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Making a Case for  
Teacher Leadership:  
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C A S E  S T U D Y

Action research and 
inquiry are part of the 
job, integral to teaching, 
a stance that teachers 
take, a key part of 
what it means to be 
professional, and to 
improve practice on a 
continuing basis.
Professional Capital, 2012
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The education profession is changing. It’s 
a familiar refrain that only becomes truer 
with each passing year. As the economy 
places a premium on more and more skills 
to be competitive in a global marketplace, 
society places ever-greater expectations 
on its educational institutions, which in 
turn places them on the professionals that 
make those institutions work.

Too few people seem to stop and think 
that students don’t just learn the things 
they need to know because we tell them 
to; at the heart of the transition from 
kindergartner to successful adult is a 
cadre of professionals whose life’s work 
is the instillation of knowledge, manners, 
self-discipline, social-emotional facility, 
and a number of elements that make 
America tick.

This lack of immediate consideration 
speaks to the need for teachers to 
explore and strengthen their capacity 
for professional leadership and the 

advancement and elevation of the  
teaching profession.

In June 2015, over 100 teachers from 
around Arizona spent three days at the 
Arizona K12 Center’s Tenth Annual 
Teacher Leadership Institute in Tucson, 
Arizona elevating the teaching profession. 
Together with Dr. Dennis Shirley, author 
of the book, The Mindful Teacher, and 
Dr. Andy Hargreaves, author of the book, 
Professional Capital, educators explored 
ways to empower themselves to create an 
educational culture that fosters student 
engagement by respecting the training, 
professionalism, and the agency of the 
teacher as the foremost authority on 
student learning.

Drs. Shirley and Hargreaves offered a 
fresh approach to professional capital, 
which changes education, strengthens 
teacher effectiveness, and helps 
educators gain a better understanding  
of what it means to teach like a pro.  

To build and sustain human, social,  
and decisional capital requires an 
investment in “five Cs” that propagate  
a highly effective teaching profession:

Capability (expertise)

Commitment

Career

Culture

Contexts and Conditions

Capability is not a binary concept.  
A teacher is not simply capable or 
incapable. A capable teacher is not the 
same as the most dynamic or the  
technically sound. A capable teacher is 
one that is committed to developing his or 
her practice by continuous improvement, 
thereby combining theory and action.

Commitment is in one sense  
self-evident: How invested is a teacher  
in the task of educating students? Also, 
it’s important to note that the nature of 

Introduction
commitment changes over time, and is 
affected by system leadership, the type  
of colleagues you are surrounded by,  
and the conditions under which you work 
every day.

Career is a fundamental, but often 
overlooked component. Simply put, the 
stage of a teacher’s career (early, middle, 
or late) affects the ways they engage 
within their professional environment. 
While an approach may work well with 
teachers early in their career, it may not 
be the best to use with a cagey veteran. 
One size does not fit all, and teachers at 
each stage have a distinct and valuable 
contribution to make, as long as they  
are met there.

Culture is an educational (and indeed, 
corporate) buzzword. What it means, 
however, has profound implications for  
job satisfaction and performance.  
Culture takes three forms: individualism, 

superficial collaboration, and true 
collaboration. Individualism is perhaps 
education’s oldest philosophy, where  
every teacher is an island that stands 
on his or her own merits. It’s also the 
most likely to lead to stagnation. Hardly 
better is superficial collaboration, where 
teachers interact mainly with those in 
close proximity or similar interests. Worse 
is contrived collegiality which is achieved 
through mandates. Finally, there is the 
gold standard of a truly collaborative 
culture that values reciprocal contribution. 
This culture does not develop without 
guidance or policy, as we will see. 
Instead, it must be fostered, rather  
than mandated. 

Contexts and Conditions under which  
a teacher must perform his or her duties, 
whether physical, bureaucratic, or  
political, have a profound impact. While 
not all contexts and conditions can be 
addressed at every level, their existence 

and influence must be acknowledged,  
and, wherever possible, mitigated.

This report follows six teacher leader 
participants from the 2015 Teacher 
Leadership Institute, as they applied the 
lessons of developing the “five Cs” in  
their own schools and classrooms over the 
past year. The information or outcomes 
they learned and adjustments they made 
serve as an inspiration to all teachers  
in Arizona. Furthermore, these examples 
affirm that a teacher need not be a 
superhero to cultivate real change. Instead, 
only a commitment to the principled 
implementation of incremental change  
and a desire to advance the profession  
is required.  
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Quite unknowingly, educators engage in 
action research every day. In fact, most 
educators begin each day with a focus 
question burning within them.  
 
What can I do to help Johnny be more 
engaged in today’s learning?  
 
What are some ways I can help my team be 
more productive during our professional 
learning community time this week?  
 
What can I do differently in my classroom 
to support learning best?  
 
The questions that keep educators up at 
night, and often invade daily thoughts, 
are the very same questions that spark a 
natural cycle of ongoing action research. 

What might happen if we formalize 
the action research of teacher leaders 
in order to contribute to the narrative 
of what teaching is, and the roles that 
teacher leaders play?

As teacher leaders, we must feel 
empowered to shape a profession where 
educators remain at the heart of the 
reform, decisions, and actions that impact 
teaching and learning in our classrooms. 
Action research is more than a duty 
for a few, select individuals engaged in 
academic rigor and coursework. Action 
research is a shared responsibility for  
all educators.

