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ABSTRACT

In the quest to improve school leadership there is a growing academic scholarship around the
notion of teacher leadership and mobilising the leadership capabilities of teachers. The
literature does not, however, seem to be as rich with regards to the day-to-day lived
experiences of teacher leaders, especially in the South African and the private (independent)
school contexts. Furthermore, empirical evidence suggests that where teacher leadership
exists in South African schools, in the majority of schools it is only being practiced in a
restricted way. In the light of this, the purpose of this study is to explore the lived experiences
of teacher leaders in public and private schools in Kwazulu-Natal, South Africa. Grounded
within the interpretivist paradigm and using a qualitative research approach, this narrative
inquiry sought to gain a nuanced understanding of the identities of teacher leaders in private
and public schools; how they enact teacher leadership; and the enabling factors and barriers
to teacher leadership in these schools. Data was generated through narrative interviews,
artefact inquiry and a unique, non-traditional form of collage inquiry. This study took place in
two private secondary schools, one former Black public school and one former Indian public
school from May to July 2016 in KwaZulu-Natal, South Africa. Four post-Level One
teachers were purposively selected as research participants. Using Social Identity Theory,
distributed leadership theory, and Grant’s model of teacher leadership to frame the study, the
generated data was analysed in two stages. Firstly, in collaboration with the participants, the
data was ‘re-storied’ into four different narrative accounts. Thereafter the stories were
deconstructed by identifying common plotlines and unique, yet interesting, threads that

emerged from the narratives, using the study’s theoretical framework to guide the analysis.

The findings of this study suggest that teacher leadership across public and private schools is
most prevalent within the realm of the classroom and non-existent at the whole-school level.
It is also evident that the day-to-day practice of teacher leadership is, in many ways,
contingent upon teachers’ specific school context. In addition, formal leaders, along with the
existing school structure and culture, act as gatekeepers to teacher leadership. The success of
teacher leadership in schools therefore relies both on teachers who are courageous enough to
‘go against the grain’ and proactively pursue positive change at all levels within their schools,

as well as formal leaders who intentionally and unintentionally support teacher leadership.
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CHAPTER ONE

SETTING THE SCENE: CONTEXTUALISING THE STUDY

1.1 INTRODUCTION

This introductory chapter serves to provide a context for the study, explain the focus and
purpose of the study and present a rationale for the study. It then goes on to present the
research puzzle that guides this study, definitions of operational concepts and an organisation
of the dissertation. At the beginning of each chapter in this study I provide a mind map to

serve as an advance organiser.

1.2 BACKGROUND

The South African education system prior to 1994 was steeped in a culture of inequality,
racial segregation, autocratic bureaucracy and rigid control. The introduction of democracy in
1994 paved the way for the implementation of new educational policies based on a
constitution rooted in values of democracy, equality, freedom and the protection of human
rights (Williams, 2011). Unfortunately, 21 years later, the transformation of our education

system is still proving to be a complex and elusive ideal.

Although in 2015 the South African government devoted 20% of the national budget to the
education sector (Nene, 2015), the Global Competitiveness Report ranks the quality of South
African education 120" out of 140 countries and suggests that “the higher secondary
enrolment rates will not be enough to create the skills needed for a competitive economy”
(Schwab, 2015, p. 30). Furthermore, this report suggests that one of the top five most
problematic factors for doing business in South Africa is a poorly educated workforce
(Schwab, 2015, p. 30). For the sake of South Africa’s economy, our schools are therefore in

need of strategies that will enhance school improvement.

Last year (2015) was also a year that was marked by significant and effective civil action in
education. This year saw ordinary citizens who were disillusioned with the decisions made by
formal leaders, rise up and lead the change that they wished to see in their world. These two
student-lead campaigns, the ‘Rhodes Must Fall’ and the ‘Fees Must Fall’ campaigns, elicited
the support of citizens throughout the country and led to positive transformation in South
Africa (Msila, 2016). It would seem that South African citizens are no longer satisfied with

continuing to wait for their formal leaders to make transformation a reality in our country.



Ordinary citizens are acting as leaders of transformation on a country-wide scale. Similarly,
“within every school there is a sleeping giant of teacher leadership that can be a strong
catalyst for making changes to improve student learning” (Katzenmeyer & Moller, 2009, p.
3). If we want to see change in our schools perhaps we, as teachers, also need to rise up and
lead the change we wish to see in our world (Grant, 2006). Perhaps it is time for post-Level
One (teachers who do not occupy formal leadership positions) teachers themselves to become

leaders of school transformation on a wider scale.

1.3  FOCUS AND PURPOSE OF THE STUDY

There is a significant relationship between school effectiveness, which is most often
characterised by learner achievement, and the quality of the leadership within a school (Bush
& Middlewood, 2013, Rhodes & Brundrett, 2010). In the light of South Africa’s current
political and educational milieu, however, perhaps we should not only be looking for
effective leadership from those in formal leadership positions in schools. The idea of post-
Level One teachers acting as leaders of transformation rejects the traditional, hierarchical
understanding of leadership and acknowledges the leadership potential of all staff members
(Grant, Gardner, Kajee, Moodley & Somaroo, 2010). Post-Level One teachers acting as
leaders may be “critical [to the] transformation” we wish to see in our schools (Grant, 2006,

p. 514).

