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Abstract 

 The primary purpose of this self-study was to understand my own role as a formal teacher 

leader and dive deeper into the narrative of my history and future journey in teacher leadership. 

As I entered into a new teacher leadership role I became curious about why I continued to 

receive these leadership roles in the short six years of my career. What leadership qualities do I 

have that make me successful in leadership positions? What leadership qualities do I need to 

develop further? Using a narrative approach to data collection, I collected stories and reflections 

from my experiences in leadership over 20 weeks. A second form of data collection included 

recording daily actions and thoughts for 20 days in January. Both qualitative sources of data 

were analyzed for trends and themes. The daily actions and thoughts were coded for how they 

reflected my underlying belief systems. The findings of this study indicate that I have six core 

beliefs around leadership that include valuing collaboration, being adaptive to others and 

situations, being confident, honest, vulnerable, brave, kind, approachable and empathetic, having 

high expectations and accountability of self and others, effective communication and trusting 

relationships. The implications of this self-study include the importance of having high 

expectations as a leader, noticing and utilizing others strengths, being a present and reflective 

practitioner and the continued promotion of teachers as leaders for educational change.  
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Chapter 1 – Introduction 

Purpose/Rationale 

The purpose of this self study was to explore, question, reflect on and learn more about 

myself as a teacher leader and the role I play towards organizational change in education. From 

the first day of my first job I have always felt that the people around me have set high 

expectations for me. They saw something in me that I did not see. I would like to explore my 

history and experiences in leadership and education in order to better understand my values and 

beliefs that have driven me to this point in my career. I will be using the findings to define and 

shape my own leadership style.  

From the beginning of my career, I have been privileged to work in contexts that 

encouraged innovation and leadership. My first position was as librarian/learning assistance 

resource teacher (LART)/prep teacher, 0.6 fte. I received the position moments after my 

interview, only three days before school started.  The principal brought me to a library, which 

had been gutted, with books stacked everywhere and said, “I’m excited to see what you do this 

year”; then she was gone. As I sat in this mess of a library I recall feeling confused. Didn’t she 

want to tell me what to do? She must think I know what I am doing! I figured that I better “fake 

it ‘til I make it.” This set the theme for the rest of my year and rest of my career. That year I 

suggested new ways of doing things, started a blog for the school, and helped formalize a school 

wide inquiry around outdoor kindergarten. No one ever said, “this is your first year, slow down” 

or even “no”.  I worked closely with all the teachers due to my non-enrolling role but most 

closely with one teacher in particular. We would spend hours before and after school sharing 

ideas, finding research to support outdoor kindergarten and discussing other projects. Reflecting 

on my first teaching experiences now, I realize how formative those moments were for the 
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teacher I would become. Collaborative inquiry and ongoing professional learning was ingrained 

in my experiences; it was “just the way we do things around here”.  Through this self study I 

hoped to discover more of these stories and learn from them throughout the year.  

In my career as a teacher, I have had the opportunity to work in a variety of teacher 

leadership roles. I have been a classroom teacher, District Literacy and Early Years Teacher, a 

School-based Literacy Coordinator and, my current role, Instruction and Assessment 

Coordinator. Throughout these roles, I have had the chance to work on many collaborative 

inquiries, some at the school level and others at the district level. I have played the role of 

organizer, facilitator, and participant for a multitude of inquiries. I have participated in and 

facilitated collaborative inquiries that were positive and forward moving and some that were full 

of angst and negativity. During my time as the facilitator for the province-wide initiative titled 

Changing Results for Young Readers I found confidence in a structure that honoured the 

relationship building piece of collaboration and kept student learning at the centre. For four years 

I would make the case to the district that we needed to continue with this district-wide 

collaborative inquiry initiative. My argument was that it really was effective in 

shifting/developing teacher practice. Teachers were learning about new practices, trying new 

things and exchanging ideas, all with a focus on student learning. The trusting relationships I 

built within that district mostly stemmed from the consistent and meaningful experiences I had 

with my colleagues while sitting around a table discussing our practices around teaching literacy. 

More than anything, I valued those connections and it was those teachers who taught me the 

most about teaching literacy, more so than any book I’ve read or professional development 

conference I’ve attended.  
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I have currently been teaching for six and a half years. I completed my teaching 

certificate when I was 24 years old and by the time I was 25 years old I was in a district 

leadership role. I spent that entire year contemplating how I got there and learning how to 

believe in myself at the rate that others believed in me. Being young and inexperienced in a 

leadership role forced me to grow as a teacher at exponential speeds. Yet, here I am again - still 

quite young, slightly more experienced but in a much larger school district – entering into a 

district leadership role. I am again contemplating how I got here and how to believe in myself. 

This anxiety has caused me to reflect on a story I have recorded from five years ago as I started 

my first teacher leadership role.   

I was excited to sit down with individual teachers and have a productive 
conversation. Little did I know they were not excited to sit down with me and be away from 
their classrooms. As teacher after teacher sat in our meeting passively and giving half-
hearted answers my mood changed. Finally, the last teacher - who I knew was an excellent 
teacher and I was excited to work with - completely shut me down. She ended up crying 
and telling me she doesn’t need my support and that she prefers to work on her own… As I 
arrived at the school board office the Assistant Superintendent asked me “how’s it going?” 
I walked into her office, sat down, looked at the ground and managed to say, “it’s ok, I just 
had a hard day at a school.” Then she asks me what happen and I just start bawling. So 
now, on top of feeling incompetent at my job, I am feeling embarrassed and vulnerable in 
front of my boss. 

 
This moment is one that I will never forget, it was pivotal in my development as a teacher leader. 

I reflect on this moment now because I know that in a similar situation today I would handle 

myself differently. My values and strategies have shifted and grown in just five years. At the 

beginning of this study I was walking into a new role. I knew I would have moments similar to 

the story above but I also know I have more resiliency and grit than I once had. Through the 

process of this self study I hope to analyze these experiences and use them to inform my future 

self as well as use them to find more ownership in my role as a teacher leader.  
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As I took on a new role as a formal teacher leader for the school district I am now 

working in, I was wondering about my own leadership qualities and why I seem to gravitate 

towards these teacher leader roles? To me it seems these roles “just come to me”, rather than me 

seeking them out. I know I want to be a teacher leader and that I enjoy these types of roles but I 

wonder how I can lead others when I struggle to believe in myself? This study will be relevant 

for myself as a growing leader. In my view, doing a self-study is much like the concept presented 

by Brene Brown (2010) that explains how we cannot fully give our love to others without first 

looking inwards to how to love ourselves (p.28). I cannot look to build leadership in others until 

I look inward and learn more about myself as a leader and my own beliefs around leadership. 

As a starting point I have taken some time to reflect on my current practice as a teacher 

and leader from both my perspective and the perspectives of some colleagues I’ve worked 

closely with. I see myself as having strong interpersonal skills. In fact it is a core assumption of 

mine that I am where I am today because of these skills. I know how to listen and to respond in a 

way that makes people feel heard and comfortable. I know how to pause, and how to ask the 

right questions at the right time. I have a great memory, so often I will be able to recall previous 

interactions with individuals, which makes them feel valued and connected to me. I am light-

hearted and authentic. When I talk to people it does not seem “fake”, I let them see the real me 

and I want to know the real them. I can read a social situation quickly and adjust my response. 

All of these interpersonal qualities allow me to collaborate with other teachers effectively. I also 

have a keen eye for evidence. I am always seeking evidence about student learning from what 

they are saying and what they are doing. The way children interact with the world and each other 

has always fascinated me. I truly believe that each student has a beautiful gift to give the world 

and that it is our job as teachers to nurture these gifts. I value connection from teacher to student 
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and teacher to teacher. I work explicitly and purposefully on developing relationships. Lastly, I 

am passionate about learning, both for myself and for my students. I am open to new learning 

and questioning my own practice. As a learner, I lead with vulnerability.  From the perspective 

of a few colleagues that I asked about my leadership and teaching practice I learned that they see 

some of these same qualities in my leadership style. All four colleagues commented on the ease 

at which I collaborate with people. Two people also mentioned that I have a good balance in my 

approach with both colleagues and students. One said I am, “calm yet energized” and another 

said I am, “blunt yet encouraging”. The last thing that was a common thread between the 

responses was my strong pedagogical beliefs, confidence and high expectations for 

professionalism. Reflecting on what I know about myself as a leader and the qualities defined by 

others I was able to focus my new learning around emerging themes such as, collaboration, 

relationships, beliefs, trust, vulnerability, lifelong learning and instructional leadership.  

Research Questions & Hypotheses 

The methodology of this study was a self study. One important aspect to this self study 

was my use of narrative as a method for self-reflection and data collection. It is through the act 

of creating and telling our stories that we come to give meaning to them (Trahar, 2009, p.2). 

Therefore, by collecting and analyzing my own stories I felt I would be able to see themes 

around leadership as well as areas of personal strengths and weaknesses. Throughout the process, 

I looked at how my actions aligned, or didn’t, with my beliefs.   

 With the narratives of my previous teaching experiences in mind, I started wondering 

about myself as a leader and about my core beliefs around teacher leadership. My overarching 

question was, what themes will surface through keeping a journal of stories from a year in my 

new leadership role? More specifically, what qualities of strong leadership do I already have and 
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what do I need to develop? What are some of my core beliefs about education? What are some of 

my core beliefs about teacher leadership? 

  My hypothesis was that I would discover that I deeply value trusting relationships. This 

has been an ongoing focus of mine since I received my first district leadership position five years 

ago. Teacher leadership roles are often defined by teacher collaboration in order to increase 

capacity of teaching practice. Since I need my colleagues to be vulnerable by letting me into 

their practice, I have wondered, how can I build a trusting relationship (quickly) so that we can 

work collaboratively on shifting practice to meet student needs? I also hypothesize that I will 

learn more about my own vulnerabilities as a leader and some of my core beliefs through this 

process. Lastly, I hypothesize that the stories I choose to record will have significant meaning 

embedded within, which I will understand in the end through reflection.  

Definition of Terms 

 Since a large part of my role is around collaborative inquiry, I will be using this term 

frequently. I will define Collaborative Inquiry as coming together with other professionals 

around a common wonder and working through the stages of inquiry together. In my district, we 

have Professional Learning Communities (PLCs) as the structure for collaborative inquiry. For 

the purpose of this study I will define Professional Learning Communities (PLCs) as a group of 

educators that meets regularly, shares expertise, and works collaboratively to improve teaching 

skills and the academic performance of students.   

 Leadership will play a large role in this study. As I understand it, the term Distributed 

Leadership is defined as a diverse group of leaders within a school who work together and 

interdependently. The distribution of leadership within a school or district spans across roles and 

contexts. In this definition of distributed leadership, it is not the delegation of tasks for others to 
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lead, it is the use of individual leaders and their unique qualities that build on innovation and 

challenge the status quo. When I use the term Leader in this study I am referring any leader in 

the broadest sense of the term. If I wish to differentiate between hierarchal roles I will be more 

specific to say Teacher Leader, Principal or Senior Administration. When using the term Formal 

Leadership it is in reference to administration at all levels, when using the term Informal 

Leadership it is in reference to teachers that take on leadership responsibilities and roles that are 

not necessarily part of their job description traditionally.  