The Cycle of Professional Inquiry (to 
the right) demonstrates how deeply 
embedded action research is in the day-
to-day work of teaching professionals. 

This graphic is at the heart of the  
Arizona K12 Center’s Professional 
Learning Plan (PLP), a publication 
designed to support teachers in 

developing high and worthwhile goals  
for their own professional learning. 
Teacher leaders can engage in this  
same cycle of inquiry when looking 
to make an impact on their school 
communities, by creating their own 
Teacher Leadership Plan (TLP).

The Cycle of Professional Inquiry is a 
rooted belief that teachers engage  
in professional learning best when it is 
meaningful and relevant to their work 
with students, and their communities. 
When creating and committing to  
a Teacher Leadership Plan (TLP),  
teacher leaders can make significant 
change in their communities simply  
by addressing instructional challenges  
and confronting barriers to their  
work, while keeping student learning 
outcomes at the forefront. 

What follows are six examples of  
teacher leaders’ inquiries utilizing  
the Cycle of Professional Learning  
to address the “five Cs” within  
their communities. 

Why Action Research?

M A K I N G  A  C A S E  F O R  T E A C H E R  L E A D E R S H I P

Set the Stage for Success

Establish 
a Focus
Where can I focus 
in an effort to see the 
effects of my learning 
on students?

Collect Data
What has been the 
impact of my 
changed actions?

Reflect on 
Effectiveness
What do I need to 
consider next?

Plan and Act
What new learning will I commit to? 
How will I collaborate with others 
to measure its success?

How w
ill 

my professional learning community support student-learning outcomes?

Identify a Goal
What do my students need, 

and what do I need to support 
them in this way?

A Cycle of Professional Inquiry 
What’s best  
for our students’ 
learning? Given  
the diversity  
of learners,  
the answers  
will vary from  
case to case.  
The question 
should not.  
The Mindful Teacher, 2016
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‘12–’13 ‘13–’14 ‘14–’15 ‘15–’16

Teacher 
Turnover

+5 new hires +3 new hires
- 2 (FTE positions)

+1 new hire
+2 positions 
filled in Oct.

+2 new hires

# of  
Teacher-led
School/
Community 
Events

n/a 1 4 8

Focus on 
Building  
Professional 
Learning 
Communities

n/a none
Weekly  
Grade Level 
Collaborations

Job embedded 
weekly K-2 & 3-5 PLCs; 
Optional Saturday PLCs 
(compensated;)
District PLCs (early release 
days)

A R T I F A C T  1 

Teacher Unified School District Historical Overview
A four-year overview of district turnover, parent/community involvement,  
and professional learning communities. IGNITE!
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# of  
Teacher-led
School/
Community 
Events

n/a 1 4 8

Focus on 
Building  
Professional 
Learning 
Communities

n/a none
Weekly,  
Grade-Level 
Collaborations

Weekly, job-embedded
K-2 & 3-5 PLCs / 
Optional Saturday PLCs 
(compensated) / District 
PLCs (early release days)
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Tucson Unified School District Historical Overview
A four-year overview of district turnover, parent/community involvement,  
and professional learning communities.

What small changes might make 
the biggest differences in creating 
positive school CULTURE in your 
context/community? 

Turning around a low-performing school 
is not a job for the faint of heart. Robbie 
Ramirez knows from experience. But 
she chose to do it anyway.

Assigned to an underperforming school 
last year as a Curriculum Facilitator, 
Ramirez chose to stay in the school 
for the 2015-2016 school year. She 
thought the school could use some 
continuity, and wondered what might 
happen if a teacher leader remained, 
as the institution worked to create a 
collaborative community.

“The majority of the new teacher hires 
are July and August hires,” Ramirez 
said. “Several positions aren’t usually 
filled until the school year is underway. 
There’s not a lot of anchor teachers to 
leverage to build capacity.”

In collaboration with site administration, 
she proposed a few trust-building 
strategies to see if they would have 
an effect on culture. They would try 
to implement professional learning 
communities and Critical Friends 
Groups (CFGs). More experienced 
teachers would model risk-taking 
behavior. Professional learning would  
be focused on one skill at a time, and 
built up through observation and 
reflection cycles.

After reviewing the district’s historical 
data (Figure 1), Ramirez knew the 
baseline measures of success would be 
simple: teacher turnover and parental 
involvement. Teachers need to stay and 
parents need to show up.

“A huge struggle at the very beginning 
is getting teachers to trust each other,” 
Ramirez said. “During a meeting to 
establish our collective commitments, the 
two priorities teachers agreed on were 
free food and getting done on time.” 

According to Ramirez, that led to some 
uncomfortable conversation, which she  
calls “embracing the ugly.” 

“It was the first time I put the agenda 
aside and spoke from the heart,” she 
said. “I asked them to look down at the 
priorities they had written and look for 
our students. They weren’t there.” 

“I asked them to think about why they 
chose to be teachers and to think hard 
about what really matters.”

“It wasn’t how I imagined any session 
would go. In that moment, I worried that 
perhaps I didn’t have what it takes to 
bring teachers together. To honor one of 
their top priorities, I prepared to close 
the meeting on time. Unexpectedly, all 
but one of the teachers chose to stay and 
continue our work.”