In the quest to improve school leadership there is a large and growing academic scholarship
around the ideas of teacher leadership, and mobilising the leadership capability of teachers
(Helterbran, 2010; Naicker & Somdut, 2014). The literature does not, however, seem to be as
rich with regards to the day-to-day lived experiences of teacher leaders, especially in the
South African context (Helterbran, 2010; Naicker & Somdut, 2014). Furthermore, empirical
evidence suggests that where teacher leadership exists in South African schools, it is only
being practiced in a restricted way. This research is, however, exclusive to the public school
sector. There is a dearth of research conducted on the topic of teacher leadership in the
significant and growing number of private (independent) schools in South Africa. In the light
of this, the purpose of this study is to explore the lived experiences of teacher leaders in
public and private schools in Kwazulu-Natal, South Africa. More specifically, I would like to
understand the different ways in which teacher leadership can be enacted within a school
community. In addition, I would like to understand how teacher leadership can be encouraged

as well as how it is constrained in South African schools.



1.4 RATIONALE FOR THE STUDY

According to Clandinin (2013), narrative inquirers must be able to clearly justify their
research in three ways: personally, practically and socially or theoretically. A clear
justification is particularly necessary for studies using narrative inquiry because it is a
relatively new methodology, particularly in South Africa (Naicker & Chikoko, 2015), and as

such, is sometimes viewed as a “simplistic process” (Clandinin, 2013, p. 35).

PERSONAL CONTEXT
In the past seven years of teaching experience that I have had, I have often felt frustrated

when, as a post-Level One teacher, my efforts to initiate change beyond the realm of my
classroom have been thwarted by existing formal leaders or leadership structures. I have also
witnessed the leadership potential of many of my fellow teachers remain unrealised despite
the incompetence of existing leaders in formal positions of authority. Despite this power play
that I have experienced, I have noticed that some of the post-Level One teachers that I have
worked with do not allow formal school leaders to hinder their ability to lead new initiatives
in the school. Instead, they are very successful in implementing change within their school,
even on a whole school level. This has piqued my interest in teacher leadership, and how it is

experienced and enacted by post-Level One teachers.

Furthermore, this past year (2015) I have been inspired by the power that ordinary citizens
have in effecting change in our country. This gives me hope that there is much potential for
change lying dormant in the body of post-Level One teachers in our country. It is therefore
important to me to find out about the experiences of teacher leaders in different school

contexts.

PRACTICAL CONTEXT
Although there is a vast corpus of literature that theoretically agrees with the notion of

teacher leadership, empirical evidence, both internationally and locally, reveals that teacher
leadership in practice is still enacted in only a very limited way. Where teacher leadership is
practised, it is largely confined to the walls of one’s classroom (Grant, 2006, 2008, 2012;
Grant et al., 2010; Grant & Singh, 2009; Helterbran, 2010; Naicker & Somdut, 2014). On the
level of teaching practice, I am hopeful that this study will provide a deeper understanding of
the enactment of teacher leadership, and that this knowledge will be able to guide, modify
and improve existing practices in schools (Grant, 2006, 2008, 2012; Naicker & Somdut,
2014). I aim to identify and explore both the factors which enable teacher leadership, and



those factors which discourage and constrain it. I hope that the understanding gained through
this study may be used to help heads of department, school governing bodies (SGB), and
school management teams to modify school practices and to empower teachers to be

transformative leaders.

PoLicy & SOCIAL CONTEXT
It is also the intention of this research that the knowledge gained will be able to guide policy

reformulations that will help unlock the leadership potential in schools where it has been
smothered by bureaucracy, and aid much-needed school transformation that may, in turn,
help work towards social equality in South Africa (Grant, 2006, 2008, 2012; Grant et al.,
2010; Grant & Singh, 2009; Helterbran, 2010; Naicker & Somdut, 2014).

The South African education system prior to 1994 was steeped in a culture of inequality,
racial segregation, autocratic bureaucracy and rigid control. The introduction of democracy in
1994 paved the way for the implementation of new educational policies based on a
constitution rooted in values of democracy, equality, freedom and the protection of human
rights (Williams, 2011). In South Africa policies such as the South African Schools Act 84 of
1996 (SASA), the Norms and Standards for Educators, the Revised Policy on the Minimum
Requirements for Teacher Education Qualifications and documents such as Professional
Learning Communities: A Guideline for South African Schools (Department of Education,
2015; Republic of South Africa, 1996, 2000, 2015) have laid the foundation for the
introduction and implementation of a more distributed form of leadership, the development of
teacher leadership and “the decentralisation of decision-making” within South African
schools (Grant et al., 2010, p. 401). This has been manifested in the introduction of
democratically elected SGBs, the development of school management teams, the formulation
of the seven roles of educators, as well as the development of professional learning
communities (PLC) in schools (Department of Education, 2015; Republic of South Africa,
1996, 2000, 2015; van der Mescht & Tyala, 2008).

The policies and guidelines described above clearly support the practice of distributed, and
therefore teacher leadership, in schools. The most current revision of the Norms and
Standards for Educators (the Revised Policy on the Minimum Requirements for Teacher
Education Qualifications) has, however, resulted in a ‘watering down’ of the expectation of
teachers to act as leaders in their schools. According to the Norms and Standards for

Educators (Republic of South Africa, 2000, p. 13), the teacher as “leader, administrator and
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manager” was one of the seven roles every quality educator was expected to embody. The
subsequent policy, the Revised Policy on the Minimum Requirements for Teacher Education
Qualifications (Republic of South Africa, 2015), has changed the title of these roles to the
“Collective Roles of Teachers in a School”. This policy reflects a subtle but significant shift
in expectations of teachers, replacing a structure in which every teacher is expected to assume
some kind of leadership role, with one in which leadership roles need only be fulfilled a few,
or even one member of the collective staff body. Thus, those teachers who are hesitant about
acting as leaders in their school, are no longer mandated by policy to explore this role, and
can legitimately rely on other teachers to fulfil the requisite leadership roles within the
school. In addition, those formal school leaders who are wary of, or threatened by post-Level
One teachers taking on leadership roles, may be able to exploit this policy by claiming that
only those in formal leadership positions should act as leaders within a school. My intention
is that the findings of this study will inform the reformulation of this policy in order to

emphasise the importance of every teacher playing a leadership role within their school.