 When talking about qualities of leaders I will be using the terms routine expertise and 

adaptive expertise. For the purposes of this paper the term Routine Expertise is defined as the 

state in a teacher’s career in which they have become most efficient in the routine aspects of their 

practice. Adaptive Expertise is defined as the state in a teacher’s career in which they have the 

skills to change the way they approach different contexts, students and learning needs based on 

multiple sources of information. This term/concept was developed by Hatano & Inagaki (1986) 

and has been well researched and refined by Timperley (2017). 
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Chapter 2 – Literature Review 

As the world is quickly changing, student needs are changing too.  Students in today’s 

Canadian society are coming to school with a vast range of experiences and “school readiness” 

skills, along with more complex learning needs. Teachers will need to continuously develop their 

professional practice to meet the needs of today’s students. Parr & Timperley (2010) state that, 

Ongoing professional learning is needed because teaching challenges do not remain 

static: changing student demographics and an ever-changing knowledge base mean that 

teachers need access to current evidence about how best to meet the learning needs of 

their students. (p.158) 

It is up to our educational system and all educators to meet the new and unknown needs of our 

learners, and therefore we must continue our learning. Instructional practices have already been 

shifting in schools. Teachers are becoming familiar with using evidence informed practices, 

formative assessment and innovative methods of instruction to meet the dynamic needs of our 

students (Kaser & Halbert, 2009). In order to change and adapt our education system to meet the 

needs of our learners, we also must shift our approach to leadership. Strong leadership in schools 

will lead the way to changing the educational system as a whole (Kaser & Halbert, 2009; 

Spillane, 2006; Couros, 2015).  

 The literature on leadership has mostly focused on the development of formal leaders; yet 

there is evidence that both teacher learning and student achievement increase when teachers 

assume informal leadership roles (Carver, 2016; Thornton & Cherrington, 2014).  Using a case 

study approach, Leo & Wickenberg (2013) looked at three schools to see which professional 
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norms were highlighted by formal school leaders to develop sustainable change in their contexts. 

Their findings indicated that when formal and informal leaders work together with high 

expectations of each other and those expectations are reflected in policy documents, schools can 

experience sustainable change (p.420). Approaching leadership at a school as a team, rather than 

just the job of the formal leader, puts teachers in an informal position of leadership.  A 

distributed leadership model has potential to strengthen both formal and informal leaders.  It 

requires all types of leaders to work together as they focus on student needs, and this rich 

collaborative work paves the way for sustainable systematic change (Spillane, 2006). A 

distributed model of school leadership will improve the educational outcomes for students, and 

provide rich leadership opportunities for teachers. 

When teachers take on leadership roles, benefits extend to students, the school, the 

system, and even to teachers themselves (York-Barr & Duke, 2004).  Therefore, it is important to 

ask both what is teacher leadership and how do we develop teacher leaders? Teacher leadership 

is a concept that will need to be further researched and embraced in the larger culture of 

education if it is to be truly effective. By understanding the qualities of teacher leaders, we will 

be able to develop these skills and qualities within teacher education programs and professional 

learning opportunities for teachers.  

One of the top qualities of teacher leaders is their strong interpersonal skills (Leithwood 

et al., 2007, p.60). Interpersonal skills allow teacher leaders to connect and collaborate with 

others effectively.  A distributed leadership model requires teachers to engage in collaborative 

work; therefore, interpersonal skills should be nurtured and developed in all leaders. As teachers 

take on leadership roles and collaborate, trusting relationships must exist between professionals 

within a school as well as between professionals and the system in which they work. When these 
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trusting relationships exist and teachers feel empowered to make a difference, they show greater 

ownership and commitment to school goals (York-Barr & Duke, 2004). Through trusting 

relationships, teacher leaders will have a greater impact on their own teaching practice as well as 

the practice of their colleagues. This shift will contribute to a systemic change in how we 

approach student learning and their new and unknown learning needs.  

Distributed Leadership 

Distributed leadership at schools and in the school system is necessary for meeting the 

needs of today’s learners (Spillane, 2006; Harris, 2009). Distributed leadership is a model that 

supports teachers to take on informal leadership roles and utilize a variety of professionals’ 

leadership strengths that is not dependent on a hierarchal system. Leadership has historically 

been a term associated with administration in the world of education, yet today the term 

leadership is becoming more informal by putting teachers into roles of teacher leaders within 

their schools. The concept of distributed leadership has created opportunities for more teachers 

to step into informal leadership roles within their context. York-Barr & Duke’s (2004) meta-

analysis of literature on teacher leadership found that, 

recent conceptions of leadership as participative, organizational, distributed, and parallel 

share in common the view that leadership is not vested in one person who is high up in 

the hierarchy and assigned to a formal position of power and authority. (p.262) 

Shared leadership between teachers and their principal is intended to make the decisions of a 

school inclusive to many voices, although, since our education system remains hierarchal, 

distributed leadership in its ideal form is likely unattainable (Lumby, 2013, p.584). In Finland, 

when 150 principals and members of management teams were surveyed with a questionnaire and 

open-ended questions regarding their understanding of distributed leadership in their setting, they 
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indicated that it was mainly focused on delegation of tasks (Lahtero, Lang & Alava, 2017, 

p.225). Keeping this research in mind, it will be important for teacher leaders to avoid falling 

into this simplified version of distributed leadership. Benefits are realized when teachers take on 

leadership roles through a model of distributed leadership that allows for individuals to 

contribute to school decisions, utilize their strengths and collaborate with formal leaders. 

Research on distributed leadership supports the notion that teacher leaders within a distributed 

leadership model have become more valued and are now necessary to meet students’ needs 

(Lemay, 2017; York-Barr & Duke, 2004).  

Distributed leadership requires formal leaders to work along side teacher leaders in a 

vulnerable way that has all parties diving into new learning and acting as role models for others. 

Spillane (2006) describes distributed leadership as involving “the many and not just the few. It is 

about leadership practice, not simply roles and positions. And leadership practice is about 

interactions, not the actions of heroes” (p.4). This definition is quite different from leadership 

where only the formal leader is recognized. Distributed leadership is about building space for 

everyone to develop their leadership qualities and to have everyone interacting with each other in 

a collaborative nature to push their practice forward. For leadership to be distributed it does not 

necessarily mean that there are representatives on a team from the different roles within a school 

(teacher, educational assistant, non-enrolling), rather the leaders develop as a team that is driven 

by shared values and norms. One person cannot transform a school and one person cannot simply 

delegate tasks to transform a school, but utilizing individual strengths/expertise and sharing 

responsibility can. Leithwood et al. (2007) found that aligned leadership teams are effective but 

still depend on the guidance of a strong formal leader (p.55). Formal leaders are not necessarily 

doing less leading, they are just encouraging and allowing for other leaders to be valued and 
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contribute meaningfully to the organization. The more employees engage with their organization 

the more the organization benefits because it is appropriately informed. Not only are decisions 

more informed by the employees but the employees gain a sense of ownership and pride (York-

Barr & Duke, 2004, p.258). Effective leaders support and develop leadership qualities in others. 

If we are to truly utilize teachers in leadership roles as suggested by the distributed 

leadership model, it will require a shift in how teachers identify as leaders. We will need to 

better understand the process that teachers go through when developing from teacher to teacher 

leader. Sinha & Hanuscin (2017) used a case study method that followed three teachers over a 

year who were at different phases in their careers. They used qualitative data analysis 

procedures to measure the path of development from teacher to teacher-leader identity. They 

concluded that development is “gradual and time dependent, versus being an abrupt change” 

(p.367).  Teachers don’t sign up to be teacher leaders, rather they grow into these roles over 

time. By examining the transformation of teachers from teacher to teacher leader in a leadership 

program, Carver (2016) suggests that the transformation happens as teachers begin to build their 

own identities around being teacher leaders. In this study, leadership identity transformation 

was formed by (1) increasing knowledge and skills, (2) developing an inquiry orientation and 

(3) identifying like-minded community members (p.171-173). Teachers that develop into 

teacher leaders will need to be strong and competent in their own practice, have an inquiry 

mindset and collaborate well with peers to be successful in such role. York-Barr & Duke (2004) 

agree that there are specific processes and conditions that must occur for teacher leaders to take 

on this role. These conditions include excellent professional teaching skills, a clear and well-

developed personal philosophy of education, being in a career stage that enables one to give to 

others, having an interest in adult development, and being in a personal life stage that allows 
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one time and energy to assume a position of leadership (p.267). Timing and instructional 

leadership seem to be necessary components to teacher leadership. Teachers need some time in 

the field to develop their own practice before moving into the role of teacher leader. When 

schools focus on building strong instructional practice with all teachers within a school they are 

increasing the number of leaders at the table. When a teacher demonstrates strong pedagogy so 

that they are now thinking about how they can give back to the profession and the professional 

development of others, they are ready to become an informal leader and will begin to identify as 

a teacher leader. Since the role of teacher leader is becoming more valued through the lens of 

distributed leadership, it will be important to understand more about the journey from teacher to 

teacher leader and how one’s identity as an informal leader changes over time. 

Just as teacher leaders need to have strong pedagogical practices in their classrooms, 

formal leaders will also be required to be instructional leaders. A focus on instructional 

leadership over bureaucratic leadership has been discussed in the research on formal leaders. In 

order for leaders to lead effectively, they must support the growth of others, which in turn 

requires them to share the leadership role themselves. This can be difficult because it requires the 

release of control and a level of relational trust between staff. Tschannen-Moran’s (2009) study 

on fostering teacher professionalism in schools suggests that, “for teachers to live up to these 

higher expectations of professionalism, attention needs to be paid to issues of the leadership 

orientation of principals and to the relationships of trust in schools” (p.241). Formal leaders need 

to be partners in the inquiry processes and have a stronger orientation towards professionalism 

than towards bureaucracy. This means that formal leaders in schools need to be instructional 

leaders as well as managers of the building, which may require some delegation of certain 

bureaucratic and organizational tasks as well as a shared view of leadership.  
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Having formal and informal leaders working and learning together around student 

learning needs is the way that education can be adaptive to the new and unknown learning needs 

of current and future students. By building a shared learning focus, having formal leaders share 

their role, and building trusting relationships, among other processes, teacher professional 

learning increases and becomes more effective for student learning (Thornton & Cherrington, 

2014, p.100-101). Distributed leadership is one of the important aspects of organizational change 

in education.  