“They really took a look at what’s important,” 
she said. “A lot of growth comes from those 
courageous conversations.”

Originally, Ramirez planned very 
structured CFGs, but quickly 
discovered fundamental skills needed 
priority. According to the TUSD 
educator, a lot of the teachers were 
frustrated because they felt they didn’t 
have a voice, but actually, they hadn’t 
learned how to talk to one another in a 
constructive way.

“They were talking at each other,”  
she said. “It’s about being comfortable 
having authentic conversations. We 
needed to address those elephants in 
the room, but in a way that respects 
what the other person is bringing to  
the table.”

Ramirez wanted to do a book study, 
using Teach Like a Champion, but  
she learned it would need to move  
slowly. She couldn’t throw it all at  
them at one time. It wouldn’t adhere 
to a strict schedule, contrary to her 
structured nature.

“If I’d asked them to find time to read the 
book they’d have killed me, after they  
burned the book,” she said. “But, they 
liked the idea of it.”

The teachers worked through the book, 
one technique each week, and then 
debriefed it the next week. The staff 
started to see the value.

Paid Saturday professional learning 
is voluntary, not part of a contract. 
In time, the core group of teachers 
that attended became more cohesive. 
Recently, more are interested, and 
some that aren’t getting paid have 
chosen to attend sessions.

In fall 2015, every position at the school 
was staffed at the beginning of the year 
for the first time in a long time.

Parent involvement is up as well. Last 
year, there were zero parents in the 
parent group. This year, there are 
seven. Ramirez is not discouraged.

“There was a sense that parents didn’t 
care,” she said. “That’s not necessarily 
true. They’re willing to do what’s 
within their abilities, but they don’t 
know what to do.”

This year, parents are encouraged 
to come to campus for social and 
academic events, such as math and 
science night, literacy night, and a 
father-daughter dance.

Ramirez says she’s found success 
by making changes that are small, 
comprehensible, and relatively non-
threatening, but still challenge others 
to move forward.

“If you stay in that [same] space, 
nothing’s ever going to change,” she 
said. “It’s all about getting that one 
person, then leveraging that person to 
get other people involved.”

“The reason I’m staying is because the 
students all deserve to have a teacher 
that cares about them. That is what 
the staff wants, they were just afraid to 
step out of the norm.”

Case Study 1

Teacher 
Leadership in 
a Turnaround 
School
Robbie Ramirez
National Board Certified Teacher,  
Tucson Unified School District (TUSD)

GOAL 
Explore the support needed for teachers 
to improve school culture, overcome the 
adversity of the turnaround process, and 
impact teacher retention.

FOCUS  
How can developing a collaborative 
community impact the school improvement 
process and improve teacher retention?

PLAN
1. Build trust/relationships through team 

building and PLCs.

2. Develop Critical Friends Groups (CFGs).

3. Model risk taking.

4. Focus professional development on one 
skill at a time.

5. Build skills through observation and 
reflection cycles.

6. Utilize third-party programs to create a 
common language, reduce the affective 
filter, and encourage risk taking.

NEXT STEPS 
1. Nurture relationships and focus on 

culture building.

2. Focus on cultivating a culture of 
sustainability and responsibility.

3. Encourage teachers to strengthen  
their knowledge of students and  
home-school partnerships.

6
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What are some big COMMITMENTS 
that you’d like to see educators take 
in your context/community? What 
approaches might be needed to 
address the challenges that exist? 

Dr. Karl Ochsner is a technology guy. 
As a seventh- and eighth-grade STEM 
(Science, Technology, Engineering, 
and Math) teacher and director 
of technology at Saint John XXIII 
Catholic School in Scottsdale, his job 
is not only to teach STEM, but also 
to help his fellow educators embrace 
technology in the learning process.

This year, as his school was rolling out 
their district’s new science standards, 
he saw an opportunity to make 
technology believers out of his peers. 
Leadership would use technology 
to deliver professional development, 
which would expose teachers to 
technology, and hopefully inspire them 
to integrate it into their own practice.

“It was definitely a change in culture,” 
Dr. Ochsner said.

Based on data gathered at the  
beginning of the year, most teachers  
felt like they had a pretty decent grasp 
of the standards, but believed that 
resources were a bit lacking. However, 
because all of the professional 
development content was archived 
online in the Schoology Learning 
Management System (LMS),  
it was there as a reference all year  
long (Figure 2).

“If we’re going to have all of our  
students use an LMS to learn, it was  
a natural progression that we learn 
using the same tools,” he said.

The largest challenge has been 
assessing student success on the new 
standards as the year progressed.  
The school uses the Iowa Test of  
Basic Skills (ITBS), which isn’t exactly 
aligned to the new science standards.

“The district wanted to find ways to 
formatively assess science standards,” 
said Ochsner. “There were challenges 

interpreting data from the exam to 
evaluate science. There were no sub-
scores for earth science and physical 
science, for example.”

Despite the fact the assessment didn’t 
actually align, limiting the ability  
to put hard data on the standards 
portion of the project, teachers started 
to embrace technology. Also, they 
found unique ways to integrate it in 
their classrooms. St. John XXIII has  
1:1 iPads in all third- through eighth-
grade classrooms. Previously, in 
kindergarten through second grade, 
teachers weren’t really interested.

