teachers as what
they really liked about teaching at the middle school. Most alluded collaboration to the
Turning Points model and team structure. Of the six teachers who identified collaboration
as a positive factor, three were teachers on teams and three were off-team teachers who
had opportunities and positive experiences in integrating their curriculum with other
teachers.
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Table 7: Collaboration
Leadership Areas
Team membership

Members

Non-Members

Team

XX

X

Off-team

X

XX

John, an off-team teacher who is a non-member in leadership, commented, “I also
really like working with, having contact with other adults. There have been a lot of other
schools where you are pretty much on your own. And that definitely is part of Turning
Points.”

Curricular Freedom
Half of the participants feel that the Turning Points model allowed them a great
deal of flexibility in their curriculum, hence a sense of curricular freedom. Of the six
participants who responded, two were relatively new teachers in the school. The other
four teachers were respectively solitary leaders in their own curricular areas.
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Table 8: Curricular Freedom
Leadership Areas
# of Years Teaching

Members

Non-Members

<5

XX

XX

5-15

X

> 15

X

James summed it up best with his comment, “I like being in this school because
there is a lot of autonomy with what I teach/'

Being Respected as Professionals
One third of the participants identified being respected as a professional as
something they liked about working at the school. Two are in leadership positions and
two are in non-leadership positions. All four teachers have been teaching over 10 years.
Three of these teachers are also leaders in their respective curricular areas.

Table 9: Being Respected as Professionals
Leadership Areas
# of Years Teaching

Members

Non-Members

5-15

X

X

> 15

X

X

<5
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As Lucy, an off-team teacher, explained, “Something that has kept me in the
middle school is that, for all these years, I’ve been respected by the opinions and the
decision I make about students, and I have been given the free space to work on it.”

Avenue for Getting Heard
* Two teachers identified this as one of the things they liked about teaching at this
school. Both are teachers with less than three years of service in the school.

3
Table 10: Avenue for Getting Heard
Leadership Areas
# of Years Teaching

Members

Non-Members

<5

X

X

5-15
> 15

John, a member in leadership area, commented, “And what I appreciate about
working here is that there's a way for that to be heard, so that people actually will listen.
In other places, I speak up and there is no mechanism for that to be heard, so then it
becomes a problem.”

Guidelines and Structure
Two teachers identified having guidelines and structures as why they like
teaching at the middle school. Both are off-team teachers. One is a member of leadership
and one is not.
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Tablell: Guidelines and Structure
Leadership Areas
# of Years Teaching

Non-Members

Members

<5

X

5-15

X

> 15

Table 12: Guidelines and Structure
Leadership Areas
Team membership

Members

Non-Members

X

X

Team
Off-team

Justin summed his experience up as finding a balance between freedom and
structure. As he explained, "the balance of freedom to try things to do what you want to
do with, that balance, with a structure so you actually have some kind of road map to
follow/’ The roadmap he is referring to is the guidelines from Turning Points.

Professional Development Opportunities
Faculty meetings at ABC Middle School are not regular faculty meetings but
"professional development opportunities,” as described by the couple of teachers who
liked teaching here for this reason.
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Table 13: Professional Development Opportunities
Leadership Areas
# of Years Teaching

Members

<5

X

Non-Members

5-15
> 15

X

Linda, a curricular leader, felt that ‘*Our faculty meetings are tremendous. They
are actually things I look forward to because they are professional development, true
professional development.... We don’t waste our time here which is exciting so our
professional development, once a month as a faculty, might be time when we are doing
something with the Turning Points model.”

II. Things Disliked

Workload
When asked what are some things they did not like about teaching at the school,
workload seems to be the one that three quarters (9) of the participants identified. Of
these, two-thirds (6) are teachers who are not members in leadership areas, regardless of
their years of service in the school. The other three teachers are members in leadership
areas who have taught less than 12 years in the school.
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Table 14: Workload
Leadership Areas
# of Years Teaching

Members

Non-Members

<5

XX

XX

5-15

X

XX

> 15

XX

It seems important to share two comments from teachers who responded about
workload. Larissa expressed her frustrations, “I just feel like as teachers we know what
we need to do, but we don’t have the time or the space or the energy to sit down and do it
because we’re just maintaining. I mean we are obviously evolving we have Turning
Points which I believe is a step in the right direction but, I think it’s a lot more that we
really need to do.”
Jason commented, “I’m not big on going to meetings and we seem to have lots of
meetings. That seems to be one of the things that I find a little bit of a burden of the
whole Turning Points model, is teachers always convening for meetings. And sometimes
it seems to me it’s just a difference between an administrative perspective and a teacher
perspective.”

Organizational Structure
Five of the participants identified the organizational structure of the school as
what they did not like about teaching at the school.

51

Table 15: Organizational Structure
Leadership Areas
# of Years Teaching

Members

Non-Members

<5

XX

X

5-15
> 15

XX

The idea of collaboration in democratic school governance, the concept and
practice of consensus, as well as the leadership of the principal were mentioned in terms
of what teachers did not like about the organizational structure. As Jason mentioned,
“One of the other ones I know is democratic school governance. And while that’s a good
idea, sometimes in my experience here, it’s played out a little differently. That is, we sort
of go through the motions of making sure that everyone is involved in making the
decision, but sometimes the decisions seem to have already been made.”

Loss of Sense of Community
Five teachers, who expressed the loss of sense of community, attribute this to the
Turning Points principle of creating small communities for learning, i.e.. in teams.
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Table 16: Loss of Sense of Community
Leadership Areas
Members

# of Years Teaching

Non-Members
X

<5
5-15

X

> 15

X

XX

James, a senior teacher who is a member of leadership area commented, “So there
is no sense of building a community within the school of people who are on cobalt, being
able to sit down and really talk with people who are on tangerine, that are on mahogany
and etc, etc.” Given that teachers mainly interact with other teachers on their team
(named by colors), they hardly have a chance to meet teachers on other teams.

Disjointed Staff
One quarter of participants felt the teaching staff at the school was disjointed. Of
these, two were teachers who have taught for less than five years at the school and one
of them is a relatively new teacher.
Table 17: Disjointed Staff
Leadership Areas
# of Years Teaching

Members

Non-Members

<5

X

X

5-15
> 15

X
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Lesley, a senior teacher with big leadership responsibilities in the school,
explained how there is a split among the staff. “I think, that we're at a point in our school
reform where there are some people who are gung-ho and they want to keep going down
this path, and there are other people who have not been kind of on-board with Turning
Points and the change, so there are times when it feels very uncomfortable. It feels like
we have kind of two separate staffs.”

Scheduling
Another area that teachers are not happy with has to do with scheduling, which is
connected to the Turning Points model. Four teachers expressed their concern over how
the schedule seems to work around teachers who are on teams, since students are grouped
by teams (which are served mainly by teachers of core subject areas i.e., Math, Science,
Social Studies, English and Integrated Arts).
Table 18: Scheduling
Leadership Areas
# of Years Teaching

Members

<5

X
X

5-15
> 15

Non-Members

X

James summed up the scheduling issue as something that happens because as “a
cross between ‘Turning Points’ and just middle school philosophy in general.” He feels
scheduling causes a lot of problems for teachers, given that it creates a great deal of
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inflexibility for teachers, especially those who are not teaching core academic subjects
and not on teams.

Leadership and Membership
Both teachers who are members on leadership, explained how leadership and
membership in leadership are reasons they dislike teaching at the school.

Table 19: Leadership and Membership
Leadership Areas
# of Years Teaching

Members

<5

XX

Non-Members

5-15
> 15

One felt that teachers feel disempowered about the leadership and therefore do not
bring up issues for discussion to leadership. The other felt that given that teachers are
extremely busy at the school, new teachers to the school have been forced into taking on
leadership positions on the leadership team, and as such, the leadership team is made up
of teachers who do not genuinely wish to be involved.
As Linda explained,

You have people who are put in a team leader role who

aren’t comfortable being a leader and I think it is really important to have shared
leadership, but sometimes you have got to look at what are the strengths of your faculty.”
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Curriculum
With regards to the curriculum of the school, two teachers voiced their concerns
over the inflexibility of having teachers stick with a particular curricular philosophy, and
the limitations of adhering to one strictly. One is a team teacher and another is an offteam teacher.
Table 20: Curriculum
Leadership Areas
# of Years Teaching

Members

Non-Members

2

> 15

X

James felt that Turning Points potentially limits students’ choices. He expressed
his concern that “Turning Points, as well as this middle school concept in general, does
not allow for room for the number of offerings that we have for students especially in the
elective areas-world language, music.”

III. Aspects in practice and not in practice
The Turning Points model focuses on 7 core pieces, namely:
1. Curriculum grounded in rigorous standards
2. Instruction designed to prepare every student to achieve high standards
3. Expert middle grade teachers engaged in ongoing professional development
4. Caring climate of shared educational purpose
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5. Democratic school governance
6. Safe and healthy school environment
7. Engaged parents and community

When asked to talk about the aspects of Turning Points that are in practice at the
school, most teachers agreed that the first aspect was definitely in practice, i.e., with
regards to curriculum grounded in standards. The only aspect almost every teacher felt
was missing was the last one that involves engaging parents and community. Most
teachers feel that the school as a whole can do a better job in this area.
In terms of democratic school governance, Linda brought up a very interesting
point about voice and the idea of consensus. She said, “In the Turning Points model, the
administration is important. I am a little concerned about what is going to happen with
our administration but at the same time Turning Points allows for more faculty voice and
so we can as the faculty kind of move things along. What can make that slow is that there
are a lot of voices, so going through processes can take some time. That can be slow and
at times a few things seem like an administrator could just make a decision and it would
be done and that can be frustrating.”
Linda felt that giving everyone a voice is good, but at the same time can be a
reason for delay in making decisions. She explained, “I think sometimes here people have
too much, in some ways, too much voice which holds things up. It is hard. Let’s say for
instance, that you are on a team that four out of the five people want to integrate and do a
curriculum unit that is integrated, but really you know that the best model is to have
everybody on board, and we spend so much time trying to convince this one person who
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doesn't want to be convinced and it holds everybody else back and frustrates people. I
think more we're trying to realize that we can just do it with those four and maybe that
fifth person will come along in the end but it is hard.”
Jason, however, felt that democratic leadership is only democratic in theory. He
gave an example: “When the principal wants to talk to you privately about something you
said negatively about the school in public.... it just doesn’t make you feel good. Your
psychic energy is not focused on teaching. It’s focused on sort of surviving the other parts

personality of the principal.”
James felt that the caring climate is in practice primarily because of the teachers.
“Caring climate I think is in practice and that is because of the faculty. Not because of the
leadership team, not because of administration.” When asked if the reason caring climate
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of the working environment. So, some of these things I’m saying is really a product of the

climate for their students. We are not set up to know each other.” This goes back to the
idea of teaming and how it isolates teachers and teams.
Lesley, the senior teacher with heavy leadership responsibility, said, “I think that
there are some places where Turning Points is fully implemented. There are teams that
are amazing. There are groups of teachers who are amazing. I think that you know the
basic structures are in place. We have teams. We have team meetings. We have all of
those kinds of things but there are places that work, and places that will work depending
on the buy-in factor. Yeah, there is a possibility.”
Larissa felt that most aspects of Turning Points are in practice, but not in depth.
She gave the example of how well implemented the principle of “creating a healthy

58

Advadi i

is in practice is because people get along, James responded, “People have a caring

environment” is. She said, “The heat in this school system is ridiculous. In the winter
there’s some rooms that are so cold the kids are wearing coats. The food that's served in
the cafeteria is not healthy... So you know on some levels they are addressed but some of
the Turning Points things are being done very superficially.”
Jack, one of the new teachers who is not a member in leadership area feels that all
aspects are happening but at different degrees. “I think they are all theoretically in place
and should be happening. It depends on people’s efforts.”

IV. More Space and Freedom?
Teachers responded that Turning Points provides them with a vision, selfreflecting skills and professional responsibility, which ultimately allow teachers to
experience more space and freedom. Linda, a new teacher who has an important
leadership role, expressed her vision of herself as an educator and not just a teacher. She
felt that the Turning points model helps her to define her educator role even more clearly.
Linda said, “Turning Points sort of forces you to see the big picture and not just your own
classroom which I think is super important.” Professional development in Turning Points
was also something that helps teachers to feel more space and freedom, given that “it
forces teachers to grow as teachers and to keep up with trends, literature and research,”
according to Lori. Jason, however, felt that the professional development opportunities
that most teachers associate with the Turning Points model seem to only apply to teachers
who are in core subject areas.
Most teachers felt that having a structure is a positive thing, although there are
some who felt restricted. James offered his perspective on this issue. He felt that it all
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depends on the length of time one has been teaching at the school. “If you are a new
teacher, they feel like it is great because there are some guidelines and without it you are
lost, but if you are a senior person you would think that., .you know, it kind of works, but
I don’t need that because I know what I am doing. So it can be restrictive and you kind of
lose your freedom.”

Section B: Control, Voice & Empowerment

5

classroom. Some of the descriptors are: a lot of, lots, tremendous, huge, complete.
Teachers who have taught less than 3 years at the school brought up a good point
about the control in the classroom. While they felt they have tremendous amount of
control over what goes on within their classroom, teachers are also aware that there is
minimal supervision from the administration. Jonathan, however, brought up a different
issue with regards to control. He felt that he had a lot of control because of the fact that
he was trusted by the administration as someone in the “inner circle”. Jonathan said, “I
feel like I have a lot of control but I am in the inner circle.... So while I am doing well, I
think I have infinite control. I am very trusted.”
The teachers in the middle range (i.e., teacher who have taught between 3 and 12
years at the school) felt that the amount of classroom control they have is related to the
expertise they have in their subject area. In other words, the control they have is earned
through their content expertise. The administration trusts that these teachers are expert in
their content areas and shows their trust by giving them control over their classrooms.
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All the teachers involved in this case study responded that they have control in the
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I. Control in Classroom

The only person who expressed concern over the amount of control teachers have
in their classrooms connected it to a lack of collaboration. Leah said, “I think I have a
tremendous amount of control. More than I probably would want, because I’d like some
collaboration. I think that working alone has been the single hardest part of working this
job.”

II. Control outside of Classroom
In terms of control outside of the classroom, almost half of the teachers
interviewed responded that they do have a channel for voicing their concerns. They all
felt that the system is in place for them to bring up their concerns whenever they need to,
to their teams, their inquiry groups, and to the leadership team, or even to the principal.
Almost all of the teachers who are members in leadership areas mentioned the
availability of a channel or avenue to voice their concern.
John explained, “I do feel like I have a voice in the school. My voice gets heard
through those systems—through the team meetings, um, through leadership and having
the right to, well, being on leadership and having the ability to put agendas on leadership
through inquiry group.”
One teacher has the opinion that teachers can have as much control, as long as
they step up and be part of the process. Lori said, ‘I would say that I feel like I have as
much control as I want to have because I feel I have the opportunity to be on leadership if
I want to be. I have the opportunity to be a leader of an Inquiry group if I want to be. I
have the opportunity to apply to be a curriculum leader if I want to be. In my job, of
course, I am a coach by default because my job and Lesley’s jobs are the only ones that
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allow enough flexibility in it to be a coach and they are designed to be literacy and
coaches.”

Personality
Some teachers felt that personality plays a role in their perspective or experience
of control outside of the classroom. Both John and James felt that they have control
is

outside of the classroom because they tend to be vocal about what they think. James felt
that he has control because of his personality. He also feels responsible as an off-team

“I have been very outspoken from day one of continuingly saying ‘remember that there
are off-team teachers and how do they fit into what you are doing’.”
Leah, who did not feel like she has had very much say, attributes that to her
personality. She said, “... I tend to shy away if I’m not listened to. It doesn’t take me too

done; they scheduled it the best way possible... So, pail of it is, I think, my own
responsibility is that I am a bit shy. I don’t like to ask for too much, because everybody is
so busy.”

Miscellaneous
Although Larissa did identify that she has a channel to voice her concern, she also
mentioned that the control outside of the classroom is not something consistent. She said,
“Sometimes I feel like I have a lot of input, a lot of control... Other times I feel like
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at it, I think that’s that push-pull between administration and teachers. She needed the job
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many times to realize... when I brought that issue of the material to Karin and she looked
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teacher to represent the voice of other off-team teachers in his leadership role. James said,

there’s an image that I have input when in reality, I don’t. And I think sometimes there is
no input at all. It varies, it’s not consistent...”
Lucy felt that although the channel for voicing concerns is there, she is not always
heard. As she said, “Do they always get heard? Are they always being taken of? I don’t
think so.”

III. How Voice Gets Heard
All the teachers interviewed responded that they do have a voice. As Jack said, “I
can definitely get heard, what the result is may not necessarily be what I want but I
definitely can be heard.” The range of responses varies from having a ‘small’ voice
(Leah) to having a ‘loud’ voice (Lucy). Most identified the leadership team as the place
where they have a voice. The concept of ‘voice’ seems to be interpreted in different ways
by the teachers.

Size and Voice
Leah had a very interesting idea about size and voice. She explained, “I think
when you have a larger group, your voice is smaller. So then you have a school staff
meeting, you’re very small...” The idea that the larger the group or gathering, the smaller
the individual’s voice seems to be something connected with “attention”. Leah seemed to
feel that individuals get less attention in a bigger group.
James, however, sees voice differently from Leah. From what James said in the
interview, it seemed that he felt that the larger the group, the louder the voice. He
expressed, “I want to stay on it (leadership team) ... My feeling is it can’t be just two
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teachers. Off-team teachers have to be there and that is why we have a world language
representative, we have a music representative/' James sees himself as a representative of
the off-team teachers, and his role is to be a voice for these teachers. In that sense, James'
opinion seems to be opposite from Leah's.

Volume and Voice - Alignment
Some teachers felt that that the size of the group one aligns with does affect
volume and increases the likelihood of getting heard. At the same time, some teachers
also felt that having a loud voice is not enough. The ability to voice a concern that is
acceptable to the right person (i.e., “singing the right tune to the right audience”) seems to

that has already been designed, and already structured in a particular way so your voice
needs to go along with what is already in place. So if you bring a different tune to what

where to go. I think part of it is just learning who's around for what...”

“Wrong” Understanding of Voice
From the perspective of teachers who are members in the leadership area, it
seemed that some teachers have the “wrong” impression about voice. Linda explained,
“Here there are so many levels where people get to share their opinion. I think people
mistake having a voice with getting their way.” Perhaps because of her role in leadership,
she also expressed that “it would be really neat if we could do like a teacher exchange or
send people to places where they don’t have a voice.” She felt that by sending teachers to
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we are playing, I think that it’s going to be dismissed.” Leah said, “Voice is to know
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be the way to go in the middle school. Lucy mentioned, “....you are coming into a school

places where they have no voice, they would appreciate the privileges they have at the
middle school.

Power and Voice
Three teachers who are members in leadership commented on the issue of power
and voice. One felt that leadership gave her confidence to voice her concerns. This is
supported by another comment that having a bigger responsibility and hence, more
power, in the organizational structure, contributes to one getting one’s voice heard. As
Lori said, “I feel like I have a voice in the school because, I am on Leadership (team). I
am an Inquiry group leader...”

Connection and Voice
Justin, another teacher in leadership area, explained how he gets his voice heard.
He commented, “Leadership is one way and it is probably the best way it is heard, but I
also can just have a frank conversation with the curriculum instructor, and he will hear
my voice and it doesn’t have to be an official submission of something I want to change.”
The researcher noted that both Justin and the curriculum instructor are close in age, and
they both have the same marital status and teach the same subject areas. As such, it is
highly possible that they have a personal friendship apart from the professional
relationship they have in their work. With this in mind, it seems to suggest that personal
connection can play a role in one’s voice being heard.
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Personality and Voice
The last comment about voice that was made by John is a good segway into the
following section on voice and empowerment. John commented, “there are people in this
building that don't feel empowered even though the system is in place and the pieces are
in place for them to do so to voice their concerns. So I think empowerment has to do with
personal attitude or, um, self-esteem...” Leah's comments also seem to support John’s
idea about personal attitude or personality and voice. She said, “I’m really thinking about
why have I not had much say... Because I tend to shy away if I’m not listened to. It
doesn’t take me too many times to realize...”

IV. Voice and Empowerment
Teachers were asked if having a voice and being heard is the same as being
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interviewed responded affirmatively to this question, whereas the other half responded

I

empowered. Comments, thoughts and opinions varied on this question. Half of the people

negatively.

Voice Equals Empowerment
There is a progression on the degree of intensity in the definition of teacher
empowerment among the teachers who equate voice with empowerment. On one end of
the scale, there are teachers who felt that teacher empowerment is defined by whether the
teacher has a voice and is being heard. Jack seemed to support this idea. He said, “I am
not necessarily in total control but I feel empowered in that I am able to put my opinion
out there.”

66

Moving up the scale is another opinion, which is: being heard, and listened to and
considered is what teacher empowerment means. Larissa summed it up in her comments,
“Having a voice and being heard means they’re at least willing to listen and acknowledge
what you’re saying. I think we also need to recognize that it is not a voice that is always
listened to. It is not a democracy within the school. You have empowerment in having a
point of view that is listened to and considered.”
Being heard, listened to, considered and affecting changes and actions, i.e.,
having a say in the way things run, are some definitions of teacher empowerment offered
by teachers. For some teachers, being heard is not enough but having power to affect
change is what counts as empowerment. As Larissa explained, “Being empowered means
that you can actually suggest things and it can bring about change.”

Within Limits
Justin is the only teacher interviewed who responded directly that he feels
empowered. He said, “I can do what I want within certain limits.” Operating within the
set framework in the organizational structure is what seems to give Justin the sense of
empowerment. Overall, Justin seems to be the only teacher who feels ‘naturally
empowered’ within certain limits, as he put it. “I think I’m empowered in this school... I
don’t think it is because I have a voice and I can go through Leadership and I can do this.
It is reassuring to know that there is that avenue but I guess I haven’t had to use... I
don't feel like I have had to use that avenue that much.”
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Voice Not Equal Empowerment
Overall, teachers’ comments in this section seem to vary partly based on their
own experience and also their membership in leadership positions in the school, as well
as their seniority in the school, and their age. The younger and newer teachers seem to
have more of a classroom focus on empowerment whereas the older and more senior
teachers seem to have a more realistic view of how things work in the school which
affects their interpretation of how empowered they feel. For instance, Jonathan defined
empowerment as, “being autonomous so as to be able to control what happens in your
classroom.” According to Jonathan, “if you are not heard when you want to change
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something in your classroom, then you don’t have the autonomy.”
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Of the teachers who do not feel the equation between voice and empowerment,
there were various reasons given, one being personality. Even if the environment is
conducive to teacher empowerment, i.e., having a structure where one can be heard,

Teachers offered varying perspectives on this question. One felt that it is very
important for empowerment that the administration hears the teacher and considers what
was said. If a decision is made after that, what empowers the teacher is the recognition
that he or she has been heard and considered, and the decision was based on all sorts of
things, which may be much more than the teacher’s opinion. Another teacher questioned
the definition of teacher empowerment as getting one's way.
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personality type.
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teachers can also not feel empowered if they choose not to speak up because of their

V. Definition of Teacher Empowerment
The definitions of teacher empowerment offered by teachers seem to vary based
on the years of teaching.