RESEARCH CONTEXT
Although teacher leadership is supported by South African policy (Republic of South Africa,

2000, 2015), teacher leadership is a relatively new area of study in South Africa, particularly
in the practical and methodological realms, respectively, of private schools and narrative
inquiry. It is hoped that this study will be able to add to the growing empirical research by
offering a fairly unique methodological outlook as well as offering an insight into how

teacher leadership is experienced and enacted by teachers in private schools.

Internationally, there is a large body of literature that theoretically agrees with the notion of
teacher leadership. Empirical evidence, however, both internationally and locally, reveals that
teacher leadership is still enacted to a very limited degree (Grant, 2006, 2008, 2012; Grant et
al., 2010; Grant & Singh, 2009; Helterbran, 2010; Naicker & Somdut, 2014). The limited
existing research suggests that some of the causes of this are: entrenched hierarchical
leadership structures in school; lack of collaboration and shared vision; principals’
unwillingness to entrust teachers with authority to lead; and teachers’ resistance to change
(Grant, 2006, 2008, 2012; Grant et al., 2010; Grant & Singh, 2009; Helterbran, 2010; Naicker
& Somdut, 2014). If meaningful transformation in South African schools is to be achieved,
both policy and practice need to be informed by a richer and more nuanced understanding of

the lived experiences of teacher leaders.



1.5 RESEARCH PUZZLE

The methodology of this study is narrative inquiry. Instead of a list of possible research
questions, the starting point of this methodology is the identification of a ‘research puzzle’.
This is a key area in which narrative inquiry makes itself distinct from other methodologies
(Clandinin, 2013). The term ‘research puzzle’ emphasises the reflexive nature of narrative
inquiry. Instead of formulating very specific questions that may anticipate, and possibly even
direct the results, the intention here is to generate more open questions around a particular
area of interest or “wonder” without allowing them to necessarily confine the research
(Clandinin, 2013). I have decided, however, to use three questions to help me focus my study

and to help me present the study in a clear manner.

My research puzzle emerged out of a desire to better understand how the experiences, and
thus the stories, of teacher leaders are influenced by both their personal and professional
lives. My research puzzle, therefore, begins with a question which explores the identity of
teacher leaders: who are the teacher leaders in public and private secondary schools?
Exploring the stories of teacher leaders’ identities allows me to gain a richer understanding of
who these teacher leaders are, and the factors and experiences that have shaped them into the

people they are today.

The second part of my research puzzle refers to the question: how is teacher leadership
enacted on a day-to-day basis in public and private secondary schools? Inquiring into the
stories of how teacher leadership is enacted, enables me to gain insight into the different ways

in which teachers behave as leaders within their school communities.

The third part of my research puzzle is concerned with the question: what are the enabling
and constraining factors for teacher leadership in public and private secondary schools?
Exploring the stories around enabling and constraining factors for teacher leadership allows
me to gain a richer understanding of what encourages teachers to act as leaders and what

discourages or constrains teachers’ ability to act as leaders.
In summary, my study collectively seeks to address the following questions:
e Who are the teacher leaders in public and private secondary schools?

e How is teacher leadership enacted on a day-to-day basis in public and private

secondary schools?



e What are the enabling and constraining factors for teacher leadership in public and

private secondary schools?

1.6 DEFINITION OF OPERATIONAL CONCEPTS

In this section I explain the following key concepts that I will be using in this study:
leadership, management, and teacher leadership. Because this study explores the lived
experiences of teacher leaders, it is grounded in the discipline of leadership. The term,
‘leadership,’ is also very closely linked, and sometimes confused with, ‘management,” and so
it is important that both concepts are clearly defined and differentiated. More specifically, the
focus of this study is on teacher leadership — a concept with a variety of different uses in
academic literature. It is therefore also necessary to define clearly how the term, ‘teacher

leadership,’ is used in this study.

1.6.1 LEADERSHIP AND MANAGEMENT

Whilst there is some overlap and interconnection between the concepts of educational
leadership and management, the two concepts are distinct from one another. For the purposes
of this study, leadership is the process of creating, re-creating and articulating a clear
organisational vision based on sound personal and professional values. It also includes the act
of influencing other members of the organisation to share in that vision and to accomplish the
goals and purposes associated with it (Bush & Glover, 2003; Bush & Middlewood, 2013).
While leadership is associated with school improvement, management is seen as a
maintenance activity (Bush & Middlewood, 2013; Grant, 2012). Educational management is
therefore the process of implementing and monitoring policies and innovations through
particular systems and structures (Bush, 2008). Management in education is concerned with
efficiency but must also be closely aligned with the organisation’s agreed purposes (Bush &

Middlewood, 2013).

1.6.2 TEACHER LEADERSHIP

Whilst teacher leadership can be both formally mandated and informal, it emerges in schools
when teachers “lead within and beyond the classroom; identify with and contribute to a
community of teacher learners and leaders; influence others towards improved educational
practice; and accept responsibility for achieving the outcomes of the leadership”
(Katzenmeyer & Moller, 2011, p. 6). The concept of teacher leadership therefore rejects the
traditional, individualised and positional understanding of leadership and acknowledges the

leadership potential of all staff members (Grant et al., 2010).