“When the K-2 teachers see what we’re 
doing, they want to get on board,”  
said Ochsner. “Before it was like ‘Oh 
yeah we have iPads.’ Now seeing 
what else they can do with it, they’re 
starting to push themselves into more 
project-based learning. One first-grade 
teacher even started using augmented 
reality to flip her classroom so students 
who were absent could catch up the 
next day.” 

Ochsner teaches STEM twice a 
day, and spends the rest of his time 
helping teachers with technology. He 
credits the collaborative time for his 
colleagues’ interest. Every teacher 
at the school must come up with a 
technology goal, and he helps them try 
to meet it. But, he does not evaluate or 
critique the teacher. 

“It’s a no-assessment, no-risk project,”  
he said. “It encourages experimentation.”

Ochsner’s favorite example is a  
second-grade teacher that took a risk. 
Parents were saying they didn’t feel 
they were getting enough feedback 
about their students’ work at school. 
So, he collaborated with the teacher to 
use a program called Seesaw Learning 
Journal that enables students to 

document what they are learning, get  
teacher input and assessment, and then 
share it with their parents.

“Parents can see their child performing 
the task,” he said. Initially, only one 
teacher took it up, “but once others saw 
the value, they became willing to take 
the risk.”

Next year, Ochsner hopes to continue 
to leverage his colleagues’ newfound 
appreciation for technology to promote 
cross-curricular integration of the 
science standards and STEM concepts. 
In fact, a team from his school has 
been selected to participate in a three-
year fellowship through the University 

of Notre Dame. But for Ochsner, the 
reward is seeing his fellow teachers 
fully embrace technology in their 
personal practice.

“They feel that they’ve become better, 
more confident,” he said. “Now, 
teachers seek me out to show me what 
they’ve done.” 

GOAL 
Implement new science curriculum standards 
using technology infusion.

FOCUS 
Can technology and shared leadership roles 
help to integrate new science standards and 
improve student learning in science?

PLAN
1. Provide PD on technology integration 

and science curriculum mapping.

2. Align assessment to new curriculum.

3. Explore tools that impact science scores 
and teacher trust.

NEXT STEPS 
1. Continue PD that helps science teachers 

collaborate, explore, and share lessons.

2. Move focus from classroom-based, 
to cross-curricular and cross-grade 
level integration of STREAM (Science, 
Technology, Religion, Engineering,  
Art, and Math).

3. Send a team to study successful STEM 
integration and research.

4. Send a team of math and science 
teachers to learn core instructional 
practices, and work on a school  
impact plan.

Case Study 2
Building Professional 
Capital through 
Technology &  
Science Integration
Dr. Karl Ochsner
Teacher, Saint John XXIII Catholic  
School Community

Do you feel the ITBS is aligned to our New Diocesan Science Standards (NDSS)?
Do you feel you give enough input on implementing the NDSS?
Do you feel you have enough time to integrate the NDSS?
Do you feel you have enough technology to support the NDSS? 
Do you feel you have enough collaborative support to implement the NDSS?
Do you feel you have enough training in the NDSS?
Do you feel you have enough resources to support the NDSS?
How do you feel about implementing the NDSS?

Neutral Above
Neutral

Below
Neutral

Above
NeutralNeutral

Below
Neutral

Pre-Survey Results Post-Survey Results

F I G U R E  2 

Teacher Perception Survey Questions
Survey data of teachers’ responses to the New Diocesan Science Standards  
collected at the beginning of the year.
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What are some catalysts for change 
that you might acknowledge to 
impact the context and CONDITIONS  
of your community? 

GOAL 
Provide opportunities for teachers to help 
students see themselves as leaders.

FOCUS 
How can we, as teachers, help at-risk students 
see themselves as leaders?

PLAN
1. Bi-monthly student mentor meetings.

2. Use Professional Learning Plan (PLP)  
and protocols.

3. Monthly mentor meetings. 

NEXT STEPS
1. Be mindful of creating space for  

teachers and students to meet.

2. Explore release time, embed  
into programs, or reduce teacher  
leader responsibilities.

3. Create a protocol to use with students  
to ensure a safe space to share.

4. Align the PLP with 7 Habits  
Maturation Continuum.

5. Explore how to efficiently collect 
meaningful data.

6. Expand program by three to five 
additional teacher leaders. 

Dr. Jen Robinson had a problem—a 
few problems, actually, which 
included disruptive, chronically 
absent, underperforming students, and 
generally, “at-risk” students.

However, she also had teachers that 
cared about students. The administrator 
wondered if she couldn’t try something 
different, instead of the same tools 
traditionally used. She couldn’t help 
but ponder what kind of difference a 
new approach might make. So, she 
decided to set up a small teacher-student 
mentorship program, where teachers 
meet with students in a non-classroom 
setting, with the goal of these “troubled” 
students taking on classroom and 
school-wide leadership roles.

“We wanted to set up a consistent  
mentor, regardless of classroom,”  
Dr. Robinson said. 

She started small with three fifth- 
graders, and administered surveys  
to students, teachers, and parents  
to gather baseline data about the 
students (Figure 3). Then, the school 
provided time for a bi-monthly teacher 
mentors meeting, using the Arizona  
K12 Center’s Professional Learning 
Plan (PLP) to guide conversations. Then, 
there was a meeting with the students.