Qualities of Teacher Leadership 

Although teachers taking on leadership roles in schools is not new, the recognition of 

“teacher leaders” is relatively new to research. Yet, there is already evidence of the benefit of 

these roles in schools. York-Barr & Duke (2004) synthesized the research on teacher leadership 

from 1980 to 2004. Their review of 140 studies, of which 100 were cited within their article, 

suggested that, “the literature is abundant with reasons for advancing the concept and practice of 

teacher leadership” (York-Barr & Duke, 2004. p.258). There are many benefits of having 

teachers take on leadership roles to students, the school, the system and themselves. Teacher 

leadership roles have been found to increase employee participation in the educational system, 

further develop the teachers’ expertise about teaching and learning, provide acknowledgement 

and rewards for accomplished teachers and provide benefits to student learning (York-Barr & 

Duke, 2004, p.258). Teachers can take on leadership roles formally and informally, both within 

their school and within their district. In both cases, teacher leaders are different from their 

colleagues as teachers and different from their principals as leaders. Since teacher leadership has 

such benefits, we will need to know the qualities of teacher leaders and how to support them in 

developing these qualities further.  
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Teacher transformation into teacher leadership is a very personal journey for most, yet 

there are some common components that are shared experiences. Sinha & Hanuscin (2017) have 

created a model to support their findings around the transformation from teacher to teacher 

leader. The model describes three components of teacher leadership development: teacher 

leadership views, teacher leadership practices and teacher leadership identity. As these 

components start to align based on experiences, opportunities, encouragement, reflection and 

new learning, the teacher leader begins to emerge (p.369). Once teachers have aligned their 

views, practices and identity around leadership, their journey as leaders has only just begun. As 

noted above, teacher leadership identity is an individual and gradual process. Through 

experiences that confirm a teacher’s leadership qualities, they begin to identify as a leader.  

Formal and informal leaders tend to share similar qualities (Leithwood et al., 2007, p.69). 

York Barr & Duke (2004) agreed and found that these shared qualities include,  

their ability to convey convictions about a better world; strive for authenticity in their 

teaching, learning, and assessment practices; facilitate communities of learning through 

organization-wide processes; confront barriers in the school's culture and structures; 

translate ideas into sustainable systems of action; and nurture a culture of success. (p.265)  

It is the combination peer support, identity development and specific qualities that can transform 

a teacher into a teacher leader. Since many leadership qualities are shared between formal and 

informal leaders, they will be able to work together to refine these skills to increase their 

effectiveness at leading in a distributed leadership model.  

Teacher leaders also have specific characteristics that allow them to be successful in their 

roles. Leithwood et al. (2007) used multiple instruments to survey and interview eight schools in 

a large urban school district in Ontario to further understand the characteristics of teachers in 
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leadership roles through a distributed leadership model. Their results also suggest that the 

characteristics of teacher leaders mirror those of formal administrative leaders. Teacher leaders’ 

personal qualities were most reported, such as openness, care, extraversion and being ‘quiet but 

effective’. The second most reported characteristic of teacher leaders was their commitment to 

initiatives, followed by interpersonal skills as the third most reported (p.60). This study provides 

some clear characteristics of teacher leaders. Looking for and developing these specific 

characteristics in teachers will be important in supporting growth in teacher leaders.  

Teacher leaders by definition are also adaptive experts. In the current culture of 

education, teachers are required to effectively deal with novel situations and problems while 

teaching the content of the curriculum (Anthony, Hunter & Hunter, 2015). Teacher leaders 

demonstrate strong instructional practices within their classroom (Sinha & Hanuscin, 2017; 

York-Barr & Duke, 2004) and these strong instructional practices require them to be adaptive in 

their approaches to student needs. Since adaptive expertise is responsive to student needs, it is 

also an important quality of teacher leadership. A teacher leader shows adaptive expertise in the 

flexible way they approach problems in their classroom, in the context of the school and the 

educational system. They are open to changing how they approach a goal in order to be more 

effective. Although many teachers demonstrate routine expertise, it is the extension of expertise 

as adaptive that defines innovation and leadership. When routines are not working for students, 

adaptive experts are able to think innovatively about new approaches (Kaser & Halbert, 2013, 

p.61). Teacher leaders, as adaptive experts, consider more than just having their students achieve 

high outcomes, they want students to be reflective and self-directed learners. They adapt their 

practice to the variety of needs of each individual learner in their specific context. Timperley 

(2013) states that, “for the adaptive expert, it is not so much a matter of efficacy as accepting 
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agency for developing the relationships and teaching strategies that will achieve these valued 

outcomes” (p.9). Teacher leaders are also required to consider a multitude of factors when 

thinking of outcomes and which are most important within their context. Adaptive expertise is 

something that should be developed in all educators and in our students for them to be successful 

in our changing world. At the school level we know that formal and informal leaders who are 

intellectual companions and participate in frequent learning conversations with colleagues are 

key to affecting positive change (Kaser & Halbert, 2013, p.64). Most importantly, since adaptive 

experts can be leaders in their schools and can support the learning of their colleagues, it will be 

important to consider how to develop the quality of adaptive expertise as a method for being a 

strong teacher leader.    

Inquiry  

Being curious and adaptable are both important qualities for all students, teachers and 

leaders. Curiosity leads teacher leaders into a cycle of inquiry that is action driven. By being 

curious about why student achievement is low or why a certain practice is not yielding the results 

expected, a teacher starts the cycle of action-research. Teachers that use action research develop 

their practice while also positively affecting their learners. Action research is the “systematic 

investigation of best practices, exploration of alternatives, and sharing what “works best” with 

students and teachers” (Parsons, 2013, p.4). Teachers see a need, wonder what they can do 

differently to change the outcome, take action by trying a new strategy or approach then reflect 

and adjust their approach. As Diane (2011) asserts, “designing and carrying out an action 

research project helps teachers develop into reflective practitioners, make progress on school 

priorities, and build professional cultures within the school” (p. 171). These are also goals 

associated with leaders in education. The cycle of action research directly connects to the role of 
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a teacher leader and adaptive expertise in the realm of professional learning through inquiry. 

Being curious and adaptive will be required for leaders to grow in their own practice.  

Teacher leaders, adaptive experts and action researchers are all ways to define teachers 

that are utilizing current, evidence based practices in their classrooms to positively impact 

student learning. These titles (leaders, adaptive experts, and action researchers) all require a 

teacher to have a strong inquiry mindset. When teachers are using an inquiry mindset, they are 

able to recognize when they are not being effective and question what they need to learn and do 

differently in order to meet their students needs (Timperley, 2013, p.5). Having a strong inquiry 

mindset influences teachers to be reflective of their classroom practice and dive deeper into their 

professional learning. Kaser & Halbert (2009) found that “inquiry-minded leaders avoid the 

complacency or cynicism that sometimes comes with experience - the ‘been there, done that’ 

stance of their less effective colleagues” (p.62). Being inquiry-minded is part of being a teacher 

leader. Even when district initiatives face challenges, an inquiry-minded leader will build on 

them to meet their own curiosities (Kaser & Halbert, 2009, p.63). Teacher leaders will use their 

inquiry mindsets to make district initiatives work for their own professional learning. Being 

inquiry-minded is about looking thoughtfully and reflectively at how one’s teaching is being (or 

not being) effective in relation to student learning. Strong classroom practice is most influential 

on student achievement (Hattie, 2013) and classroom practice is developed through teacher 

professional learning. Katz and Dack (2013) argue that “teaching something differently depends 

on teachers learning something new” (p.6) and that professional learning is best accomplished 

through an inquiry approach. Professional learning through inquiry makes learning action 

oriented, meaningful to context, and causes a permanent change in the way teachers approach 

their students learning needs. Teacher leaders, adaptive experts and action researchers all need to 
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use an inquiry mindset to build their own professional learning and have their students achieving 

higher levels of learning. 

Collaboration 

Teacher leaders’ roles depend on collaboration with their colleagues and administration. 

Research supports teacher professional learning though collaboration and inquiry. Since a 

student learning need is a teacher learning need and teacher professional learning is best done in 

collaboration with others (Katz & Dack, 2013, p.7), teacher leaders will play an important role in 

creating a collaborative culture within their school for their colleagues to participate in 

meaningful professional learning opportunities. York-Barr & Duke (2004) suggest that teachers 

become teacher leaders not when they are ready, but when they are accepted as such by their 

peers (p.267). This is important in relation to collaboration. It is not enough to just have strong 

classroom instruction, teacher leaders will also need work in a culture of collaboration in order to 

make enough of a difference in the context of the whole school and for all learners.  

Collaboration can have many levels and is something that does not necessarily fit into the 

traditional isolated view of teaching and education. Although the distributed leadership model 

supports professionals to come together through shared leadership roles with the ultimate goal of 

better meeting students’ dynamic and changing needs, once together teachers often struggle to 

understand how collaboration works. Teacher leaders will need to use their strong interpersonal 

skills to help build a collaborative culture. Little (1990) describes four types of collaboration: 

storytelling and scanning for ideas, aid and assistance, sharing and joint work. It is only though 

joint work that teachers share responsibility for student learning. Collaboration where teachers 

are able to challenge one another, provide authentic feedback and openly discuss different views 

would qualify as joint work. Little (1990) argues that for collaboration to impact student 
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outcomes responsibility must be shared and colleagues will need to move from independence in 

their professional learning to interdependence (p.512). For collaboration to be successful, 

teachers will need to feel they are a part of a team and that their learning is connected to their 

colleagues.	

Trust 

 In order for collaboration to be successful in developing teacher practice in response to 

student needs, a culture of trust must exist at the systems level and the relational level. Trust is 

the most important component to building the reciprocal relationships necessary for 

collaboration (Kaser & Halbert, 2009; Tschannen-Moran, 2014; York-Barr & Duke, 2004). Trust 

exists both as part of the culture of a school and between individuals. Louis (2007) describes the 

difference between institutional trust and relational trust. Institutional trust is “the expectation of 

appropriate behavior in organized settings based on the norms of that institution” and relational 

trust is “the inevitable result of repeated interactions with others in modern organizations” (p.3). 

Both types of trust are necessary for educational change and school leadership; both directly 

affect one another. Schools are social systems with many interdependent relationships. Parents 

and the community need to trust the institution of education while also trusting the individuals 

within the school. Teachers need to trust their formal leaders and school district to create and 

work towards goals they see as valuable while also trusting the individuals with whom they 

work. During a study that looked to answer the question of how relational trust affects the way in 

which teachers talk about and interpret district change initiatives, Louis (2007) found that 

teachers at schools with high levels of relational trust viewed district/school visions as a form of 

cohesiveness, reflecting their own beliefs. Teachers in schools with low levels of relational trust 

viewed the district/schools visions as created by “others” and developing a vision as a distraction 
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from their work rather than necessary for their work (p.9). Relational trust at the school level 

fuels institutional trust, which allows more ownership in educational goals and opportunity for 

systems change. When teachers trust each other and their school leadership, then collaboration 

will lead to deeper reflection of teacher practice, which direct support students with their 

learning needs.  