The idea of teachers acting as leaders was first brought to the fore in international literature
by Katzenmeyer and Moller (1996). These authors propose that, in the quest for improved
student learning, schools need to tap into the leadership potential of teachers which lies
dormant in most schools (Katzenmeyer & Moller, 2011). This view of teacher leadership is
theoretically underpinned by the theory of distributed leadership which has found favour with
many contemporary academics (Bush, 2003; Bush & Glover, 2012; Bush & Middlewood,
2013; Harris, 2012, 2013; Harris & Spillane, 2008) because of its ability to promote the
school improvement which is an urgent necessity in many SA schools (Harris & Muijs,
2005). Distributed leadership and teacher leadership are also critical to the creation of
professional learning communities (PLC). This is another well-supported strategy for
facilitating school transformation (Botha, 2012; Feldman & Fataar, 2014; Grant, 2006; Stoll
& Seashore Louis, 2007; Watson, 2014), where teachers are seen as “sharing and critically
interrogating their practice in an ongoing, reflective, collaborative, inclusive, learning-

oriented, growth-promoting way” (Stoll & Seashore Louis, 2007, p. 2).

1.7 ORGANISATION OF THE DISSERTATION: OVERVIEW OF THE CHAPTERS

This introductory chapter provides the context for this study. I do this by describing the
educational, political and personal milieu in which my research takes place. From there, I
explain the focus and purpose of this study. In addition, I provide a personal, practical and
theoretical rationale for my study, and describe my research puzzle, together with the
questions of which it is comprised. Finally, I present my definitions of some of the important

terms that will be used in my study.

The second chapter of this dissertation takes the form of a review of literature. I lay out
existing empirical findings, theoretical discussions, and debates that are relevant to the area
of teacher leadership. I also describe the three theories that constitute my theoretical
framework and explain how these theories interrelate using the analogy of a pair of

spectacles.

The third chapter describes and explains the research design that I have used in this study. It
begins by explaining that this research is grounded within the interpretivist research paradigm
and takes on a qualitative research approach. The chapter then goes on to describe and justify
the use of narrative inquiry as the methodology for this study; the choice of research setting;
the selection of participants; as well as the data generation tools that are used — narrative

interviews, collage inquiry and artefact retrieval. I also describe my experiences in the field



and how the data analysis was undertaken. I then explain how the issues of ethics,
trustworthiness and rigour were addressed and conclude the chapter by discussing the

limitations of the study.

The fourth chapter comprises of the narratives of the four research participants that were
written from the field texts. These texts are made up of interview transcripts, interview notes,
collage inquiry pin boards and artefacts. I co-constructed these narratives together with each
participant through a relational and reflexive process. The narratives give insight into the
lived experiences of these four teacher leaders and how they view and understand themselves

and their individual realities.

Chapter Five focuses on my analysis of the four narratives in response to the questions that
constitute my research puzzle. This is done by identifying common themes and unique
threads which run through the narratives. I use my theoretical framework, made up of Social
Identity Theory, the theory of distributed leadership and Grant’s (2012) model of teacher

leadership, to make sense of the findings that emerge.

The concluding chapter of this study, Chapter Six, begins with a summary of each chapter in
the study and the main learnings thereof. I then present my conclusions with regards to each
of the questions that make up my research puzzle. Firstly, I present my conclusions regarding
teacher leader identities. I then go on to present my conclusions around how teacher
leadership is enacted on a day-to-day basis in public and private schools. Lastly, I present my
conclusions around the enabling factors and barriers to teacher leadership in these schools.
Following my conclusions, I then describe my reflections on my research journey and finally,

I make a number of recommendations based on the findings of this study.

1.8 CONCLUSION

In this chapter I have sketched the social and historical context of this study of teacher
leadership, and outlined its focus and purpose. I have provided a comprehensive rationale,
incorporating personal, practical, policy, social, and research concerns. I presented the
questions which guide this study and make up my research puzzle. I explained and
differentiated key terms such as leadership, management and teacher leadership. Finally, I
have given a chapter outline of my study, in which I explore the lived experiences of teacher

leaders in public and private secondary schools.
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CHAPTER TWO

LITERATURE REVIEW & THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

2.1 INTRODUCTION

In the previous chapter I provided context for the study by providing a background, outlining
the focus and purpose of the study and by providing a rationale for the study. I also described
the research puzzle, explained important operational concepts that will be used in the study
and provided a summary of the chapters that comprise this dissertation. As was explained in
the previous chapter, teacher leadership is a concept that was first advocated in the 1990s by
Katzenmeyer and Moller (1996) and has since found increasing support from both academics
and policy makers. That being said, it is not free from criticism or challenge, and these points
of view must also be acknowledged. This chapter is divided into two sections: in the first
section relevant literature around teacher leadership is reviewed and in the second section the

theoretical framework for the study is described and explained.

In the first section, the literature review, I begin by looking at a broad, theoretical perspective
of the origins of teacher leadership and its current definitions, as well as what theory is saying
about the important role that teacher leadership can play in the transformation of schools. In
order to examine how current theory is being translated into practice, I then narrow my focus
to examine both international and national empirical studies around teacher leadership and
the state of teacher leadership in international and local schools. I also critique the
government policies which (are supposed to) support teacher leadership in schools. Finally, I
conclude the chapter by arguing for the relevance of the present study in the light of the

apparent gaps in current academic knowledge and empirical findings.