“They touch base about once a month,” 
she said. “At each of the meetings with 
students, they’re really working through 
that inquiry cycle. Whatever issue 
they’re having, they are making plans. 
It’s been very attainable.”

The goal for this year is to see if the 
method has potential for further 
exploration and implementation. If so, 
Robinson plans to grow the initiative  
by three to five additional teacher leaders, 
and eventually, integrate this method  
into the culture of the school, if it  
proves successful. So far, results have 
been promising.

“We had one student whose default 
was to be a ‘troubled kid,’” Robinson 

said. “She’s really stepped up into some 
leadership roles. I don’t think anyone 
has ever said to her ‘you’re a leader.’ 
Now she’s more mindful of her choices, 
and why she’s making them.”

Next year, Robinson intends to continue 
to create and protect that space for 
students and teachers to meet on a 
regular basis. The school may look to 
allow release time or embedded time 
before or after school to make it part of 
a teacher’s regular workday. She also 
wants to create a protocol for teacher 
leaders as mentors to use with students.

However positive the experience has 
been for the students, teachers  
have also benefitted. The work 
has improved collaboration among 
participating teachers. 

“We’re building the foundation for the 
type of culture we want to create on our 
campus,” Robinson said.

Equally important, however, is 
protecting teachers’ time. These tasks, 
while important, take away from other 
external accountabilities. In order for 
this program to work, Robinson says it 
must be disconnected from outcomes. 
Therefore, the initiative is free from 
ulterior motives.

“How do we create that time for  
teachers?” Robinson asked. “We don’t 
want to burn teachers out. That would 
ruin the whole process.”

Although there are challenges with time, 
Robinson says all it takes to get started 
is something all teachers share: a desire 
to affect positive change.

“I would ask teachers to think about that 
one student, that they connected with, or 
didn’t, and where are they now. If I’m a 
second-grade teacher and I picked one 
of my students this year and stayed with 
them for the next four years, how much 
of a difference could I make?” 

Case Study 3

Intervention  
for Struggling 
Students
Dr. Jen Robinson
National Board Certified Teacher, Principal 
Maricopa Unified School District (MUSD)

F I G U R E  3 

Feedback for Teacher-Student Mentorship Program 
Responses to the Mentorship Program from three fifth-graders.

S T U D E N T  A 

What did you like most about mentoring?

I like mentoring because you get all the  
respect you want when you mentor because we 
mentor teachers.

What would you like to see different in mentoring?

I would really like to mentor kids and teachers  
at the same time. Maybe that would be fun.

S T U D E N T  B

What would you like to see different in mentoring?

Nothing .

S T U D E N T  B

S T U D E N T  C

What did you like most about mentoring? 

This year while I was meeting with Miss Kohls, 
everything changed. I got my work done and 
turned in and my behavior was good. Also I think 
Mrs. Kohls and Miss Cummings are proud of me and 
what I accomplished.

What did you like most about mentoring?

You helped me with my learning and I got  
As and Bs.
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Report Findings Estimated Contributions Earning Potential

Annual Economic Activity 1,037 jobs $29M in Mohave County
$58M overall

District M&O 
(Maintenance & Operations Budget)

627 jobs $20M in earnings
$34M spent locally

87 local/county jobs $5.9M in earnings
$9.5M spent locally

Other Budget Expenditures  410 jobs $11.7M in earnings
$23.7M spent locally

State & Local Taxes Paid from district budget expenditures $20M in earnings
$34M spent locally

Federal Educational Mandates Spent locally to meet demands $2.5M

Estimated Incremental Earnings

No High School Education $6K annually
$286K by age 65

LHUSD Class of 2014 $2.6M annually
$122M by age 65

LHUSD Classes of 2005–2014 $25M annually
$1B by age 65

Estimated Incremental State Tax

Per student $204 annually
$9,602 by age 65

LHUSD Class of 2014 $87K annually
$4M by age 65

LHUSD Classes of 2005–2014 $841K annually
$40M by age 65
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Lake Havasu Unified School District:
An Educational Institution and Economic Engine 
Regional Study by the Arizona Rural Policy Institute, created in partnership with Northern 
Arizona University and Alliance Bank, funded by Partnership for Economic Development, 2015.

Who are the stakeholders that you 
might consider in an effort to recruit 
and retain teachers at varying stages 
of their CAREER? What might be an 
effective appeal? 

GOAL 
To recruit young teachers from within the 
community to stay in the district to teach and 
retain a highly qualified workforce.

FOCUS  
How do we develop teachers from our own 
community and then encourage them to stay?

PLAN
1. Survey teachers in the district, and  

across the state, asking them what  
makes them stay or leave a district.

2. Join the Arizona Teacher Retention Task  
Force to learn about their economic  
impact study.

3. Share findings with district  
administration and structure PLCs  
based on survey findings.

4. Investigate a Grow Your Own  
Program with help from partners  
like Educators Rising.

5. Partner with the community to  
explore solutions to school funding.

NEXT STEPS
1. Explore future impacts of Educators  

Rising on the district.

2. Implement PLCs.

3. Continue community education outreach.

If you’ve ever been to Lake Havasu City, you 
know it’s better known for spring break and 
outdoor recreation than its commitment to 
education. It’s not exactly the most desirable 
place for young professionals in education. 