Trust is an abstract concept that informal and formal leaders will need to understand in 

order to utilize a distributed leadership model, build professional learning communities and work 

towards a collaborative culture in their schools. Through a study around the decentralization 

reform of the Chicago school system, Bryk & Schneider (2002) identified four dimensions of 

developing trust that were found in strong leaders. The four dimensions of respect, personal 

regard, personal integrity and competency in core responsibilities will be required of leaders who 

are engaging in collaborative inquiry as the means of professional learning. Leadership in 

education by nature is social. It requires people to interact, challenge each other, listen to 

different perspectives and come together to move thinking forward. Trust is the foundation to the 

relationships necessary to achieve change in education (Tschannen-Moran, 2009; Kaser & 

Halbert, 2009; Bryk & Schneider, 2002). By reflecting on the components of trust identified by 

Bryk & Schneider (2002), leaders will be able to make intentional decision towards building 

trusting relationship and a trusting culture in their schools.   

A trusting environment is important within a school because it allows for more risk 

taking. Traditional expectations of principals as protectors of the school and their teachers has  

set up a fragile relationship of trust between principals and teachers. When principals switch 

their focus from managing and protecting teachers to challenging them to adapt to the demands 

of change, a strong level of trust will be necessary. The same is true of teacher leaders; they will 
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be required to question and challenge their colleagues. A high level of trust allows for more risk 

taking. Tschannen-Moran’s (2014) research shows that, “in a trusting environment, people may 

give one another the benefit of the doubt about questionable behaviors, whereas in an 

atmosphere of distrust similar actions or behaviors may serve to even further diminish a low 

level of trust” (p.238-239). The importance of a trusting environment is that it is cyclical. Trust 

encourages taking risk, which encourages trust. Louis (2007) also found that when there are high 

levels of trust in a school, teachers’ language describe a culture of cooperation. Teachers talked 

of support, safety and the ability to take risks to try to improve instruction when they felt they 

were in an environment of trust (p.9). When this trusting environment exists, teachers can feel 

secure in being reflective and taking risks in order to change their practice to better meet the 

needs of their learners.  

Overall, trust is important to develop at both the institutional level and the relational level 

in order to bring teachers together to move their professional practice forward. Teachers who 

work is trusting environments are better able to collaborate in professional learning communities. 

When engaging in collaborative inquiry as a means of shifting practice to meet the unique needs 

of students, teachers will need to develop trusting relationships with each other and with their 

leaders.  

In summary, shifting how we view teachers’ roles in our schools is a critical change that 

will improve student learning. The distributed model of leadership provides a platform for 

teachers to step into informal leadership roles and transform our education system to better meet 

the needs of our changing society and future generations that are being raised in a different world 

in which our current system was built one (Diana, 2011, p.170). Since teacher leadership is 

critical to educational reform it will need to be nurtured and developed. We need to take the time 
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to develop the views, practice and identity of teacher leaders. Teacher leaders develop over time 

through experience and by working with a formal leader that values distributed leadership. Being 

inquiry minded and adaptive are some of the key qualities that will need to be nurtured in 

developing teacher leaders. Collaboration is going to be necessary and for collaboration to be 

successful, developing trust will be a key factor.  
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Chapter 3 – Methods and Methodology 

Methodology and Data Collection Process 

Since I have stepped into a new teacher leadership role this year, I decided a self study 

would be most impactful for me in terms of my own growth and learning around an area that 

directly influences me in my new role as a formal teacher leader. Throughout the year, I reflected 

on the experiences that I was having and how they aligned with what I was learning about 

teacher leadership and leadership in general. 

My main source of data collection came in the form of narrative and reflective journaling. 

When starting my data collection I was conscious of the warning from Hamilton, Smith, & 

Worthington (2008) that when methodologies begin to mix, things can get murky and my 

findings may lose strength (p.23). While the main methodology of this thesis is self study, it also 

utilized data collection strategies involving narrative features.  

 The data was collected in four forms at two time intervals. I collected weekly journal 

entries that included one story from the week past and one reflection based on the week as a 

whole. I also collected daily journal entries for four weeks in January. These include one entry of 

an action I did within that day or a quote that I said which reflected an action. The other was a 

quick thought that I had each day. During the first week of this data collection process I also 

attempted to analyze my entries to look for the beliefs that I was acting on. After a conversation 

with my supervisor I changed the process for the last three weeks so that I was only collecting 

the daily entries and analyzing them at the end. This was an important shift for both the 

reliability of the data collection and for the authenticity of the entries. In that first week when I 

knew I would be analyzing them right away I was more conscious of the things I chose to record. 
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Once I let that process go, I was able to record moments that stuck with me rather than those that 

I felt would reflect my beliefs.   

Through the weekly and the daily journal entries I collected four different forms of data.  

Weekly 

Sept. 2017 -

Feb. 2018 

1 Narrative  One story from the week 

2 Reflection Whole week reflection 

Daily 

Jan. 2018 

3 Action  One thing I did or said that day 

4 Thought One quick thought I had that day 

 

The first form of data collection was a reflective journal that I wrote in weekly from Sept. 1, 

2017 to Feb. 2, 2018. Every Friday for 20 weeks I recorded general thoughts that I was wrestling 

with throughout that week. The focus of these entries was reflective and meant to be focused on 

leadership, but at times would vary depending on what happened that week. The second form of 

data collection was through stories that happened each week. From Sept. 1, 2017 to Feb. 2, 2018, 

every Friday, I would record one story of something that happened throughout the week. My 

goal with recording these stories was to choose a moment from that week at random. I would 

think about my week and choose the first story that popped into my head. The stories that I 

recorded were not analyzed until after they were all collected so that they were authentic stories 

that defined me as a leader.  

The third and fourth forms of data collection came from a four-week daily belief hunting 

activity. From Monday Jan. 8, 2017 to Friday Feb. 2, 2018, there were twenty consecutive work 

days when I recorded both an action I did that day and a thought I had that day. This set of data 

was intended to be analyzed for consistency between my actions and my beliefs. 
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Coding 

 Since there were four types of journals that I had collected as data, I quickly became 

overwhelmed with the idea of organizing all of that information. I made the decision to code as 

two sets of data: (1) weekly and (2) daily. The process I use for each set of data is described 

below.  

 

Image of the many forms of coding I used 

 Coding Weekly Data Forms 

I printed four sets of these journals to code. The first read through, I created the coding as 

I went. Then I read through the remaining three copies with different focuses. Each read through 

is described below. 

1. As I read through the stories and reflections I saw themes emerging. I quickly wrote 

down some key terms and continued reading. The terms that I coded for were:  

a. Action/pre-emptive/preventative 

b. Decision making 

c. Interactions with others/interpersonal skills 

d. Noticing leadership qualities in others 
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e. Negative feelings/experiences/weaknesses 

f. Ah-ha moments/realizations/moments of learning 

2. Since I noticed I had many instances of negative feelings in the first read through I 

decided to read through the second time for positive and negative feelings or thoughts. 

3. Since I had read the stories and reflections twice now I started to notice key phrases I was 

using. I grouped these phases under the following terms: 

a. Relationships 

b. My own leadership qualities 

c. My hopes and goals as a leader 

d. Busy 

e. Confidence 

4. On the final read through I decided to use a framework presented by Bryk & Schneider 

(2002) around the components of building relational trust. I used the following terms to 

look for specific moments in my stories and reflections in which I was demonstrating or 

thinking about these different aspects of trust.  

a. Competency in core responsibilities 

b. Respect 

c. Personal Integrity 

d. Personal Regard 

e. Mention of the word “trust”. 

 Coding Daily Data Forms  

Knowing some of my general values from the topics I focused on in my literature review, 

on the first read through I decided to look for those specific values/beliefs in my actions and 
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thoughts. On the second read through I used the method of creating a coding system as I went. 

On the third read through I recorded the values/beliefs that each action and thought 

demonstrated. Each read through is described below: 

1. I used the ideas from my literature review to look for those beliefs and values in my 

actions and thoughts.  

a. Collaboration 

b. Trusting relationships 

c. Competency/strong instructional practice 

d. Distributed leadership 

e. Adaptive expertise 

2. As I read through the actions and thoughts when looking for those values in the first 

reading, I also saw themes emerging. I quickly wrote down some key terms and coded 

the second time for them. The terms that I coded for were:  

a. Organizational skills used 

b. High expectations of others or self 

c. Using the skills or knowledge of others 

d. Showing vulnerability 

e. Adjusted my behaviour based on the situation 

3. Next, I read through each day’s action and thought and wrote down a belief or value that 

I appeared to be acting on. Once each day’s belief was recorded. I sorted them into 

broader more general beliefs. The six core beliefs that are reflected in my daily actions 

and thoughts are:  

a. We work better together. 
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b. Leaders need to be adaptive to others and situations 

c. Leaders should be confident, honest, vulnerable, brave, kind, approachable and 

empathetic.  

d. Leaders should have high expectations and accountability of themselves and 

others.  

e. Strong communication skills are important. Listening is part of communication.  

f. Relationships are important.  

 Critical Friend 

To be as objective and reflective as possible I used a critical friend to review some of my 

journal entries with me during the coding phase. This person is someone I worked closely with 

last year, so she knows my beliefs and we have built up a trusting relationship, which allowed for 

her to challenge my thinking. She has also been someone that I have gone to for advice and 

guidance throughout the year. Using all of this data I was able to see trends and themes in my 

experiences in my new formal teacher leadership role.  

 Validity and Reliability 

 One worry I had about using self study as my methodology was around validity and 

reliability. I have previously completed a thesis in my Psychology ungraduated program where I 

utilized quantitative methods for my research. Through this process, emphasis was put on the 

validity and reliability of the tools I used (questionnaires and interviews). When thinking about 

doing a self study I initially thought that validity and reliability were going to be an issue. This is 

one of the main reasons I designed my data collection is such an organized way. Samaras (2012) 

discusses the importance of transparency in self studies. She states that, “the transparency of the 

research process is enhanced through the view of critical friends who ask probing questions and 
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offer alternative perspectives and interpretations” (p.216). By using a critical friend to look at my 

journals, coding and other aspects of this thesis along the way, I was able to be transparent and 

increase the reliability and validity of the results. Also, by coding the journals four times I was 

able to increase reliability since I would check every time that the section I coded was still coded 

correctly.  

 In self studies, another way to increase reliability and validity is to have “clear and 

detailed description of how we collect data” (Samaras, 2012, p.216-217) and be transparent. The 

data collection process for this case study was well planned out and rigorous. By collecting data 

both weekly and daily I was able to increase reliability since the trends were found in both sets of 

data. Reliability was also increased due to the number of journal entries I used to produce my 

findings. Validity was considered when I adapted the data collection process for the daily entries 

to be more reflective of what I was looking to measure.  
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Chapter 4 - Findings and Results 
 
 When journaling, both weekly and daily, I never revisited my entries. The goal was to 

record stories and reflections, then analyze them as a whole rather than the individual entries. At 

the end of the data collection phase, through the process of reading and re-reading my four 

sources of journaling data - weekly narrative, weekly reflection, daily actions and daily thoughts 

- I was able to code for themes and trends.  