In the second section of this chapter I explain the theoretical framework that guides this
study. This framework is made up of 3 theories which interconnect and together provide the
lens through which this study and its findings are viewed. I then conclude the chapter with a

summary of what has been discussed.

2.2 SECTION 1: REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE
In this section I unpack the existing scholarship around teacher leadership, focusing on those

aspects which are particularly relevant to this study.
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2.2.1 WHAT IS TEACHER LEADERSHIP?

Although teacher leadership is becoming a term that is used more and more frequently,
defining it is not as simple as it may at first seem. The development of teacher leadership as a
leadership model does, however, reflect current trends in academic literature. It finds support
from concepts such as distributed leadership and professional learning communities (PLCs),
as well as its potential to act as a mechanism for change, model democratic principles and aid

improved student learning.

2.2.1.1 THE CONTESTED NATURE OF TEACHER LEADERSHIP

The concept of teachers exercising their autonomy and acting as leaders within their own
classrooms is a familiar notion, acknowledged by many for a long period of time (Lai &
Cheung, 2015). In recent quests to improve school leadership there is, however, a large and
growing academic scholarship around the notion of teacher leadership and mobilising the
leadership capability of teachers in the context of the wider school community (Helterbran,
2010; Naicker & Somdut, 2014). Although the notion of teacher leadership has grown
significantly in popularity over the last 2 decades, the popularisation of the term in both
teacher training and in the teaching profession has lead to a widespread belief that we all
know what the term ‘“eacher leadership’ means (Katzenmeyer & Moller, 2011). The nature

of this term is, however, a contested debate in both theory and practice.

Whilst there is a wide variety of definitions for teacher leadership (Lai & Cheung, 2015;
Torrance & Humes, 2015), a fundamental commonality that can be found amongst them is
that the notion of teacher leadership views leadership as something which is practiced rather
than as a title or formal role one takes on (Katzenmeyer & Moller, 2011; Harris & Spillane,
2008). Another common element found amongst these definitions is that teacher leadership is
born out of a desire within teachers to improve student learning and is thus associated with
teachers initiating positive change within their school community (Fairman & Mackenzie,
2014; Grant, 2012; Katzenmeyer & Moller, 2011). There also seems to be some agreement
between authors that this form of leadership is exercised by teachers through the positive
relationships that they have built with their colleagues over time and which are characterised
by mutual trust and respect for one another’s professional expertise (Fairman & Mackenzie,

2014; Katzenmeyer & Moller, 2011).

In contrast to the commonalities described above, there are two schools of thought that exist

with regards to the formality of teacher leadership in schools (Lai & Cheung, 2015).

13



Although some authors view teacher leadership as a naturally and spontaneously evolving
role that classroom-based teachers play, others view teacher leaders as those who are given
some kind of formal, administrative leadership role within the school (Fairman & Mackenzie,
2014; Lai & Cheung, 2015; Struyve, Meredith & Gielen, 2014). Perhaps the most significant
difference between these two views of teacher leadership is in how formal and informal
teacher leaders gain their legitimacy as leaders within their school (Lai & Cheung, 2015).
Whilst formal teacher leaders gain power to lead and influence others through their assigned
position within the school, informal teacher leaders gain their power to influence by earning
the trust and respect of their leaders, managers, fellow colleagues and students as a result of

their expertise, practice and experience (Lai & Cheung, 2015).

After initially favouring a more informal form of teacher leadership, pioneers of the concept
of teacher leaders, Katzenmeyer and Moller (2011), now acknowledge that teacher leadership
can be either informal, classroom-based teachers who lead within their school or those who
take on a more full-time, formal leadership role. Hunzicker (2013) reiterates Katzenmeyer
and Moller’s (2011) viewpoint by explaining that teacher leadership can be both informal,
where teacher leaders are full-time classroom-based teachers who accept additional
leadership responsibilities; or formal, where teacher leaders work entirely outside of the
classroom and occupy the space somewhere between teaching and formal leadership and
management. This understanding of teacher leadership as being both informal or formal fits
in comfortably with the theory of distributed leadership — a model that underpins teacher

leadership and which will be explained in further detail later in this chapter.

2.2.1.2 TEACHER LEADERSHIP AND CURRENT TRENDS IN ACADEMIC LITERATURE

The notion of teacher leadership both underpins and is underpinned by, other popular theories
and concepts, which are argued to be very useful tools to implement within the school
context, particularly when it comes to striving for school improvement. Thus, teacher
leadership supports and is supported by, current trends in academic literature around school
leadership and change. The two concepts that will be discussed here are: distributed

leadership and professional learning communities.

Distributed leadership
The theory of distributed leadership is explained here in order to explain its relevance in
subsequent discussions around different aspects of teacher leadership. This theory will,

however, also be explicated in greater detail in the theoretical framework section of this
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chapter. Spillane’s (2006) notion of distributed leadership which Harris (2012, p. 7) defines
as “the expansion of leadership roles in schools, beyond those in formal leadership or
administrative posts” seems to be the widely preferred leadership model of today (Harris,
2012; Lumby, 2013). It seems that this perspective of leadership has found favour with many
contemporary academics (Bush & Glover, 2012; Bush & Middlewood, 2013; Harris, 2013;
Harris & Spillane, 2008) because of its proposed ability to encourage staff motivation and
commitment, ownership of decisions, promote school improvement (Day et al., 2009; Harris,
2013) and to provide a model that is suitable to the broadened leadership responsibilities of
multifaceted institutions, like many schools, that include a very large variety of activities
(Harris, 2013; Harris & Spillane, 2008; Hulpia, Devos & Van Keer, 2011; Struyve et al.,
2014).

