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On Teacher Empowerment:
A Conversation with

Ann Lieberman

Now Executive Director of the Puget Sound
Educational Consorti' im at the University of

Washington, Ann Lieberman has spent her career
working with teachers. A long-time teacher

advocate, she heightens her sensitivity by spending as
much time as possible in schools. Here she discusses the

positive developments occurring in the profession
and the changes needed to nurture them.

ome people consider you a 
teacher advocate. Do you see 
yourself that way?

Yes, in the sense that most of my 
academic life I have worked primarily 
with teachers, and this experience has 
deepened my understanding of teach 
ers' life and work. When you leave 
teaching, you tend to forget how in 
tense and complex it really is. Even 
teachers who do something else for a 
while quickly forget what that daili- 
ness is like And when the "experts" 
lose their sensitivity, they begin creat 
ing theories about what teaching 
should be that don't take into consid 
eration what they knew when they 
were there

Until a few years ago you chaired 
the Department of Curriculum 
and Teaching at Columbia Univer 
sity Teachers College.

And I was also the Executive Secre 
tary of the Metropolitan School Study 
Council, which was developing new 
relationships with schools and school 
districts in New York, New Jersey, and
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Connecticut In that capacity I worked 
with a couple of projects. with the 
teachers' union, including one involv 
ing the New York City Teacher Center 
Consortium

What are you doing now?
I'm a professor at the University of 

Washington, but my major job is Exec 
utive Director of the Puget Sound Ed 
ucational Consortium, a group of 14 
school districts linked to the univer 
sity. My job is to try to bring about 
change simultaneously in the College 
of Education and in the schools. For 
example, we have a leadership acad 
emy, located in one school district, in 
which about 200 principals from all 14 
districts participate every year.

We've just gotten a small grant to 
create a professional development 
school, which will have a teacher 
leader, a principal, and five faculty 
members, who will work with four 
middle schools trying to redesign how 
to bring new teachers into the middle 
school, and also focus on continuing 
professional development At the same 
time, they'll be trying to create a cul 
ture in the school that will help the 
new teachers think differently about 
how they teach. The university faculty 
are rethinking their role too

My job, then, is to promote collabo 
rative activities that promise to foster 
fundamental changes in both the 
schools and the university—changes 
that are necessary to invigorate our 
educational system

To what extent do these changes 
Involve "empowering" teachers?

One strand of activity that has 
turned out to be very important is 
what we call teacher leadership. Ini 
tially, it was just a group of teachers 
from the 14 districts who began meet 
ing to talk about the reform move 
ment, their own roles, and what they 
thought of teacher participation. This 
grass roots discussion group turned 
into an action research study mounted 
by the teachers with support from Pat 
Wasley, a doctoral student at the uni 
versity, and me. The teachers ended 
up writing a report reflecting their 
struggles with the idea of teacher lead 
ership. They also created a new 
agenda of their own For me that's 
what it's all about: involving people

authentically in dealing with their own 
professional lives

That's your definition of teacher 
empowerment?

Yes. Real participation by teachers 
reflecting their vision of participation 
One problem is that the word empow 
erment i s very value-laden. Because it 
has power in it, some people jump to 
the conclusion that it means a take 
over: that teachers are now going to 
tell everybody what to do I think that's 
a misunderstanding. It means empow 
ering teachers to participate in group 
decisions: to have real decision- 
making roles in the school commu 
nity, which in most places they don't 
have now

Shouldn't it also include certain 
prerogatives that a member of any 
profession ought to have: the 
right to make key decisions af 
fecting one's own work?

Yes, I believe it should. We've had a 
system in which teachers—and princi 
pals as well—have had very few such 
prerogatives

You seem most interested, 
though, not in Individual auton 
omy, but in something broader.

Yes, I want to see a shift toward a 
kind of collective autonomy. I think 
that behind the classroom door, a lot

When you leave 
teaching, you tend 
to forget how 
intense and complex 
it really is. Even 
teachers who do 
something else for 
a while quickly 
forget what that 
dailiness is like.

of teachers already have individual 
autonomy—

Maybe not officially—
But it's there, and we all know it 

Without getting into the argument 
about what's a profession and what's 
not, the power I see in collective be 
havior is that when it becomes legiti 
mate for teachers to work together, 
they not only get a sense of themselves 
as a group, they begin to help each 
other solve problems they cannot 
solve by themselves—and we know 
that teachers have tremendous prob 
lems to solve

There's growing interest across the 
country in school-based manage 
ment, which hi some cases in 
cludes provisions for parent partic 
ipation. Do you see a contradiction 
between empowering the profes 
sionals while at the same time 
providing for more input from 
parents?

