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Editorial

Developing and Empowering 
Leaders for Collective School 
Leadership: Introduction to 
Special Issue

Tricia Browne-Ferrigno1

Leadership has long been recognized as a critical component of effective P-12 schools 
(Hallinger & Heck, 1996; Neumerski, 2013; Spillane, Halverson, & Diamond, 2004). 
Because leading contemporary schools requires careful attention to myriad and often 
complex tasks (Blase & Blase, 2006; Katzenmeyer & Moller, 2009; Mangin & 
Stoelinga, 2010), a principal must be a “leader of instructional leaders” (Glickman, 
1989, p. 6) who actively engages with teachers to supervise curriculum development 
and instruction, assess student-learning progress, implement school-improvement ini-
tiatives, and monitor impact of those efforts (Knapp et al., 2003; Marks & Nance, 
2007; Marks & Printy, 2003; Marzano, Waters, & McNulty, 2005). This learning-
centered leadership enacted collaboratively by administrators and teachers “relies on 
complex, organic interrelationships” (Murphy, Elliott, Goldring, & Porter, 2006, p. 1) 
as well as shared responsibility for outcomes (Demarest, 2010; McCombs & Miller, 
2007). The “extent of influence that organizational members and stakeholders exert on 
decisions” (Leithwood & Louis, 2012, p. 11) within a school community is known as 
collective leadership. Collective instructional-leadership practices, defined as setting 
directions, developing people, redesigning the organization, and improving the 
instructional program (Leithwood & Louis, 2012), require coordinated and engaged 
efforts by administrators and teachers working and learning together (Collinson & 
Cook, 2007; Muijs & Harris, 2003; Murphy, 2005).

Transformative Teacher Leadership

When teacher leaders assume shared responsibility for achieving common goals, “an 
emergent property arises . . . [that allows] the group or collective to accomplish more 
than an individual could alone” (Chrispeels, 2004, p. 5). Working together effectively 
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requires mutual openness and relational trust (Kouchanek, 2005; York-Barr & Duke, 
2004) and can produce dense collegial interactions about technical and value commit-
ments within empowered learning cultures and professional communities (Printy, 
2008; Weick & McDaniel, 1989). Because creation of professional communities 
within schools does not automatically generate the desired social learning (Hord & 
Sommers, 2008; Levine, 2011; Sullivan & Glanz, 2006), leaders must remain attentive 
to what happens within them to assure cultural conditions support professional learn-
ing and school improvement (Collinson, 2008; DuFour & Marzano, 2011; Giancola & 
Hutchison, 2005; Louis, 2006).

Teacher leaders can positively influence outcomes through building relation-
ships among their peers, breaking down barriers that inhibit collegial collaboration, 
and sharing resources to improve instruction (Blase & Blase, 2006; Lieberman & 
Miller, 2005; Wilmore, 2007). These activities require diverse teacher leadership 
roles (Harrison & Killion, 2007; Katzenmeyer & Moller, 2009) that may be formal 
(e.g., academic coach, department chair, school-governance committee member) or 
informal (e.g., advocate, instructional model, peer mentor, staff developer). 
Teachers aspiring to become teacher leaders must thus be prepared to (a) model 
professionalism through leading by example, engaging in continuous professional 
development, and sharing their expertise; (b) collaborate purposefully and effec-
tively with others to achieve shared goals; (c) initiate improvement in student 
achievement and school performance; and (d) influence change through active 
involvement in decision making and sharing perspectives of their peers (Ellis, 
2013). Regardless of the roles or tasks they assume, purposefully developed and 
engaged teacher leaders help build organizational capacity and create sustainable 
change within a school culture (Angelle & Schmid, 2007; Lieberman & Miller, 
2004; Stone & Cuper, 2006).

Stumbling Blocks to Teacher Leadership

Although collective leadership by principals and teacher leaders is a promising strat-
egy for enhancing school performance and student learning (Leithwood & Louis, 
2012), “the education field has not established an agreed-upon definition of teacher 
leadership or set clear guidelines for professional practice” (Swanson, Elliott, & 
Harmon, 2011, p. 12). Moreover, many teachers resist engaging in empowerment 
efforts and leadership responsibilities because they prefer the comfort of working 
alone in their classrooms where they can avoid challenges that arise when working 
with their peers.

When a teacher learns to step out of that comfort zone, however, and gains the self-
confidence required to accept challenges—to reach beyond the day-to-day routine—a 
collegial leader emerges. It takes a special person to assume such a school leadership role 
outside of an administrative position. And unfortunately, within the teaching profession, 
there is little to nurture such potential. (Carr, 1997, p. 240)
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Stepping Stones to Expanded Teacher Leadership

Until recently, little was known about what prompted teachers to step out of the com-
fort of their classrooms to become leaders, the nature of their relationships with peers 
and principals while engaged in shared leadership responsibilities, or about how they 
practiced leadership within different settings (Neumerski, 2013). Nonetheless, teach-
ers’ contributions toward improving student learning, developing curriculum, mentor-
ing colleagues, and governing schools can make a positive difference (Browne-Ferrigno, 
Ellis, & Thompson, 2016).