New Teachers
Two new teachers, who are not members of leadership, saw teacher
empowerment as control over one’s curriculum. To Jonathan, empowerment means
“Being autonomous so being able to control what happens in your classroom. Well and
anything that affects your classroom-schedules, school event...”
Another two teachers in leadership seemed to think there are both extrinsic and
intrinsic factors affecting teacher empowerment. John felt that while it was important to
have an environment where teachers can speak their mind and have a voice, the
personality of teachers also have an impact on how empowered they feel. As John said,
“Having a system in place where teachers are allowed to share their opinions and so on.
But sometimes, in spite of that, teachers still don’t feel empowered and I think that’s
because of a sort of personal thing.”
Linda’s opinion is that there are certain things that should not be decided by
teachers, i.e., teachers should not have a say in certain matters. She listed staffing issues
(personnel) as something that ought to be decided by the administration, and not by
teachers. Linda also commented that teacher empowerment produces good leaders, which
seems to suggest that empowered teachers can become leaders among other teachers in
the school.
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Teachers in the Middle Group
In terms of teachers who have between three and twelve years of teaching
experience at the school: both groups of teachers - Lori and Justin (members in leadership
areas), Lucy and Leah (non-members in leadership areas) - offer different perspectives.
Lori, who has a big leadership role in the school, offers a more classroom-focused
definition on empowerment. She also suggested having personal power and a good
relationship with the administration creates relational power in teachers. She said, “If you
have a whole group of teachers in a school who are confident about their relationships

administration you are not going to have a combative relationship with administration.”
Lucy shared Larissa’s opinion that “being empowered means that you can
actually suggest things and it can bring about change.” She felt that empowerment has to
involve action and should not stop at just being verbally heard.
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with students and with families and with faculty and with each other and with
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James and Lesley, both in leadership positions, offer their definitions. James came
up with a very simple definition at first. He defined teacher empowerment as “being able
to feel that you have a voice that is actually heard.” Later on, he added that having an
avenue for voice does not mean being heard. “That just means that you have allowed me
to make a statement to you. “Heard” means that there is follow through with it and there
is negotiation around that.”
Lesley, the teacher with big leadership responsibilities, felt that “teacher
empowerment is exactly that feeling that you have a voice and that you have a say in the
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Senior Teachers

way that things are going in the building.” This seems to contradict a little with her
subsequent comment about making decisions as a team, e.g., the leadership team. She
said, “It’s that we are making decisions together so that empowerment piece is being a
voice in the decision making process. But it doesn’t mean you get your way all the time.
That’s the other thing, it’s like I think that I feel empowered but it’s not always the way I
want things to be!”
She added two more points to her view on teacher empowerment. She added, “I
think the empowerment is not always getting what you want, but feeling that if you have
something to say you can say it.” As a leader, she felt the alignment with the vision is
important. “I also think that the empowerment comes by being on board with the vision.”
Larissa, one of the two senior teachers who is not in leadership position, felt that
“...teacher empowerment is taking what you know to be true from your classroom and
your students and what they’ve learned and perhaps where things break down and being
able to effect change, or being able to continue something that you see is working.” She
also felt that helping to develop policies is another way of teacher empowerment. She
said, “I think one of the biggest failures of public education is that it doesn’t respect that
its strongest source is its teachers, and I think teachers have so much expertise and so
much experience that is sort of ignored, when, there’s a belief that they have to be trained
and they have to do it a certain way. It’s rare for people to ask us “What do you think
about this?” You know...”
Like Larissa, Jason also started sharing his definition on teacher empowerment
with a classroom focus. He said, “I think about myself in the classroom. I am allowed to
teach the curriculum I want in the way I want. So at that level, I feel very good about my
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work here. I think that’s a very important part of teacher empowerment.” In terms of
school matters, Jason said, “In terms of the big decisions that are made at the school, I
feel less empowered and I feel a little wary sometimes.”

VI. How Empowered Teachers Feel
From the interviews, it seemed like teachers who are in leadership positions tend
to feel more empowered. Also, the focus on empowerment varied from classroom issues
to overall school policies, depending on how long a teacher has been teaching in the
school.

Members in leadership
John felt that he is empowered because of his personality in that he is able to
speak what is on his mind. He added that the environment at the Middle School is

how people view their empowerment.
Linda felt empowered given her leadership roles. She also felt that in terms of
curriculum, she is given a lot of power due to the way the district works. “You know
when we do curriculum when we design our curriculum, we sit down and do it together.
In some districts the person who is in charge of curriculum just gives it to you, you
know.”
Justin felt empowered given that he was successful in his application for a
scholarship overseas, with the help of the administration. The administration had also
accepted his advice on the choice of his successor. Both being listened to and getting his
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conducive enough for people to be heard, but it could be personality reasons that affect
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way seem to allow Justin to feel a strong sense of empowerment, and this could very
likely be due to his position in leadership.
Lesley offered a realistic view on empowerment at the school, which has to do
with the scheduling and team structure in the school. She said, “I think team teachers end
up feeling more empowered than off-team teachers because they have more time to meet
they have more time to collaborate more time to do that because it’s built into their
schedule and I think that the off-team teachers sometimes end up feeling isolated.”
As an off-team teacher with leadership responsibilities, James felt that there were
issues that he felt empowered and disempowered about. Where he felt disempowered is
when team teachers do not include him in their curriculum planning, or when they seem
to have the attitude that the subject he teaches is not as important. James felt that he
would have to persist in making team teachers see the value of non-core subjects. “It is
something that you just work with and deal with and keep getting points across and keep
bringing up and keep stating and keep saying ‘just because it is not academic doesn’t
mean that we are not seeing pictures of students that you miss’.”

Non-members in leadership
The two new teachers in this group feel they have definite control over the
classroom and “things close to the classroom, as well as “just focusing on the teaching
part." As Jonathan said, “... when I feel empowered it is the decisions around the kids
that I have, you know, what kind of program they are implementing and what best fits
their needs and who needs to spend more time with us or needs to switch classes or
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anything like that." It is also hard for the new teachers to know how empowered they are
at the middle school given that they have no other comparisons to make.
A few of the teachers who have taught longer at the school do not seem to feel
empowered. As Lucy explained, “ I don’t think teachers have all the control. We’re not
running the school. I think the moment that teachers control and run the school is when
you are into empowerment.’’

3
Section C: Teacher Empowerment

I. Importance of Teacher Empowerment
Teachers interviewed were asked the question of the importance of teacher
empowerment. Based on their responses to previous questions in the interview, the

that they have a lot of personal power, i.e., control over what happens within their
classroom. Teachers’ opinions varied when asked about relational power.
All the teachers involved responded that teacher empowerment is highly
important. The reasons for the importance of empowering teachers seem to fall into 3
main categories: student success, teachers’ job, and model of democracy.

Student Success
John was the only one to bring this up. This is consistent with his responses to
interview questions so far. John mentioned, “Everything should be brought back to
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researcher explained the notions of personal and relational power. All teachers agreed

xoo jni/v v/v w

n

whether it makes students feel like they’re a part of a community and that they can be
successful and that they are successful.”
In terms of the importance of teacher empowerment, John commented directly,
“How important is teacher empowerment, I guess it’s just important—it’s very important,
given that, of course, the ultimate goal is student empowerment and student achievement,
and that teacher empowerment is going to affect that. Because if you have someone that
is feeling like they can’t make a difference and that their voice is not heard, I think that’s
going to translate down to them not doing as well as some students.”

Table 21: Student Success
Membership in Leadership Areas
Years of Teaching

Members

<5

X

Non-Members

5-15
> 15

Teachers’ Job
Teachers interviewed felt that empowerment was important as it relates to their
job as teachers, in terms of motivation and job satisfaction. It also allows them to focus
on their job as teachers, freeing them from other worries that would distract them from
the core of their job, i.e., improving their teaching skills and being able to connect better
with students through effective teaching to affect their learning.
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Motivation
Motivation is an important part of feeling empowered, according to two teachers
John and James.

Table 22: Motivation
Leadership Areas
• # of Years Teaching
<5

Members

Non-Members

X

5-15
> 15

X
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Both teachers felt that motivation helps teachers to do their best for the students.
*

John said, “The ultimate goal is to make students feel good and they learn. But in that

0
process, you feel like crap. You feel like you’re a factory worker... Yeah, when I think
about that, ‘cause what’s going to happen then, is that’s gonna affect the job that you do.
And, you know, if you’re feeling that way, you’re not going to be doing your best for the
*

kids.”

Job Satisfaction
Three teachers identified job satisfaction as one of the reasons why teacher
empowerment is important. These teachers felt that job satisfaction helps teachers to feel
energized in their jobs, and therefore contribute to them feeling empowered.
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Table 23: Job Satisfaction
Membership in Leadership Areas
Years of Teaching

Members

Non-Members

<5
5-15
> 15

X
X

X

When asked how important teacher empowerment is, Leah responded, “Very
important. Because I think it has to do with job satisfaction.” Leah felt that job
satisfaction is connected to “being a better teacher”. She said, “Well, you know, teaching
is stressful. When teachers are not happy, they talk and they complain, because they need
to. Everybody needs to do that. I think that to be good at your job, to be really doing a
good job, to have a lot of energy, being satisfied, feeling content, feeling heard, you
know, learning more all the time, staying current... all of that has to do with job
satisfaction.”
Jason felt job satisfaction is a reason why teacher empowerment is important. He
said, “I feel that personal power is really important, because as a teacher, if I didn’t have
power over that, my job would not be enjoyable. I would just feel as if I’m working at
someone else’s behest.”
In some ways, James comment earlier also applies to job satisfaction. James
mentioned, “I think it (teacher empowerment) has to be there because otherwise if you
don't feel empowered, you are not going to feel like what you do is worthwhile.”
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Focus on Teaching
A couple of teachers felt that teacher empowerment allows teachers to focus on
the teaching piece, which is the key piece of their job. In this regard, both teachers feel
that feeling empowered in the school is important as it affects the way teachers interact in
the classroom with their students, and how they teach, in terms of the energy they have in
teaching.

Table 24: Focus on Teaching

Years of Teaching

Members

Non-Members

a

n
V-U

Membership in Leadership Areas

XX

As Larissa mentioned, “It’s going to show up in their energy available to being
able to do what they need to do in the classroom because so much of their energy is spent
dealing with a lot of the details and dealing with how do I get this idea across without
somebody misunderstanding me or somebody saying I’m not on the Turning Point’s train
or, there’s a lot of energy spent on trying to stay stable and safe and if they had more say
in things, true say in things I think it would be a lot better.’’
Jason had a similar comment. He said, “It just doesn't make you feel good. You
know? I mean, you lose sleep;... your psychic energy is not focused on teaching. It’s
focused on sort of surviving the other parts of the working environment.”
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Model of Democracy
Two teachers felt strongly that teacher empowerment was important as it provides
a model for students with whom the teachers have regular contact and interaction. As a
Turning Points school with the principle of democratic governance in place, empowering
teachers by treating them right and giving them a voice in the democratic process is a
way of modeling for students.

Table 25: Model of Democracy
Membership in Leadership Areas
Years of Teaching

Members

Non-Members

<5
5-15

XX

> 15

Treating students fairly and equally, as well as being treated fairly and equally by
administrators seems to be the concern for Leah and also Lucy. The student-teacher and
teacher-administration parallel is something that will be discussed in a later section in this
section.
Leah explained, “I think it goes back to that being heard and also understanding
how the decisions that affect you and your students is made. Even if they go against what
you feel. You want to know their reasoning. Because you want to be treated the way
you’re going to treat your students. We’re a model, how you treat students is the way you
want to be treated.”
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Lucy felt that the model of democracy goes back to the Turning Points model,
which affects how things are run at the ABC Middle School. Given how fundamental the
idea of democracy is, in the sense that ‘democratic school governance’ is one of the
features of the Turning Points philosophy, Lucy said, “If we truly believe in democracy,
we truly believe in a system in which every member’s idea and need needs to be met, I
think it’s part of our philosophy. If we are a Turning Points school that believes in
democracy and collaboration, and truly sharing responsibility of decision-making, that’s
on one level, so that’s one of the things that really attracted all of us when we heard about
the Turning Point model. It was this active participation and decision-making of the
institution. But, does it happen? To what extent?”
In her discussion about how important teacher empowerment is and the reason for
the its importance, Lucy brought up a point about how she felt there is a fake model of
empowerment at work in the middle school. In Lucy’s experience, some teachers are
more empowered than others, so their voice gets heard more. She said, “I always feel that
it’s like Animal Farm that all animals are equal, but some animals are more equal than
others. Yeah we all have a voice, but who gets to say what, and who gets to get their
ideas out there and be applicable and being taken on.”

Things to Consider
Three points came up in teachers’ response to the question as to why teacher
empowerment is important, namely personality, responsibility and big picture view. Of
the respondents, it appeared that teachers who are members in leadership areas were
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typically the respondents who offered their perspectives on the importance of teacher
empowerment.

Personality
Three teachers felt that a teacher's personality plays a part in how empowered
he/she feels. As an observation, all three teachers who mentioned this point seem to have
rather strong personalities.

Table 26: Personality
Membership in Leadership Areas
Years of Teaching

Members

Non-Members

<3

X

X

3-12

X

> 12

As Justin said, “some people shy away from it (teacher empowerment) and it
might overwhelm them. I guess it comes down to personality type.”
Linda felt the culture of teaching is something that influences teachers’
perceptions of empowerment. She felt that teachers are used to the level of personal
power they have given that they work mainly with their students in the classrooms. Linda
said, “I think teachers, as a group, are really used to controlling their own environment,
they have a tendency to extend that expectation to the school environment. They stall to
feel like ‘I have control over my universe’.”
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Jack reiterated the importance of teacher empowerment, in particular, the
importance of personal power. He said, “I think I have it very lucky here because I have
my classroom and it is whatever I want to make of it and that is huge. If I did have a
really strict leash and was told what to teach and had to provide everything all the time
for everybody, that would drive me crazy.” However, in terms of relational power, Jack
felt that there are some teachers who are not interested due to their personality.

Responsibility

with responsibility.

Table 27: Responsibility
Membership in Leadership Areas
Years of Teaching

Members

<5

X

Non-Members

5-15
> 15

X

Both Lesley and Linda felt that teachers, especially teachers who do not feel
empowered in the ABC Middle School, seem to equate being empowered with having
things their way. As Linda pointed out, “I will sometimes see people or hear people say
that they are like complaining about something and they feel like they are not being heard
but what the reality is, is that somebody did listen to them, you know. Many people may
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Two teachers with big leadership roles in the school felt that empowerment comes
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have been listening to them, but they equate not being heard as not having the decision go
the way they wanted it to go.”
Both teachers also pointed out how empowerment comes with responsibility in
terms of taking responsibility for decisions made, as in the case of the administration. In
Lesley’s opinion, the administration has a right to make decisions given that they have to
bear the responsibility for the consequences of their decisions. Lesley said, “I think that
leadership team does make decisions, but they ultimately are an advisory body because
you know what? Karin’s in charge! If something happens she’s the one who has to
answer to the rest of the world. So you know it’s totally appropriate that sometimes she
does make the decisions. And I don’t have a problem with that. Until we have a system
where everybody really does have ...Until we have a system that's set up so that the
world believes it’s a 100% collaborative, and if somebody’s going to take the heat for a
bad decision, then I don’t have a problem with that. It’s the real world. That’s just the
way it is.”
Lesley explained how teachers have traditionally been responsible for things that
happen in their classrooms and are accountable to parents when things go wrong. In the
same token, she felt that leadership takes responsibility for decisions made about the
school, in a similar way. Lesley said, “When I think about decisions maybe that
leadership has made, you know I think that it’s interesting.. .1 think that leadership team
kind of takes responsibility for it? But who’s in the default position? It’s going to be
Karin if there’s a big community outcry.”
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Big Picture View
Two teachers, both members in leadership areas, shared the view that teachers
lack the big picture view that is needed in order to have access to relational power.

Table 28: Big Picture View
Membership in Leadership Areas
Years of Teaching

Members

<5

X

5-15

X

Non-Members

> 15

In Justin’s opinion, seniority matters when it comes to relational power in the
sense that teachers who have been teaching at the school longer should be more respected
in making decisions about the school, whereas new teachers to the school ought to be
asked to observe how things work in the school before stepping in to leadership positions
that gives them more relational power. In a way, Justin is suggesting that teachers who
have been teaching longer have the big picture view of the school and understand how
things work. Justin's comment also suggest that empowerment is something that has to be
earned, i.e., with seniority.
As Justin said, “I think when you are a new teacher; I don’t think you necessarily
want empowerment right away. It is kind of nice maybe to feel that, but at some level you
want to get an idea of how things work and what you are supposed to do and it seems like
you need to have a better idea of how a school is run before you can think about 'now
empower me because I have ideas of how it can better’.” Justin felt that "in a more stable
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environment it would be good to have like an incubation period where you just see how
things are done and then you are ready for empowerment and then do stuff like that.’'
In Justin’s opinion, new teachers should be focused more on personal power and
be observers to the decision-making process in the school so they can participate and
have relational power after their “incubation period”.
Linda’s comment about ‘having the big picture’ seems to be in line with what
Justin suggested here. Linda said, “And I don’t think that everybody understands the
whole... There are still people who go into teaching and want to be in their classroom
and that is what is important to them and they don’t want to look at the big picture and
they are not ready to look at the big picture.”

II. Aspects of Teacher Empowerment
Based on the responses teachers provided on the question of teacher
empowerment and its importance, as well as teachers’ understanding of the two concepts
of personal and relational power, the interviewer went on to ask teachers about the
aspects of teacher empowerment

Intrinsic vs. Extrinsic
Most teachers understood the implication of intrinsic and extrinsic as used in
motivational theories (Sergiovanni, 1987). There were a couple of variations in some
teachers' understanding and definition of intrinsic and extrinsic, when responding to this
question. As such, the answers were different from what most teachers gave.
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Jack understood and interpreted the words ‘’intrinsic” and “extrinsic” as
something to do with the teachers’ personality, i.e., whether the person is introverted or
extroverted. He responded, “If you are too extrinsic, it is like overwhelming,
overpowering, pain in the neck. Like too much like back off kind of thing. Like intrinsic
doesn't get you anywhere because all you do is harbor it and complain to your friends
about it but what good is that going to do?”
Justin and James had a slightly different understanding and definition of the two
words as well. They seem to inteipret “intrinsic” as something internal, i.e., experienced
within the teacher, and “extrinsic” is interpreted as something that the teacher projects. In
his response, Justin said, “I think teacher empowerment, at some level, it is intrinsic. You
have it when you come in and it might not be until you hit a roadblock and you feel like
‘wait a minute I can’t get done what I want to get done for my class or the school’. That
may be the first time that you realize there may be a power structure at the school.” James
explained how teacher empowerment manifests itself. He said, “Then that is going to
come out in your teaching. Kids are going to see that you feel empowered. They are
going to see that you are presenting material to them that is important and that you are
going to make that step to say not only is this important, but this is how you can relate it
back to social studies or English or math.”
The rest of the teachers expressed their opinions using the motivational
explanation of intrinsic being motivation within the teacher and extrinsic being support
from the environment in which the teacher is in. Within this realm of interpretation, it
seems that teachers who are members in leadership areas think teacher empowerment is
intrinsic, whereas teachers who are not members in leadership areas feel that teacher
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empowerment is something extrinsic. There are also a number of teachers who feel it is a
combination of both intrinsic and extrinsic.

Intrinsic
Two teachers who are members in leadership areas felt that teacher empowerment
is something intrinsic.

Table 29: Intrinsic
Membership in Leadership Areas
Years of Teaching

Members

<5

X

Non-Members

5-15
> 15

X

Linda felt that the personalities of teachers determine how empowered they feel
they are. She said, “I think there are some personalities here that... I think you can have
a philosophy of life that bad things happen to you, right? Or you could have a philosophy
that you leant from all of your experiences, positive and negative. I think personality
probably has a lot to do with it.”
Lesley felt that “people have to want the vision in order to want to take it from
you... You can’t force somebody to feel empowered. They have to want it.” Of
empowerment, she said, “You have to want to do it. You have to want to be involved.
And if your vision doesn’t match the vision that’s out there, why are you buying it?”
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Extrinsic
Two teachers who are non-members in leadership areas felt strongly that teacher
empowerment is something extrinsic. They use the analogy of students in the classroom
to show how administrators should also provide a conducive environment to bring out the
best in teachers, as teachers do with quiet students in their classrooms.

Table 30: Extrinsic
Membership in Leadership Areas
Non-Members

<5
5-15

X

> 15

X

Leah said, “However, a good leadership is really aware that they (teachers) are...
just like students who learn differently, teachers express information differently. It
doesn’t take away from their ideas if they’re quieter about them. You want to seek them
out. You expect there to be a variety of teaching models and personalities within a
school. It is the job of the administration, a good administration, to understand all of that
and to find all of those voices. And hear not just the loudest.” Leah felt that having an
environment that encourages voice is important. She said, "... But you have to make it a
safe environment for people to have a voice.” In other words, she felt that extrinsic
forces can create teacher empowerment, which will lead teachers to feel more relational
power.
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Larissa felt that teacher empowerment is “Sing the right tune to get heard” which
suggests that teacher empowerment is extrinsic, given that one has to sing the “right”
tune. In other words, aligning oneself with the school vision and policy will help one to
feel empowered.

Intrinsic and Extrinsic
Seven teachers expressed their opinion that teacher empowerment is a
combination of both intrinsic and extrinsic factors. Two are teachers who are members in
leadership areas, and two are teachers who are non-members in leadership areas currently
but have served on leadership team previously.