Weekly Narratives and Reflections 

First, I looked at the weekly narratives and reflections spanning over 20 weeks from Sept. 

1, 2017 to Feb. 2, 2018. When reviewing this set of coded data I discovered four trends. These 

trends are explored in more depth below.  

 Trend #1 – Ah-ha Moments 

The first major trend was that I have many “revelations” throughout the year, both in the 

narratives and reflections. Having revelations is an indication of being open to learning and 

growing. Since this leadership role was both new and intimidating to me, I believe I approached 

the role as a learner.  A few of the revelations are recorded below.  

 
The more I interact with people and visit schools, the more I am excited to do this job. I 
am only now realizing that my job is special. (Sept. 15, 2017: Weekly Reflection) 

 
A huge revelation that I had this week is that things don’t need to really be done “asap”. 
I am discovering that things get done in due time and in due process. (Oct. 13, 2017: 
Weekly Reflection) 
 
I went to the school and was SUPER nervous about meeting this group without an ally. 
When I talked to them I was direct and I just told them, this inquiry is not attached to 
student learning, therefore it is not an inquiry. They listened eagerly and respectfully to 
me. I was shocked. We took some time as a team to talk about the inquiry and tie in 
student learning. In the end they made some changes and I felt confident that they knew 
what they were doing in terms of the spiral of inquiry. It’s amazing to me that in one 
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conversation I totally saw these people in a different (more positive) light. (Nov. 24, 
2017: Weekly Narrative) 
 

The final narrative really reflects that I am open to changing my opinion. I went into that meeting 

very sure of what was going to happen. I thought they were going to be rude and upset at me for 

questioning their work. Instead, they were open to feedback and made steps to change. This was 

a big moment of learning for me around having preconceived beliefs about people I haven’t met 

before. I will keep this in mind when future situations arise where I have to have difficult 

conversations.  

 Trend #2 - Negative Feelings and Thoughts 

The second trend that I noticed in the weekly narratives and reflections was that many of 

them had negative feelings and thoughts throughout. A few of those negative moments are 

recorded below.  

I am slightly overwhelmed by the scope of my job and I know once I find an 
organizational system that works for me I will feel better about this. (Sept. 8, 2017: 
Weekly Reflection) 
 
A lady walked in the staff room and sat down on the couch, staring at me. I took the 
headphones out and introduced myself. She instantly started interrogating me about my 
current role, how I got there and my plans on improving the role of I&I. I caught on right 
away to her agenda and I chose to stay calm and vulnerable. I told her I don’t really 
have any plans, I have only been in the role for three weeks and respectfully I am just 
trying to learn about our district. I also told her that the person who did my job before 
me had set the job up to make my job easier. I explained that I mostly wanted to listen to 
the I&Is and see where we can grow the role together. She kept asking me how much of a 
messenger I was for the district and I told her that I work closely with the team but in no 
way am I messenger. As our conversation went on I started to ask her some questions. 
Slowly she became friendlier and I could really sense this when she sat back in her seat 
instead of on the edge. I still left the school baffled as to what had just happened. (Sept. 
22, 2017: Weekly Narrative) 
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This moment with the teacher in the staff room questioning me was huge for me. It happened in 

the first three weeks of the year and I was still pretty overwhelmed by my new leadership role. 

Having her question me, made me question myself. If this had happened in February I might 

have been more confident in my responses. As I reviewed these negative experiences I noticed 

two things. The first is that I used words such as “anxiety”, “worry” and “nervous” 14 times 

throughout the 20-week period. Of these 14 times, six occurred in the first three weeks of the 

school year.  As the year went on, I stopped using these words as frequently. The second thing I 

noticed was that many times when I mention something negative, the reflection ended with 

something positive. In the example below I used my negative feelings to fuel my actions.  

This was a long office week. I didn’t think I was going to make it through. I NEED to get 
into schools more. This week I sent out an email asking to join in on PLCs and direct 
emails to I&Is I feel disconnected from. I set up a bunch of meetings for next week and 
the coming 3 PLCs. I’m stoked! (Nov. 3, 2017: Weekly Reflection) 
 

 Trend #3 - Components of Trust 

 The third trend that I noticed in the weekly narratives and reflections was around Bryk & 

Schneider (2002) four components of trust. When coding for moments where I demonstrated or 

mentioned integrity, personal regard, competency and respect I found that some of these 

components seemed to co-exist.  Stories that included integrity also included competency, as 

demonstrated below. Notice that I am honest and upfront about my lack of competency and take 

action to support in the best way I can.  

Since my knowledge around numeracy is nowhere near that of the group I decided to 
focus my energy on what I am competent at: communication. I worked on developing the 
overview and protocol, trying to always reflect the beliefs and visions of the group. (Feb. 
2, 2018: Weekly Narrative) 
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Stories that included personal regard also included respect, as demonstrated below. Notice how 

my approach to her is respectful while I also acknowledge that some of her personal qualities 

may be a factor to consider.  

This week a teacher called me to get my advice on a situation that is happening at her 
school. I listened to her and tried to get all the details. I asked her questions to clarify. I 
was explicit in saying that I don’t really know if I can offer a solution but I was there to 
listen. My sense is that this individual has good intentions but she is having a difficult 
time connecting with the teachers in her building. (Dec. 22, 2017: Weekly Narrative) 
 

These trends make sense to me. It is hard to do what you say you are going to do (integrity) 

without having some competency in your core responsibilities. Also, when building personal 

regard for others it is important to be respectful. I also noticed that my strengths in building 

trusting relationships fall around the component of respect. My weaknesses are usually 

associated with competency.  

 Trend #4 - Changes over Time 

The fourth trend that I noticed in the weekly narratives and reflections was that over the 

20 weeks I experienced some shifts in beliefs. The first shift is that when looking at mentions of 

hopes or goals they mostly exist between week six and week nine. I used the word “hope” five 

times in the first ten weeks and zero times in the second ten weeks.  The last 10 weeks may not 

have as many hopes and goals because I was trying to put those that were expressed in weeks six 

to nine into action. Some examples include:  

I hope over time she will build some trust in me. (Sept. 22, 2017: Weekly Reflections) 
 
Now I hope to be stronger in my convictions when I talk with others who voice any sort of 
mis-information or racist comments. (Oct. 20, 2017: Weekly Reflection) 
 
I did an opening activity that many people comment on as a great hook and way to get  
engaged. I hope some people take that activity back to their school. (Oct. 27, 2017: 
Weekly Narrative) 
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I talked to her about how I am still hoping to get into schools more and she said that if I 
am waiting for an invite it won’t happen. I need to either ask individuals or specifically 
put out a request for a specific action I would be doing at the schools. (Oct. 27, 2017: 
Weekly Narrative) 
 

The second change over time is that I have many more mentions of confidence at the end of the 

20 weeks. This makes sense because as I the year went on I became more confident in my 

leadership role. Some examples include:  

My thoughts have really been around listening and speaking with confidence. I think 
these are both areas that I do well some of the time and awful other times. (Dec. 8, 2017: 
Weekly Narratives) 
 
I felt that I really showed up (was present) and contributed in most of my interactions 
with others this week. I am getting to know more people in the district and finally starting 
to feel at home. (Feb. 2, 2017: Weekly Reflection) 
 

The third change over time is that mentions of “being busy” seem to occur mostly between week 

four and week twelve. When I was still learning about my role, I seemed to crave being busy. As 

the weeks go on and I am actually busier, I mention it less often.  

And I can totally appreciate that! I guess what I am saying is that I miss being busy. 
(Sept. 29, 2017: Weekly Reflection) 
 
I am energized by busyness. I think that I fall under that saying, “if you need something 
done, ask a busy person.” (Oct. 27, 2017: Weekly Reflection) 
 

Daily Actions and Thoughts 

The second set of data that I looked at was from the daily actions and thoughts I recorded 

between Mon. Jan. 8, 2018 and Fri. Feb. 2, 2018. When reviewing this set of coded data I 

noticed the six core beliefs are an important framework for understanding myself as a leader. 

These core beliefs are explored in more depth below.  
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We work better together.  

 At first when I noticed this belief system I often wrote, “others know things that I don’t” 

to summarize an action I did or a thought I had. As I revisited the entries, I realized what I was 

actually noticing was that I am quick to recognize others’ strengths and use them to support my 

own goals rather than having the belief that I can do it all. This belief that others’ strengths and 

leadership qualities are necessary for my own success as a leader demonstrates that I utilize and 

value a distributed leadership model. My ability to recognize and honour the strengths of others 

as leaders is one of my own strengths as a leader. Below are some samples of journal entries that 

reflect this belief.  

Called a meeting with our Communications dept. & graphic designer to get their support 
for a visual year end project I want to do. They were excited and supportive! They will be 
able to take my idea and bring it to life. (Jan. 9, 2018: Daily Action) 
 
“Don’t worry, when you all get your heads together I am sure you will figure it out”. 
(Jan. 10, 2018: Daily Action) 
 

 There are many times when I could probably just do something myself, such as in the 

case of the project I presented to the graphic designer. I didn’t necessarily need her but I know 

that if we do this project together she will be able to see and add things that I will not. In the end, 

the project will be better if we do it together. This belief is connected to a value of multiple 

perspectives. When we consider more perspectives and ideas we develop a clearer picture 

because each person both sees the project differently and has their own strengths to contribute.  

 Leaders need to be adaptive to others and situations. 

 As I read through my journal entries, this theme was a quick one to jump out. There were 

six specific situations recorded where something was happening, I noticed it, then changed what 

I was doing in relation to the situation. One of my strengths as a leader is to read a situation and 
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respond in a way that makes others feel comfortable and moves the agenda forward. Below are 

some samples of journal entries that reflect this belief. 

Went to visit a Principal that I hadn’t met before. She was very stressed out so I made out 
meeting quick and no pressure, just support. (Jan. 11, 2018: Daily Action) 
 
“We will find a way to make it work, but it might take some patience”. (Jan. 12, 2018: 
Daily Action) 
 
“I can hear that you are frustrated with the teacher’s methods and feel they haven’t 
prepared them for you. What I am asking you to do is to acknowledge that, then move 
towards asking yourself what you are doing about it anyways. What are you doing to 
move your learners forward and what could you try new?” (Jan. 15, 2018: Daily Action) 
 
I met with the individual that sent me the confrontational email yesterday. I brought it up 
as soon as I got there but she brushed it aside and changed the topic. I let her and never 
went back to the email. (Jan. 30, 2018: Daily Actions) 
 

 An important part of adapting is noticing. If I hadn’t noticed that the principal was 

stressed, that the teacher was stuck or that the person was brushing me off, I would never have 

been able to adapt my next steps. In all situations, I went in expecting things to go one way and 

within moments, I noticed them going another. This has allowed me to see that being present and 

cognisant of others and the situation is part of being adaptive.  

 Leaders should be confident, honest, vulnerable, brave, kind, approachable  

 and empathetic. 