As support for teacher leadership has grown over the past decade—evidenced by 
the emergence of teacher leadership credentials, development of teacher leader model 
standards, growth in teacher leadership preparation programs, expanded utilization of 
collective leadership in schools, and growing interest by teachers in political advocacy 
and entrepreneurism (Berg, Carver, & Mangin, 2014; Berry, Byrd, & Wieder, 2013)—
so also must our understanding about how teacher leaders perceive themselves and 
their peers and how they learn, develop, and enact their leadership (Swanson et al., 
2011; York-Barr & Duke, 2004).

Introduction of Special Issue

The articles in this special issue emerged from papers presented by the authors during 
a symposium at an annual meeting of the University Council of Educational 
Administration (UCEA). The authors’ intent then and now is to shed light on the per-
ceptions, preparation, practices, and impact of teacher leaders in schools through pre-
senting reports of research on leadership development conducted in diverse states and 
for diverse purposes. All authors are recognized experts in the area of teacher leader-
ship through their professional experiences as teacher leaders or school administrators, 
their engagement in the development and delivery of leadership programs for teachers, 
and their research and scholarly activities. Their expertise is evident in this collection 
of articles.

In “Transforming Identities: The Transition From Teacher to Leader During 
Teacher Leader Preparation,” Cynthia Carver (Oakland University) explored the 
nature of participant learning, evidenced by personal and professional role-identity 
transformation, within a highly regarded and long-standing teacher leadership devel-
opment program in the Great Lakes region. To understand the meaning and impact 
of this transformation, Carver analyzed the written reflections of recent program 
graduates, interviewed a random sample of graduates, reviewed program docu-
ments, and talked with program founders. Using Mezirow’s (2000) theory of trans-
formative learning as an interpretive lens, she explains participants’ paradigmatic 
shift in perspective as key to their transformation from teacher to teacher leader. 
Study findings highlight the importance of identity transformation as a critical first 
step in the preparation of teacher leaders, adding to the scant literature on teacher 
leadership development.
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Principal leadership is undeniably important in the successful implementation of a 
reform initiative, but equally important is the role played by teacher leaders working 
in concert with principals to implement change. In her case study, “Implementing 
Teacher Evaluation: Lattice of Leadership,” Mary Lynne Derrington (University of 
Tennessee) captures how the principal, assistant principal, and teacher leaders in one 
elementary school in a southern state interacted to focus their collective work on learn-
ing and teaching while implementing an externally mandated reform in teacher evalu-
ation. Case data were collected during a 2-year period through interviews, observations, 
and document reviews. Findings include (a) ways all instructional leaders worked in 
concert supported by behaviors, structures, and beliefs; (b) rich descriptions of the 
daily instructional behaviors these collective school leaders utilized to improve teach-
ing and learning, and (c) the co-construction of professional learning in context 
through implementation of a new teacher evaluation system. The implementation of 
the new teacher evaluation system became a moral purpose for principals and teachers 
at the school, rather than simply policy compliance.

Kristin Huggins (Washington State University) and Hans Klar, Hattie Hammonds, 
and Frederick Buskey (Clemson University), authors of “Supporting Leadership 
Development: An Examination of High School Principals’ Efforts to Develop Leaders’ 
Personal Capacities,” used literature about distributed leadership, developing teachers 
as leaders, and principal as capacity builder to frame their study. They gathered data 
through semi-structured interviews with teacher leaders, new administrators, and prin-
cipals working in high schools in a northwestern state. The findings support research 
showing that role socialization via targeted mentoring and reciprocal sharing with 
experienced leaders advances knowledge acquisition. In addition, cognitive coaching 
and sensemaking helped the new leaders develop skills and dispositions that improved 
their daily practices and positively affected the school environment. A key finding is 
that adults acquire knowledge through transformational processes that include prior 
learning experiences both inside and outside their professional practice.

The final article in this special issue, “Formation of Teachers as Leaders: A 
Response to the Articles in This Special Issue,” is authored by William Frick 
(University of Oklahoma) who served as the discussant for the UCEA symposium 
where original drafts of the articles were presented and by Tricia Browne-Ferrigno 
(University of Kentucky) who organized and chaired the symposium. In addition to 
their critique of the articles, the authors present general implications for teacher and 
collective leadership as well as their theory of change in the professional lifeworld of 
teachers in transition to leadership.
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