Table 31: Intrinsic & Extrinsic
Membership in Leadership Areas
Years of Teaching

Members

<5

X

5-15

X

XX

> 15

X

XX

Non-Members

John’s comments seem to suggest that the intrinsic affects the extrinsic or can
lead to the extrinsic. John said, “I think it’s a combination of the two. I think it needs to
be something that is fostered and developed in teachers. And that is done through the
systems that are in place, and through (sort of on a more personal level) having people
have good experiences personally. It is both because you need to feel, as a person, that
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what you teach is worthwhile and worthwhile enough that you are going to make your
points with the rest of the faculty.”
Jason felt that the intrinsic can affect the extrinsic, but the extrinsic can also lead
to the intrinsic happening, in terms of teacher empowerment. He explained, “I think
teacher empowerment certainly has a lot to do with the teacher, that is intrinsic, who you
are, whether you’re going to speak up for yourself or you’re going to try to affect your
work life. But also I think it’s both because there are also extrinsic structures that are in
place. That can make you more able to affect change.”
Lori felt teacher empowerment is mostly intrinsic and partially extrinsic. She felt
that individuals have control over how empowered they feel in the school. She said, “I
think it is both because I think it is probably 3A intrinsic and Va extrinsic because I think
you have to give people, extrinsically, the tools and the modeling to be able to learn how
to make it intrinsic...”
Lucy offered a philosophical response that teacher empowerment is more intrinsic
than extrinsic. She said, “Empowerment... is all about control and power. And when you
have people working it is inevitable that somebody is the leader who through the
philosophy creates an environment of mutual responsibility and discussion, but this
empowerment depends on individuals - what they think about empowerment is, how do
you define empowerment and how do you see it in action.” In other words, Lucy felt that
the definition of empowerment by individuals shapes the environment, which can be
collaborative and empowering.
Even though Lesley had expressed her opinion that teacher empowerment is
extrinsic, she also expressed that it could be a combination of both. She shared her own

90

experience, of when Turning Points was started at the middle school. “And I saw that
there were opportunities to become involved and I want to become involved so I did.”
Given that there were opportunities (extrinsic) and she wanted to become involved
(intrinsic), Lesley felt that teacher empowerment is a combination of both. She also
provided an alternate explanation. She said, “Or is it that the structures have to be in
place so that the groups are there and you can be part of it. I’m not sure. It’s not one or
the other. It may be part of it. I didn't feel empowered because I didn't have the intrinsic
confidence to be able to put it out there. So I think what happens is that the structures
make kind of friendlier circumstances for people to build that confidence which then can
make them feel more empowered, maybe.” In other words, Lesley thinks that the
extrinsic can lead to intrinsic.
Leah and Larissa felt that teacher empowerment is extrinsic, but they also made
statements that seem to show that they feel it is a combination of both extrinsic and
intrinsic.
In a simple statement, Leah said, “I think it’s a combination. I don’t think you can
do one without the other.” Using the analogy of singing, Larissa explained, “It’s how
loud your voice is, it’s who you talk to.” which suggests that it is a combination of
intrinsic and extrinsic: singing the right tune (extrinsic) and how loud one’s voice is
(intrinsic).
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Earned vs. Given (Expected)

Earned
Three teachers felt that teacher empowerment is something that has to be earned
and worked for.

Table 32: Earned
Membership in Leadership Areas
Years of Teaching

Members

<5

Non-Members
X

5-15

X

> 15

X

The two teachers who are members in leadership areas felt teacher empowerment
should be earned. Justin felt that waiting for a couple of years before getting relational
power is something good for new teachers. He felt that new teachers should learn about
how things work and not get overwhelmed, while keeping their focus on the children and
what they can do to best address the children’s needs. Justin said, “I think that benefits
the person more, it is not being selfish as a school and saying ‘we don’t want new people
to come in’.”
Jack’s opinion seemed to match Justin's opinion in that both felt new teachers
should not be given too much power when they first join a school, and teacher
empowerment is something to be earned. As a newer teacher in the school, Jack said,
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“Right and if I came in and was spouting ‘that is a terrible idea, what we need to do
is...?’ I mean: who am I to say that, ... shut up. I would be annoying.”
Lesley associates empowerment being earned as being on board with the
administration and its vision. She said, “I think the way that you earn it is to be on
board... I think the people who are on board who are agreeing with the vision and abide
by the Turning Points philosophy feel empowered that they know they can be part of it. I
think the people who don’t buy in don’t feel empowered at all, because business is
happening in a way they don’t like business to be happening!”

Given
Half of the teachers interviewed feel that teacher empowerment is something that
should be given or expected with the job. Of these, two are younger teachers in
leadership areas. The rest are three older teachers not in leadership areas and a new
teacher.

Table 33: Given
Membership in Leadership Areas
Years of Teaching

Members

Non-Members

<5

XX

X

5-15

XX

> 15

X

Two teachers felt that teacher empowerment is something to be expected with the
job, especially given that the school is functioning under the Turning Points model. As
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Leah said, “'When you are working for a model, it's designed in such a Turning Points
school, it is supposed to be within the model, from what I understand.” John shared his
opinion based on the model of democracy, which is a principle in the Turning Points
model itself. He said, “I think if you're going to be in a democratic system, everyone
has—should have—the ability to speak up. And certain voices carry more weight. Some
people get listened to more than others.”
Lucy seems to share the same opinion as Jon and Leah, although her comments
seem to suggest that even though the school seems to give the impression of trying to
empower teachers, it is basically pretence. She said, “I think that is the idea. I think that is
the assumption that people are coming to the middle school are going to be an active
member with an active point, that will have some effect in the thing that happens in the
school. But you are coming into a school that has already been designed, and already
structured in a particular way so your voice needs to go along with what is already in
place. So if you bring a different tune to what we are playing, I think that it’s going to be
dismissed. Why? Because we already have, supposedly created a system that, in the eyes
of many people, is working fine.”
Larissa felt that the level of training teachers receive as part of the profession
ought to earn them some form of empowerment. She said, “I would like to think that in
terms of professional training, when staff comes in and the training now is much more
rigorous than when I went to school that every teacher deserves a certain amount of
respect and option to exercise their point of view."
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Both Earned and Expected
Three teachers felt that teacher empowerment is something to be expected with
the job, but is also something that has to be earned.

Table 34: Earned & Expected
Membership in Leadership Areas
Years of Teaching

Members

Non-Members

<5
5-15

X

> 15

X

X

Even though James’ explanation is more focused on the personal empowerment
piece as in classroom control, he said, “It is a combination. The expected piece is, even as
a young teacher, I should be allowed to walk into my classroom and try out my
techniques on the curriculum I have to work with so that is where the expected piece
should come in. Earned., .is because it should come under a guided hand of a mentor, a
mentor teacher, who is going to help you so that you can do what you want to do, but
they are going to be there to help pick you up when you fall.”
Jason felt that new teachers need time to understand the job and get used to it and
then the comfort and empowerment will become part of the job. “Well, there should be a
certain level that should come with the job and I think it makes sense for some of it to be
earned. But a novice teacher would need to spend some time learning the ropes. But then
you gradually get to a point where you’re ready willing and able to make decisions on
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your own and take steps. So I think that there should be some degree that comes with the
job and I think there's going to be simply a comfort level that will develop over time.”
Lori felt it is variable in the sense that it all depends on where people are at in
their career. In other words, a new teacher could potentially want to earn empowerment
by taking on leadership responsibilities, e.g., volunteering to be on the leadership team. A
more senior teacher, w7ho is seen to have “earned” his empowerment, could turn down all
leadership opportunities for personal reasons. Lori said, “I think so much of it depends on
where you are in your career and where you are in your personal life and all that.”

III. Scope and Limit of Teacher Empowerment
A. Scope
In terms of the scope of teacher empowerment, teachers interviewed defined four
main areas. Students, community, curriculum and decision-making were the areas in
which teachers felt that defines how teachers feel their empowerment.

Students
When asked about the scope of teacher empowerment, four teachers identified the focus
on students and their learning as where teachers ought to be empowered.

Table 35: Students
Membership in Leadership Areas
Years of Teaching

Members

<5

X

5-15

X

> 15

X

Non-Members

X

John, Justin, James and Leah are all proponents of student-centeredness in the
scope of teacher empowerment.
John mentioned the responsibility of teachers to students. He said, “You have to
remember that your responsibility ultimately is teaching the students and creating this
community that they can survive in. So if you’re spending time, you know, thinking
about the budget or how much paper to buy for the school, it’s probably not a good use of
the time.”
To James, educating children is where teachers ought to feel empowered. In order
to educate children, teachers should have both personal and relational power. He said, “If
they (teachers) are part of the community of the faculty then they should have both and
they should be able to meet with other faculty and voice their concerns about the building
and voice their concerns both good and bad about the building.”
Justin also supports the idea of focus on students and making decisions for the
good of students. He said, “I think the focus has to be on the kids coming out of the
school, and so when there is a ‘selfish’ decision you really have to think maybe it is
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selfish but maybe really by me getting what I want it is better for the kids or maybe it is
selfish and not that important?”
Leah supports the idea of the integration of curriculum for the benefit of students
learning. She felt that it is in the integration and collaboration of teachers that they can
feel empowered. Leah thinks that the discussion of what is good for students really needs
the voice of everyone. She said, “ I think they benefit if everyone has a voice in certain
areas. You know it’s that same idea. They may not be in on the decisions, I don’t know
where all those decisions generate from, but I do think their voice is invaluable. They see
students and interface with them in a certain way that I think the school benefits from.”

Community
In line with the focus on students, having a community where students and faculty
can work in is another scope of teacher empowerment as identified by two teachers.

Table 36: Community
Membership in Leadership Areas
Years of Teaching

Members

<5

X

Non-Members

5-15
> 15

X

James said, “If they are pail of the community of the faculty then they should
have both and they should be able to meet with other faculty and voice their concerns
about the building and voice their concerns both good and bad about the building. ...
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Because otherwise when I think of the school I think of a community of faculty that’s
purpose is to take these children and educate them to move them on to that next level.”
John said, “You have to remember that your responsibility ultimately is teaching
the students and creating this community that they can survive in.”
If teachers can work together to create a community where students can survive
in, and maintain a community of faculty with a sense of collaboration and common vision
to educate students, then it seems that they have a lot of empowerment.

Curriculum
Both Justin and Jonathan feel that curriculum is an area of teacher empowerment.

Table 37: Curriculum
Membership in Leadership Areas
Years of Teaching

Members

X

<5
5-15

Non-Members

X

> 15

Justin felt that he is able to teach what he feels is important in the classroom. He
said, “I am allowed to teach the curriculum I want in the way I want. So at that level, I
feel very good about my work here. I think that’s a very important part of teacher
empowerment.”
Jonathan felt that curriculum is a good and fair area for teacher empowerment. He
said, “For curriculum questions, a lot of control but it is a consensus process. There are
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six other voices.”

Decision-making
Three teachers felt that that decision-making is an area where teachers feel
empowered.

Table 38: Decision-making
Membership in Leadership Areas
Years of Teaching

Members

Non-Members

<5

X

X

5-15
> 15

X

Linda said, “Teachers should be empowered both personally and relationally.”
Lesley felt that “there are opportunities to feel like you are in control of making decisions
in this building.”
To that end, a decision-making chart was created to show teachers where the flow
of decision goes, at each level. Both Linda and Lesley feel that the decision-making chart
provides a scope for teachers in terms of their empowerment and where decisions can or
should be made by whom in the school.
Lesley said, “A decision making flow chart, because it’s like the sticky issues
were becoming too sticky. And people, at least I felt that people were thinking that they
should be able to make decisions that were none of their business. I mean it was like who
should own the decision, are the people who are at the core of making it. So it depends, if
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a team decides that they are going to do something, they should be responsible. If a
teacher independently decides to do something, he/she should be responsible. If the
leadership team makes a call they should be responsible, but ultimately what I think
happens is that, Karin is the one who ends up taking heat if there is heat to be taken.”
Jack felt that decision-making is a place that is off-limits to teachers, perhaps
because he is a relatively new teacher in the school. He said, “I guess in terms of all the
big decisions, superintendent type of decisions, but I really don’t expect to have power up
there really. You know you can try, but you can try to influence, but it is not my
position.”

Limit
In terms of the limits of teacher empowerment, teachers identified five areas
including decision-making, which was also identified as a scope for empowerment.

Decision-Making
Linda and Lesley’s idea of decision-making being a scope in teacher
empowerment is also a limit for teacher empowerment. They both feel that teachers
should not be given the power to decide on certain matters in the school, such as staffing
and personnel issues.

101

Table 39: Decision-making II
Membership in Leadership Areas
Years of Teaching

Members

<5

X

Non-Members

5-15
> 15

X

As Linda said, “Teachers should be empowered both personally and relationally. I
think both, yeah. But you know, appropriately/’ She also felt that “there is another
important piece that is there are some things that we shouldn’t make decisions about.”
Lesley supports the idea of having the leader in the school or district make
decisions. Earlier on. she has shown her support of the idea of some decisions being
made by the principal given that she (the principal) takes responsibility for the
consequences of decisions made. Lesley said, “And we have a superintendent who
ultimately makes all the decisions. We’re lucky because he’s a former middle school
teacher and principal who really likes what’s going on in this building, but the bottom
line is that he has the final say in anything and you know, do I think that he might listen
to me? He might. But he’s ultimately going to make his own decisions about certain
things that are outside my control.”

Personnel Issues
Two teachers felt that hiring and rehiring matters should be off-limits for teachers.
Personnel matters ought to be handled by administrators, and should not be where
teachers need to feel a sense of empowerment.

Table 40: Personnel Issues
Membership in Leadership Areas
Years of Teaching

Members

<5

X

Non-Members

5-15
> 15

X

Larissa said, “I would not want to see teachers evaluating each other. I think that
really should be up to curriculum directors or their administrators. It just puts you in a
very awkward position with your co-workers. Peer evaluation to help each other, yes
that’s a good idea, but in terms of your evaluation whether you’re going to be re-hired
and all that. Yeah, it’s too sensitive and it can create really weird stuff between people.”
Linda also thinks teachers should not be making decisions about staffing issues.
She said, “We have had discussions about staffing, who doesn’t belong with us. There are
some things that an administrator takes on that they have to be the one to stand behind,
that they were hired to do, that is their job.”
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Budget/Finance
Both Larissa and Linda identified this as another area of limit for teacher
empowerment, although their perspectives differ slightly.

Table 41: Budget/Finance
Membership in Leadership Areas
Years of Teaching

Members

<5

X

Non-Members

5-15
X

> 15

Linda’s point is that not having the finances to do things such as professional
development in the school can affect the feeling of teacher empowerment. She said,
“Finances get in the way of a lot of progress in schools. It would be great if we had more
money for stipends and things like that. If there was some kind of reward beyond...
Eventually you have everybody who is willing to do extra work, doing extra work in so
many different parts that they are burnt out.”
Larissa’s point was that teachers should have a say in the budget but not have
control over it. She said, “The other thing is budget decisions, I mean although I think it
would be good to get input from the staff about what they think is important for sure.”
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Time
Two teachers identified time as a limit in teacher empowerment. Both are younger
teachers who are members in leadership areas.

Table 42: Time
Membership in Leadership Areas
Years of Teaching

Members

<5

XX

Non-Members

5-15
> 15

John said, “I don’t think there’s necessarily a limit. Again, the limit is time. It’s
about how much time you have as a teacher.” Linda mentioned the same limit on time.
She said, “That is what we are but we don’t have the time to do it so it is really hard, and
I think that we have talked about it so that idea has come up before, and we have tried to
do some ‘well what would it be if we did some shared teaching models’ or whatever. It is
a possibility for the future. It doesn’t look likely.”

Curriculum
Two senior teachers who are non-members in leadership areas identified
curriculum as a limit of teacher empowerment.
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Table 43: Curriculum
Membership in Leadership Areas
Years of Teaching

Members

Non-Members

<5
5-15

X

> 15

X

Although Jason identified curriculum as a scope of teacher empowerment, he also
felt it is a limit in terms of having guidelines and structure. He said, “I think there should
be a limit, it would be great to have an organized curriculum where certain things
happen.”
Lucy, on the other hand, sees curriculum as limiting given that teachers are bound
by curricular standards and mandates of the state. She said, “We are all bound by the
hierarchy of DOE, the Department of Education who determine the framework that we
need to teach. We are bound by assessment tools that are being used to evaluate progress,
so (we have) MCAS. So we are influenced by so many different components, that when
you say empowerment, it’s like ok so if I have the choice to say I don’t care about MCAS
or I don’t care about these I’ll throw it away. You can’t do that. So the empowerment it’s
within this limitation and constraint of what you need to use as the problem that you are
teaching. I mean you bring your own style; you bring your own ideas. But you have
limitations.”

IV. Indicators of Teacher Empowerment

Decision-making
The ability to make decisions is identified by seven of the teachers interviewed as
a key indicator of teacher empowerment. Of the seven, five are members in leadership
areas.

Table 44: Decision-making
Membership in Leadership Areas
Years of Teaching

Members

Non-Members

<5

XX

X

5-15

XX

X

> 15

X

John, Linda, Lori, Lesley, Justin, Lucy and Jack felt that an indicator was “the
ability to make decisions about school policy.” Jack added, “I think that kind of covers in
terms of the big blanket.”
Justin’s response is a modification of John’s, in that he clarified the indicator is in
having an input, rather than making the decision. John said, “Yeah, the ability to have
input in the decisions or to feel to have your voice being said. I don’t know if it is
actually making the decision.”
Justin also had a student-focused aspect to decision-making. He said, “It is like I
would like to think that any decision that would make my life as a teacher better,
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hopefully makes the kids life as a teacher better but not necessarily. I think what is better
for me and my position is also better for my students.”

Freedom of Speech/Voice
Three teachers mentioned having the freedom to speak one’s mind as an indicator
of teacher empowerment.

Table 45: Freedom of Speech/Voice
Membership in Leadership Areas
Years of Teaching

Members

Non-Members

X

X

<5
5-15
> 15

X

The ability to have input in the decisions or to feel one’s voice is being heard is an
indicator of teacher empowerment.
Jason expressed his concern about having the freedom to speak his mind as
essential to his mental health. Earlier on in the interview, he mentioned that whenever he
gets called into the principal’s office because of something he has said, it affects his
energy. He also expressed his concern about the authenticity of empowerment in terms of
being able to speak one’s mind without fearing consequences. As Jason said, “People
don’t feel like they can say what they really mean because discussions are structured in a
certain way that only certain discussions are allowed. And that seems to me to crimp
teacher empowerment. So I guess we need to have meaningful discussions with people in
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power. And really say what you feel without fearing consequences. Cause I would love to
have a principal with whom I can just sit down and you know, fine, you get to make the
final decision, but here’s what think. And that’s not what we have here. What we have
here is we’re all going to make it together, and you’re going to agree with us. You see the
difference?”
Lucy expressed her concern about the validity of voice. She commented, “There
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is the avenue to see the opportunity for empowerment and participating in decisionmaking. So teachers are asked often when things have to change, but how are the opinion
of teachers taken into consideration for the decision at the end, I don't know.” She does
have a question which is, is it good enough to have a voice? She said, “We heard you but
we can’t do anything about it.”

Curricular Control
Having control over one’s curriculum is an indicator of teacher empowerment for
two teachers.

Table 46: Curricular Control
Membership in Leadership Areas
Years of Teaching

Members

Non-Members

X

X

<5
5-15
> 15

X
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As Lesley pointed out, “You know, it’s policy but it’s also decisions about
pedagogy. I think it is decisions about curriculum content. I think it’s you know, it also
has to do with structures that’s in the building.” Jonathan pointed out simply “control
over curriculum”.

Big Picture/Vision
Leah felt that having a common goal and vision among the faculty and
administration would be a good indicator of teacher empowerment. She said, “When you
can feel the whole school is kind of moving towards the same goal. Because you're
discussing those issues, because you’re hearing all the voices, if people are empowered.”
Leah also questioned the indicators of teacher empowerment, whether it can be
clearly defined. She said, “Does the empowerment come from actually making the
policy, does the empowerment come from finding a voice and knowing that you’re being
listened to? I think... I think the empowerment can come from a variety of things. I don’t
think it has to be one or the other.”

Implementing Policies & Curriculum
To Larissa, teacher empowerment is not about having the ability to make
decisions about school policy, but is also about being able to implement and carry out the
policy plan. Larissa said, “Well, again it comes down to designing and implementing
either curriculum or policy or whatever, it's all of those things we talked about before."

Faculty time
Jonathan felt that having time to spend with other teachers in the school is an
indicator of teacher empowerment. He said, “Time for teachers to talk together, that is
true in any situation, that you work so much that you don’t have time to check and see
how other teachers are doing which happens a lot more here than in other schools.” This
point was brought up in Section A, where some teachers mentioned the loss of
community (in terms of not being able to connect with other teachers due to the way
scheduling works in the Turning Points model) was something they dislike about working
at the middle school.

Access to Administration
Jonathan also felt that access to administrators is a good indicator of
empowerment. The ability to go to the right person for help, as mentioned by Leah
previously, is a way for teachers to feel empowered. Having access to administrators is a
sign that there is a place for voice to be heard. As a person who does not feel empowered
in the school, Leah said, “... if your voice is about a student, a concern about a behavior,
you have to know the right people to go to, in terms of Liz Allan or Brad Johnson or
Marie Brandon. I still haven’t figured out who’s who or why do you go to one always...
part of it is a grade thing and they switched from one year, so I kept going to the wrong
person.”
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Section D: Internal Factors - Experiences and Notions about Teacher
Empowerment

I. Then and Now
Teachers were asked about their experiences with the notion of teacher
empowerment when they started teaching and at the point in time of the interviews.

Then - Never thought about it
Five of the teachers interviewed never thought about teacher empowerment when
they first started teaching, all for different reasons.

Survival
Justin shared his experience from when he first started teaching. He questioned,
“How do you teach all of these kids. How do you teach in a tougher urban environment?
What are your support systems? How can you...?” His first instinct was to learn how to
survive in an urban school
However, Justin felt that he is used to speaking his mind, even as a new teacher
when he first started, so his freshness in the school did not stop him from making
suggestions or coming up with ideas and taking on responsibilities and projects. He said,
“Yet that was the place where all this leadership was., .so I was aware of it because they
would say ‘do you want to be on the School Council? Do you want to be on...?’ Okay, I
guess and ‘do you want to be in charge of the math department? ‘ Yeah, sure so it was
almost too much so I wasn't seeking it, but it came to me.”

Naturally Empowered
For Leah, it was something that came very naturally to her in her first teaching
job. She said, “I think I didn't know that it was happening to me, that I was already given
a voice... Because it was my first real teaching experience, I was brought in immediately,
everyone’s voice was heard, it was a small group. Umm... You were considered a
professional right from the first day, and your voice and your input on the students and
things were very important in terms of work and the collaboration of the work that was
done. I’d stayed there seven years.”
Leah felt that the first place she was teaching at was very empowering. “Very
empowered there. I was less empowered when I came to the public school, larger school
model.”

Never questioned it till losing it
Larissa felt that she never had to think about teacher empowerment because she
felt empowered enough to do what she needed to do on her own. As she explained, “
You’re pretty much on your own there and you can do just about anything you want as
long as you're safe and you’re meeting the state requirements etc.”
Larissa felt that she only started thinking about empowerment when she feels she
is losing it (referring to the point in time of the interview). “ You think more about, it’s
interesting, you think more about empowerment when you feel that you feel that you’re
losing it, I think. I think you notice it more when you feel that your choices, your options,
are narrowing in on you.... That’s an odd way to look at it, but the more I think about it, I
think that’s the way it shows up.”
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Personality
Lesley attributed the fact that she did not think about empowerment when she
started to her personality in the past. She said, “I was not very self-assured when I first
started teaching. I was a nervous wreck. I got a lot of help from people, and I did a lot of
listening and stuff like that. And we also had a principal who I really really liked but was
a very top-down manager. So for the most part I felt like he was making the decisions and
that was it. I don’t think it was even an issue. I never felt disgruntled because I didn’t
have power.”