This understanding of distributed leadership and its ability to support positive transformation
in schools underpins the notion of teacher leadership and teachers acting as agents of change
in their schools (Harris, 2003; Bush & Glover, 2014). A distributed view of leadership in
schools means that staff members at all levels are potential leaders and leadership capacity at
all levels should therefore be developed (Harris, 2012). As Williams (2011, p. 192) expresses

it, “distributed leadership is based on the premise that all teachers can and must lead”.

Professional Learning Communities (PLC)

The concepts of both distributed leadership and teacher leadership are critical to the creation
of PLCs (Harris, 2003). In fact, the Guideline for PLCs, a document published by the South
African Department of Education, explicitly states that one of the prerequisites for the
development of a PLC is teachers acting as leaders within their schools (Department of
Education, 2015). The development of PLCs is a popular strategy for facilitating school
transformation that some authors propose (Botha, 2012; Feldman & Fataar, 2014; Grant,
2012; Stoll & Seashore Louis, 2007; Watson, 2014) in which one sees “teachers sharing and
critically interrogating their practice in an ongoing, reflective, collaborative, inclusive,
learning-oriented, growth-promoting way” (Stoll & Seashore Louis, 2007, p. 2). Thus, PLCs
are about mobilising teacher leadership and agency (Watson, 2014) by creating a culture of
continuous, collaborative reflexivity, reform and transformation within a school with the aim
of improving teaching and learning. This further supports the notion of teacher leadership and

suggests that teacher leadership is an integral part of continuing school improvement.
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These three concepts, distributed leadership, teacher leadership and PLCs, therefore form
symbiotic relationships with one another and together work toward eliciting the skills,
expertise and influence of staff members at all levels within a school in the quest for school

improvement.

2.2.1.3 THEORETICAL BENEFITS OF TEACHER LEADERSHIP

The recent rise in popularity of teacher leadership can be attributed primarily to the proposal
that this model of leadership exploits the vast resources found within ordinary school staff
members — the teachers — for the purpose of facilitating change and school improvement

(Katzenmeyer & Moller, 2011).

A Mechanism for change

Education is undergoing constant changes under the effects of globalisation (Chinnammai,
2005, p. 1). Imposed change is unavoidable, and deliberate change is necessary for the
improvement of schools that exist within our ever-changing global society (Theron, 2013).
Creating educational institutions which are able to respond quickly, creatively and
successfully to these changes, however, poses a significant challenge for educational leaders

and managers that accept their place as part of a global society (Torrance & Humes, 2015).

In South Africa the end of apartheid opened up many opportunities for vast and necessary
change in the South African education system. It also, however, resulted in South Africa
opening up its economy to international trade and foreign investment. Consequently, South
Africa is very much a part of the global economy and so must relate and compete with other
nations on a global scale. Thus, South Africa is most certainly subject to the forces and
effects of globalisation and these effects are placing pressure on South African schools to
continuously change in order to keep up with global trends and support a globally

competitive economy (Bloom, 2004; Chinnammai, 2005; Christie, 2008).

Unfortunately, the legacy of autocratic, ‘great man’ leadership that was instilled in the South
African education system during the apartheid regime still lingers in South African schools
today (Williams, 2011). Overcoming this way of thinking about leadership therefore poses a
unique challenge to South African schools today. Thus, in the light of South Africa’s poor
performance in the area of education, as was explained in Chapter One, the need for
educational transformation is particularly pertinent, especially if South Africa is to compete

successfully in a globally integrated world.
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This task of improving and transforming schools is a daunting one and thus should be shared
(Bush & Middlewood, 2013). Participatory approaches to leadership, like teacher leadership,
are useful in developing schools that are able to respond appropriately to these ever-changing
societal and educational contexts (Helterbran, 2010). Supporters of teacher leadership
advocate this model as an effective mechanism for change within schools because it makes
use of the talents, experience, knowledge, expertise and influence of a large proportion of
school staff — the teachers (Grant, 2012; Helterbran, 2010; Katzenmeyer & Moller, 2011).
This improves the success of change strategies because it improves the quality of decision-
making and the commitment of teachers, the agents of change, to the implementation of

change strategies within the school (Grant, 2012).

Furthermore, not only does teacher leadership help catalyse and support once-off change
initiatives, it also helps to sustain coherence and continuity in school improvement initiatives
(Katzenmeyer & Moller, 2011). During their work with principals and school improvement,
Katzenmeyer and Moller (2011) found that when change initiatives are spear-headed by a
lone leader, and if that leader leaves the school, school improvement programmes often lose
momentum. By distributing the leadership responsibilities to teaching staff, the chance of
school improvement efforts being able to continue despite changes in formal leadership,

improves (Katzenmeyer & Moller, 2011).