 This was a more challenging theme to see because there are so many qualities of 

leadership that my journal entries showed that I value. I decided to group these words and in 

doing so, I realized that many of them are interconnected. I value all of these qualities and I look 

for them in others. Below are samples of journal entries that reflect my value of confidence, 

honesty, vulnerability, braveness, kindness, approachability and empathy.  
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“We need to make this clear/simple for parents but I don’t think we should omit things. 
We need to be transparent”. (Jan. 11, 2018: Daily Action) 
 
I felt that I was honest and kind of funny. When I speak to groups I get more relaxed if I 
have positive feedback from them and I start to crack jokes (usually about myself and my 
flaws) if I am comfortable which only makes me more comfortable if I see the audience 
relaxing too. (Jan. 18, 2018: Daily Thought) 
 
But I was so happy that he acknowledged that he was avoiding me. It made me feel better 
and I could open up more too, which made him open up more as well. (Jan. 24, 2018: 
Daily Thought) 
 
Today at lunch I chatted with a teacher. She said, “I am so interested in you and how you 
got into this position in just six years.” I got to talk to her about my journey. At first when 
she said that I was embarrassed. But as we got to talking I started to feel more confident 
in my story and I felt valued by her. She was honestly curious and open to some advice I 
even had to offer her. (Feb. 2, 2018: Daily Action) 
 

These qualities, confidence, honesty vulnerability, braveness, kindness, approachability and 

empathy, are woven into each of these examples, which tells me that they belong as a set rather 

than individual traits. Some of these qualities I demonstrate more often, such as honesty and 

vulnerability, and others that I demonstrate less often, such as braveness and confidence, but all 

are ones I value and strive for in leadership.  

 Leaders should have high expectations and accountability of themselves and others. 

 This value came through loud and clear. I even explicitly reference having high 

expectations in some of my thoughts. The interesting thing about this theme is that it did not 

come up as much in my literature review, nor in my weekly reflections. This is more of a belief 

that is demonstrated in everyday interactions and connects well with integrity. Below are 

samples of journal entries that reflect this belief.  

Sent out an email to Option 2 & 3 schools that was firm with expectations but also 
approachable (hopefully). (Jan. 12, 2018: Daily Action) 
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When people email me to register for a presentation I am organizing, I redirect them to 
the link that I originally emailed and force them to register that way. (Jan. 16, 2018: 
Daily Action) 
 
Well maybe they aren’t there yet because they are always being protected and have low 
expectations of them. I say screw that! We need to challenge teachers, push their thinking 
AND be there to support. I feel like we enable this behaviour by not expecting more. (Jan. 
22. 2018: Daily Thought) 
 
Talked with a teacher that has been actively avoiding me. I started by telling him I am 
coming for a visit. (Jan. 24, 2018: Daily Action) 
 

Reflecting on this finding, I realize now that I have always experienced frustration in education 

around this belief. I often feel that due to the autonomy teachers have, expectations are not set 

high and when there are expectations, they are not necessarily reinforced. There are certain 

things in teaching that are research based and indisputable. Yet, we can’t tell others to teach in 

this well researched way, we can only “support” them as they try to make changes. In this role, 

working at the district level, it feels that we are often skirting around issues. This brings me to 

the concept of “power”. Often times we think of principals and districts as the ones with all the 

power. It is my belief that teachers have the most power due to the clear definition of autonomy 

and the union that supports us. To me, teaching is one of the most important and impactful jobs 

and we should take it very seriously. Teaching is not about what you feel like teaching or what 

works best for you as a teacher; teaching is always about student needs. I feel we need to have 

higher expectations of ourselves and each other to make sure we are always teaching in a 

responsive way.  

 Strong communication skills are important. Listening is part of communication. 

 This was another belief that I was not aware of until this part of the coding process. 

Communication did not come up in my literature review, nor in my weekly reflections. Yet in 

my daily actions and thoughts, I talk a lot about the importance of listening and asking questions 
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in relation to my own communication skills and goals. Listening and asking questions was a 

valued way of communicating for me. Pausing to listen to others was something I mention a few 

times and has been a goal of mine over the past two years. Below are samples of journal entries 

that reflect this belief.  

Engaging in conversation about it or defending myself might have just made matters 
worse. Maybe she was having a bad day or something else happened earlier that caused 
her to react this way. I know that what I did was fine, her reaction had to be triggered by 
something more than me. (Jan. 29, 2018: Daily Thought) 
 
I had to leave the meeting for ten minutes to quickly meet with another person. When I 
got back they were in a heated discussion. I listened enough to catch up then I clarified 
by asking some questions. I explained my view on the situation and everyone seemed to 
calm down and understand more about the project. (Jan. 31, 2018: Daily Action) 
 
Today I sat down at the Island Numeracy Network and listened to the progress of the 
project so far. I asked lots of questions then I asked more pointed questions. Once I 
started asking questions I realized there was an area that I was competent in that I could 
help with: organization and protocol. Once I found how I could contribute I felt much 
more connected to the group. (Feb. 1, 2018: Daily Action)  
 

Years ago I would not have necessarily defined this belief as “communication” because what I 

am referencing in these examples are moments of pausing or “not reacting”. I can see from these 

examples that this is an important part of the communications skills I have been working on. By 

choosing to not defend myself, by listening to catch up and by asking pointed questions, I was 

setting myself up for clearer exchanges of communication because I had more information to 

start rather than jumping into a conversation based on my assumptions. This is a skill I hope to 

continue to refine.  

 Relationships are important. 

 This was the most overarching belief system for me. I realize now that most of the stories 

that I recorded and thoughts I had are in relation to others and to the relationships I have with 
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them. Most of the samples from above also reflect my value of building trusting relationships. 

Below are more samples of journal entries that reflect this belief.  

I know that I always have to work on having personal regard for my colleagues because I 
am kind of an intense teacher. I only want to talk about teaching stuff, I typically don’t 
care what you did on the weekend. Through this “small talk”, I have strengthened my 
relationships with colleagues, even if it doesn’t come naturally for me. (Jan. 18, 2018: 
Daily Action) 
 
Met with two colleagues this morning. I was pretty quiet, only did a lot of nodding. I felt 
awkward, like I didn’t need to be there but I wanted to be there because by listening to 
these conversations I am always learning. I was worried that they thought I was useless. 
(Jan. 19, 2018: Daily Action) 
 
When I realized I was right it felt great but then I worried how to say that to her. She 
likes to joke around so I just straight up told her she was wrong in a joking way. Then I 
went back to what was more natural to me which is to find a connection between our two 
ideas. I said, “so I was right but I do think that what you said is needed so maybe it’s just 
a process and you were one step ahead in your thinking.” (Jan. 25, 2018: Daily Thought) 
 

 In the last two examples I explicitly mention being “worried” about what others are going 

to think about me. In the first example I implicitly worry about working on my personal regard 

for others. Although worrying can be a negative part of a person’s day, it also serves an 

important function, it pushes us to consider factors outside ourselves. If we just went around 

doing things without considering how they would make others feel we might be considered anti-

social. Worrying about others is how we pay attention to the relationships we are maintaining. 

Relationships have always been a key value of mine and this data supports the continuation of 

that value.   

Research Questions and Hypothesis 

 While journaling throughout the data collection process I was not specifically focused on 

my research questions, although, in the end, they were able to be answered by the results of this 

data. The overarching question of: What themes will surface through keeping a journal of 
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stories from a year in my leadership role? was answered in the finding section above. The 

main themes were:  

● I have many revelations throughout the year. 

● Although I have many negative thoughts and feelings, these experiences lead to 

positive actions most times.  

● The components of trust are seen in my actions. I am better with some than 

others.  

● My focuses and leadership qualities change over time. There are times of the year 

where one quality is prominent then it changes to others over time. This could be 

a reflection of growth through the process of reflecting on my 

actions/experiences.  

● My actions reflect six core beliefs about leadership and learning.  

Within my overarching question were some more specific questions that were also answered 

through the data collection and analysis process.  

 What qualities of strong leadership do I already have?  

 Based on the evidence provided from the weekly narratives and reflections and the daily 

actions and thoughts journals, I believe my strengths include my adaptive approach to situations 

and people and my high expectations for others and for myself. At the beginning of this process I 

asked some close colleagues to share their thoughts on my strengths as a leader and their 

perspectives seem to align with the data. This is reflected in the following quote from an email 

sent to me.  

Your leadership qualities like being collaborative and open-minded, inspire the people 
around you.  Your leadership style is accepting, affirming and optimistic, encouraging 
others to join in without worry or reservations.  You make learning, for adults and kids, 
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fun!  You also hold yourself to high standards professionally, seeking to grow in your 
skills and knowledge, and that gives you a lot of credibility as a teacher leader. 
 

As it turns out, what others saw in me tended to be true. My own stories and reflections confirms 

their beliefs. 

 In looking at the evidence for what leadership qualities I now demonstrate, I am struck by 

the positive and strong qualities that I have used to define myself now compared to in the past. 

As mentioned in chapter one, I only started teaching six and a half years ago. When I took on my 

first leadership role I felt like an imposter. I spent more energy and time trying to make sure 

people didn’t realize that I didn’t know what I was talking about, than I did on growing my 

confidence. I think from an outsider’s view, they would see me presenting as confident but on 

the inside, I was often unsure. This “superficial confidence” that I approached others with was 

not well received as modelled in my narrative around meeting with teachers to discuss class 

profiles in chapter one. Another example of when my confidence was masking my lack of 

knowledge was when I had to put on a three-part presentation to Educational Assistants about 

teaching reading. I stood up there and talked about the components of reading and how to teach 

them (based on what I had read). When I think back to that series, I always cringe. I had no idea 

how to teach reading, I had no idea how to do their job and I was definitely not vulnerable with 

them. The leader in me today gets up in front of people and leads with vulnerability, as 

demonstrated in this journal entry:  

Presented to a group of Teacher Librarians about co-teaching. Val introduced me as an 
“expert” and I then introduced myself and clarified that I am no expert. (Jan. 18, 2018: 
Daily Actions) 
 

In the span of six and a half years I have grown into the leader I am today. In the past seven 

months I have grown into the leader I am today. At the beginning of this school year, being new 
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to this teacher leader role, I went into the role with a hint of the same “superficial confidence” 

mentioned above. This was seen in my eagerness to connect and hit-the-ground-running.  

This week I sent out an email to all of the Principals and Vice Principals. There are 29 
elementary schools so that means there are 30-40 people on this email list. I heard back 
from about 10-12 of them. What was more interesting was how different each response 
was! Everyone said some form of congratulations on getting the position. From there 
nothing was the same. Some wrote long introduction about themselves (which I so loved) 
and others asked me personal questions, asked me work questions, introduced me to their 
staff/I&I teachers and one even said they probably will be too busy to meet with me in the 
first few weeks. HUGE variety even in our leaders. (Sept. 1, 2017: Weekly Narrative) 

 

In that email I voiced excitement to work with them and be at the schools before I really 

understood what my role looked like. I sent it before school even started. I spoke to them as if I 

knew what I was talking about, when I really had no idea what Inquiry and Innovation teachers 

did and how I would be involved with them. Now that I have a relationship with most Principals 

and Vice Principals and I understand my own role more, I don’t lead with such eagerness and 

“superficial confidence”. Instead, when we speak I try to find some common experience, feeling 

or understanding to connect us and move through our conversations from there. In addition, I 

approach each Principal differently depending on what I know about them. In just seven months, 

I have learned how to listen better, connect better and lead with vulnerability. This reflection on 

my growth fuels my passion to continue refining my leadership skills. 