Part of the Job
Jonathan felt that he did not have to think about teacher empowerment since he
was a relatively new teacher at the Middle School, and it's known to be a place where
teachers can take the lead in making decisions. As such, he felt that he had no need to
think about teacher empowerment because he knows it is there.

Then - Thought about it
John, Linda, Jack, Jason, Lucy and Lori were teachers who mentioned they had
thought about the notion of teacher empowerment when they first started teaching.
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Computer-Like
John felt that teacher empowerment is very important. He said, “I think
empowerment, in a sense, is important. In terms of, if you equate, and I do to some
degree equate power—empowerment, to autonomy. And the ability to influence your
environment, whether it’s inside or outside the school.” He shared his experience from
when he first started teaching. He said, “I think it was important. It was one of the
reasons I wanted to be a teacher. It's because I could make —, you know, I didn’t
necessarily have someone over my head telling me what to do all the time. And then
there were schools I applied to where, I forget the name of the school in Springfield,
where she gave me a big binder and said, “this is your curriculum, and this is what you do
the first day, this is what you do the second day, you give a test at the end of every week.
No thank you, I don’t want to work here.”

Personality
Linda felt that her personality affected how she viewed the notion of teacher
empowerment from the start. She said, “I have always thought of a teacher and educator
as two parts of myself... I did feel that way for me but that is how I chose to see the
world.” Because of the way she chooses to see the world, she chooses to feel empowered
and wants to feel empowered from day one.

Control
For Jack and Jason, teacher empowerment was about having control in one’s
classroom and making decisions about the students in one’s classroom. Jack said, “Yeah
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it was exciting to think it is all up to me. That was one of the big thrills, that I could do
what I want. I guess in terms of that. I didn’t put it in terms of teacher empowerment. It
didn’t register as that but I was thrilled that I was going to teach the courses I wanted to
teach and what I wanted to teach, so yes.”
Jason felt that teacher empowerment has always been important to him. He said,
“I’ve always been a big advocate of teachers to be able to make decisions to be able to
affect the classroom and their students. So, I would say, it’s always been, it was
important to me then.”

Rights
For Lucy, it was her personal belief about rights, which made her think about
teacher empowerment from the day she started teaching. She said, “My idea of
empowerment has always been that, the fact that all of us humans have certain rights and
voice, and opportunity to exert what we believe. And with a democratic society we
believe that the moment you're born, you have certain level of empowerment with certain
limitations.”

Prior Experience
In Lori's case, it was her previous experience in the corporate world that made her
think she would be empowered in teaching. She was disappointed. She said, “I think that
coming from corporate life into teaching it was... I thought I would probably have more
power than I did my first couple of years in teaching, especially in the organization that I
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was in which was very, very top down and hierarchical. I was surprised at how little
power I had in the organization I was in.”

Worried
James has only taught at the Middle School and was around when the school
adopted the Turning Points model. He was asked if he thought about teacher
empowerment when the Turning Points model was adopted. His comments reflected
more of a worried guardian of special programs. It sounded like he was afraid that
teachers in the program were going to be losing their empowerment. He said, “I was very
leery on it because when it first started I saw what it was going to be doing to elective
programs so...

Programmatically I was very concerned about it.”

Now - Years later
There were some changes for a few teachers in how they feel about teacher
empowerment, years later. Interestingly, a couple of teachers who are members in
leadership areas feel that they want more personal power than relational power, at this
point in their career.

1. Changed
Classroom Focus. Justin felt that he wanted more classroom focus, after having
years of administrative and leadership responsibilities. He said, “So for me it was really
getting stuff before I wanted it, learning to deal with that to a point where I felt I could
stop for a couple of years and just focus on what does that look like? But wanting to
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come back into the classroom, like I wouldn’t have wanted to be an outside manager of
teachers or something like that. That is probably when I decided that administration was
not the track that I would go because there is obviously a point where I could have
thought about it, but I had the desire to be back in the classroom.”

- Curricular philosophy. John felt that the shift for him, in terms of teacher
empowerment, happens in the area of curriculum. He mentioned, “My ideas about
curriculum development have changed. And where the impetus for curriculum
development should come from has changed. When I started teaching, I wanted it to be
much more student generated. But now I see more wisdom in teachers saying, “you
know, you need to know this”.” Perhaps this is due to the experience he has had in
teaching, plus a deeper understanding of state curricular frameworks and demands.

Maturity. For James, it was simply a matter of maturity and becoming more
empowered in the classroom and out. James said, “I don’t think there is because it was
nurtured more to be empowered in your classroom and to be able to reach out to the rest
of the building.”

Change of Awareness. Larissa felt that having the interview allowed her to
realize the loss of empowerment for her. She said, “I wasn't aware of the loss until I just
started, I mean talking to you is really very clarifying for me. Because it’s forcing me to
think about it, it really is forcing me to think about it. But you know, I just see more and
more, outside control of my classroom in terms of the expectations, and Turning Points,
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and the administrative decisions and to me that does take away from my personal
empowerment as an educator.”

2. Same
Linda felt that her attitude and feelings about teacher empowerment remains the
same, after all these years in teaching. She remains true to “how she chose to see the
world”.
Jack felt more structured at the Middle School with Turning Points guidelines. He
added, “It is still important, but now there is more to think about than just empowerment.
There is.. .more guidelines; structure is a better word for it.”
Jason also felt that his perception of empowerment has not changed, especially in
terms of personal power. He said, “I was very aware of the fact that I had a lot of leeway
in the classroom, and I really appreciated that. I certainly felt that I had the ability to do
what I wanted in the classroom. And I had the support if I wanted it.”
Likewise, Lucy’s notion about rights and empowerment has not changed. She
shared, “So my opinion about empowerment right now is still the same in the sense of all
of us have the right to not only bring opinions to the table but to be heard and impact
decision when we have to make decisions. I feel stronger now in terms of how important
it is to be more specific and explicit with individual as part of an institution of the rights
for talking, for the rights for expressing their opinion, and advocating for others and
them. So, I think right now what I have learned of empowerment is to be able to work
effectively you need to learn the rules of the game. So you can access the right tools to
get the points across in a way that you want people to listen to you.”

119

The saddest is Leah, who felt that even though her notion about teacher
empowerment has not changed, she is less empowered in her position and at the school.
She commented, “I’ve been pretty quiet. I do not feel very empowered in this school.”

II. Leadership positions and Effects on Perception of Teacher Empowerment

Members on Leadership
Teachers who have leadership positions in the school were asked how being in
leadership positions affect their views on teacher empowerment. Justin, John, Linda,
James, Lesley and Lori are current members in the leadership team who shared their
opinions on this question. Larissa, Lucy and Jason also shared their opinions, based on
their previous experiences on the leadership team.

A. Positive Experiences
Vehicle for Voice. John, Justin, James and Lesley felt that having a leadership
position, especially being on leadership team, seems to allow them to be a vehicle for
voice for other teachers in the school or on their teams. Lesley’s comments best sums up
the experience of the other three teachers. She said, “When I was just on the leadership
team, I felt like it was a vehicle for getting my voice and the voices of my teammates
heard. So it’s funny because leadership team doesn’t really make me feel like being a
leader.” Justin said, “there is sort of an understanding or at least I have an understanding
that if I want to say something, I want to bring something in. There is definitely at the
highest level, at the leadership team, there is definitely a structure that you can also and
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you have been reminded that you can put issues and items into leadership before this next
date.”
John seems to echo the same point as Lesley, but with a little more details. He
said, “you start out as a microphone and you report what your team feels. And then once
everybody’s done that, then you are a leader and you’re supposed to discuss and decide
and whatnot. That’s how it’s supposed to be. There’s not always time for that second
paid, you know, so people are the microphones and you vote, or something like that. Or
you come to consensus and you don’t vote.”
James felt his role as a voice for others. He said, “No I don’t feel any more
powerful. I just feel that there are people who trust me to be a voice for them.”

Power to make changes. In line with leadership being a vehicle for voice, the
next point brought up was that the leadership experience gives its members the power to
make changes, in particular power to make changes within one’s classroom. As John
said, “It makes you feel you have more power to make changes, or more power... on the
inside the classroom level (i.e., personal power).”

Partners in Decisions and Education. Both Linda and Lesley felt that their
leadership experience has allowed them to feel they are partners with all teachers in the
school, instead of being leaders to the teachers. As Lesley said earlier, “...leadership
team doesn’t really make me feel like being a leader.”
Linda shares her point about working with other teachers as partners, instead of as
a leader providing directions or enforcing decisions. She said, “I think it is so funny to
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think you can control everybody. You just can't. It is my department, but I can’t say that
you have to come to this meeting. I can’t say that you have to share your work.”
Lesley shared a similar sentiment. She said, “I think that well, from last to this
year, one of the big improvements I’ve made is to try to stop forcing people to go on with
the vision - doesn’t work. What I'm trying to do more this year is to try to be a helpful
person. It’s like what do you need, what can I do for you, and to some degree it’s maybe
helping with the vision a little bit.”

Responsibility. Lucy recalled her experience in leadership and how big a
responsibility that was, as a liaison between administration and teachers. She said, “Well
one of the experience is that it was a big responsibility, for number one because as a
leader, you are being given the responsibility to carry over, to bring other constituency’s
opinion to the table when they were discussions. So I represented a group of teachers. I
needed to communicate with them what the issues were. I needed to hear their opinion
then bring them back for discussion.”

B. Negative Experiences
Watchdog and Microphone. Jason summed up his role in leadership as being a
‘watchdog’. He said, “I would describe my role as a watchdog. Trying to make sure that
something bad doesn’t happen. That’s why... cause none of us want to be on leadership.”
Jason also felt he played the role of a passive instrument, i.e., a microphone. He
said, “Well, I guess, in some ways that has happened (being a microphone). Sure. But I
think they don’t want to hear certain things.”
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Working with a Variety of People. While Lori expresses her frustration at how
people in the school do not seem to follow the vision, she also expresses her
understanding of how people work differently in the same work setting. She said, “There
are some people who have a hard time with change, and there are some people who just
want to complain and not do anything about it and that is too bad, and there are some
people who are afraid of change and how do we get through that and how do we get
people to reflect a little bit on the fact that they are not changing, and they are not
adopting some of the understanding by design and mosaic of thought and keep telling us
that they are doing it, but they are so clearly not. What do we do?”

Struggle between democratic process and control. John shared another point
about his experience with leadership. He felt that through his leadership experience, he is
able to witness the struggle between a democratic process and control. John said, “ It
doesn't make me feel that I have more power to make changes. I think some of it may
have to do with the personality of the principal and having a hard time letting things go. I
think some of it has to do with this conflict between, you know, from all the external
pressures. The principal is held responsible for things. So there’s that pressure for her to
make decisions and have things come out right and not just trust in the democratic
process.”
James also witnessed a similar issue. He phrased his learning as “... that you can’t
judge a book by its cover. That you can’t necessarily look and say this school must be so
democratically run, look at what they have.” He felt that for a true democratic process to
happen, people need to be honest and have no hidden agenda. James said, “Yeah, open
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communication. More open communication. More... I will just say that, more open
communication. No hidden agendas on the part of people bringing issues to the table.
This applies to any members but especially administrative.”
Supporting what James said, Larissa (drawing on her previous experience on
leadership) shared, “One of the things I saw that really annoyed me was that there was
never-anything that was controversial that some of the stuff we really wanted to talk
about if Karin didn’t want to talk about, it kept getting thrown off on the agenda. Or
would word it differently and it would just be manipulated. I just didn’t feel it was direct
and honest.”

Time and Attention from Teaching. A few teachers mentioned that serving on
leadership takes up a lot of their time that is not compensated in a monetary way. As
Justin explained, “I think it comes down to a $1.00 an hour. (Laughs) I don’t know what
the rate is but you get a stipend and I end up bringing snacks, and I am sure over the long
run it comes out. But at the leadership team, there is no stipend... Curriculum leaders get
a significant, not huge, but they get a larger stipend because they are like the equivalent
of department heads and they don’t receive time off from teaching. I know in high school
sometimes... they still have the same teacher load. That is a lot of work and it is not a lot
of compensation for it so there is something about those people who are interested in
leadership I think or empowerment or...”
The main concern for John is how much time and attention serving on leadership
team takes away from his interaction with his students. When asked about what he did
not like about the Turning Points model earlier on in the interview, John said,
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‘'Sometimes I feel like we’re dealing, uh, dealing with things that the administration
should be doing. And that we’re spending a lot of time—as teachers, we’re asked to
spend time working on things that don’t directly impact the kids and our students. And
our students in particular.” A highly student-focused teacher, John said, “So it’s one of
those things where if you’re doing leadership, maybe you should not be doing something
else or... Because, ultimately, you know, it could interfere with the job that I do with my
kids. Or we don’t necessarily spend enough time on issues. These are complicated issues
that get brought up, and we don’t have enough time to deal with them.”
Justin also shares the same feeling about leadership responsibilities as adding to
his workload. He said, “It makes me feel that teacher empowerment equals a fuller plate
and whether that plate is too full or not is, I think, always open for discussion.”
Linda shares some of the same sentiments about workload, and indirectly about
pay. She said, “I feel like I need to have more release time. In the high school, the
department heads are given a lighter teaching load. Within our district we have just now
got some equal pay to the high school. We usually make less, and they are given release
time so that they can go in, check in with.. .do the work that they need to do. We are not
given that time, and it is partly scheduling.”
Jason was very explicit about how he felt his time was used in leadership,
especially with regards to decision-making. He said, “It feels like it was just a waste of
time, and make you sort of jump through these hoops and make these decisions that no
one really wants to make.”
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Power to make changes. Rather differently from teachers who felt that being on
leadership empowers them to make changes, Jason felt that the leadership team was not a
good instrument for making changes. He expressed his skepticism about the role the
leadership team plays with his comment, “As being in the leadership? A different
perspective on how to affect changes... I don’t think so. Cause to me, again, that really
comes down to the department level and working with my colleagues who teach Latin...
so that’s where my focus is, that’s what works for my case.”

Non-Members on Leadership
Teachers who currently do not have leadership positions in the school were asked
how they feel having a leadership position might affect their views on teacher
empowerment. Leah, Jack and Jonathan were the only three teachers in this category.

Not Interested
Workload. Jonathan is not interested in taking on a leadership position, given that
he is new in the school and also other family commitments. At some point in the
interview, he talked about his workload, in particular how much curriculum development
work he has to do, as a new teacher. He said, “I get here at 6:30, walk in the door, I leave
between 4 and 6:30, and I will do a number of hours of work at home afterwards. Asking
other teachers, yeah your first years are years in which you are building your curriculum,
a curriculum you will use the rest of your career so I have three file cabinets full of
materials from the last three years, so as I go along, yes I will have materials and some
lessons that I can just photocopy, I don't need to be planning again but in the last four
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years the curriculum has changed each year.” This is one of the reasons Jonathan would
not want to be on leadership.
Jack also shared the same view. He said, “It (being on leadership team) is a lot of
extra work and a lot of headache because you are kind of going between the staff, the
teachers and up above and trying to be the in-between.”

Focus on Teaching. The other reason Jonathan provided was that he would prefer
to keep his focus on teaching and students. He said, “I want to be a teacher because I like
kids, and I like the subject. I am not really interested in all the other workings in the
school.”

Interested
Better Understanding of Decision-Making Process. Leah felt that if she is
given the opportunity, she would like to be part of the leadership team. She felt that this
would enable her to understand the decision-making process better. She said, “I tend to
like to find out what is going on and get involved. I’d have a much better understanding
of how things are decided within the school. I’d understand exactly what leadership takes
on for issues. And what teachers, where decisions are made and how they are
implemented.”
Jack also echoed a similar view in a simple statement. He felt that being on
leadership team would allow him to understand the policy-making process better. He
said, “It is into the inside world of policy making, I think.”
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Better Understanding of Experience. Leah has expressed how disempowered
she felt in the school, throughout the interview. She felt that taking on a leadership
position would provide her insight into her own experiences as a disempowered staff. She
said, “I think at that point, I’ll have a chance to look back at what happened to me, what
is really happening to other teachers. It’s like hiring an aid as a teacher. An aid or a... has
a very different view of what’s going on in the classroom. And it’s a very valuable
opinion.”

Putting Teacher Empowerment to the Test. Jack felt that having the chance to
be on leadership would allow him to understand about teacher empowerment. He said, “I
think it would teach me a lot, to see if there actually was teacher empowerment and it
actually does make a difference.”

III. Leadership Role and Perspectives on Effecting Changes Beneficial to Student
Learning
Teachers who are on leadership team were asked the question of whether their
current role gives them a different perspective on how to affect changes that will be
beneficial to student learning, and how.
Justin felt that being on leadership team empowers him to be able to make
changes that can be ultimately good for students. He said, “if you have the power and you
keep in mind the student focus and you can justify changes you want to make as being
best for the students, then it is good for the students so I guess it is both ways.
Empowerment is how you use it.”
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John felt that his position in leadership team does allow him to make changes, but
“it is a very slow process. So I feel like I’m a more efficient, effective say in making
changes in my team and in my department. So that doesn’t mean I don’t bring agenda
items to leadership, but if I want to have a quick, impact or change or whatever, I
probably won’t go to leadership. I would go to my team or my department.”
James explains the connection between the power teachers have in leadership
(relational) and the power teachers have in their classrooms (personal). He said, “I feel
that too, if you are empowered you feel good about what you are teaching and that comes
into your classroom. If you don’t feel good about where you are in the building that can
play out in your classroom. It is that ‘why am I here?’ and you lose it in the classroom.”
In some ways, James feel that the relational power teachers have in leadership can
transfer to the personal power in the classroom and vice versa. In other words, they are
interconnected because relational power affects personal power, which in turn creates
more relational power. James said, “It definitely has to start in your classroom. You have
to feel empowered because if you don’t feel empowered there, you are not going to want
to reach outside. The other side of that is if they don’t allow you to reach outside you
kind of.. .then you feel like you are just in this little box and why am I here?”
Linda feels that by being on leadership team, she is able to help students
understand how decisions are made in the school. She said, “I mean particularly around if
you are a pail of decision making processes you can explain better to kids. If you are a
pail of policy, you can explain it better. You can support it. If you are a part of
curriculum development you can deliver it better.”
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One thing Linda felt she has to make more effort in, is keeping the focus on
students instead of on decisions and adults in the school. Linda feels that her leadership
can take away her focus from the students, which essentially should be the focus in a
Turning Points model. Linda said, ‘'One of the things that is interesting is he (her
husband) has observed that I talk more about adults now that I have started working here.
Good-things and bad things. Where I used to just talk about the kids, so actually this past
few weeks I am making the conscious decision to start off with kids in our conversation,
as we are riding home, you know? I want to bring that back into my life because it is
why I am here. It is why I think that education is important, and I really want to make
that my focus again.”

Section E: External Factors - Organizational Structure and
Leadership Style of Principal

Introduction
This section reports on the findings to the interview question on what teachers
think of the leadership or organizational structure of the ABC Middle School. Teachers
were asked to share their opinion on the positive and negative aspects of the
organizational structure of the school. They were also asked if they felt the organizational
structure contribute in any way to the teacher’s voice being heard or unheard and how.

Organizational Structure
Teachers’ responses on the organizational structure of the school ranged from the
administrative structure of the school, to the Turning Points model of organization, i.e.,
the leadership team, the inquiry groups, team and non-team systems.

Teaming
Table 47: Teaming
Membership in Leadership Areas
Years of Teaching

Members

Non-Members
X

<5
5- 15

X

> 15

X

X

Four teachers focused then responses on the team system in the school. Three of
the teachers seemed to favor teaming. The only teacher who did not seem to favor
teaming had concerns about the sense of community, for both students and teachers.
James felt the teachers do not have a sense of community or “a cohesiveness of faculty”
because of the scheduling involved in the Turning Points model. James said, “I
personally don’t think that is healthy at all, and here again I am saying that both as a
teacher as well as a parent of a student who just went through it. You are stuck with the
same group of students for two years.”
The reasons given by the three teachers for favoring teaming varied, depending on
their personal situation in the school. The newest teacher in the group, Jonathan, felt that
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teaming allows him to get to know his students better given that he has a smaller group of
students to work with. It also helps the students to get to know him and the other teachers
on his team better. In addition, Jonathan felt that teaming enables him to feel empowered.
He said, “I am really am happy to have input into the way the school runs. It is mostly
with my group of students but in that sense that is a small school within this one. My
team is a small school within this larger school so that is good, and I feel empowered and
that is from ‘Turning Points’.”
The other two teachers who, at the time of the interview, were not on teams, felt
that they were missing out on collaboration. As Justin explained, “I miss that level of
collaboration so when I have been on the teams in the past I have found out that it has
been a good source of energy. We usually give each other energy rather than sap it so I
have felt sapped a few times, and part of my theory is that I don’t meet on a regular basis
in the team structure with other teachers.”
Leah, who is not a team member and expressed her feelings of isolation
throughout the interview, felt that the idea of teams helps with making connections. She
said, “I think that kids really need ...to know teachers on a very personal level. I think
that connection is absolutely the most important thing. And I love that team model. I
think that really is great.”

Hierarchy of Power
Four teachers in the interview, when talking about the organizational structure,
mentioned the hierarchy of power.
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Table 48: Hierarchy of Power

Membership in Leadership Areas
Years of Teaching

Members

Non-Members
X

<5
5-15

X

> 15

X

X

Two teachers connected the organizational structure at the Middle School to a
pyramid or a Venn diagram. One of them, a relatively new teacher at the school, felt that
the structure was like a pyramid. Jack explained that it was because of the way the
principal is positioned on top and the superintendent at the “tippy top” in the
administrative structure of the school. Jason shared a similar view with his comment on
“Pm not good at figuring out how to organize a system or organization, to put it together
so it’s going to make decisions in a different way. But I think it has a lot to do with the
personality at the top, and Pm sure it can be done other ways.”
Lesley, one of the teachers with a big leadership responsibility at the school, felt
that the structure was closer to a Venn diagram. She explained, “... so at the top of this
structure is the superintendent who has the ultimate say on anything that happens in
anywhere of the district. So then I would say there are kind of two other bodies that work
in conjunction with Karin that they’re not quite like parallel, but they’re down not too
much that I think there is a kind of good flow between them, and that would be leadership
team and the coaches and curriculum leaders’ council and Karin. We are all kind of
working together.”
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Lori seems to feel that the hierarchy of power is necessary for things to function
in the school. Through her comment, she expressed the hierarchy that is inherent in the
organization. She said, "... the structure is about having a Principal, having
administrators, having leadership, having inquiry groups, having the coaches and
curriculum leaders, having teams, having off-team teachers that meet as a constituency,
having teams cross-team meetings or no chance for cross-team meetings.”