Jaime Festa-Daigle, an assistant principal 
in the Lake Havasu Unified School District 
(LHUSD), saw a problem. Her district,  
like many rural districts, had difficulty 
retaining teachers.

“I traveled to Ohio on a weeklong recruiting 
trip last year...” she said. “I was shocked by 
the lack of possible candidates that were 
there, and the things that other states were 
able to offer that we couldn’t. It showed me 
that there was a crisis looming.”

Recruitment and retention of teachers is an 
issue throughout rural Arizona, especially 
in places like Lake Havasu. Support of 
local taxpayers for bonds and overrides has 
not been forthcoming and, sitting within 
an hour’s drive of California and Nevada, 
LHUSD sometimes loses teachers to better 
paying jobs just a short drive away. So Festa-
Daigle started working on a solution.

“This all started with a focus on keeping  
new teachers,” she said. “But they’re not 
coming anymore.”

She knew data was gathered on employees 
that left Lake Havasu City, but not retention 
data. She gathered information in a survey 
via the Arizona Rural Schools Association 

and her local district about what impacted  
a teacher’s decision to stay or leave  
(Figure 5). Not surprisingly, the number one 
issue was pay, but there were also others. 
Teachers wanted to feel a sense of respect, 
support, and be able to collaborate with 
colleagues (Figure 4).

Festa-Daigle joined the Arizona Department 
of Education Recruitment and Retention 
Task Force. “We are following the 
recommendation of the task force on building 
community support,” she said.

Throughout the last year, Festa-Daigle 
worked with the Lake Havasu Partnership 
for Economic Development to commission a 
study on the economic impact of LHUSD, so 
the community would understand the role of 
the district in sustaining the community.

“There’s not a large middle class here,” she 
said. “Teachers really are it.”

LHUSD is also starting a “grow your own” 
initiative via its Career and Technical 
Education program, in partnership with 
Educators Rising, a national effort to 
encourage young people to pursue teaching 
as a career. Festa-Daigle sits on the 
Educators Rising Standards Committee  
and is working to have a program  
that will support students looking into the 
field of education. The partnership will 
create a pathway for high school students, 
working with the local community college  
for credit opportunities. 

Festa-Daigle also readily acknowledges 
that teachers need to do a better  
job shaping the narrative around the 
profession in a more positive way to 
prospective educators.

“In a sense we do it to ourselves,” she said. 
“We need to change conversation in front of 
the kids.”

Festa-Daigle has left no stone unturned, as 
she tries to make a difference for teachers 
in Lake Havasu.

“Housing can be an issue,” she said. “So 
we are working with local realtors to 
create housing packages for teachers to 
encourage home ownership.”

Lake Havasu City is a semi-finalist for 
the America’s Best Communities award, 
and so LHUSD has also been leveraging 
interest within the community to talk 
about the importance of public education.

“You have to strike while the iron is hot,” 
Festa-Daigle explained. 

When asked about all the work that has 
taken place in the last year, she gives 
credit to the Lake Havasu community.

“I’m blessed that I live in a community 
where as an assistant principal I can  
do this.”

But she also has the tools of an 
experienced educator, which sometimes 
work just as well with adults.

“I work a lot through different people and I 
get a lot of people on board,” she said. 

Case Study 4

What Makes
Teachers Stay?
Jaime Festa-Daigle
National Board Certified Teacher,  

Assistant Principal  
Lake Havasu Unified School District (LHUSD)

Supportive 
School 

Administration
31.4%

Positive
School 

Culture/Climate

22.3%

Family
Lives Nearby

25.9%

I can make
a difference

57.7%

Positive 
Student/Teacher 

Relationship
33.2%
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Top 5 Reasons  
Teachers Stay 
District and state-wide survey results.

Top 5 Most  
Challenging Factors

Poor
Compensation/

Benefits
60.5%

Bureaucratic
Impediments

45.5%
Standardized

Testing
39.1%

Accountability
Pressures

35.9%

Too Little Time 
for Planning/
Collaborating

34.1%
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IGNITE!
What are some job-embedded 
opportunities that you might  
leverage to strengthen your  
learning contexts/COMMUNITIES?

GOAL 
To see our district professional learning  
release time used to support and encourage  
the National Board Certification process.

FOCUS  
Can we increase our number of district 
candidates/pre-candidates by making 
candidate support job-embedded?

PLAN
1. Learn from other successful models.

2. Share research.

3. Seek superintendent’s and  
cabinet approval.

4. Hold monthly pre-candidacy/candidate 
support classes during district release  
PD days.

NEXT STEPS 
1. Create more consistent scheduling across 

all schools in the district.

2. Find ways to maximize the effectiveness  
of time spent in PD release time.

3. Explore release time for recruitment.

If you want to get excited about being a 
teacher, spend a few minutes with Beth 
Maloney. As a Board-certified teacher, 
she decided to see if she could find a 
way to get more teachers in the district 
to pursue National Board Certification.

Maloney realized the time commitment 
seemed daunting, and many teachers 
were hesitant to take on the endeavor, 
even if they thought they were ready.

“When you are undertaking National 
Board Certification, one can plan to 
dedicate just about 400 hours,” she said. 

“We would hear ‘I want to do it, but I 
can’t take all those hours away from  
my family.’”