 What qualities of strong leadership do I need to develop?  

This was a difficult question to answer since my journal entries were subjective. In order 

to reflect on this question I looked at the moments in my journals where I expressed frustration 

or challenges then looked for how I contributed to the situation and what I could have done 

differently. As mentioned above confidence, both seeming to have it and lacking it are an 

important part of my development as a leader. When looking for areas of deficit, there was one 
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trend that stuck out very quickly: confidence of course! There are many moments where I 

recorded some sense of feeling “not enough” of unsure of myself. This uncertainty could be due 

to lack of experience but I think it is more than that. When faced with challenges it seems to be 

my default to be submissive or non-confrontational even when I know that my own belief system 

is confidently in tact. Below are two excerpts that reflect this.  

 
I didn’t want to apologize because I didn’t agree that what I did was wrong but I ended 
up apologizing in an email so there wasn’t tension between us. (Jan. 26, 2018 
:Daily Action) 
 
We hang up the phone and I sit there for quite a long time staring at the computer. 
Should I send this email? Isn’t that unethical to go behind this person's back after I 
specifically just talked to her about this? I cave and send the email. I feel small, like a 
rat. I tell myself I had to do it because I was told to, but really I know I was just weak. 
(Sept. 8, 2018: Weekly Narrative) 
 

In both cases I threw myself under the bus instead of fighting for what I believed in. In reflecting 

on this I can see that my need for having everyone get along impedes on my own beliefs and 

valuing being heard. I hope to continue to work on gaining confidence in voicing my beliefs and 

standing up for myself. Below is a perfect example of when I had multiple opportunities to voice 

a belief that was bothering me but I continued to choose peace over my own opinion.  

I didn’t say anything to counter her because I thought it might be rude and it would make 
the group think we were not on the same page. Also she is a strong person and I probably 
would have ended up looking inferior. That night I thought about all the things I should 
have said. The next time we were talking and I said something about what I read about 
[the topic] and she responded by asking, “did what they say in the article align with what 
we said?” This was my chance! But I skirted around it. I said that it did not because we 
were not talking about [the topic], we were talking about [a different topic]. But what I 
should have said was all the things I thought that night. Feeling shitty about not having 
the confidence to do this. (Dec. 1, 2018: Weekly Narrative) 
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This finding around my lack of confidence is also supported by the finding that my weakest 

component of trust is in the areas of competency in core responsibilities. By continuing to learn 

more about education and leadership, I will increase both my competency and confidence. I see 

these two things as woven together; with more experiences and intentional learning, I will be 

able to increase my competency, which will influence my confidence.  

 What are some of my core beliefs? 

 This research question was directly answered when I coded my daily thoughts and 

actions (p.40-45). My six core beliefs that emerged from the data were: 

1. We work better together.  

2. Leaders need to be adaptive to others and situations. 

3. Leaders should be confident, honest, vulnerable, brave, kind, approachable and 

empathetic.  

4. Leaders should have high expectations and accountability of themselves and 

others.  

5. Strong communication skills are important. Listening is part of communication.  

6. Relationships are important.  

 Hypotheses  

I hypothesized that my focus would be around a deep value for trusting relationships. 

Although this is true, my findings suggest that I also value collaboration and distributed 

leadership as means for educational change. Trusting relationships are required for collaboration 

and distributed leadership but were not necessarily the focus of my reflections. I also 

hypothesized that I would learn more about my own vulnerabilities as a leader and some of my 

core beliefs about education and educational change through this process. This was absolutely 
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correct. Lastly, I hypothesized that the stories I chose to record would have significant meaning 

embedded within. This was the most important aspect of my research. I was able to look behind 

those stories and actions to find significance and think deeper about my own beliefs. Through 

this process I learned more about who I am as a leader and who I want to be. The process of 

recording my thoughts weekly and daily was somewhat meditative for me. It forced me to be 

present in my daily life in order to pay attention to the stories of what was happening.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



54	
LEARNING	THROUGH	LEADING	

	
	

Chapter 5 - Reflection and Implications 

 As I near the end of my thesis, I am reflecting on both the process and the findings of this 

self study. The process of recording my experiences and analyzing them was how most of my 

learning occurred. The process required me to be present in my daily interactions and to think 

about the significance of my actions and thoughts. I often found myself thinking, “oh, this 

experience is going to be what I record in my narrative”, then something else would happen and I 

would think, “no this is what I will record”. By thinking about what I would be recording in the 

form of narrative journaling, I was being reflective and metacognitive about more of my 

experiences than I normally would be. Researchers would call this process “action research”, 

whereby I intentionally reflected on my practice as a teacher leader and used the experience to 

increase my effectiveness (Diane, 2011, p.171). I believe this heightened state of awareness 

allowed me to learn more about myself as a leader and the qualities I hope to continue to develop 

in myself. The findings of the study also provided me with new understandings about my own 

leadership journey, myself as a teacher leader, and teacher leadership in general.  

 In looking at the findings of this self study, I can confirm, with evidence, some of the 

beliefs that I held at the beginning and add some beliefs that I didn’t necessarily realize I have. 

One of the beliefs I had about myself as a leader was that I have strong interpersonal skills. This 

is an important quality of leaders, evidenced in the research (Leithwood et al., 2007, p.60). 

Having strong interpersonal skills allows me to collaborate with others, which is an important 

part of being a teacher leader (Katz & Dack, 2013, p.36). The other belief I had about myself as a 

leader was that I can read social situations quickly and adjust my response. This was evidenced 

in multiple journal entries:  

I had to leave the meeting for ten minutes to quickly meet with another person. When I 
got back they were in a heated discussion. I listened enough to catch up then I clarified 
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by asking some questions. I explained my view on the situation and everyone seemed to 
calm down and understand more about the project. (Jan. 31, 2018: Daily Action) 
 
Went to visit a Principal that I hadn’t met before. She was very stressed out so I made out 
meeting quick and no pressure, just support. (Jan. 11, 2018: Daily Action) 
 

In both examples, I went in with an idea of what to say/do but once I listened and observed what 

was happening I adjusted my approach.  

 One of my beliefs that was unearthed in the findings, which I didn’t mention in my initial 

reflection of my beliefs, was that I have high expectations of my self and of others. Although I 

did not recognize that belief in myself, my colleagues had. Prior to starting this self study, when 

collecting opinions from others on my leadership qualities, there was a common theme in their 

responses in which they reference my high expectations for professionalism. Given the findings 

of this study, I can now see that in myself and hold it as an important belief.  

Reflecting on the Research 

 Looking back on the research now, with my findings in mind, I can see both the essential 

need for teacher leaders and the dynamic and complex nature of the term. In my role, I work 

closely with teacher leaders. I am formally in contact with a teacher leader at each school 

monthly and I am always informally calling on teacher leaders to participate in different district 

initiatives. One thing I have noticed is how important their role is in the bigger picture of the 

education system. York-Barr & Duke (2004) synthesized the research on teacher leadership, 

finding that there are benefits to the teachers themselves, the students, the school and the system 

(p.258). I see this in all of my interactions with the teacher leaders I work with. Their opinions 

and actions are held in high regard by both the district and their colleagues. This is also true of 

myself as a teacher leader. When I suggest something at a meeting, later it might become 

something that is embraced by the district and my colleagues. For example, at the beginning of 
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the year we (the district) were struggling to communicate with the field (the teachers) in a timely 

manner. A colleague of mine had been informally sending a teacher newsletter to secondary 

teachers. I suggested that I start one for elementary teachers and it snow balled into a very 

important communication strategy for our district. We now have a way to directly communicate 

with teachers (instead of going through their principals) and teachers are feeling more in-the-

know. When looking at teacher leadership within higher education, Drew (2010) noted that, “a 

need for change leadership that fosters innovation, collaboration and ability to influence was 

implicit in a number of comments [from participants]”  (p.67-68). This finding aligns with York 

& Barr (2004), who found that teacher leaders influence their colleagues and the educational 

system as a whole. My own findings around working better together, having strong 

communication skills and having high expectations of self and others all support this belief that 

teacher leaders are influential in a variety of ways.  

 One of the most important parts of this study is the reflection on my own development as 

a teacher leader. Sinha & Hanuscin (2017) have described the transformation from teacher to 

teacher leadership as a very personal process that has three components: teacher leadership 

views, teacher leadership practices and teacher leadership identity (p.369). When I pull these 

three components apart and reflect on them in relation to my findings I notice that teacher 

leadership identity has been the component that I have struggled with most in my own transition. 

For the most part, my view before and after the study are consistent. As for my practices, they 

are changing as I learn more about what makes a good leader, what I already do as a leader and 

what I need to work on. When it comes to identity, this is the area I can see the most growth. At 

the beginning of the year I was anxious about who I am as a leader but by the end of the data 

collection process I was being more expressive in how I identify as a leader.  
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I continue to be worried that I am too young and under qualified for this job. I often 
wonder, at what age and experience level will I stop feeling like this? Ever? (Sept. 1, 
2017: Weekly Reflection) 
 
Great week over all! I felt that I really showed up (was present) and contributed in most 
of my interactions with others this week. I am getting to know more people in the district 
and finally starting to feel at home. I can now hear myself saying “in my district” or “in 
our district” rather that “in this district”. What a small but important difference! (Feb. 2, 
2018: Weekly Reflections) 

 

The difference from my first and last weekly reflection demonstrate a growth in how I identify as 

a leader within my role. Although for most of the reflections I am focused on developing my 

“views and practices” of teacher leadership, implicitly I am also developing my identity. This is 

going to be an important lesson for me to carry forward in my continued identity development 

and when I work with other developing teacher leaders.  

Implications for Myself 

Throughout my journal entries there is a connection between being adaptive and lacking 

confidence. Often the same narrative could be coded both as evidence of being adaptive to others 

and situations and evidence of my lack of confidence.  