Positive and Negative
When asked about the positive and negative aspects of the organizational
j

structure, most teachers expressed negative feelings about the organizational structure.
The only two teachers who seemed to be able to bring up positive aspects about the
structure were the two teachers who have bigger leadership role in the school, i.e. Lori
and Lesley.

Positive
Lesley and Lori both feel that the structure is effective and contributes to people’s
voices being heard. They feel it fits and is in line with the Turning Points principle of
‘democratic school governance’.
Lesley said, “I think it definitely contributes to it. It’s kind of like in a classroom
you know. If you have kids sitting in cooperative groups, more voices are heard, you
know. And so I think on the teams or in the different constituencies all the voices are
heard. And then it gets sent to a bigger place where all those voices are heard and then
even if Karin ends up making the decision she still heard all the voices you know. Or if
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the superintendent makes the decision, he's heard voices we feel compelled to sending
him voices whether we want them or not.
Lori feels that organizational structure is something necessary to the normal
functioning of any organization. She said, “One way that it does it, I think, is that it
models a sense of cooperation among the staff and I think it models the way that the
larger world tends to work. In that there is hardly any profession any more that allows
you to work by yourself, that people have to work cooperatively in teams and have to be
able to work with people that they don’t always like, and you still have to work together
to get a goal accomplished, to get tasks accomplished. You have to learn to work with
people who have different learning styles and different ways of approaching a task and
different personalities and different abilities. So it models that for people. Learning to
share power and to share.”
Lori is also realistic about what the organizational structure is. She admits that it
is essentially not a democracy. Lori said, “And although it is a collaborative model, it is
not a democracy... I mean it is not a true democracy in that there is still a leader. There
is still, it is a collaborative model within a hierarchical power structure so there is still a
Principal who is making most of the staffing decisions and making the budgetary
decisions where the staff has input into that, but there is still someone in charge who is
making those decisions where the staff has input to that but the ultimate decision is up to
the Principal and the Superintendent.”
Having said that, Lori provides a rationale for the presence of a hierarchical
system and an “untrue” model of democracy in the Middle School. She feels that the
organizational structure is beneficial to teachers and helps keep them focused on their
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true mission of teaching. Lori said, “I am not sure that teachers would have time to be
able to be privy to all of the decisions that administrators have to make. Most of them
have not sat on the other side of the table to be privy to the budgetary decisions that have
to be made, to be privy to the taking care of the building decisions that have to be made,
to dealing with parents in the community and all of those administrative things that go on
that actually our administration keeps teachers shielded from.”
In many ways, Lori’s comments bring to our attention the push-pull teachers have
between personal and relational power. In Lori's opinion, having limited relational power
(in terms of allowing the administration to be in charge of decision-making) frees
teachers to focus on their classroom practices, which would give them more personal
power. She said, “I mean right now there is not enough time in the day to do teaching
well and keep up with the developments in pedagogy and best practice that are going on
and be great models for our students, and be really good teachers, and do all the grading
that we have to do and be good colleagues to each other and share best practice and all
the things we need to do as teachers. I don’t know that we could stay on top of all that
unless we never slept and never left school.”
Her final comments on the organizational structure seem to allude to the analogy
of “parent-child” relationship the administration has with the teaching staff. This is also a
‘theme’ that came out of the interview with Lesley, another teacher with big leadership
role in the school. Lori said, “I mean to be a really true sharing of power, true democracy,
you have to be an informed democracy, and I am not sure there is time in the day for
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teachers to be able to do that. Administration really keeps teachers protected, in Town
ABC at least, keeps teachers protected from a lot of that stuff because there just isn’t
time.” Lori feels that communication between administration and teachers are sometimes
intentionally cut off, to protect the teachers. She said, “I think there is some feeling that it
is cut off intentionally, and I think on the administrative side, and maybe it is a little bit of
paternalistic, maternalistic feeling that there is some feeling that they are protecting them
and maybe that is not communicated as clearly as it could be.”

Negative
Changing of Structure. Teachers who are not as high up in the organizational
structure as Lesley and Lori seem to have more things to say about the negative aspects
of the organizational structure. Justin felt that the structure has been changing from year
to year and position to position, ever since he started teaching at the Middle School. He
said, “It is varied, the principal to assistant principal to curriculum leader, that has kind
of changed since I have been here.”

Support. One point brought up by Larissa is how the organizational structure or
administration does not seem to give enough support to teachers in dealing with parents.
From what Larissa said, it seems that the school, in its attempt to practice the principle of
getting parents and community engaged, neglect to support teachers in certain cases.
Larissa said, “The other thing that I think is really necessary on a good administrator is if
they support their staff when a parent has an issue. I feel that if they know their staff, and
they know their strengths, they should be willing to say to a parent, well let me talk to
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them and see what happened, and then I’ll get back to you. Two sides. And that has been
a weakness. I’ve seen a lot of teachers feel totally unsupported in a tough situation.”

Scheduling/Roles. John expressed his frustrations about the structure resulting in
a slow and ineffective process that not only takes teachers’ time away from teaching but
also creates a feeling of time not well spent. As a member on the leadership team, John
said, “I also think the same issues I have with leadership I have with inquiry group is that
it’s a very slow ineffective process. In that you take on these huge issues, and meet once
a month and if you’re not the inquiry group leader you don't think about it until the next
month and it takes you the first half hour to remember what the heck you were doing. So,
I mean, in general, I like the idea of teachers, you know, influencing—but I think that the
specific logistics of it may need to be tinkered with.”
John's suggestion for overcoming this problem is to have more frequent meeting
time for the inquiry groups so they can have better follow-up on their research issues, and
also to have designated people who spend most of their time on the tasks of leadership or
inquiry and less time in teaching.
Leah is not in favor of, scheduling, and attributes her feeling isolated as an offteam teacher to it. She explained how the scheduling system within the structure affects
her life as a teacher in the middle school. Given that she is non-team teacher and does not
teach a core academic subject, she seems to have been given a lower status in the school
and expected to be proactive where the team and core subject teachers are concerned.
Leah said. “If it is my responsibility to go after teachers to find their curriculum so I can
know what’s going on in their classrooms, it presents me up against them. We're not
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working together; we have no time to collaborate. We’re not designated as their teams
are. It’s me walking into a teacher’s room and saying, I really need to know what you’re
teaching, and they point to a file cabinet and say well, everything is there and it’s all
filed, why don’t you just take what you want. Well, that does not particularly help me.”
She also feels that the structure does not contribute to her feeling a part of the big family
of educators in the Turning Points model.

Communication. Three teachers brought up the issue of communication in the
school, and especially with the principal.

Table 49: Communication
Membership in Leadership Areas
Years of Teaching

Members

<5

X

Non-Members

5- 15
> 15

X

X

Two off-team teachers expressed their concern about the lack of open and honest
communication in the school, especially from the administration. James said, “I will just
say that, more open communication. No hidden agendas on the part of people bring issues
to the table.” Jason shares his view on how things can be improved in this area. He said,
“I think we have something set up that could work to allow for democratic school
governance. I don’t think that it necessarily works that way. So the good thing is the
leadership structure could work that way. I think that it would have to be done simply in
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an environment of more honest, open inquiry, listening and trust. Listening to each other,
feeling that you can really say what you meant and that you’ll be heard. And I don’t think
there’s that feeling here.”
The third person who brought up the issue of communication is Linda. She felt
that the communication style of the principal affects how the goals of the school get
articulated in an unclear manner from time to time. At the same time, she also felt that
teachers could work on articulating their concerns and asking questions to clarify in an
effort to resolve the communication issue. She said, “I think some people who have
questions and don’t ask them are part of the communication problem.”

Voice. Five teachers, mostly all who are non-members in leadership areas, felt
that the organizational structure in the school affects the way teachers’ voice works.

Table 50: Voice
Membership in Leadership Areas
Years of Teaching

Members

Non-Members

<3

X

3-12

XX

> 12

XX

Being unattached to a team affects how Leah feels about being heard. She said. “I
think, because I’m not really on a team and I’m not really part of anybody, I don’t have a
particular voice.” In a similar way, Lucy felt that the group of learners she works with are
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never really given enough attention by the administration, given the structure the school
has is more focused on mainstream students. Lucy said, “I don’t think everybody’s voice
is equally heard or taken into consideration when decisions are made. Because there are
other components that will look at decisions based on numbers of students, budget and
allocation of money is usually outweighs the fact that that minority students is a small
population so I think they are not taken into consideration when they make decisions
because it is a small population what can they be affected by their decision so it’s like
forget about it, let’s just do it anyways.”
Larissa thinks the structure works great in theory but not in practice. She felt that
teachers could get heard if they know how to “sing the right tune”. She said, “The
structure that we have now contributes, but I also think again, it’s the application. So you
can be heard, but you can also be really shut down in terms of if you are perceived as not
being with the program, you are watched more and you're not given as much credence.
Your questions are assumed to be negative. People in power don’t listen to you.”
Lucy’s idea of having a “loud” voice to get heard seems to go partially in line
with Larissa’s idea of singing the right tune. Lucy said, “I think it’s up to me whether I
can make big noise in terms of my point, meaning, I think it is very individualistic in
terms of we’re all given an opportunity to talk. How much noise one makes depends on
many things subject to individual, so my nature is to make a lot of noise because I know
that’s the only way the learners I work with are going to be heard.”
Jason and Jack seem to suggest that teachers can get heard to a certain extent,
although there is evidently a filter in place for administrators to hear what they want to
hear. At the same time, the question of who gets heard seems to depend on hierarchy. As
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Jason said, “The organizational structure allows a lot of people to be heard. It sort of
filters things through, though. And the frustration for me is what they say they’ve heard.
And they only want to hear certain things.”

II. Relationship with Principal
Most teachers described their relationship with the principal as good, with a few
saying it is very good, and a couple saying it is ok. It seems the teachers who do not have
a “good” relationship with the principal are the same teachers who do not feel as
empowered as they think they ought to be.

Rating of Relationship

Professional
Three teachers did not describe their relationship with the principal as “good” or
“very good”.

Table 51: Professional
Membership in Leadership Areas
Years of Teaching

Members

Non-Members

<3
3-12
> 12

X
X
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X

James and Larissa, both senior teachers in the school were part of the three. James
is a current member on leadership whereas Larissa served on the leadership team
previously.
James feels he has a "professional relationship” with the principal. "Professional
relationship we have knocked heads a few times. It is a tough question. Not always clear.
Not always forthright.” He also added, “I feel that we have rapport, I just don’t feel that I
can always trust. I just don’t feel that... I think that there are a lot of hidden agendas.”
Larissa feels she is someone who generally has a good relationship with the
people around her. She thinks she is considered an “insider,” where the administration is
considered, but she is not certain. She said, “I have a fairly good relationship with Karin.
I also have a pretty honest relationship with my peers. I’m one of those people who can
hear it from all sides and be ok with it. In general, the administration would probably say
I was in. But I’m not positive, to be honest with you.” When asked again if her
relationship with the principal was very good, she said, “I won’t say very good. It’s ok.”
Leah is also another teacher who described her relationship with the principal as
professional and cordial. She said, “I think it’s okay. Professional, cordial...”
From the way James, Larissa and Leah described their relationship with the
principal, it does not seem they have a good rapport or connection in working together.

Good
Four teachers who are not members in leadership areas described their
relationship with the principal as “good”.

143

Table 52: Good
Membership in Leadership Areas
Years of Teaching

Members

Non-Members

<5

XX

5- 15

X

> 15

X

Jack feels he has a good relationship with the principal, and also ‘professional’.
He said, “I think it is good. Professionally.” He does not feel they have a close
relationship as friends. He said, “ I don’t have enough contact with her ... I mean we yak
and chit chat, but I think she has a lot going on and only to a certain point, I wouldn’t call
us friends.”
Lucy, an off-team teacher who was previously a leadership member, also
described her relationship with the principal as ‘good’. She said, ‘I think I have a good
relationship in terms of feeling that I can go to her and talk to her and share my concerns,
ideas. She’s receptive to them. She listens. She responds immediately.”
Jonathan, another teacher not on leadership, feels he has a good relationship with
the principal. He said, “Good, I feel like I can go in and talk her and I have talked to her
about trivial things that I later decided .. .didn’t warrant going to her but she was willing
to talk about it. This year, again, I think was a year because she is retiring in the end. and
there have been some ways in which she has dropped her regular alertness and other
issues have become more important, ... I think she feels concern about scheduling this
year. I am not sure that is what her attention is drifted, I think a little bit.”
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Jason also commented that he has a good relationship with the principal. He said,
“I think I have a good personal relationship with her. We have very different educational
philosophies and that’s fine, she’s in charge and I’m just the teacher. So I think that it’s a
healthy relationship; sometimes if there’s tension, it makes me uncomfortable.”

Excellent
The five teachers who described having an “excellent” relationship with the
principal are all members in leadership areas. Three of them are team teachers, and two
are senior teachers with big leadership responsibility in the school.

Table 53: Excellent
Membership in Leadership Areas
Years of Teaching

Members

<3

XX

3-12

XX

> 12

X

Non-Members

John and Linda, the two newer teachers in the leadership group, felt that they have
an excellent relationship with the principal. John feels that the principal is always
available to listen to him even though they might not always agree. Linda explained that
the reason she came to the school was because of the principal, with whom she has a
‘very good’ relationship. She said, “I think of her as a friend. ...She is the reason I am
here because I tried to turn her down for the job and she wouldn’t let me say ‘no’. I took
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a pay cut to come here because it is important to me. My working environment is
important to me, and I wanted to come here... I was in a position of leadership in my old
school. Things were going actually pretty well but the school environment was very stale
and I wasn’t learning anything.”
Justin felt he could talk to the principal about anything at anytime, mainly because
they get along and also because they have a common subject matter, Math (since the
principal used to be a Math teacher). Lesley and Lori are also friends with the principal.
When asked about her relationship with the principal, she responded, “I think that I
respect her vision. We are also good friends. We’ve become good friends over the 8 years
that she’s been here.”
Lori was very perceptive about the principal. Even though she said she is “so sad
she is leaving,” she also provided insights into how she felt the principal works. Lori said,
“I feel like I really respect her as a Principal. I really respect her integrity. I don’t always
agree with all of her decisions. I feel like she is really good at bringing out the best in
people. She notices what people are good at and tries to make sure they are in the position
where the best can be brought out in them, which is really a skill. She has a few blind
spots. She is human. She is very willing to admit when she is wrong.”
Lesley also showed her understanding about the principal in terms of how she
interacts with the teachers in the school. She said, “I think she’s open to being friends
with anybody, but I think that she likes to talk philosophy and pedagogy so if you're on
the same page with her, it’s easier for her to make that connection, and she is a little short
with people who aren’t on the same page, and I think that’s part of the interaction
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problem is that you’ve got to be careful how you communicate with somebody who
doesn’t agree with you.”

III. Leadership Style of Principal
When asked to describe the leadership style of the principal, many teachers also
brought up factors affecting the principal’s leadership style, namely her personality and
her communication style.

Focus on students
John feels the principal maintains a strong focus on students. He said, “I think the
environment for students here is much, much better than it was before. Really, a much
more healthy place for students to learn. And so I think her caring about the kids with
compassion for the kids is good. And I think it’s had an influence on students.”

Visionary and leader
Five teachers expressed their opinion of the principal as a visionary.

Table 54: Visionary and Leader
Membership in Leadership Areas
Years of Teaching

Members

Non-Members
X

<3
3-12

XX

> 12

X
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X

Justin stated simply "She has an idea of where she wants to go.” Jonathan felt the
same way. He said, “She has a very clear idea of where she wants to go and what she
needs to accomplish or what needs to be done. I think she is very strong in that way.”
Lesley feels the principal does her best in “promoting her vision” in the school.
Lesley also described her as a visionary. She said, “She’s been a visionary and she’s
moved us in this direction, and she has a particular leading style and I have no problems
with but I think some people have had some problems with her.”
Lori had high praises for the principal as a leader. She said, “I think she is an
inspiring leader. I think she tries to bring people together as much as possible. I think she
tries to hold people accountable too. She tries to make groups work together as best they
can. She tries to arrange people in groups that will work together. She describes herself as
‘Machiavellian’ in terms of arranging groups but in a good way. Machiavellian in a
positive sense, not in the sense of taking over the world but in terms of assembling
groups that will be complimentary in terms of skills and also in terms of breaking up
groups that might be destructive to each other.”
Larissa echoes their comments. She said, “I think Karin is a real visionary, and I
think she has incredible vision, and I really admire and respect her for that. I think she’s
affected a lot of incredible changes here...”

Commitment to Turning Points Philosophy
The principal’s commitment to Turning Points philosophy is something felt by
three teachers who were interviewed.
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Table 55: Commitment to Turning Points Philosophy
Membership in Leadership Areas
Years of Teaching

Members

Non-Members

<5

X

X

5- 15

X

X

> 15

Even though Leah did not describe her relationship with the principal as ‘good/
she was rather objective in her evaluation of the principal and her leadership style. She
said, “I think that she can be very supportive of creativity. I think she really wants the
teachers to teach well. I really think she wants the best for her teachers. Yes, I do really
feel that.”
Jonathan felt that apart from being a visionary, the principal is also someone who
shows her commitment to the Turning Points philosophy by being democratic. He said, “I
think she is democratic. I think anytime I have gone in there with a concern or request
that it was some part of what I was looking for, and I know some people are reluctant to
talk to her and therefore she is like inaccessible. She made it obvious this year by moving
her office upstairs. I think it is just a matter of willingness to approach her and if you do
you are going to be fine.”
Both Justin and John felt that the principal is committed to the vision of the
school. John also feels that the principal is sincerely interested in being democratic, but
the desire clashes with her personality. He said, “And I think she has a genuine desire to
have the school be democratic even though she sometimes contradicts that with her own
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style. So 1 think that's been very helpful. Yeah, so those—like her commitment to
Turning Points and her leadership in that area takes—ends up manifesting itself in a
bunch of different ways. But in general, that is very beneficial.”

Personality
- Many of the teachers interviewed felt that the personality of the principal
interferes with her belief in democracy in the school, especially in her dealings with the
teachers.

Leadership Members
Teachers who are in leadership position seem to have a more tolerant view about
her personality. Justin feels she is patient and has a sincere desire to understand, even
when they get into disagreement. He said, “We don’t always agree, but she’s always
very, uh, explicit about saying, ‘please come, please continue telling me what you think.
And I appreciate your comments and your thoughts.’”
Lesley, who also considers the principal a good friend, described the principal as
upfront. She felt that the principal gets misunderstood because of her communication
style in that “sometimes she’s not always clear”. Lesley said, “And so those of us who are
on board understand what the agenda is, but those of us that aren't don’t necessarily...
they interpret it differently, and I think there has been some problems with that.” She also
thinks the principal can be a little impatient with “people who are not on the same page”
and does not seem to be able to communicate with people who do not agree with her.
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Lori who seems to have a very good rapport with the principal and knows the
principal very well, feels she can read the principal’s mind. Lori feels that the principal is
honest and upfront. Lori said, “I can always tell when she is got a ‘back’ story going on
in her head because she chews her hair. It is like she is trying like... Her comment is that
she is from the Midwest and she can’t lie, and this is what she does when she is trying to
not tell you something, or there is a ‘back’ story to what she is thinking or something. It
is really funny.”
Of all the leadership members, James is the only one who feels more negatively
about the personality of the principal. He said described her as “passive aggressive.” And
felt that the issue does not have any connection to the principal’s communication style.
He said, “I would just say downright controlling, that goes beyond micromanaging and
hidden agendas, not forthright. I just think that it is her hidden agendas. It is her
controlling. It is her sense that ‘no this is what I want and I am going to...if I need to
manipulate to get to it, then I will manipulate to get to it and if that means that I won’t tell
the whole story, then I won’t tell the whole story.”

Non-leadership members
Jonathan did not talk about the personality of the principal. Leah did not have
anything too negative to say about the principal’s personality. She felt the principal is
dedicated to her work and also tries to share power while knowing when to make the final
say.
Contrary to what Leah said, Jack felt that the principal does not share power. He
described her as authoritarian and manipulative, operating under the guise of democracy
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and consensus, both Turning Points principles. Jack said, “She is authoritarian. She
definitely makes the decisions. She asks for people's opinions, but she is pretty much,
what she says is the way it is. I am not sure if I would like to see how that works (in
leadership) because if she has an idea of what she wants and then has this Leadership
group.. .again, what is the point if it is going to end up being what she wants anyway?”
- Jason felt the principal is controlling and manipulative as well. He said, “I think
she doesn’t like things to be out of control. That’s why while a structure looks very open,
there’s always a sense among the staff that there are things going on behind the scenes to
control how things play out.” In some ways, Jason felt that the Turning Points model
works well for someone with a controlling personality, e.g., the principal. Jason said, “I
think she’s also found it to be a way where she can have a lot of control. That’s worked
well for her. Looking at this sort of just hypothetically, if I were a person wanting to be in
control, I would feel this was a great system to have in place. Because everything’s going
to come back to me if it's not according to the way it should be.”
Larissa sees the principal as being a micromanager, as well as inconsistent and
moody. She said, “She’s definitely a micromanager. She’s inconsistent. She’ll put out one
way of being and then next day it will be totally different. That makes it very
challenging.” As Larissa explained, the principal's inconsistency goes with her mood as
well as the way she works, in terms of policies. Larissa said, “One day she will be very
friendly and nice to you, and next day, for whatever reasons, she'll walk by and not even
say hi. She’s hard to read. Everybody has their ups and downs, but this is pretty abrupt.”
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Overall, Larissa does not have a very good opinion about the principal’s
personality. She said, “I also see some personal interactions with staff that had really
offended me, and made me feel bad for those people.”