To solve that problem, she approached 
the Superintendent, Dr. Gail Pletnik 
about using the district’s existing 
professional learning time to start a 
National Board candidate cohort. 

At Dysart, each Monday is devoted to 
professional learning. One Monday 
every month, teachers may choose 
from a variety of topics, which is known 
as “Menu Monday.” While better than 
single-topic, district-wide sessions, it 
still left teachers wanting more.

Maloney wanted to use Menu Monday to 
meet with candidates.

“I figured we might as well use that 
time for candidate support. We’re 
already here,” she said. “You might as 
well get the best personal professional 
development there is.”

The approach is yielding results. Prior 
to implementing this job-embedded 
strategy, Dysart had seven teachers 
in the pre-candidacy class. Following 
the new method, there are now 15 
candidates (Figure 6). However, Menu 
Mondays are not consistent across the 
district, so there is still some schedule 
wrangling to be done. Next year, one 
of Maloney’s goals is to make Menu 

Monday consistent district-wide. The  
added in-school time seems to be  
paying dividends.

“The National Board journey always 
affects your teaching,” she said.  

“But the extra time definitely helps  
with the collaboration aspect of all  
of this. Candidates don’t seem  
as stressed. I feel like I’m actually 
accomplishing something.”

Maloney encourages other teachers to  
act, rather than wait for an opportunity 
for improvement.

“I took a risk. It was definitely a risk, to 
call my superintendent and say ‘Hey, 
can I have a few minutes of your time?’” 
she said. “I did all my homework, I 
had a beautiful presentation, I showed 
her how it was aligned to the district 
strategic plan and everything.

“If there is something inside you that 
says this is a good idea that would  
make a difference, it behooves you to  
act on it.” 

Case Study 5
National Board 
Certification: 
Job-Embedded  
Professional Learning
Beth Maloney
National Board Certified Teacher,  
AZ Teacher of the Year 2015 
Dysart Unified School District
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Flextime Participation Survey 
Post-survey results of flextime participants (11 surveyed).

Extremely 
Likely

100%

Extremely 
Likely

36%
Somewhat

Likely
36%

Very Likely
18%

Unlikely 
10%

Likely to 
continue if 
flextime IS  

offered

Likely to 
continue if  

flextime is NOT 
offered
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IGNITE!
In what ways might you leverage 
collaboration as a strategy to 
enhance the CAPABILITIES of 
teachers, build culture, and improve 
teacher retention? 

GOAL 
Improve teacher retention and student 
achievement through a Critical Friends  
Group (CFG).

FOCUS  
How do I support new teachers to ultimately 
impact student achievement?

ACTIONS
1. Create a CFG.

2. Facilitate monthly CFG meetings.

3. Collect reflection/feedback at the end  
of each meeting.

4. Communicate with district- and building- 
level administration and mentors. 

NEXT STEPS 
1. Create a CFG for teachers new to  

the profession.

2. Continue CFGs to include teachers new 
to the district, but not to the profession, 
focusing on the Arizona K12 Center’s 
Professional Learning Plan.

3. Create a CFG for mentors.

4. Pursue this new focus question: What 
type of support can we provide  
for new teachers/mentors based on  
data, reflection, collaboration, and 
continuous improvement?

Christie Olsen was tired of seeing 
teachers leave her district. They would 
be there one year and gone the next. 
Despite the challenges facing all  
school districts, she knew that Lake 
Havasu Unified School District could be 
doing better.

“We’ve been doing new teacher 
mentoring and induction the same way 
for many years,” she said. “I proposed to 
do a Critical Friends Group (CFG) with 
all new teachers, whether new to the 
profession or just to the district.”

She wanted to see if it would impact new 
teacher retention within the district.

The project meant facilitating a 
monthly group of teachers, collecting 
reflection and feedback following each 
meeting, and communicating pertinent 
information to building administrators 
and district mentor teachers.

To measure success, Olsen conducted 
monthly reflective surveys.

At the outset, four of the eight schools in 
the district chose to participate, totaling 
20 teachers.

Right away, she started to notice a trend. 
 

“These new teachers are experiencing 
‘traumatic events,’ whether an angry 
parent, poor classroom management,  
a bad lesson or unit, it all feels very 
personal,” she said. “When they come to 
CFG, they realize it isn’t unique.”

These findings are important because 
teachers that have been doing this a 
long time can forget what it’s like to 
be new, and the CFG can attend to the 
largest issues new teachers face.

“It’s an isolating experience being  
a new teacher,” Olsen said. “We’re 
finding that teachers stay because of 
their support system.”

The CFG also reinforces the  
message that although teaching is 
challenging, the district believes  
they can be successful.

“We say, ‘You’re a new teacher and we 
hired you because of your potential,’” 
said Olsen. “You expect them to 
struggle, and that’s OK, but they need 
to decide, ‘I am going to get through 
this and come out the other side a better 
version of myself.”

The group has not only given the 
teachers a common bond, but also 
practical strategies for dealing with 
issues. The groups use structured 
protocols to guide conversation and 
ensure that sessions are productive, 
instead of simply venting without 
constructive feedback. In some cases, 
Olsen says, she has seen strategies  
from the group being applied the next 
day (Figure 7).

With regard to retention, the groups 
appear to have been a success. Only two 
participants out of 20 plan to leave the 
district next year. 