Modeling democratic principles
One of the goals of a successful education system is to produce citizens who are able to

actively contribute to and become involved in a democratic society (Barth, 2011). It is
pertinent here to note, that one of the goals of the South African Schools Act is that the post-
apartheid education system should “advance the democratic transformation of society”
(Republic of South Africa, 1996, p. 1). Barth (2011) therefore suggests that one of the
benefits of teacher leadership is that its practice in schools models democratic principles for
students, which enables them to learn how to participate in such an environment. In a country
such as South Africa, with a relatively young democracy, equipping pupils with the requisite
knowledge and skills that will enable them to contribute to their society should be of utmost
importance as it is only by having citizens who actively participate in political decision-

making that our democracy can reach its full potential (Barth, 2011; Grant, 2012).
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Improved student learning
Perhaps one of the most attractive aspects of distributed, and therefore, teacher leadership is

its association with improved student learning outcomes (Barth, 2011; Harris, 2012;
Helterbran, 2010; Katzenmeyer & Moller, 2011; Williams, 2011). One of the reasons for this
is that when teachers lead and therefore assume more responsibilities, they learn, grow and
improve and, therefore, their students’ learning improves as well (Barth, 2011). Another
reason is that when teachers lead their sphere of influence expands beyond their classroom
and their own students to other spheres of the school community (Grant, 2012; Katzenmeyer
& Moller, 2011). Teacher leaders are able to influence other teachers towards improved
practice and this in turn has the potential to improve the learning of students in these other

teachers’ classes.

In addition to utilising the latent skills that many teachers have in order to help lead initiatives
that work towards school transformation and improved student learning, teacher leadership is
also a way of acknowledging teachers as skilled professionals and uplifting their self-esteem
and morale (Barth, 2011; Grant, 2006; Struyve et al., 2014). Struyve et al. (2014) suggest that
one of the reasons for teacher leadership being introduced into school systems was because of
the limited opportunities for promotion within schools. Teacher leadership therefore provides
a way of creating more opportunities for teachers to increase the scope of their expertise and
to prevent highly motivated, skilled teachers from becoming stifled and de-motivated
(Struyve et al., 2014). Creating and maintaining positive teacher morale helps to support

school improvement.

2.2.1.4 THEORETICAL CRITICISMS OF TEACHER LEADERSHIP

Because teacher leadership is underpinned by the theory of distributed leadership, criticisms
aimed at distributed leadership consequently fall simultaneously upon teacher leadership
(Bush & Glover, 2014). Whilst it should be acknowledged that some authors criticise the
practice of distributed leadership as a recommended leadership strategy in schools because it
is idealised and unrealistic, there is reason to argue that the practice of distributed leadership,

nevertheless, holds practical value for schools (Bush & Glover, 2014; Day et al., 2009).

Critics of distributed leadership purport that this theory has a seductive allure because it
creates a false hope that every staff member within an organisation will have equal
opportunity to share in leadership responsibilities and therefore have equal influence over the

organisation as a whole (Lumby, 2013). Lumby (2013) criticises much of the existing
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distributed leadership literature as overlooking the unequal power dynamics that exist within
organisations, especially as a result of race, ethnicity and gender discrimination. This
criticism holds significant weight in the context of a country such as South Africa with its
history of discrimination and inequality, and should therefore not be taken lightly. Rather
than causing us to disregard distributed leadership as a valuable model for leadership,
however, critiques such as these are valuable in terms of helping us to understand how we
can overcome the practical challenges that we face so that we can implement this leadership

model successfully in schools.

Lumby (2013) astutely illuminates the very conspicuous gap in empirical studies around
issues of inequality, race, ethnicity and gender in leadership research which must certainly be
addressed in further studies. This critique of distributed leadership, however, reveals possible
misconceptions around distributed leadership against which we must be cautious. For
example, underlying this critique seems to be an assumption that distributed leadership means
that “everyone leads or everyone is a leader” (Harris, 2013, p. 547) and that informal
leadership trumps, and is therefore incompatible with, formal leadership roles. Contrary to
this misconception, distributed leadership values and incorporates both formal and informal
leadership (Harris, 2013; Williams, 2011). It does, however, require formal leaders to change
the way that they traditionally understand their role so that they become primarily concerned
with identifying, encouraging and facilitating leadership in others (Grant, 2012; Harris,
2013). In doing so, distributed leadership acknowledges the significant power that formal
leaders have to support or disable informal (teacher) leadership and in this way does address
at least one aspect of the unequal power relations that exist within a school (Grant, 2012;

Harris, 2012, 2013).

These theoretical criticisms that have been levelled against distributed leadership as a school
leadership practice are not unsubstantiated, and are echoed in empirical evidence found in
both international and national studies around teacher leadership. This is demonstrated in the

next section of this chapter.

2.2.2 TEACHER LEADERSHIP AS PRACTICE: WHAT EMPIRICAL EVIDENCE

REVEALS

Empirical studies conducted in Europe, Asia, America and limited parts of Africa provide
evidence which seems to concur with some of the benefits and criticisms of teacher

leadership that theoretical literature proposes. These empirical findings also offer deeper
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insights into what the benefits of teacher leadership might be, how teacher leadership is being
enacted in schools, what factors enable the practice of teacher leadership and what factors

impede the practice of teacher leadership in schools.

2.2.2.1 TEACHER LEADERSHIP AND SCHOOL IMPROVEMENT

One of the key findings of a case study conducted in a disadvantaged yet high performing
South African school attributed the school’s success to the wide practice of teacher leadership
across all levels of the school structure (Naicker, Grant & Pillay, 2016). Nevertheless,
because this study is the only one of its kind, there seems to be a significant lack of recent
empirical evidence of the suggested positive relationship between teacher leadership and
school improvement. In South Africa in particular, the vast majority of studies that have been
conducted seem to work from the premise that teacher leadership holds much potential for
school improvement and transformation. Perhaps this lack of clear empirical evidence is a
contributing reason as to why teacher leadership has not reached its full potential in many, if
not most schools around the world (Crowther, Ferguson & Hann, 2009; Grant, 2010, 2012;
Katzenmeyer & Moller, 2011; Naicker & Somdut, 2014). Nevertheless, when teachers act as
leaders within their school, leadership is more widely distributed. Furthermore, Grant’s
(2012) model of teacher leadership states distributed leadership as a prerequisite for teacher
leadership. This close connection between teacher leadership and distributed leadership
suggests that studies around distributed leadership and school improvement could also be

applied to the notion of teacher leadership.