Communication
In line with the comment Larissa made about the principal being offensive in
some of her interactions with staff, some teachers interviewed also commented on the
communication style of the principal, which affects how empowered they feel.
Earlier on, Justin commented that the principal is patient. However, he also added
that she could be defensive, although understandably so. John mentioned that the
principal could be partial, in terms of choosing what she wants to hear. She also gives the
impression that she exercises favoritism, i.e., choosing to listen to some while ignoring
others. John said, “I think that sometimes she can hear about things through somebody,
like secondhand, and then come in with some sledgehammer solution without having a
discussion about it or talking to the people who were involved. And I think certain people
have her ear and their right to say things and misinterpret things or whatever, and then
she assumes it’s a problem and comes in with some, you know, major solution.” As a
result, it causes distress among the staff and lack of trust among the faculty.
Lesley, who is one of the principal’s close friends and supporters, said that she
felt communication was not one of the principal’s strengths but a problem area for the
principal. Lesley mentioned that the principal can be somewhat snappy at times with
teachers who do not get the vision, although understandably. “And sometimes she’s kind
of sharp about that. You know, after eight years, it's kind of hard not to be sharp. But I
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think that that does happen sometimes. I think people know that she doesn't agree with
them so it’s like why bother.”
Lucy said earlier that she has a good relationship with the principal, and that the
principal always responds to her ideas. Even if the ideas are not accepted, the principal
“always find reasons to justify her recommendations or her actions.”
• Jonathan felt the principal can be ambiguous at times, and her communication
style is potentially what causes teachers to misunderstand her, creating a split among
teachers in terms of “following the vision,” as Lesley mentioned earlier on in the
interview. James, however, did not think the problem teachers have with the principal is a
result of her communication style. He said, “No, I think that she can communicate very
well. I just think it is her hidden agendas. It is her sense that ‘no this is what I want and
.. .if I need to manipulate to get to it then I will manipulate to get to it, and if that means
that I won’t tell the whole story then I won’t tell the whole story’.”

IV. How Principal Shows Belief in Teacher Empowerment
All teachers interviewed felt that the principal believes in teacher empowerment,
although the responses vary in degrees of belief.

Involvin2 Teachers
Justin, Lesley and Lori felt that the principal shows her belief in teacher
empowerment through the way she tries to always involve teachers in leadership roles.
She seems to be always encouraging teachers to get on board in the leadership team and
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inquiry groups. Lesley felt that the principal always models positive reinforcement in this
respect. She said, “I think that the way she makes people feel empowered is when she
sees that they are onboard, she asks them to you know like if we’re having a faculty
meeting that requires their being a number of different groups, so ask those people who
are on board to be the leaders of those different groups. You know and so the people that
aren’t onboard are never the leaders of those groups.”
Lori explains more about why she thinks the principal is a believer in teacher
empowerment. She felt that the principal believes teachers should take leadership roles,
and she believes that teachers are professionals. Lori said, “She encourages teachers to
step up into being teacher leaders, and she really encourages people who might not
ordinarily do that. She encourages them to step up into Inquiry group leaders, to
encourage them to be on leadership. Even teachers who might be shy about doing that,
she tries to counsel them to try to do it. She tries to talk them into doing it. She always
tries to mentor new teachers and to talk to them about ‘even if you are not comfortable
this year, think about it for next year’. So she does encourage teacher leadership a lot.
She encourages teachers to come talk to her all the time. She has a very open door
policy.”

Treating Teachers as Professionals
Both Lori and Lucy felt that the principal shows her belief in teacher
empowerment by the way she acts with teachers, treating them as professionals,
especially when teachers have personal matters to take care of. They are able to get
coverage in terms of substitute teachers or their team members would cover for them.

155

Lori said, “It is like you are a professional, you are an adult, you take care of the business
you need to take care of.” Lori feels that this practice stalled because of the principal,
given that it “was not the case with the previous principal at this middle school.”
Lucy seconded what Lori said, although she felt that the practice of allowing
teachers to handle personal matters if they need to is not necessarily based on the Turning
Points philosophy. She said, “When I felt the need to, when I have support system of
paraprofessionals and tutor in my classroom, and something was happening to one of my
student's life and I needed to leave the classroom, leave other people in charge and go to
the home of this student, I can just do that. I can just put the people in place to cover my
classes. Go to the office, talk to the principal and say this is what's happening; I need to
do this, may I leave the school, and no one has ever stopped me. ... Sol feel I have been
regarded as the expert in my area, and they have given me total trust and decision making
and it has nothing to do with the Turning Points.”

Channels for Teacher Voice
Both Linda and Lori felt that the principal is consistent in directing teachers to the
right channels for voicing their concerns or the concerns of their constituencies, as well
as respecting the channels for voice. According to Linda, the principal is always
“pointing out the avenues, supporting things that are good.” As Lori said, “Well, part of
what leadership is, is for everyone to have a voice about what the issues of the school are,
and that is why every issue that is brought to leadership is addressed. There has never
been an issue that has been put in the box that hasn’t been addressed. I mean it might be
addressed in terms of ‘here is what the issue was, and here is what the answer is' if it is
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just kind of a factual kind of thing but every issue is addressed. There are none that are
censored in any way. So, from that perspective, yes.”

Personal Power of Teachers
As a new teacher, Jack feels that he has a lot of personal power in that he has
control over his curricular decisions. He mentioned that “especially since I am a new
teacher. She has never been in to observe me. I don’t know if that is good or bad. For me
it is great because it is nerve wracking. It is nice that she trusts me. She trusts the staff
that they know what they are doing.”
Jason agreed to the fact that the principal does give teachers room to run their
own curriculum. He said, “She certainly has allowed me plenty of scope. So at some
level, yes.”

Positive reinforcement
Both Jack and Jonathan felt that the principal offers positive reinforcement, and
they view that as an indication that the principal is a believer of teacher empowerment.
Jack said, “Yes and entrusting us with the responsibility to do what we are supposed to
do and she definitely is, at least from what I have seen, good in terms of not emotional
support but positive feedback and in meetings you talk about the best things, and the
amazing teaching team, teaching group so she is not all negative like ‘you guys need to
pick it up’. She is very positive in what she likes and what she thinks about us.”
Jonathan said, “She makes comments ‘you are doing a great job,’ etc.,” showing
that the principal does provide some form of positive reinforcement.
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Respect for Equality
Justin feels that as a believer of teacher empowerment, the principal treats
members of the leadership team as equals. He feels that the principal does not dominate
the leadership team or act in any inappropriate way that does not correspond to the
principle of democracy. Justin said, “I think she tries to be an equal player on Leadership.
When I was on Leadership she probably had to say a few more things because she knows
more, but she tries to be.. .tries not to dominate Leadership meetings. I always feel power
goes around to the facilitator and a lot of the other people. I think she models that.”

A Way to Control
Jason feels that the principal gets her way to control the staff through the Turning
Points philosophy. He said, “That in terms of being very controlling, I think that takes
away a lot from teacher empowerment. I mean, she definitely changed the way team
meetings are run in a way that seems to me to take away from teacher empowerment.
Cause everything had to be done with an agenda, protocol, and to me that is her
controlling it. Instead of saying here are four professionals, let's let them get together a
period every day and talk about what’s going to be best for their kids. That’s how it was
before. It was very open,” As Jason mentioned earlier, he feels that Turning Points
provides the principal a way to control teachers. “I think she definitely believes in it. And
I think she’s also found it to be a way where she can have a lot of control. That’s worked
well for her.”
Even though Jason believes the principal does give teachers the space for
curricular freedom, he feels that her desire to control is way over-powering. He said,
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“I’ve experienced that in my classroom, but I’ve heard of some of the things she’s done,
I’ve seen evidence to the contrary. I think she likes to be in control in a way that
precludes teacher empowerment.”

Collective Focus
Although Jonathan agrees that the principal gives positive reinforcement to the
faculty, he also feels that she has a tendency to focus more on the collective than on the
individual. He said, “It is not that often that you get asked what do you think of this in
general or what is your feedback on this, it is a lot of ‘this is what we are doing now’. Not
on an individual level but maybe she is following this hierarchy that is created, and I am
not there so I don’t know.
This is perhaps in line with what Lori mentioned earlier in the interview about
how groups work in the Middle School. Lori said, “I think that is a ripple effect though. I
think that all of that spreads out into your department; it has to be both individual and
collective. It is a group of people who can do that, and if you have a group of people who
can do that, then that group of people is going to be listened...

If you have a whole

group of teachers in a school who are confident about their relationships with students
and with families and with faculty and with each other and with administration, you are
not going to have a combative relationship with administration.”
From this perspective, perhaps it explains why the principal seems more focused
on listening to a ‘group’ of teachers than individual teachers.
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Philosophical Belief
Three senior teachers, two who were previously members in leadership and one a
current member of leadership, felt that the principal believes in teacher empowerment but
only at a philosophical level.

Table 56: Never thought about Empowerment
Membership in Leadership Areas
Years of Teaching

Members

Non-Members

<5
5- 15
> 15

X
X

X

James feels that there is no way he can convincingly say that “the principal
believes teacher empowerment because this is what she does to support it.” He said, “I
think she is somebody who thinks that she believes in teacher empowerment.”
Lucy also feels the same way. She said, “Well, she really believes in the
philosophy of teacher empowerment, she really believes that people should have a voice
and a place to express that voice, and she believes in joining collaboration. And so
whether that is accepted all the time it values, but I truly think that our principal believes
that our school is a model of collaboration, truly collaboration and leadership having the
principal allowing this {an inquiry' group doing a surrey on teacher morale) to take place
within the building is evidence of her belief of teacher empowerment and teacher voices.”
Larissa basically said the same thing as Lucy and James. She said, “I think she
believes in it. but I'm not sure she trusts it enough to let it happen. I think if you talk to
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Karin philosophically she’d say “yes I really believe in that,” but I don’t see in many
cases her letting that happen.” Larissa feels that the principal has a strong need for things
to be structured, and that could be due to her personality or her wanting to control how
things go. She said, “I think in many ways Karin feels that she needs to structure things a
certain way so teachers would do what she wants them to do. Rather than trust them and I
put it out there and the staff would make it happen. So in that sense, it’s kind of blocking
the teacher empowerment from taking place.”

V. Adherence to Turning Points Philosophy
Most teachers feel that the principal ‘adheres’ to the Turning Points philosophy,
but again, it is a matter of degree. Some teachers though feel that the principal does
adhere to the Turning Points philosophy, but more at a philosophical or belief level than
in practice. James, Larissa and Leah feel that the principal seems to only believe in it but
not practice it, just like with teacher empowerment.

Belief and Practice
Looking at the seven principles of Turning Points, James felt that the principal
only practices it in the proportion of 60/40. It seems that she practices “Communication”
and “Professional Development,” but is weak in the area of “Democratic Governance”.
James felt that opportunities for professional development in the school usually go to
teachers who are teach core academic subjects. He said, “If it is not going to cost her
anything, then yeah she is supportive of it. If it is, then no, but it is okay to send a whole
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team off.. .It is okay to send a whole team off to a conference and not only pay for their
conference but pay for their subs.”
Larissa, Leah and Jason seemed to have doubts about the implementation of the
Turning Points principle, which raises the question of whether the principal is practicing
Turning Points the way it should be practiced. Larissa did not have much to say about
whether the principal adheres to Turning Points. She simply responded, “She firmly
adheres to the philosophy. Again it’s application and how it’s done that I would question
the delivery of it.”
John brought up a good point about the word ‘adheres’. He said, “Adheres implies
action.” In his opinion, the principal does not stick firmly to it. He said, “So I wouldn’t
say adheres firmly, because sometimes she deviates from that. But I think in terms of
belief-wise, it’s firmly but not in implementation.” John feels that the principal can be
inconsistent in that "... she’d hear certain things, or... Like something she really believes
in, she wants to make sure it happens, so she’ll try and figure out ways to make it
happen.”

Focus on Student Success
Justin felt that the principal does adhere to the Turning Points philosophy and
guidelines, especially in terms of her attitude towards standardized testing, and how she
guides the staff around the issue of MCAS. Justin said, “I think by not (focusing on
MCAS), I think that was empowering at some level, and I think the school wasn't letting
MCAS be the driving force, but it still pops up. I think we try to see how we can use it
(MCAS) as a tool to measure our progress, our understanding of what the kids are doing,
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and I think we try to do just that, use it as one tool to think about what is good for our
kids.”

Team Structure
As teachers with big leadership responsibilities, Lesley and Lori focused more on
the structural pieces of Turning Points that they felt were implemented and adhered to, by
the principal.
In many ways, throughout the interview, Lesley answered the interview questions
without referring to her personal experience. She always seemed to be speaking as a
representative of the principal. With regards to this question, She has mentioned at one
point that her position made her “feel like more of a leader because it made me feel like I
was, and it's funny because I've had this talk with a curriculum leader before, it made me
feel like part of my job is the keeper of the vision and to try to teach people the vision and
get them to embrace the vision and all that kind of stuff,”
With regards to this question, Lesley explained, “I think it depends on who you’re
looking. I think that there are some places where Turning Points is fully implemented.
There are teams that are amazing. There are groups of teachers who are amazing. I think
that you know the basic structures are in place. We have teams. We have team meetings.
We have all of those kinds of things, but there are places that works better, depending on
the buy-in factor.”
Lori feels that the principal adheres to the Turning Point principles but not
skipping any of them. She does confess that there are weak areas in what is being
practiced, such as in the area of involving parents and community. Lori said, “The area
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that I told you that I think we are weak on before which is the community outreach and
the parents, I think that she hasn't done as much on that as she could have. And she says
that in her first couple of years she tried and she wasn’t successful. She tried and that was
before I got there, and she has been saying that since I have gotten there, that she had
evening things for parents and only eight parents showed up, and she had breakfast for
parents and only a certain amount of parents showed up and she does have breakfast
every year for the team.. .for every team has a breakfast, and parents come to that and
those are pretty well attended.”

Commitment to Professional Development
Linda was very grateful to the way professional development is implemented in
the Middle School. She felt thankful to the principal adhering to the principles of Turning
Points, especially with regards to “Expert middle grade teachers engaged in ongoing
professional development”. Linda said, “I went to the Turning Points’ conference and
presented last year in Denver so I got to go. They helped pay my way. I presented so it
kind of covered my fee, but then you had to get out there and the way that was covered
within the district was that the Turning Points’ coaches did some other training for some
other schools, and their paying helped pay me to go. So it was really wonderful and what
a great partnership that they were willing to go out there and do some work so that I
could take part and then come back and share what I learned with them.”
Linda’s experience seems to match what James shared earlier, that the practice is
biased, i.e., it depends on the subject one is teaching. Linda teaches a core subject,
whereas James does not.
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On a different token, Jonathan mentioned that one of the things he notices about
the school is that there are many meetings. Jonathan said, “I know that one of the
complaints that is common here is that we have so much time in meetings and so little
time to grade, to work on our own lessons, but to me that is essential as a profession to
have that discussion and have that time to examine my practice and hear some other
voices on perspectives on students and curriculum.” In Jonathan’s opinion, meetings with
other teachers serve as opportunities for professional development. As such, he feels that
by having many meetings in the school, the principal is indeed adhering to the principle
of professional development for teachers.

Section F: Teacher Empowerment and Student Learning - The Connection

For the most pail, teachers interviewed responded about the positive impact
teacher empowerment has on students. There were a few who felt there could be negative
impacts on student learning. Individual teachers mentioned that there could be no
difference in student learning regardless of how empowered a teacher is or becomes, as
well as one teacher who felt that there were factors that need to be considered.
Interestingly enough, most perspectives shared by teachers on this question
seemed to be based on the teacher as an active initiator, and students as passive
recipients. Only one teacher provided a perspective based on the students as active
initiators and teachers as recipients.
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Some teachers interviewed also discussed the prerequisite for teacher
empowerment. They listed some conditions they feel would be helpful to promote teacher
empowerment.

Positive Connection
Happy Teachers
The key thing that came up during this part of the interview was that, a happy
teacher makes a happy student or many happy students. Five of the teachers interviewed
felt this way. Linda and Jonathan both felt that a happy teacher creates a happy
classroom. As Linda said, “I think happy teachers can create happy classroom
environments.” Jonathan shared the same opinion. He said, “Yeah, in terms of the
personal relationship that teachers and students have. A happy teacher would be a better
teacher.”
The enthusiasm a happy teacher has can also spill over to the students he/she has
interactions with. As Larissa said, “I think if a teacher feels empowered in what they are
doing, there’s a lot more enthusiasm and a lot more energy. There is more of a personal
connection and I have found with kids that the more it comes from you as a human being,
the more they get it. They just get it - it’s a much more direct route.”
Jason also shares the same view as Larissa. He said, “Because I think when
teachers are empowered they’re going to be much more enthusiastic, energetic, engaged,
and they’re going to be able to get the kids much more excited. I feel that's what happens
in my classroom. I feel empowered. I’m excited about what I’m teaching, I think we get
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the kids excited about it, I think we have, I think it’s a place where learning takes place,
so I’d say, yes.”
James felt the same way as the other four teachers, in terms of feeling that happy
and enthusiastic teachers can help students learn better. He took it to the next level by
saying that a healthy school environment where one is able to feel good about one’s work
is important in this aspect. James said, “If you need to feel good about what you are
doing and how you are accepted in a school you can then really convey your subject
matter. If you come in... That is a tough one. If you come in and are able to convey what
you want to teach but just feel that every step you make or... You need to be able to
relax. You need to be able to feel good about where you are at and what building you are

in.”

Making Changes
Justin believes that relational power, if used in the right way, i.e., to make
changes that are good for students and their learning, is something that can be pursued,
given that it benefits the students and enable the teacher to feel good about himself or
herself. Justin felt that an empowered teacher who is student-centered would be able to
make changes that are ultimately good for student learning. He said, “If you have the
power and you keep in mind the student focus, and you can justify changes you want to
make as being best for the students, then it is good for the students so I guess it is both
ways. Empowerment is how you use it.”
John agrees with Justin on this on the need for student-centeredness in teacher
empowerment. He said, “... everything should be brought back to whether it makes
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students feel like they're a part of a community and that they can be successful and that
they are successful.”

Control
John also brought up that having curricular control (i.e., personal power) would
result in better student learning. In that sense, he feels teacher empowerment has a
positive impact on student learning. Teachers who feel more in control of how they run
their classrooms or what they feel students need to learn, based on their daily interaction
with students and their professional expertise, generally feel more empowered. As such,
they are able to teach better and hence, affect student learning in a more positive way.
John said, “I mean having, again, having some control over your curriculum and
having a classroom structure, all that has to do with teacher empowerment, and obviously
all that’s going to directly affect student learning. So there’s that. And it changes from
year to year. I’ll have students you know—the flavor of the team will be different from
year to year so you need to make different kinds of decisions. So I think those decisions
need to happen on a teacher to teacher, or at least a team-to-team basis. So I think that
definitely improves student learning.”

Empowered Students
Lucy and Larissa both felt that teacher empowerment affects student learning
positively in that “an empowered teacher is going to create more of an empowered
student.” As Lucy pointed out, “Well I think that when teachers feel empowered and
they identify the possibilities of being able to do things and make changes, they can
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transfer that understanding on students by helping them to be empowered as well, by
creating possibilities in their classroom in which to possibility of learning, and they can
add on this empowerment.”
Lucy also shared her view about disempowerment. She felt that the cost of
disempowering teachers is a loss of motivation, which ultimately affect how teachers
interact with and teach students. Lucy said, “I think eventually it wears off your
motivation to do what you want to do, if you are not in alignment with the philosophy,
which is when you feel disempowered. When you feel disempowered of course, it really
affects your morale; it really affects your approach in every day situation with the student
with the colleagues with the administration. It is there; it is inevitable not to see it, and
sometimes you can see it. It does affect in a negative way.”
Ultimately, Lucy and Larissa feel that students are the primary beneficiary of
whatever they do in the school. As such, having a focus on students or being able to
justify how teacher empowerment can impact students positively goes a long way in
education.

Model for Students
Along with the earlier point on empowered teacher resulting in empowered
students, Lucy also pointed out those teachers who feel and act empowered can be good
models for students in terms of voice. She explained, “So I think teachers that are
empowered and teachers that understand the system and how it works can give the
understanding to the student so the student can also learn how to voice out their concerns,
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what are the mechanisms and the protocols to be able to be heard as well and learning
happens when students take part in that process of together.”

Student Success
Jack brought up an example about the school system in Holyoke and the effects of
student scores and performance on standardized tests have on teacher empowerment. Jack
explained, “Yeah because I worked in Holyoke, and they are really under the microscope
in terms of what they teach and how they teach and how they present lessons and what
they have on the walls... Yeah, pretty much every teacher has a magnetized board with
the standards written on it, and they have to have them displayed and.... Everything has
to be ready because they have drop-ins. The state drops in and says ‘what standard are
you teaching today?’”
Up until this point, most teachers think that teacher empowerment leads to student
learning. Jack’s example shows that student learning and success can ultimately lead to
teacher empowerment, given that “when the school is doing bad you get less
empowered.

Negative Connection
There were a few points made by Justin, John, Jason and Jonathan about how
teacher empowerment can affect students in a negative way.
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Self interest
Justin felt that self-interest of teachers could be detrimental to student learning.
He said, “Teachers could really get into what is best for us? It is every employee, every
person who is going to try to kind of carve out the best situation that they can so you
could lose focus of what is in the best interest for the students in doing that and if you
have the power and lost focus then that could be detrimental to the student achievement.”

Irrelevance to Student Learning
John felt that if teachers were empowered relationally, it could take away their
time and focus away from students and their learning. John said, “I do think that time and
attention can be taken away from things that directly impact student learning. Because
we’re worried about things like what kind of grading policy we’re going to have or how
to do professional development. Then they come up with a great professional
development that in the long run will improve student learning, but it’s not going to
improve the student learning of the kids I have that year.”
Based on John’s comments, it would seem that unless teachers can focus on
getting more relationally empowered in order to aid student learning, as well as maintain
their focus on helping students do better in the classroom, teacher empowerment would
not have much of a positive impact on student learning.
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Autonomy without Collaboration
Both Jason and Jonathan felt that if teachers were empowered to the extent of
feeling autonomous, it would affect the level of collaboration they have with other
teachers on the staff. This in turn could have a negative impact on student learning.
Jason said, “I can hypothetically imagine things. So for instance, if teachers could
do whatever they wanted, and they weren't working with each other, that could be a
problem, because while they may have a good experience in the classroom, the overall
experience over the years might not be as productive, because it might not be a wellcoordinated plan."
Jonathan said, “In terms of classroom practice, it is a balance because too much
autonomy leads to a department where all the teachers teach different things and don’t
feed each others’ practice. I believe more in sharing.’’

Depending
Leah brought up a couple of good points to show the variables that could affect
the connection between teacher empowerment and student learning.
For one, Leah felt that having relational power might not affect a teacher’s
perception of personal power. She explained, “Because a good teacher can teach within
the confines of their own room based on good educational practices. They may not be
empowered within their environment or the greater school structure, and yet they can be
teaching well, they can be doing an excellent job.’’
The second point she brought up was that some teachers do not want relational
power. She said, “Well, it depends partly on your expectations, your own personality. I
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would think some teachers like to close the door and teach. They don't really want to be
involved.” She went on to say, “I know that in California, schools don’t have very much
empowerment. You’re given a model, you’re told to teach, you’re given curriculums.
Does that mean that teachers don’t teach well, because they’re not given those choices
and those kinds of situations? Can you still have good educational practices without
empowerment? They seem to go hand in hand. My instinct tells me that they do. But on
the other hand, I’m not really sure of it.”