 

“The district has been very impressed 
with what has come out of this,” said 
Olsen. “Next year, we will do this for 
every new teacher in the district, K-12, 
and this cohort will continue into year 
two” (Figure 8).

However, Olsen is wary of expanding 
too quickly. Schools in the district have 
asked if they can organize their own 
groups. This is a good thing, she says, 
and presents leadership opportunities 
for Lake Havasu’s 30-40 mentor 
teachers. But, she is adamant that 
the people conducting these groups 
be trained in the cycle of professional 

inquiry, because a poorly run group 
would not be helpful.

Nonetheless, Olsen is happy the 
district seems to be embracing the 
cultural change.

“I am super clear about the vision and 
the bar I want to set. I articulate it to 
every audience I come in contact with...
that is the reason the tide is turning,” 
she said.

Olsen also has words of wisdom for 
teachers that see this project and “wish 
they could be like that.”

“Yes, you can be like that! I’m not 
extraordinary,” she said. “We’re 
no different than any other district. 
We’re poor, we’re small, we’re 
not extraordinary, but we have 
extraordinary people who are willing 
to take risks.” 

Case Study 6

Teacher Retention 
in a Rural District
Christie Olsen
National Board Certified Teacher, Coach  
Lake Havasu Unified School District (LHUSD)

F I G U R E  8 

Lake Havasu Unified School District  
New Teacher Critical Friends Group '15–'16 Post Survey Results
Post-Survey results of new teachers on the influence of CFGs on collaboration and teaching practice.
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New Teacher Critical  
Friends Group Reflection 
Reflections of new teachers about the  
value of CFGs.

Strongly
Agree

80%

Agree
20%

Strongly
Agree

70%

Agree
30%

Prompt 3
Helped me explore 

appropriate strategies, 
resources, and technology 

tools to differentiate 
instruction and engage 
learners in meaningful 

tasks. 

Prompt 1
Helped me grow and 

develop with colleagues 
through interactions  

that enhance my teaching 
practice and support 

student learning.

Strongly
Agree

70%

Agree
30%

Prompt 2
Helped me engage 

in professional 
learning, contribute to the 

knowledge and skills of 
others, and advance my 

professional teaching 
practice.



There is a place where research and  
practice do meet. According to 
Hargreaves & Fullan (2012), relying  
too heavily on ‘informed prescription’ 
has the potential to undermine teachers’ 
collective capacity and responsibility 
to design and develop, inquire into, 
and implement classroom practice 
together. In turn, individuals fail to 
form a foundation of a ref lection and 
continuous improvement. 

According to the authors, reflective 
practice has two aspects—reflecting in  
 

action, and reflecting on action. Both  
are central to professional practice.

Reflecting in action enables us to walk 
around the problem and think about what 
we are doing, improvising, and modifying 
along the way. 

Reflecting on action is the process of 
inquiry that happens after the action  
is finished, drawing out questions about 
our practice.

If we can get reflecting on action  
right, we can get better at reflecting  
in action (Hargreaves & Fullan, 2016). 

Reflection requires slowing down and 
getting feedback; thinking about the 
what, why, and how of our everyday 
actions. In the book, The Mindful Teacher 
(2016), authors Dennis Shirley and 
Elizabeth MacDonald address this much 
abandoned necessity by describing Seven 
Principles of Mindful Teaching. One of 
these seven principles includes the act 
of stopping—reflecting on the rush of 
events and attending to forms of learning. 

Impactful teacher leaders help their 
communities create space for meaningful 
reflection and analysis of the practices 
that most directly impact students. Then, 
they take action, gather data, and share 
their findings in order to collectively seek 
solutions to the problems that interfere 
with quality teaching and learning in 
schools. Action research is not solely the 
responsibility of higher level academia; it 
is the heart of the teaching profession.

How might you utilize these stories to 
inspire your own action research?

Use the template on page 19 to develop 
a Teacher Leadership Plan (TLP) and 
begin your journey with the support 
of your learning communities and the 
Arizona K12 Center’s Professional 
Learning Plan (PLP). 

Joining Research and Practice My Teacher Leadership Plan

Set the Stage for Success

Collect Data
What has been the impact 
of my changed actions?

Reflect on Effectiveness
What do I need to consider next?

Plan and Act
What new learning will I commit to? 
How will I collaborate with others 
to measure its success?

How w
ill 

my professional learning community support student-learning outcomes?

Identify a Goal
What do my students need, and 

what do I need to support them in this way?

Establish a Focus
Where can I focus in an effort to see 
the effects of my learning on students?
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You at the 
university  
level have  
really good 
questions  
and do  
really good 
research,  
but your  
questions  
aren’t our 
questions.  
The Mindful Teacher, 2016
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Teaching is  
an imperfect 
science. We 
need thinking 
professionals 
working together  
to maximize  
its effectiveness.
Professional Capital, 2012
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this publication. The stories of courageous and passionate teachers  

are what drives high-quality teaching and learning. We are thankful for their 
commitment and dedication to students and families, and commend  

them for taking positive action in their communities.

Thank you to each of the Case Study Teachers highlighted in this publication, 
and to our 2015-2016 Arizona Teacher Solutions Team® who served as invaluable 

partners and Critical Friends throughout their research.

We dedicate this publication to students and families, 
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