I met with the individual that sent me the confrontation email yesterday. I brought it up 
as soon as I got there but she brushed it aside and changed the topic. I let her and never 
went back to the email. (Jan. 30, 2018: Daily Action)  
 

In this example, I am demonstrating adaptive skills by noticing the feelings and actions of 

another person and making a choice about my own actions based on theirs. I am also 

demonstrating a lack of confidence. When reading this excerpt my first reaction was that, I 

should have pushed harder for an apology or understanding but if I pushed I might have 

negatively impacted my relationship with this person and changed the conversation that 

happened afterwards (which was very positive).  
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Reflecting on this also makes me think about myself in other facets of life. I have been 

described as “non-confrontational” and a “people pleaser”. Normally I do not take these 

observations of myself as positive qualities. It makes me feel like I am a pushover. Thinking 

about this belief that “leaders need to be adaptive to others and situations” made me realize that 

this is something I apply in all areas of my life. The reason I rarely have confrontations with 

people and seem to want to make everyone happy is that I am constantly reading the situation 

and adjusting my approach. This is something that comes naturally for me and has allowed me to 

be successful in many relationships over the years, both professionally and personally. I realize 

now that being adaptive is connected to my value of relationships. Many of the times that I am 

being adaptive, it is in relation to others. Being adaptive to others has been one of the major 

themes throughout my career and has set me apart from others, propelling me into formal roles 

of leadership. While this may in fact be the quality of mine that had helped me succeed to date, I 

also believe it is an area of weakness for me. There are times that I am “adaptive” to the point 

that I undermine my beliefs and values in order to help others feel safe with me. Now that I am 

seeing this connection between being adaptive and lacking confidence, I will be able to 

intentionally consider my choices in how I respond to others and start to express my own beliefs 

while continuing to try to maintain respect for our relationship. I will work towards balancing 

these two connected qualities of mine.  

Initially, I thought this finding around being adaptive to others and situations would be 

tied to the research I read on teacher leaders as adaptive experts but it is actually closer tied to 

qualities of teacher leaders and their use of interpersonal skills. Adaptive expertise is more than 

being adaptive to others and situations. Research on adaptive expertise focused on the 

importance of teachers being confronted with novel situations and learning new tasks	and	how	
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they	use	their	general cognitive abilities and analogical problem solving to approach these novel 

situations (Anthony, Hunter, & Hunter, 2015, p. 26). My findings did not indicate that I 

commonly use adaptive expertise, which is something that I will need to look further into in the 

future since adaptive expertise is a quality of leaders. My findings are more supported by the 

research of Leithwood et al. (2007), who found that personal qualities and interpersonal skills 

were two of the top three characteristics of both teacher leaders and administrative leaders (p. 

60). Being adaptive to others and situations is more a reflection of my personal qualities such as 

openness, care for others and extroversion, as well as my strong interpersonal skills. 

Implications for Other Teacher Leaders 

One of the important implications for myself and for other teacher leaders that came from 

this self study was around “high expectations of self and others”. Leaders must have high 

expectations of themselves and of others. The core to this belief goes back to our students. We 

must believe in our students and hold them to the highest expectations. In a summary of the 

research on motivation and school performance, Heirck (2017) states that “expectations for 

students play a substantial role in how those students will ultimately perform” (p.23). Since 

students are likely to meet our expectations, regardless of what they are, it is our moral duty to 

hold high expectations. In order to have high expectations of our students we also need to have 

high expectations of our teachers and school leadership. Teacher leaders are in a great position to 

model these high expectations of the system, other teachers, themselves and of their students and 

have a positive impact. Leithwood et al. (2007) found that, “with respect to the setting direction 

category, informal leaders had more involvement with creating high-performance expectations 

and motivating others than formal school leaders” (p.57). Teacher leaders who have high 

expectations will be able to influence and motivate others in their building.  
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The second important implication of this self study that is generalizable to all teacher 

leaders is that we must recognize and utilize others’ strengths. Throughout my journal 

reflections, I consistently notice and make reference to others’ strengths. I believe that being 

aware of others and being open to their support is a key part of strong leadership. When 

discussing distributed leadership, Spillane (2006) reminds us that,	“distributed leadership 

involves the importance of leaders interacting with each other. What one leader does may 

influence another leader and vice versa. In these interactions there is a practice of leadership that 

is evolving” (p.16). The important thing in distributed leadership is the interaction with others. 

For me it was recognizing others strengths and making space for their contributions. Some may 

call this distributed leadership or shared leadership, but whatever you call it, make it something 

you consciously do. This does not necessarily mean that we turn to others strengths and let them 

do that part of the job. I am not talking about delegating, I am talking about collaborating. 

Pooling our thoughts, perspectives and knowledge makes more informed and well-rounded 

decisions. For myself, this lesson around being open to others became a reality in the following 

story.  

I went to the school and was SUPER nervous about meeting this group without an ally. 
When I talked to them I was direct and I just told them, this inquiry is not attached to 
student learning, therefore it is not an inquiry. They LISTENED to me. I was shocked. We 
took some time as a team to talk about the inquiry and tie in student learning. In the end 
they made some changes and I felt confident that they knew what they were doing in 
terms of the spiral of inquiry. It’s amazing to me that in one conversation I totally saw 
these people in a different (more positive) light. (Nov. 24, 2017: Weekly Narrative) 
 

This example shows that at first I doubted these teachers’ capacity around inquiry but when I met 

with them and realized they had some strengths with inquiry and that I could support them, my 

view was changed. I wish now that I had gone into that meeting with more positive perspective  

but what I learned from it is that I should not enter into conversations with any preconceived 
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ideas of what others know, rather I should go in with the expectation that they are professional 

and knowledgeable. I hope to approach others with an openness to learning from them and 

working together to build my own capacity as well.  

The last implication of this self study that is generalizable to teacher leaders is the 

importance of being present and reflective. The process of recording weekly narratives and 

eventually daily actions was almost therapeutic for me. Trahar (2011) says that, “when we speak 

of learning to think narratively we are speaking of learning to think with stories” (p.34). In 

recording my reflections through the stories of the week or day, I was learning to think about my 

leadership within the stories I chose to record. Brookfield (1995) believes that, “of all the 

methods available for changing how we teach, putting ourselves regularly in the role of learner 

has the greatest long-term effects” (p.49). When we collect and reflect on our experiences 

critically, we are stepping into the role of learner.  

This makes me think more deeply about the stories we tell and about the purpose of those 

stories. We have a choice in the perspective we take on stories and which ones we choose to 

share. I realize now the power of story. Kaser and Halbert (2009) remind us to think about the 

power of stories and to be aware of which stories we are choosing to tell and to listen for the 

stories that others are choosing to share. Teacher leaders have great influence in their schools to 

impact the culture of teaching and learning through the stories they share. By recording and 

telling stories we are able to be more present and reflective of our practice, which will have 

positive impacts on students and their learning.  

Advice about doing a Self Study 

 Doing a self study can be a scary thing; it was for me. I did not want to do it because I 

was worried about validity and reliability. I also did not want to do it because it was something 
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new to me. The more I did not want to do it, the more I realized I needed it. Samaras (2012) 

describes self study as “(1) personal situated inquiry (2) critical collaborative inquiry (3) 

improved learning (4) a transparent and systematic research process (5) knowledge generation 

and presentation” (p.10). When I started to think about a self study as more than just “about me” 

I started to see the true value of it, and as I dove deeper in to the process my value was 

confirmed. For future teacher researchers, I would advise doing a self study if you are interested 

in developing and refining your practice in relation to your context in an collaborative, critical 

and reflective way. This means questioning some of your core beliefs and the way you have 

always done things to make room for growth. My five tips for doing a self study are described 

below.  

1. Trust in the process. There will be times when you do not see how everything is 

connected or even how it could possibly come together in the end. Lean into that 

discomfort. Record that discomfort in your reflections.  

2. Do not worry about literature review when looking at your findings. Although it is 

important to use the research to support or contradict your findings, the literature review 

should not be the only guide you use for your findings. Your findings will be more 

reliable and valid if you do not approach them with pre-conceived ideas/assumptions. 

3. Collect more data than you think you will need. More data will provide results that are 

more valid. If you only have a few journal entries to go on it will be hard to generalize 

findings.  

4. Make good use of a critical friend. A critical friend will be someone that you trust to give 

you honest, critical feedback and someone you feel safe with. When you use a critical 
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friend your depth of learning will increase because you will have the view of others to 

push you deeper in your thinking.  

5. Find the value in a self study. When you value the process you will also gain more from 

the study.  

Future Research 

 When doing my literature review I realized there was a great need for more studies on 

teacher leaders in more formalized positions, such as the one I am in. Much of the research is on 

teachers that take on informal teacher leadership within their schools, but little is known of 

teachers that take on formalized district teacher leadership roles. These formalized roles are 

usually called “coordinators” or “helping teachers”. The individuals who fill these roles are often 

connected daily with the Senior Administration of a district or school but are still considered 

teachers. This is an important area of research because when a district formalizes teacher 

leadership positions they are valuing the role of teacher leaders and attempting to use a 

distributed leadership model. We should learn more about how to support teacher leaders in 

these formalized positions. Since there was not much research in this area, I felt myself 

connecting more to the research around Principal leadership. Yet, as I learned more about 

Principal leadership, I also felt it did not always apply. There is a grey area between informal 

teacher leaders and Principals that needs to be looked into further, which would be more 

reflective of my own experiences as a formalized district teacher leader.   

 Another suggestion for future research is to have more teacher leaders participate in self 

studies on their leadership story. There was a lot of research about the importance of and benefits 

of having teacher leaders but far fewer about the process of becoming a teacher leader. By 
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collecting more self studies we will be able to learn more about the many paths to teacher 

leadership that can inspire and guide new teachers.  

Conclusion 

 Teacher leaders are integral to educational change. I felt that before in my heart, but I 

know it now in my mind. Based on the research and my own findings I can see the many ways in 

which teacher leaders influence their colleagues, impact student learning and change the 

educational system. The learning needs of our students do not remain static, nor should our 

approaching to teaching (Parr & Timperley, 2010). Since teacher leaders are known to be 

instructional leaders (York-Barr & Duke, 2004, p.267), adaptive experts (Halbert & Kaser, 2013, 

p.61) and demonstrate strong interpersonal skills (Leithwood et al., 2007, p.60), it makes sense 

that they should be valued. I hope to see my own district and future schools I work in set up 

structures/models, such as distributed leadership, that allows teacher leaders to flourish.  

 Once we value teacher leaders as an important part of educational change and growth, we 

will need to support teachers to realize their potential. Asking a teacher to step into a leadership 

role is really about asking a teacher to be vulnerable and reflective. The findings of my own 

reflections helped me to focus in on my strengths and weakness as a leader. It was a vulnerable 

process. I had to look at my actions and know I could not change what I did, but that I could 

change my approach in the future. Although it is difficult to admit our weakness, it can be even 

more difficult to admit our strengths. This is important to consider when working with teacher 

leaders. Sometimes they will not be able to see their own positive qualities that they can lean on 

while developing other qualities of leadership, which is why collaboration is so critical to 

leadership. My findings support the notion of collaboration as a means to developing leadership 

skills. When we look to other strengths and are open to learning from them and doing it together, 
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we too will grow as leaders. Lastly, developing from teacher to teacher leader is an individual 

and gradual process (Leithwood et al., 2007, p.69). In developing from teacher to teacher leaders, 

those teachers themselves will need strong leaders in their lives. We need to come together as an 

education community with the same moral imperative to improve outcomes for our learners and 

raise each other up so that we are all contributing and building on our strengths.  
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