No Difference
Lesley felt that there is no correlation between student learning and teacher
empowerment. Based on her own personal experience, Lesley said, “I think that I was a
pretty good teacher when I was in the classroom, before Karin and after Karin.” In
Lesley’s case, she felt that having a lot of personal power as she did before Karin came,
and having a lot of relational power after Karin came, did not impact how students learn
in her classroom. She feels power has no impact on student learning.

Prerequisite for Empowerment
As mentioned earlier, Lesley has been adopting a leader attitude throughout the
interview. As such, she felt it was necessary to give a few pointers on the few things
needed to happen before teachers can become empowered.
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Self-reflection
Lesley said, “I think that part of it, rather than empowerment, maybe they go
together, there is more strength and collaboration because when you become self
reflective and you’re more willing to share that information, bending around ideas with
other people - that’s what work for kids.”

Spirit of Collaboration
In Lesley’s opinion, empowerment happens when teachers collaborate with each
other to do what is best for their students. This is opposed to teachers shutting their door
and teaching what they feel is right for the students in their class.
Lesley said, “It’s when everybody is trying to work together as a team to figure
out what the best thing to do is, so that's where I think the empowerment is.
Empowerment is there because you're being allowed to do this together but it's also the
collaborative piece. I think that’s really important for that.”
Lesley further clarified that it is collaboration that leads to empowerment, rather
than empowerment leading to collaboration. She said, “To me it’s a matter of the
collaboration piece. I think that's huge. It probably leads to empowerment, but I don’t
think it's the empowerment that leads to the collaboration and what do I think leads to the
best of what happens in the classroom is the collaboration piece.”
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Other Points
Empowerment and Power
Lucy felt it was necessary to distinguish between “empowerment” and “power”.
She felt that teachers who have power could oftentimes forget the focus on students,
given that power is their central focus. Empowerment, Lucy explained, is different in that
it brings more focus to the teacher on how to help students learn better. In other words,
the focus on students is present.
Lucy said, “I think it’s one thing to be empowered and it’s another thing to have
power. Teachers with power and acting under power can forget about the empowerment
piece, and they can just be in control and be the one who determines how things are
without having this participation of the students in the process of doing things. So the
empowerment is not the same as*power.”

Section G: Summary of Experiences with Turning Points
When asked to sum up their experiences with Turning Points, most teachers
provided positive comments than negative comments.

Positive Experiences
Great idea and map
Both Justin and Jack felt that Turning Points is a great idea and provides
guidelines for teachers. Justin sees the philosophy as “an invisible map”. He said, “I
would say ‘Turning Points’ is almost an invisible system, an invisible road map that kind
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of has us do our work. I don’t think ‘Turning Points’ when I do my work but I think a lot
of the work I do is ‘Turning Points’.”
Jack said, “Yeah it is too much for my mind to conceive of as a whole right now
as to what I put into practice, but I really like the whole idea of it. I think it is a great
way.”
* Larissa also felt that the Turning Points model works for everyone in the school.
She said, “I would say I think it’s a really good concept. I think it’s made this a better
school. I think it’s made me a better teacher, and I think our school are at the point where
we're going to be able to sit back now and do a little reflection.”

Enable Student Learning
Both Jack and Justin felt that the Turning Points idea is good for students and
their learning. Jack calls it a “great way for students to learn.” Justin provides another
side to the student-learning piece of the philosophy. He feels that the Turning Points
philosophy promotes good teaching. He said, “Yeah, shared decision making is natural.
When I make a decision I don’t think ‘oh thanks to ‘Turning Points’ I am able to decide
this with somebody when I backwards design a lesson when I try to get my kids
improving. I think...it is like ‘Turning Points’ is just good teaching; maybe it is a way of
writing up good teaching.”
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Negative Experiences
Implementation
A few teachers feel that the Turning Points model at the ABC Middle School is
good in theory but weak in implementation.
As John said, “I think Turning Points facilitates or promotes teacher
empowerment. I mean, it doesn’t guarantee it.” James also sums it up in a very simple
statement, “I would probably say good concepts, bad follow through.”
Jason explained his point of view. He said, “So, Turning Points... the theory I like,
in practice, it doesn’t seem to be the most important thing in the school. I guess that’s
how I would sum it up. That it hasn’t, in terms of how it affects my job, in terms of how
it affects my students, I don’t think it’s that... it’s the most important thing. The most
important is still knowing what good teaching is and doing it well.”
Lori, one of the teachers with great leadership responsibilities in the school, sums
up her experience with Turning Points as “hopeful”. She said, “Hopeful. I mean.. .that it
is not perfect. We still have a ways to go. There is still the human element of
implementation but that it is certainly a better model than others I have seen and that I
feel like it is the right direction with students at the center and that with every student
high standards, every students success at the center. With collaboration of staff and
professional development as the way to go. Certainly room to improve.”
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Mixed Feelings
Enigma
Leah, the most isolated, disoriented and seemingly disempowered teacher in the
group, summed up her experience in one word: enigma. Leah said, “One word... it's
going to be really hard, because my first word comes - an enigma. Because I didn’t get it
in the beginning and nobody gave me enough information to really understand. Even
though, I read Turning Points, I didn’t understand that it was the school model. And then
I understood it as educational practices, but I didn’t realize that there was more than that.
So, let’s see...it’s been a bit of a mystery just understanding how the school is, how is this
a Turning Points school, what does a Turning Points school mean completely? I didn’t
get all of that... So it’s been kind of a discovery.”
Leah went on to explain her learning process. She said, “ It kind of came in the
back door on me. And maybe that’s why the school structure... I didn’t get it, because it
was so differently organized and nobody explained it to me. Maybe because I was
slightly removed from the school in the sense of my job. That I’m not really a part of
everything that goes on.”

178

CHAPTER V
CONCLUSION

Chapter Five presents a review of the study, including the problem, purpose
statement, methodology and major findings. With references to the review of literature
and the data generated from this case study, this chapter will address conclusions and
implications for action. It will conclude with recommendations for future research and
closing remarks.
This case study aims to examine the issue of teacher empowerment in a Turning
Points school environment, (i.e., a type of progressive educational philosophy) looking at
the school unit as an organization.
As mentioned in Chapter One, the main focus in this study is on teacher
empowerment. This case study looks at teacher empowerment at two levels: micro and
macro. At the micro level, teacher empowerment is conceptualized as investing in
teachers the right to exercise professional judgment about the content of the curriculum
and means of instruction, i.e., the right to make decisions on classroom-related issues on
a daily basis. At the macro level, teacher empowerment is conceptualized as investing in
teachers the right to participate in the determination of school goals and policies.

Statement of the Problem
Teachers in public schools generally do not feel empowered given that they
generally do not have much say in curricular matters (Gitlin et al., 1992, p. 91), and also
they do not seem to have a voice or place in the decision-making process of school
policies. Teachers often do not have access to decision-making power, one of the three
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kinds of structural power (Duffy, 2006, p. 87), which is the “degree to which a person or
unit affects the decision-making process in his school district”. Unless a teacher has a
leadership role in the school (e.g., being on the leadership team, leader of an inquiry
group, curriculum leader, team leader, or coach), the teacher will not have much say in
making decisions about the school.
* In the case of the ABC Middle School, through the Turning Points philosophy in
which joint-governance is a key feature, teachers have seemingly multiple opportunities
to be involved in decision-making at various levels in the school, most significantly in the
Leadership Team. The Leadership Team is the core team that makes decisions on policies
concerning students and other vital matters in the school. The researcher assumed and
anticipated that the perception of empowerment of teachers in a Turning Points middle
school is what affects their motivation and engagement, as well as active and willing
participation in school policies and events. In the researcher’s mind, motivated teachers
affect student learning in a much more significantly positive way based on previous
research studies conducted in the field on the correlation between teacher empowerment
and student learning (Yonemura, 1986; Maeroff, 1988; Sergiovanni, 1987; Davis &
Wilson, 2000).
The researcher set out to learn the parts of a progressive educational philosophy
that will bring about more teacher empowerment and greater student learning in a public
school setting. In other words, it would be useful to think about what we can learn from a
progressive learning environment to help foster more positive relationships in public
school settings that would ultimately enhance student learning. However, after
conducting the interviews and analyzing the collected data, the researcher is now inclined
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to think that the type of educational philosophy a school adopts might in some ways set
the stage or create a potential capacity for a school to empower teachers, at the same
time, the leadership style of the administration as well as the teacher himself/herself, i.e.,
the personality traits of the teacher are also important contributors to teacher
empowerment. All three factors seem to be intricately connected and indispensable when
considering teacher empowerment.

Purpose of Study
The purpose of this study was to find out what teachers’ perceptions of
empowerment are in a Turning Points context, as well as to find out what levels of
empowerment they perceive themselves to be having. Specifically, the study attempted to
find any possible connection between progressive educational philosophy (i.e., in the
form of Turning Points), and teacher empowerment. In addition, this study makes an
attempt to provide some data that might be of interest to policy makers and administrators
of public schools with regards to teacher empowerment and building a more positive
school environment.

Methodology
The research design for this dissertation is interpretive case study using data
collected through personal interviews, direct observation, and documents that was
collected for later analysis. A case study is an empirical inquiry that investigates a
contemporary phenomenon within its real-life context, especially when the boundaries
between phenomenon and context are not clearly evident (Yin, 2000). A case study is
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conducted in order to shed light on a phenomenon of interest to the researcher. In this
case study, the phenomenon is Turning Points philosophy and its effects on teachers and
teacher empowerment. Merriam (1988) supports the value of case study for this type of
educational research, asserting that “research focused on discovery, insight and
understanding from the perspectives of those being studied offers the greatest promise of
making significant contributions to the knowledge base and practice of education” (p.3).

Major Findings
From reviewing the collected data and data analysis made in Chapter 4, the
researcher identified three areas for the major findings from the study: the philosophy, the
principal (as representative of the organization), and the teachers.

The Philosophy
The team structure and the Leadership Team are two significant features of the
Turning Points philosophy.

Team Structure
According to the Turning Points Guidelines, creating teams of teachers and
students is a vital part of developing a middle grades learning community. A team
consists of two or more teachers and the group of students they commonly instruct.
Together, teachers on a team teach all the core academic subjects; in some instances,
teams also cover special subjects and special education (Arnold & Stevenson, 1998, p.2).
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In reality, at the ABC Middle School, teams are indeed formed by grouping
teachers who teach core academic subjects, e.g., Math, Science, Social Studies and
English. Teachers who teach Music, Art, World Languages, Health Science, PE, and ELL
are not part of the regular team structure. The reason for this is two-fold: one, these
teachers do not represent core academic subjects. Two, the scheduling in the school does
not allow for these teachers to meet with the other core subject teachers for planning
purposes. Teams have common planning time on a daily basis, which allow teachers to
work on integrating curriculum within the team. What this means is, if a Science teacher
is doing a lesson that week on Astronomy, the Math teacher can be working on distance
calculations that would blend in with the Astronomy theme of the week so all subject
areas can be integrated as closely as possible.
As Larissa explained, the way it works for off-team teachers to be part of teams is
to “go from team to team. So when I’m with a team for nine weeks I go to their team
meetings. I work with that team as a team member, but I’m not on any team for a whole
year. Just for nine weeks and next year it’s going to be six weeks”.
Off-team teachers, i.e., teachers who are not teaching core academic subjects,
have reflected their views in the research interviews about the team structure and the
Turning Points philosophy. Teachers feel that the structure gives students and teachers an
impression that the other subject areas do not count as much as the ‘core academic
subjects,’ given that they are not part of any teams. Off-team teachers feel left out and not
included in their students learning, even if they wish to be involved in integrating their
curriculum and doing common planning with their coworkers. A simple statement
pointing out that what off-team teachers teach is not academic, can serve to make them
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feel excluded, as James put it. When asked how empowered he feels as a teacher in the
middle school, James' response was that “There are certain issues I do feel empowered
about. There are other issues where I don’t where it is very clear this is world music, this
is art. It is not an academic.”
The schedule in the school often does not allow off-team teachers sufficient
access to meeting with all their students. As such, they do not see the students that regular
team teachers see on a regular basis. In other words, the way scheduling works in the
school also serves to position these teachers as ‘peripherals,’ to a certain extent. Their
service is provided less frequently than the services of the other core academic teachers.
This is reflected very clearly in Lesley’s comment on her view toward non-academic
teachers giving their opinion on how academics should work. As a teacher with a lot of
leadership responsibility in the school, Lesley’s comment provides an insight into how
non-academic teachers are positioned and viewed in the school, to a certain extent.
Lesley said, “Why should a music teacher have anything to say about what the Math
department thinks is an appropriate course of action. It’s not appropriate!” (in talking
about leadership meetings).
The way the scheduling works, with the focus and emphasis on supporting core
academic subject areas, can often cause frustration to off-team teachers by messing up
their schedule. As one off-team teacher expressed, “And when you have students that
need outside support, such as ... tutors that are coming from the outside, every time the
team change their schedule, it will mess that up, and it’s chaotic.”

As Leah puts it, she has no voice as an off-team teacher without a team. “I think,
because I’m not really on a team and I'm not really part of anybody, I don’t have a
particular voice.”
So, while the team structure can be empowering for mainstream core academic
subject teachers, it serves to be disempowering, in general, for off-team teachers.

Leadership Team
As part of democratic governance in the school, the Leadership Team is set up for
teams to have representatives to voice their concerns at meetings with the administration.
All decisions made have to be agreed upon by all leadership team members. Consensus
has to be reached at 100%, or the agenda item will have to be reviewed and re-discussed
at subsequent meetings.
One criticism most teachers have of the leadership team is the nature of forced
membership, especially of new teachers. As Linda puts it, membership in leadership team
is a huge time commitment. Linda said, “A challenge with Leadership is that it is a huge
time commitment and many people don’t want to do it so it is not a good representation
of the school in my opinion.”
Jack echoed Linda’s comment on the time commitment on leadership. He also
explained how leadership can put teachers in a difficult position:

.it is a lot of extra

work and a lot of headache because you are kind of going between the staff, the teachers
and up above and trying to be the in-between.”
Lori, one of the more senior teachers with more responsibilities in the school, also
agreed with Linda and Jack about forced membership in leadership team. She feels that
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the leadership team needs members who really want to be involved in decision-making,
instead of members who are forced to be part of the team because of their position in the
school. Lori said, “Instead of ‘I really want to be it and I really will represent you well’ so
it has become sort of a default position, and then people complain that leadership makes
decisions and whether it gets communicated clearly or whether people feel like ‘yes, yes,
we are really going to do what leadership says’.
Of the teachers who participated in this research study, those who are leadership
members and are mainstream subject teachers and also leaders of teams, as well as
teachers who have more responsibility than regular team members (e.g., coaches) seem to
be the ones who feel empowered by the leadership structure. A few teachers in this study
who are also members of the leadership team, but off-team teachers, certainly voiced
their concern about the genuineness of decision-making at the leadership level.
Senior teachers like James, Larissa, and Jason (who are also non-academic subject
teachers) feel that decision-making is manipulated and consensus making is contrived, at
the leadership team. They also feel that being on leadership team is just the same as being
a ‘microphone’ instead of being a leader. James said, “I think that at times those
discussions are bent in such a way by administration so that they have certain outcomes.
For certain things I think the outcome is preset.’’ Larissa agreed with James comments.
She talked about her previous experiences with on leadership team and how she felt
increasingly frustrated. She said, “As time went on and I served on it, I became
increasingly frustrated because I felt that the agenda and the decision-making was being
manipulated. And I left because I was so angry I couldn’t do it anymore.’’ Jason’s
comment was that “I don’t think people’s voices necessarily make it into the decision.’’
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Another comment about the leadership team and how it affects teacher
empowerment is in the issue of consensus making. James said, “And so the meeting is
just a formality to get the so-called consensus. On the surface it looks like everybody
agreed to it. It is kind of a cynical thought, I realize. Larissa gave her two-cents on
consensus. She said, “Yeah, the appearance of being collaborative, the reality it was not
the appearance. And I don’t have a lot of tolerance for that. The drawbacks are that it
takes a lot of time, particularly with consensus, and if it’s not implemented the way it’s
intended, you’ll get a lot of nasty things going on.”
New off-team teachers such as Jack and Leah seem to understand that they can
only play a passive role of listener at leadership meetings. As Jack said, “We are allowed
to go. Anybody can go, but only the people that are on the team can talk.” Jack does not
feel he has time to be part of leadership given his understanding of how much time
commitment it would take. Leah is still trying to figure out the system at the school.
However, Jack feels that if he has the chance, he might want to be part of leadership. Jack
said, “ I think it would teach me a lot, to see if there actually was teacher empowerment
and it actually does make a difference.”

Teacher-Student Parallel
Lesley and Lori, both with heavy responsibility at the leadership level, seem to
speak from the administrative perspective during the interview. Both seemed to have
adopted the role of administrative representatives, rather than as teachers.

In many ways, both Lesley and Lori in their administrative role seem to have
taken on the role of “parents”. They talked about teachers as if they are children who
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need to be ‘protected’. When talking about how the principal works with teachers, Lori
explained, “Her (the principal’s) administrative burdens have been really great, in terms
of faculty not having to deal with a lot of stuff, but in some ways she probably should
have told people what she was protecting them from.”
Lori attributes the lack of communication about issues in the school to a lack of
time in teachers' regular schedule. She said, “I mean to be a really true sharing of power,
true democracy, you have to be an informed democracy, and I am not sure there is time in
the day for teachers to be able to do that. Administration really keeps teachers protected,
in Town ABC at least, keeps teachers protected from a lot of that stuff because there just
isn’t time.”
Lori also used the term “paternalistic/maternalistic” to discuss the admin-teacher
relationship. She said, “Because I think that sometimes when people are being protected
from something that there can be a paternalistic/maternalistic aspect to that which makes
them angry when a situation occurs like this one, this year, where things are going to be
seriously cut and they don’t realize how much they have been protected from it, and all of
a sudden it is a crisis and things have to be slashed and they didn't realize what was going
on before that.”
Lesley was more explicit in her comparison of teachers to children. She said,
“Those people who didn’t get the stuff to begin with and needed more time didn't feel
like they got more time, you know and it's the same thing with kids. You want to not
have them stuck in one place forever, and you know with kids you can say all right we
started it, we’ll go back to it. Forget about it for now, let’s go on to the next thing, but I
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think what’s happened with the adults is like they said no I don’t get it, and now you’re
forcing me onto something new.”
Lesley recognized the pattern in administration to treat teachers as ‘kids’. This is
evidenced in her statement. “So you know, in theory it was like we’re trying to do it the
way that we might do it in our classroom, but it didn’t work and I think that we should
have been better self-assessors in terms of what was happening and adapt it. I think we
need to stop acting like them. We need to give people some room to say ok this is how I
want to grow, this is what I want to learn, and this is my plan.”

The Principal
The researcher found that personality and communication were the two key
findings in terms of the principal, and how teacher empowerment is affected.
Justin, Linda, Lori and Lesley seem highly positive about the principal and her
leadership. Lori and Lesley are also personal friends of the principal. Apart from these
four teachers who are active members of leadership and academic teachers, other teachers
interviewed seem to feel that the principal and her leadership has a tremendously “not so
positive effect” on their perception of empowerment at the ABC Middle School.

Personality
Many of the teachers interviewed felt that the personality of the principal
interferes with her belief in democracy in the school, especially in her dealings with the
teachers. As the representative of democracy in a school practicing the progressive
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educational philosophy of Turning Points, the principal’s personality seems to get in the
way of allowing democracy to happen.
As some teachers shared their comments in Chapter 4, the principal is seen as
authoritarian, passive aggressive, controlling and manipulative. This goes against the
principle of shared leadership and democratic governance. It also creates a somewhat
cynical view towards the Turning Points philosophy, as evidenced in Jason’s comments.
Jason feels that the Turning Points model works well for someone with a controlling
personality, such as the principal. As Jason mentioned earlier in the interview, he feels
that the principal enjoys working in the Turning Points model as it gives her a lot of
control. He said, “If you want to call it Turning Points, fine. And I think she definitely
believes in it. And I think she’s also found it to be a way where she can have a lot of
control. That’s worked well for her.” He also said, “Looking at this sort of just
hypothetically, if I were a person wanting to be in control, I would feel this was a great
system to have in place. Because everything’s going to come back to me if it’s not
according to the way it should be.”

Communication
Most teachers attribute their feeling of not feeling empowered to the lack of open
communication in the school. Linda feels the goals of the school are sometimes not
clearly articulated due to the communication style of the principal. Linda said, “I do think
that articulation of our goals and communication is some times meshing. I do think that. I
think she (Principal) could communicate better. I think we all could communicate better.
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I think some people who have questions and don’t ask them are part of the
communication problem.”
James, however, did not think the problem teachers have with the principal is a
result of her communication style. He said, “No, I think that she can communicate very
well. I just think that she does it.. .it is her hidden agendas. It is her controlling. It is her
sense that ‘no this is what I want and I am going to.. .if I need to manipulate to get to it,
then I will manipulate to get to it, and if that means that I won’t tell the whole story, then
I won’t tell the whole story’.”
Jason also expresses the importance of clear and honest communication from the
administration, which he feels is not always true at the school. He said, “I think we have
something set up that could work to allow for democratic school governance. I don't
think that it necessarily works that way. So the good thing is the leadership structure
could work that way. I think that it would have to be done simply in an environment of
more honest, open inquiry, listening and trust. Listening to each other, feeling that you
can really say what you meant and that you’ll be heard. And I don’t think there’s that
feeling here.”
John mentioned that the principal could be partial, in choosing what she wants to
hear. He said, “I think that sometimes she can hear about things through somebody, like
secondhand, and then come in with some sledgehammer solution without having a
discussion about it or talking to the people who were involved.” Perhaps because of that,
the principal gives some teachers the impression that she exercises favoritism. John said,
“And I think certain people have her ear and their right to say things and misinterpret
things or whatever, and then she assumes it’s a problem and comes in with some, you
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know, major solution.” As a result, it causes distress among the staff and lack of trust
among the faculty. “It makes people feel like there’s certain people in the school that they
can't share concerns with, or that they’re not respected or trusted because she’ll come in
saying, this needs to happen, you know?”
Assuming the principal is sincere about supporting teachers and empowering
them,-but is not successful at communicating her ideas to the teachers, it would defeat the
puipose of being a leader in progressive school environment. The inability of the
principal to communicate, as well as her personality and desire for control, can result in
teachers not trusting in her leadership. With an environment of distrust and control, it is
hard for teachers to feel genuinely empowered and motivated, even if it appears so on the
surface.