No I think initially there will be 
tension, but it's not because parents 
and community want one thing and 
teachers want another It's because 
until now the system has divided peo 
ple Teachers have been in a defensive 
posture, left to fend for themselves 
with only their unions supporting 
them The parents have been outside 
saying, "Look, we want something 
good for our kids—Why aren t they 
making it?" The tensions come be 
cause teachers, insecure in their isola 
tion, are bound to protect what they 
have They feel they know best—and 
parents feel they know best—but as 
teachers struggle together to establish 
a real trusting relationship, they will 
be able to be more open with each 
other and with the community The 
mechanisms to accomplish this will 
have to be discovered along the way— 
and I am sure they will be—as teach 
ers develop collective confidence, 
knowledge, and experience in work 
ing with parents

What signs are you seeing that 
may be harbingers of the kinds of 
changes you say we need?

There is certainly a sense in the land 
that things have to be different The 
reports of the Holmes Group, the Car 
negie Commission, and the Education
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Commission of the States all point to 
that I know that the rhetoric far out 
strips the reality, but without the rhet 
oric, people don't feel they can do 
anything substantially different

The problem is that we want these 
changes to happen overnight, and it 
takes time to organize and get people 
thinking in a different way My biggest 
fear is that the political energy won't 
last long enough to allow the little be 
ginnings popping up everywhere the 
time they need to grow and mature

Some of the big programs in ca 
reer ladders, merit pay, and so on 
are beginning to falter or have 
been called off already.

I believe the reason is that some of 
the early models did not consider the 
delicate nature of the school culture 
How do you encourage collaboration 
while at the same time pitting teachers 
against each other?

We must learn to use teachers' 
strengths in a lot of different ways 
Most people have strengths in some 
areas but are not especially good in 
others. That's legitimate and human, 
and we have to figure out how to get 
organizations to allow for that and 
even nurture it

You're seeing signs of that hap 
pening?

I'm excited by the variety of things 
being attempted Several teachers in 
our teacher leadership project have 
told me, "This is the first time I've felt 
really engaged with other teachers I 
am using what I know.' Now, I call that 
new behavior Administrators may say, 
"It's not so different We've always had 
teachers on committees " But it is very 
different for teachers to be put on 
committees by administrators, as has 
been customary, rather than being in 
control of—and responsible for—the 
changes they themselves initiate or 
take on. 1 think the unions involved in 
these efforts are seeing these differ 
ences too

That raises an important point. 
Administrators I've talked with 
have deep misgivings about the 
"empowerment" talk. Do you be 
lieve some of their concerns are 
legitimate? 

Such as . . . ?

When it becomes 
legitimate for 
teachers to work 
together, they not 
only get a sense of 
themselves as a 
group; they begin to 
help each other 
solve problems they 
cannot solve by 
themselves.

Well, as you've noted, some of the 
efforts to improve teacher status 
are sponsored by teacher unions. 
These administrators are afraid 
that any new power will go not to 
teachers as individuals but to 
their organizations.

We must remember that for a long 
time teachers' working conditions and 
pay were very poor and they had no 
one representing them Understand 
ably, unions took a very militant stance 
and fought for all the basic bread- 
and-butter issues they should have 
fought for But now things seem to be 
changing. It's a new time; the unions 
are struggling with a new way of be 
having—and everybody else ought to 
be struggling too. including professors 
and principals. If the union is not just 
bargaining for money but is involved 
in rethinking how the school needs to 
adapt to change, then it should be 
encouraged Knee-jerk opposition is 
not appropriate That's not to say that 
the unions are always right; clearly, 
there are problems enough to go all 
the way around

Another argument I've heard is 
that teachers don't really want to 
get involved in a lot of administra 
tive matters. They'd rather have 
administrators make the tough

decisions, such as who gets "rifled" 
when there are declining enroll 
ments. Principals claim that some 
teachers are concerned only with 
their own classrooms; they won't 
look at the whole picture, so they 
can't be depended on to make 
schootwide decisions.

Well. I think it's true that most teach 
ers, because they are isolated, are con 
cerned primarily with their own class 
rooms and their own kids—but that is 
precisely why it is important to end 
their isolation And that in itself takes 
time and the development of different 
organizational structures Working 
collaboratively requires a new set of 
skills and attitudes Ways have to be 
found to give teachers experience in 
working together so they can begin to 
see how other adults can be important 
to them

Now, as to how much decision- 
making teachers want to do. I think 
that while they are mainly interested 
in curriculum and instruction—that's 
the stuff they know and care about— 
the specifics of running the school will 
have to be worked out over the long 
haul as new structures are developed. 
Good principals and superintendents 
have always worked closely with 
teachers; but now we're seeing a re 
definition of roles We can't any longer 
just make a list of duties: the principal 
does this, teachers do that. This will 
take changing behaviors and attitudes 
on all sides, which is uncomfortable 
and threatening for all concerned. But 
because it is difficult doesn't mean it 
cannot or should not be done

Another interesting argument is 
based on the effective schools lit 
erature, which is said to prove 
that good schools have strong 
principals. This can be inter 
preted to mean that you won't 
have an effective school if, for ex 
ample, it's run by a committee of 
lead teachers.

