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This year, we are ALL beginning teachers. No doubt about it. Even 

though I first entered the classroom in 1993, I feel like everything this school 

year is brand new again! New ways of teaching. New challenges. New joys. 

New concerns. New technology. More new technology. And more new 

technology.  
 

 In some ways, as beginning teachers, you have a leg-up up on your 

veteran colleagues. The digital world has always been part of your reality.  I 

like to say, “I’m a 20th-century learner teaching in the 21st-century.” For me, 

this statement carries a lot of weight and consequences. When I entered college 

in 1988, I was thrilled to have my huge word processor instead of a typewriter. 

By the mid-90s, I would wait patiently as my computer made those familiar 

noises to complete its dial-up connection. My classroom had one or two mammoth computers shared by a group 

of 25 students. Professional development seminars in the late 90s taught Word, Excel, and how to save work on 

a floppy disc. A cloud was something in the sky; zoom was how fast race cars went. Technology has certainly 

experienced a metamorphosis. 

 

Now, learning is at our fingertips and the art of teaching is different. This shift means that as beginning 

teachers, you are called upon to lead in your classrooms and in your school communities in more deliberate ways 

than we were 25 years ago. Because of your new roles as self-starters, innovators, and technology gurus, you are 

being asked to become agents of change at a speed that might seem a bit overwhelming. So, it is important for 

you to stop and think about these questions: What does it mean to be a teacher-leader? How can I become a 

teacher-leader? What kind of leader do I hope to be? 
 
            We all will have different answers to these questions based on our own life journeys. Looking back, I was 

never asked to reflect on teacher leadership during my initial professional years. Instead, I felt it was simply 

understood that my input only mattered if and when I was asked. My perspective on what it meant to be a leader 

centered on the decision-making power held by school and central office administration. Although always 

passionate about teaching, I felt silenced about education issues and somewhat bitter about the changes forced on 

me without explanations. 

 

Then, in my Educational Leadership program at Appalachian State, I learned about the philosophy of 

Transformational Leadership developed by James MacGregor Burns and Bernard Bass. Burns discussed the 

effective and transforming leadership that occurs when both leaders and followers inspire one another through 

motivation, intellectual stimulation, and respect for individuality. Bass emphasized the importance of both leaders 

and followers to go beyond their own self-interests in order to become agents of change. Collaboration and a 

common goal are key to authentic transformational leadership. Thus the question becomes: how can teachers be 

transformational leaders?   

Leadership Through Service 
By Jeanette Owens,  

2020 Burroughs Wellcome Fund Northeast Region Teacher of the Year 
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“Leadership Through Service” continued. 

 

I believe teachers become agents of transformative leadership and change through QRM: Questioning, 

Researching, and Metacognitive Awareness. First, questioning has allowed me to learn how to use my voice while 

also developing great listening skills. I no longer feel like my ideas and opinions are not warranted. Rather, by  

asking questions, I mold a better understanding of the purpose behind decisions. Secondly, I see value in teachers 

educating one another on issues through scholarly research, asking critical questions, and calling for authentic 

discourse that focuses on the “why.” Becoming a teacher-researcher ensures that you remain at the forefront of 

educational best practices while collaborating with your colleagues. Finally, incorporating metacognition into 

your teaching practices contributes to self-reflection and an innate desire for social change that is modeled for 

your students. In doing so, teachers become what they desire their own students to be: inquiry-based learners who 

are able to use reflection as formative feedback. I believe the beauty of transformational leadership is inspiring 

others to grow as leaders through collaboration, thoughtfulness, and empowerment.  

 

An empowered teacher builds a confident, equitable, and thoughtful classroom environment.  

 

It’s never too early to become a teacher-leader. Think about the type of leader you are. What defines you? 

After learning about transformational leadership, I developed my own personal definition: Leadership to me 

means serving the needs of others. Leadership through service. It’s what we do each day when we enter our 

classrooms either virtually or physically.  

 

I serve my students, families, colleagues, and community by modeling effective action, motivating them 

to always be their best selves, and guiding them to grow through questioning and introspection. Some days I 

succeed; other days I fail miserably. I challenge you to write a statement that includes your personal call to service 

highlighting your role as a teacher-leader. Never underestimate the ability you have to use your voice to become 

an effective agent of change and an inspiration to everyone no matter how new you are to our wonderful 

profession. 

 

My advice is to let the acronym TRUST become part of your mental teacher handbook: Remember that 

Teamwork does indeed make the dream work. Building Relationships is at the core of student and teacher success. 

Promote Understanding of self as you and your students grow. Create a Safe and equitable learning environment 

where students can become risk-takers. Be Tenacious as you practice resiliency through service leadership. 

 

I am proud to serve alongside you as an educator in North Carolina. Your leadership will light the way as 

we transform education to better meet the needs of each student in our state. Thank you for all that you are doing 

to shine brightly during these most challenging times. 

 

Most importantly, be YOU and teach with all of the LOVE you have to give. 

 

 

To all that made the October 27th Educator Check-in #NCBTChat on Twitter a success, we thank you!  
Mark your calendars for February 16, 2021 7pm-8pm for another great beginning teacher Twitter chat. 