Split Camp Effect
Overall, the leadership provided by the principal, as well as her personality and
communication style, seems to have created a split camp among the staff at the ABC
Middle School. Teachers interviewed talked about being considered ‘insiders’ or
‘outsiders’. Even senior teachers like Lesley, who has a heavy responsibility at the
leadership level, used the term “one of those people...” when suggesting that the
researcher talks to teachers who she felt did not feel empowered in the school. There
seems to be a clear list of who is “onboard with the vision,” as Lesley puts it, and who is
not. When talking about her leadership role in the school, Lesley said, “...it made me feel
like pail of my job is the keeper of the vision and to try to teach people the vision and get
them to embrace the vision and all that kind of stuff.”
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From the perspectives of teachers who do not feel empowered, they consider
teachers like Lesley, Lori, Justin and Linda as the “insiders”. Jonathan brought up the
‘insider/outsider’ issue when speaking about the new principal search incident. He said,
“I think that is an inside/outside thing to be seen as an insider, and there is an assistant
Principal who, in terms of the.. .what would they call it for kings? The heirs, the obvious
heirs were not chosen, and someone with the minor lords was chosen over one of the
assistant principals, and that is a point following the hierarchy, I think, would have
yielded less descent. It was sort of a surprising choice, and no one really saw it coming.”
Jonathan was also frustrated because he felt he was considered by his teammates as an
“insider” which was what caused them to feel animosity towards him.
In some ways, Jonathan defines an “outsider” as a teacher who is being criticized.
An “insider” is someone who is accepted by the principal and the administration. He said,
“I guess I feel like I am not being questioned or criticized. I feel like I am doing a good
job, and I think that people feel like they are on the outside, feel that way because they
have been criticized in some way. Maybe told that they were not contributing enough or
changing with the curriculum enough.”

Teachers
The third major finding in this study on teachers’ perception of teacher
empowerment in a Turning Points school is in the teachers. It appears that the position of
the teachers (in terms of their leadership role, and their seniority), as well as the
positioning of the teachers themselves (in terms of their personality), plays a role in
teachers’ perceptions of empowerment.
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Position
Teachers who are in core academic subject areas and in leadership positions (such
as team leaders, inquiry group leaders and especially leadership team members) seem to
feel positive and empowered. This includes the two coaches who appear to offer more
perspectives from an administrative instead of a personal perspective. The teachers who
appear to feel most empowered and supportive of the administration and organizational
leadership of the school are Linda, Justin, Lori and Lesley.
Seniority affects how empowered teachers feel, only if the teachers are teaching
core academic subjects. As Jason, a off-team teacher who has been teaching in the school
for over 12 years said, his role on leadership is mainly as a ‘watchdog’ to make sure
nothing bad happens to his team of non-academic subject teachers. Teachers in this group
include Lucy, Larissa, Jason and James.
New teachers to the school seem to be more preoccupied with feeling their way
around the school. As such, they really do not have much time, energy or interest to think
about relational power. Teachers in this group include Jack, Jonathan and Leah.
The only oddball in this analysis seems to be John. He is a core academic subject
teacher and is also a member on leadership. John feels rather empowered overall, but he
seems to provide a realistic and somewhat cynical perspective on the organizational
leadership, unlike the other four teachers who are in the same category (in terms of
subject taught and leadership responsibilities).
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Positioning
From the data analysis, it seems that the personality of teachers affects their
perception of how empowered they are.
Leah provides a good example of weaker personality and empowerment. She
explained herself, “I’m really thinking about why have I not... Because I tend to shy away
if I’m not listened to. It doesn’t take me too many times to realize...”
As James put it, “In this building, if you are a weak personality who is a non-team
teacher, you are out. I think that they need to be strong enough to stand up and speak up
and say what they have to say.”
Most other teachers who are in a ‘strong position of empowerment’ (i.e., core
academic subject and leadership role) seem to be straightforward personalities. James
described himself as straight forward. Lesley said of herself, “If I have anything on my
mind, I went in and said it, you know. It’s like if you don’t speak up, you’re not going to
get heard.” John mentioned he is “a frequent agenda item person on there” (about
bringing items to leadership). He feels that self-esteem has a role to play in teachers’
perception of empowerment. John said, “there are people in this building that don’t feel
empowered even though the system is in place, and the pieces are in place for them to do
so to voice their concerns. Sol think empowerment has to do with personal attitude or
self-esteem...”
Although it seems most teachers whose personalities are not weak tend to feel
more empowered, the question arises as to whether the personality of teachers affect their
perceptions of empowerment or if the position of teachers affect their empowerment and
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hence change their personality, given the boost in confidence level, positive
reinforcement and motivation.

Commitment to Students
Regardless of their level of empowerment, most teachers interviewed are very
concerned and committed to students and student success. The focus on students was
what most participants liked about teaching at the ABC Middle School with regards to
the Turning Points philosophy. Almost two-thirds (8) of the participants identified that as
what they liked about teaching at the school. All participants who are also members of
leadership areas in the school identified the student focus as what they liked. Two
participants who were non-members of leadership areas also identified with this. Both
were teachers who have been teaching for over 10 years in the school.
As Lesley explained in her interview, " I think that there is a huge focus on the
student and student achievement and what would help the student succeed.” Linda also
explained, “...the collaborative culture and the commitment to children, the
understanding of the developmental age of middle school kids. Their needs are different
and coupling that with like the high standards so I think that for me, it is really
important.... Student focus is really important to me.”
Even though Leah seems to be the least empowered of the teachers interviewed,
she shares the same commitment to students. As Leah explained about her view towards
empowerment, “I don’t think it has to mean that you have to get your way in everything.
I think it goes back to that being heard and also understanding how the decisions that
affect you and your students is made. Even if they go against what you feel, you want to
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know their reasoning. Because you want to be treated the way you’re going to treat your
students... The impact (of teacher empowerment) is being a better teacher.”

Conclusion
The assumption that teachers who work in a progressive educational environment,
such as a school that adopts the Turning Points philosophy, might feel empowered, or
even, equally empowered, is probably a myth. In reality, as the research findings show,
there are multiple factors that affect teacher empowerment and how teachers perceive
their empowerment. Based on the research findings from this study, the researcher
concludes that teachers’ perception of empowerment can be affected by their personality,
their position in the school, the leadership style of the principal and their relationship to
the principal, which affects their positioning (i.e., insider or outsider). It is certainly not a
straightforward issue.
Based on the research findings, it would seem that a teacher with the following
profile would seem most likely to feel empowered at the ABC Middle School; a middle
school adopting a progressive model of education called the Turning Points philosophy
and operating within a regular school district:
•

Self-confident with high self esteem

•

Straight forward (i.e., not afraid to speak one’s mind)

•

Positive personal and professional relationship with the principal

•

Teaches a core academic subject

•

Plays a leadership role in the school (either in team or inquiry or leadership)
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Turning Points philosophy, in the context of the ABC Middle School, seems to be
a less neutral approach to progressive education in terms of its focus on mainstream and
less capable of being diversified in reaching non-core subject teachers and students.
Perhaps a more open approach that will be deemed inclusive, even to teachers of nonacademic subjects and a diverse student population, will work better. Also, the study
brings up the question of how realistic it is for a school to employ a progressive approach
if the district in which it is operating, functions in a different manner. In the case of the
ABC Middle School, in particular the episode of new-principal search, showed teachers
how a school functioning within the frameworks of a district can be in jeopardy. Teachers
who associate Turning Points to being disempowered viewed the change in principalship
as a chance for things to be improved upon, and for teachers to become more empowered.
However, through the search process, they discovered that ultimately they have no power
given the way the superintendent handled the search, i.e., calling off the search and
making a decision on the structure, on his own. As Linda explained, “I think ultimately
maybe some of those people were really wanting to have one of those two candidates
hired and thought they had it in the bag, and I think that quite honestly, there were a lot of
people looking forward to, maybe, throwing away some of the things that we had done
and were looking for a change in leadership to do that and saw it as an opportunity, and
when that didn’t happen because the Superintendent does support ‘Turning Points,’ that
was upsetting to people. That is my take on it.”
John, the oddball in the group of teachers interviewed (who seems to fit the
profile of an empowered teacher who is also able to explain how things can be improved
to make more teachers feel empowered) gave his opinion on the school-district
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philosophical disconnect. He said, “...it needs to be more district-wide because the
school is subject to the decisions of the superintendent, and the principal answers to the
school committee and the superintendent, and if those things are in place, they run
counter to a democratically run school.”
In terms of treating teachers as children, given the parallel of teacher-student
relationship to administration and teachers, seem to be less effective in an adult
organization. The approach undermines the maturity and ability of teachers and how
empowerment would serve to motivate them more.
Finally, an interesting observation in this case study, regardless of the fact that
close to 67% of teachers interviewed did not feel as empowered, all teachers are focused
on student learning and student success regardless of their personal situation of
empowerment. The focus on student learning and student success could be what holds
teachers together despite the differences in personalities, educational philosophy and
approach to democracy.

Recommendations
The researcher realized, through the research study, that there are multiple
variables and subjectivity in the topic of teacher empowerment. The issue of teacher
personality, principal personality, location of study (i.e., the type of school and model
adopted), actual philosophy of the school, as well as the timing of the research (i.e., the
end of a principal's term) all play a role in the picture woven by the researcher through
the lenses of the 12 teachers interviewed.
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The researcher has striven to present the case study through the frameworks of
teacher empowerment and progressive education. A possible way to interpret the data and
make sense of the case study would be to view it through an organizational leadership
perspective. Given that schools are also “learning-oriented organizations” (Duffy, 2006)
and “centers of community” (Lieberman, 1995) with teachers as workers, it would be
important to analyze the data using an organizational empowerment framework, tying the
findings to motivation and organizational leadership.
Perhaps the issue of teacher empowerment needs to be considered in the light of
the nature of teachers’ work, i.e., the scope of their job and schedule. One of the teachers,
Lori, suggested that the work of teachers puts some form of constraint on their
participation in decision-making at the school level. Lori said, “I am not sure that
teachers would have time to be able to be privy to all of the decisions that administrators
have to make. Most of them have not sat on the other side of the table to be privy to the
budgetary decisions that have to be made, to be privy to the taking care of the building
decisions that have to be made, to dealing with parents in the community and all of those
administrative things that go on that actually our administration keeps teachers shielded
from.”
Again, as Lori mentioned, “to be a really true sharing of power, true democracy,
you have to be an informed democracy”. Lori feels teachers’ schedules often do not give
them time to be informed, which goes back to the roles of teachers and administrators and
varying responsibilities they have in the school. This contradicts what Lieberman*s idea
of decision-making. Lieberman (1995) felt that change is slow “when authority for
decision-making is far removed from practitioners and is regulatory in nature.”
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As discussed in the conclusion section, teacher empowerment seems to be a
highly subjective issue. The researcher’s personal stand is that, as long as teachers have
the desire to be empowered, and administration is willing to create and provide the
platform for teachers to be genuinely empowered and allowed to participate in decision¬
making with a clear indication of matters that are left to the decision of the administration
(e.g., hiring and firing), and a genuine respect for democracy and voice as well as a firm
commitment to teaching and student learning and success, teachers will be able to feel
empowered and motivated about their job and their workplace. This can bring about
greater student success in schools (Yonemura, 1986).
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APPENDIX A

INTERVIEW QUESTIONS

Set One

1.

Do you like teaching here? What are the things you like or dislike about teaching
in this school? Is the Turning Points philosophy what attracted you to this school?
If not. what attracted you to this school? What aspects of Turning Points are you
in favor of? Are there any limitations or problems you can see with this
philosophy?

2.

Do you feel you have control over what goes on in your classroom? In what ways
do you have or not have control? How much control do you have? Do you feel
you have control or a say over what goes on outside of your classroom, i.e.,
within the school? In what ways do you have or not have control?

3.

Do you feel you have a voice in this school? How does your voice get heard? Do
you equate having a voice and being heard with being “empowered”? How would
you define “teacher empowerment”? Do you feel empowered as a teacher in this
school? How empowered do you feel you are in this school? In what ways do you
feel or not feel empowered?

4.

How important do you feel teacher empowerment is? Do you think teachers ought
to be empowered, if so, how? If not, why? Do you think teacher empowerment
comes with responsibilities? How so? Should teacher empowerment be something
that comes with the job, i.e., naturally expected or is it something that should be
earned? In what ways do you feel teachers should be empowered - only within the
classroom or outside of the classroom or both? Is there a limit or boundary in the
scope of ‘teacher empowerment’? Is ‘the ability to make decisions about school
policies’ an indication of “teacher empowerment”? What other indicators of
teacher empowerment do you see? As a teacher, what does “being empowered.”
mean to you?

5.

Do you feel your feelings or opinions about teacher empowerment have changed
over the years? If your feelings or opinions have changed, do you remember what
(might have) caused the changes? When you first joined the teaching profession,
how did you feel about the notion of “teacher empowerment”? How important
was “teacher empowerment” to you then? When you first joined this Middle
School, how important did ‘teacher empowerment’ mean to you?
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6a. In what ways has taking on a leadership position in the school affected how you
feel about the notion of “teacher empowerment”? What experiences have you
learned from your leadership position? Are there any aspects of your current role
that you feel can be changed or improved upon? Does your current role give you a
different perspective on how to affect changes that will be beneficial to student
learning? If so, how? If not, why not?
6b. Would you be interested in taking on a leadership position in the school? Why? In
what ways do you think taking on a leadership position in the school might affect
how you feel about the notion of “teacher empowerment”? What possible
experiences might you gain from being in a leadership position? Does your
current role give you a different perspective on how to affect changes that will be
beneficial to student learning? If so, how? If not, why not?

7. What do you think of the leadership or organizational structure of your school?
What are some positive and negative aspects of the organizational structure of the
school, in your opinion? Does the organizational structure contribute in any way
to your voice being heard or unheard? If so, in what ways?
8. How would you describe your relationship with the principal? How would you
describe the leadership style of your principal? Do you feel your principal is
someone who believes in “teacher empowerment”? In what ways does she make
you believe so? Do you feel your principal adheres firmly to the Turning Points
guidelines/philosophy? What aspects of the Turning Points philosophy do you
feel is in practice here, and what aspects are not?
9. How do you feel the school as a whole deals with the current demands of
standards-based testing? How well do you think the Turning Points philosophy
matches the demands of MCAS? Do you think the Turning Points philosophy
shield the school in any way from demands in the current educational system, if
so, how? As a teacher here, how do you feel about the pressure to help students
pass MCAS? If there is a pressure, where is the pressure from and how do you
deal with it? Does the Turning Points philosophy give you more space and
freedom to develop as a teacher? If so, how?
10. Apart from the leadership style of the principal and the organizational structure of
the school, what other things do you feel have affects on teacher empowerment?
Why? Do you feel there is a connection between teacher empowerment and
student learning? In what ways does empowering teachers affect students? Do
you think it affects them in a positive or negative way? Why?
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Set Two

1. What are some things you like or dislike about teaching in this school? What
aspects of Turning Points are you in favor of? Are there any limitations or
problems you can see with this philosophy?
2. In what ways do you feel you have control over what goes on in your classroom,
and how much control do you have? In what ways do you feel you have control or
a say over what goes on outside of your classroom, i.e.„ within the school? (In
* what ways do you have or not have control?)
3. Do you feel you have a “voice” in this school and how does this “voice” get
heard? Do you equate having a voice and being heard with being “empowered”?
How would you define “teacher empowerment”? How empowered do you feel as
a teacher/staff in this school? What are some ways you feel you are empowered or
not empowered?
4. How important do you feel teacher empowerment is? In what ways do you think
teachers can be empowered? Do you think teacher empowerment is something
intrinsic or extrinsic, and why? Do you associate teacher empowerment with
responsibilities, and what kinds? Should teacher empowerment be something that
is to be expected with the job, or is it something that should be earned? Is there a
limit or boundary in the scope of ‘teacher empowerment’? Should teachers only
be empowered within the scope of the classroom or outside of the classroom or
both? What are some indicators of teacher empowerment? Is ‘the ability to make
decisions about school policies’ one of the indicators?
5. When you first joined the teaching profession, did you think about the notion of
teacher empowerment? How important was “teacher empowerment” to you then?
If you did how have your feelings or opinions about teacher empowerment
changed over these (# of) years? What caused the changes? When Turning Points
was implemented in this Middle School, how important did ‘teacher
empowerment’ mean to you?
6a, In what ways has taking on a leadership position in the school affected how you
feel about the notion of “teacher empowerment”? What experiences have you
learned from your leadership position? Are there any aspects of your current role
that you feel can be changed or improved upon? Does your current role give you a
different perspective on how to affect changes that will be beneficial to student
learning? If so, how? If not, why not?
6b. Would you be interested in taking on a leadership position in the school? Why? In
what ways do you think taking on a leadership position in the school might affect
how you feel about the notion of “teacher empowerment”? What possible
experiences might you gain from being in a leadership position? Does your
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current role give you a different perspective on how to affect changes that will be
beneficial to student learning? If so, how? If not, why not?

7. What do you think of the leadership or organizational structure of your school?
What are some positive and negative aspects of the organizational structure of the
school, in your opinion? Does the organizational structure contribute in any way
to your voice being heard or unheard? If so, in what ways?
8. How would you describe your relationship with the principal? How would you
describe the leadership style of your principal? Do you feel your principal is
someone who believes in “teacher empowerment”? In what ways does she make
you believe so? Do you feel your principal adheres firmly to the Turning Points
guidelines/philosophy? What aspects of the Turning Points philosophy do you
feel is in practice here, and what aspects are not?
9. How do you feel the school as a whole deals with the current demands of
standards-based testing? How well do you think the Turning Points philosophy
matches the demands of MCAS? Do you think the Turning Points philosophy
shield the school in any way from demands in the current educational system, if
so, how? As a teacher here, how do you feel about the pressure to help students
pass MCAS ? If there is a pressure, where is the pressure from and how do you
deal with it? Does the Turning Points philosophy give you more space and
freedom to develop as a teacher? If so, how?

10. Apart from the leadership style of the principal and the organizational structure of
the school, what other things do you feel have affects on teacher empowerment?
Why? Do you feel there is a connection between teacher empowerment and
student learning? In what ways does empowering teachers affect students? Do
you think it affects them in a positive or negative way? Why?
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Set Three
1. What are some things you like or dislike about teaching in this school? What
aspects of Turning Points are you in favor of? Are there any limitations or
problems you can see with this philosophy? What aspects of the Turning Points
philosophy do you feel is in practice here, and what aspects are not? Does the
Turning Points philosophy give you more space and freedom to develop as a
teacher? If so, how?

2. • In what ways do you feel you have control over what goes on in your classroom,
and how much control do you have? In what ways do you feel you have control or
a say over what goes on outside of your classroom, i.e.„ within the school? (In
what ways do you have or not have control?)
3. Do you feel you have a “voice” in this school and how does this “voice” get
heard? Do you equate having a voice and being heard with being “empowered”?
How would you define “teacher empowerment”? How empowered do you feel as
a teacher/staff in this school? What are some ways you feel you are empowered or
not empowered?
4. How important do you feel teacher empowerment is? In what ways do you think
teachers can be empowered? Do you think teacher empowerment is something
intrinsic or extrinsic, and why? Do you associate teacher empowerment with
responsibilities, and what kinds? Should teacher empowerment be something that
is to be expected with the job, or is it something that should be earned? Is there a
limit or boundary in the scope of ‘teacher empowerment’? Should teachers only
be empowered within the scope of the classroom or outside of the classroom or
both ? What are some indicators of teacher empowerment? Is ‘the ability to make
decisions about school policies’ one of the indicators?
5. When you first joined the teaching profession, did you think about the notion of
teacher empowerment? How important was “teacher empowerment” to you then?
If you did how have your feelings or opinions about teacher empowerment
changed over these (# of) years? What caused the changes? When Turning Points
was implemented in this Middle School, how important did ‘teacher
empowerment’ mean to you?
6a. In what ways has taking on a leadership position in the school affected how you
feel about the notion of “teacher empowerment”? What experiences have you
learned from your leadership position? Are there any aspects of your current role
that you feel can be changed or improved upon? Does your current role give you a
different perspective on how to affect changes that will be beneficial to student
learning? If so, how? If not, why not?
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6b. Would you be interested in taking on a leadership position in the school? Why? In
what ways do you think taking on a leadership position in the school might affect
how you feel about the notion of “teacher empowerment " What possible
experiences might you gain from being in a leadership position? Does your
current role give you a different perspective on how to affect changes that will be
beneficial to student learning? If so, how? If not, why not?

7. What do you think of the leadership or organizational structure of your school?
What are some positive and negative aspects of the organizational structure of the
school, in your opinion? Does the organizational structure contribute in any way
to your voice being heard or unheard? If so, in what ways?
8. How would you describe your relationship with the principal? How would you
describe the leadership style of your principal? Do you feel your principal is
someone who believes in “teacher empowerment”? In what ways does she make
you believe so? Do you feel your principal adheres firmly to the Turning Points
guidelines/philosophy?

9. How do you feel the school as a whole deals with the current demands of
standards-based testing? How well do you think the Turning Points philosophy
matches the demands of MCAS? Do you think the Turning Points philosophy
shield the school in any way from demands in the current educational system, if
so, how? As a teacher here, how do you feel about the pressure to help students
pass MCAS ? If there is a pressure, where is the pressure from and how do you
deal with it?
10. Apart from the leadership style of the principal and the organizational structure of
the school, what other things do you feel have affects on teacher empowerment?
Why? Do you feel there is a connection between teacher empowerment and
student learning? If so, what is the connection? In what ways does empowering
teachers affect students? Do you think it affects them in a positive or negative
way? Why?
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APPENDIX B

MEMO TO TEACHERS

Research Study on Teacher Empowerment

Researcher: Molly M Lim (doctoral candidate at the Department of Educational Policy
Research & Administration at the School of Education at UMass Amherst)
Purpose:

Dissertation Research

Dissertation Topic: Perceptions of Teacher Empowerment in a Turning Points School
Involvement:

ONE interview of 45 to 60 minutes in Spring 2006. (Follow-up interview

of 30 minutes, ONLY IF necessary)

Compensation:
■ Contribution to research
■ Starbucks voucher

Procedure
Step 1:

Fill out the attached survey and return to Sue B at Main Office.
Step 2:

Researcher will select 12 teachers based on demographics needed for this study.
Step 3:

Selected teachers will be contacted via email (or phone) and arrangements will be made
for interview.

Contact Info of Researcher
Name: Molly Lim
Email: mollvlim(g educ.umass.edu
Tel:
413-253-7545
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APPENDIX C

SURVEY FORM

Survey Form
Particulars
Name:_
Email:_
Phone (optional):_
Teaching
Subject Area: _
Number of years in this school:_
Total # of years teaching:

_
Leadership involvement

Currently in Leadership team:

Y or

N

(please circle)

Previous member in leadership team:

Y

N

(please circle)

or

Number of times served on Leadership team: _time(s)
Other leadership positions;
Inquiry Group Leader

Y or

N

years

Coach

Y or

N

years

Curricular Group Leader

Y or

N

years

Team Member

Y or

N

Team Leader

Y or

N

Team
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