I think the "committee of lead 
teachers" is a caricature. There was 
one line in the Carnegie Report that 
has been picked up by a lot of people 
as though all over the country, "re 
structuring" means schools run by 
"committees of teachers " I think it's 
worth trying, but only as one of many 
possible models
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NATIONAL CENTER FOR 
EFFECTIVE SCHOOLS

Announcing...
Notional School Improvement 

Institutes and Symposia
based on 

Effective Schools Research

Featuring:
Dr. Lawrence W. Lezotte

Director
National Center for Effective Schools 

Research and Development
and

Nationally Known 
Practitioners and Researchers

Institutes:
Seattle, Washington
July 23 - 26. 1989 
SeaTac Red Lion Inn

Minneapolis, Minn.
July 30-Aug. 2.1989 
Radisson Plaza Hotel

Saratoga Springs, NY
October 19-21.1989 
Gideon Putnam Hotel

Participants attending these Institutes will 
gain a clear understanding of the 
background, premises, and Imple 
mentation strategies for Improving schools 
and school districts based on Effective 
Schools Research. These Institutes are 
appropriate for school and district staffs 
who are considering the ESR approach to 
improvement or those who desire addi 
tional knowledge and skids to enhance 
existing programs. The programs feature 
outstanding nationally known researchers 
and practitioners.

Symposia:
Farmington, Conn.
July 16- 19,1989 
Farmington Marriott
Participants attending this Symposium 
wll focus on current national Issues 
and recent research which impact 
existing school effectiveness programs. 
This Symposium will be valuable for 
state, regional, and district leaders who 
nave responsibility for effective schools 
programs and who have a significant 
knowledge base of effective schools 
research and practice.

Tarrytown, New York
May 22-23.1989 
Westchester Marriott
Participants attending this Symposium will 
have the unique opportunity to receive 
two full days of in-depth training by Dr 
Lawrence W. Lezotte. Including dialogue 
on local Issues and concerns which ac 
company Implementation of Effective 
Schools Research. This Symposium fea 
tures a personalized format for leaders 
who desire additional Information to en 
hance existing improvement efforts

Instttute/Symposlutn fees range from $200 - $500 and Include on-slte services 
of top national consultants, a comprehensive school Improvement note 
book, refreshment breaks, some meals, and special hospitality functions.

For mow Information, ptaas* contact:
Lydla McCue. Associate Director. Training 8t Technical Assistance

National Center for Effective Schools. 2199 Jolty Road. #160
Okemos. Michigan 48864 (517)349-8841

I would just say this about effective 
schools: one misunderstanding of that 
literature is the idea that the principal 
did all these wonderful things without 
teachers. Teachers have rarely been 
mentioned in the effective schools lit 
erature, even though they are obvi 
ously critical to successful schools

I might add that some things we 
hear about teacher empowerment 
seem to make the opposite assump 
tion: that if we empower teachers, the 
principal disappears Both of these ex 
tremes are false Differing circum 
stances call for differing responses In 
any case I don't think we should 
equate "strong" with a patriarchal or 
an authoritarian model

So what do you think the princi 
pal's role should be in the years 
ahead?

Principals, like teachers, are individ 
uals with varying strengths and weak 
nesses and styles, who will play dif 
ferent roles in different contexts But I 
see principals spending far more time 
than is the case today facilitating the 
work of teams of teachers I like Phil 
Schlechry's notion of the principal as 
"leader of leaders" rather than assum 
ing that one person is in charge who 
has to make all the tough decisions It 
dignifies the idea that in any organiza 
tion, people have a variety of strengths 
to be nurtured and that all can be 
leaders in one way or another

It is a difficult but exciting time If 
we seek to hang on to our personal 
privileges and old ways of doing 
things, we will certainly fail. We must 
have the courage to take the organiza 
tional and personal risks that will be 
necessary to fundamentally improve 
the education of all our children D

Ann Ueberman is Executive Director, 
Puget Sound Educational Consortium, and 
Professor, University of Washington, Col 
lege of Education, M215 Miller, DQ-12, 
Seattle, WA 98195 Ron Brand! i s ASCD's 
Executive Editor.
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