The evidence provided by empirical studies that have been conducted around distributed
leadership suggests that there is indeed a relationship between leadership distribution, and
therefore teachers acting as leaders, and improvements in student learning. At the
international level, Day et al. (2009) conducted an extensive mixed methods study of English
schools that were deemed successful because of their reported improvement in student
attainment levels over a period of three years. The findings of their study reveal that there is a
“positive [association] between the increased distribution of leadership roles and
responsibilities and the continuing improvement of pupil outcomes” (Day et al., 2009, p. 4).
Added to this, Bush and Glover’s (2012) study revealed a convergent conclusion when they
conducted research on high performing senior leadership teams in nine English schools. This
study suggests that there is a clear association between high performing leadership teams and

the distribution of leadership (Bush & Glover, 2012).
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2.2.2.2 THE ENACTMENT OF TEACHER LEADERSHIP

Because this study of teacher leadership is ultimately concerned with the investigation of how
teachers influence students, other teachers, the whole school and wider school community, it
is important to understand the practical ways in which teachers influence and lead others,

beginning with an examination of the characteristics of teacher leaders and their identity.

Who are teacher leaders?

Empirical evidence shows that one of the common characteristics of teacher leaders is a
strong, self-motivated desire to see their pupils’ performance improve (Fairman &
Mackenzie, 2014; Hunzicker, 2013). It is this desire that seems to drive them to put in extra
time and effort into influencing those around them towards improved educational practice
(Fairman & Mackenzie, 2014; Hunzicker, 2013). Other noteworthy characteristics of teacher
leaders is that they are teachers who are willing to take risks, try new teaching or
management strategies, they are self-reflective, they have good intrapersonal and
interpersonal skills, and they are skilled in developing strong collegial professional

relationships (Fairman & Mackenzie, 2014; Hunzicker, 2013).

It 1s, however, noteworthy, that international studies show that informal teacher leaders are
reluctant to identify themselves as leaders within their schools (Fairman & Mackenzie, 2014;
Li, 2015; Struyve et al., 2015). This is because these teachers believe that their influence on
those around them is more significant when it is exerted informally (Fairman & Mackenzie,
2014). In their study on formal teacher leaders in Flemish schools, Struyve et al. (2014) found
that one of the challenges that these formal teacher leaders face was the strain that their
formalised leadership role placed on their relationships with their teacher colleagues. These
teachers felt that their leadership roles placed strain on their social-professional relationships
by making their teacher colleagues suspicious of whether they are still “one of them”
(Struyve et al., 2014, p. 219). As a result every one of the 26 teacher leader participants
expressed that they did not wish to be elevated within the school hierarchy (Struyve et al.,
2014).

In order for teachers to be recognised by others as leaders and, therefore, be able to exert
influence as leaders, a high level of teaching competency is required (Katzenmeyer & Moller,
2011). In other words, teacher leaders must be recognised by others as being proficient in the
skill of teaching. Teaching proficiency should not, however, be confused with a teacher’s

level of teaching experience. Studies conducted in Hong Kong and Iran show that there is no
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relationship between the number of years teaching experience a teacher has and their ability
to act as teacher leaders (Aliakbari & Sadeghi, 2014; Li, 2015). It is therefore unfortunate that
in South African schools teacher leadership enacted by novice teachers seems to be hindered
by the formal leaders within the school and, as a result, is limited to the domain of the

classroom (Naicker & Somdut, 2014).

How teacher leadership is enacted

Although various empirical studies define teacher leadership slightly differently, there are
some commonalities when it comes to how teachers practice leadership, both formally and
informally. In their case study research in America, Fairman and Mackenzie (2014) found
that the main motivator behind teachers acting as leaders was a strong desire to improve
student learning. These teachers used the following strategies to influence others within the
school: modelling professional behaviours that are conducive to commitment, reflection on
practice, collaboration and implementing change; coaching colleagues; collaborating with
colleagues in planning, co-creating or evaluating curricula; and advocating for change in

existing educational practices (Fairman & Mackenzie, 2014).

From a local perspective, Grant’s (2006; 2012) research into teacher leadership in South
African schools lead her to conclude that teachers can act as leaders within different zones
within the school community and context, and can take on different roles within these zones
when enacting teacher leadership. These different zones and roles will be explained in greater

detail in the theoretical framework section of this chapter (see Chapter 2, section 2.3, p. 28)

The real-life state of teacher leadership practice in schools

As proposed by academics such as Barth (2011), Helterbran (2010), and Katzenmeyer and
Moller (2011), the unfortunate reality of teacher leadership in schools is that it is still far from
reaching its full potential. Although there is a vast corpus of literature that theoretically
agrees with the notion of teacher leadership, empirical evidence from research conducted in
South Africa reveals that teacher leadership is still enacted in only a very limited way (Grant,
2006, 2008, 2012; Grant et al., 2010; Grant & Singh, 2009; Helterbran, 2010; Naicker &
Somdut, 2014).

A few studies have been conducted using Grant’s (2006; 2012) model of teacher leadership
as a way of identifying and understanding how teacher leadership is enacted in South African
schools. These studies have found that teacher leadership is concentrated within the confines

of the classroom. Research conducted by Grant (2008) and Grant and Singh (2009) in