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Executive summary

This literature review has been undertaken to 
support the development of the School Leadership 
Identification Framework (SLIF) by the NSW School 
Leadership Institute (SLI). The SLIF is a framework 
focused on the identification and development of 
teacher leaders – to enhance their leadership impact 
and support those aspiring to formal leadership 
positions.

The literature review examines the following exploratory 
questions:

 ٚ What does current research say about teacher 
leadership identification and development?

 ٚ What are the gaps in teacher leader identification, 
development and delivery?

 ٚ How does the School Leadership Identification 
Framework (SLIF) address these gaps?

It supports the work of the SLI in developing the SLIF 
as the literature clearly establishes the need for teacher 
leader development in the NSW system.

Introduction

Effective school leadership is pivotal in shaping the 
lives, progress and achievement of students as ‘[a]fter 
teachers and teaching, school leadership is the most 
important determinant of student achievement in the 
school’.1 Effective leadership also results in higher levels 
of student achievement and growth.2 In the past 15 
years there has been an increased focus on the direct 
and indirect relationship between the actions of school 
leaders and student outcomes.3 Frost and Harris identify 
leadership as contributing directly to the improvement 
of school effectiveness,4 whilst Harris argues that 
improvement in school performance occurs in those 
contexts and systems ‘where there is a concerted effort 
to support and motivate educators rather than rely 
on simple accountability measures to ratchet up their 
performance’.5

Recognising these benefits, education systems seek 
improved performance through the development of 
teacher leaders.6 Research demonstrates that ‘teacher 
leadership is a critical component of effective teaching 
and school success’7 as these leaders work to ‘shape the 
culture of their schools, improve student learning, and 
influence practice among their peers’.8

Who is a teacher leader?

In the literature, teacher leaders are described as those 
who take on roles within and beyond the classroom,9 
improve the educational climate,10 design their own 
and others’ professional learning11 and create a positive 
atmosphere in which students can thrive.12 Teacher 
leaders are passionate about improving their own 
practice and are courageous in pursuing professional 
growth.13

Teacher leaders do not necessarily hold formal 
leadership positions. In our NSW context they are 
defined as classroom teachers whose sphere of 
influence extends beyond their immediate classroom 
(Figure 1) and who engage in leadership within and 
outside the teaching and learning space.14

Figure 1: The Spheres of Influence
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Teacher leadership is central to meaningful school 
improvement, as teacher leaders collaborate with 
colleagues and the wider school contributing to higher 
standards of achievement, often taking responsibility 
for school improvement and reform.15 York-Barr and 
Duke define teacher leadership as: ‘the process by 
which teachers, individually or collectively, influence 
their colleagues, principals, and other members of 
school communities to improve teaching and learning 
practices with the aim of increased student learning 
and achievement’.16

Teacher leaders are influential in their schools as 
colleagues seek ‘professional advice and guidance, and 
[their] views matter to others in the school’.17 They work 
with integrity, are able to convey views about a better 
world with conviction and translate those ideas into 
sustainable plans of action.18

Through these actions, teacher leaders demonstrate 
capabilities which signal their potential for holding 
formal school leadership roles.19 These capabilities are 
conceptualised within the Leadership for Learning 
Analysis Framework (L4LA); the capability framework 
used by the SLI (Figure 2).

The L4LA identifies sub-sets of related behaviours that 
are evidence-informed and used to conceptualise 
dimensions of educational leadership. These capabilities 
and behaviours of leadership can be traced across 
the SLI School Leadership Continuum (Figure 3), from 
teacher leaders through to principals and directors, 
adapting according to context and sphere of influence.

In 2020, the SLI conducted a state wide random survey 
of NSW public school teachers and leaders. It found 
that beliefs about the behaviours of teacher leaders 
closely correlated with those capabilities and behaviours 
identified in the L4LA. Building on the findings of the 
survey – and recognising the need for the development 
of teacher leaders – the School Leadership Identification 
Framework (SLIF) supports the leadership impact of 
teacher leaders to prepare them for progression across 
the School Leadership Continuum.

Figure 2: The L4LA

Figure 3: The School Leadership Continuum 
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How does the SLIF develop teacher 
leaders?

The SLIF supports principals and school leaders to 
identify and develop teachers with the performance and 
preparedness to become school leaders or to enhance 
their leadership impact. It does so by providing a suite 
of capabilities to support the identification of future 
school leaders, and then provides a flexible pathway for 
growing and developing those leadership capabilities. 

The value of engaging with the SLIF is exemplified by 
the findings of Barber, Whelan and Clark (2010), who 
claim that leaders, ‘particularly high performers, are 
motivated mainly by their ability to make a difference, 
through early experiences of leadership and exposure 
to role models…’20 That is, participation in leadership 
development and mentoring implicit in the SLIF is 
central to building impactful formal school leaders of 
the future.

Research shows that some teachers are deterred from 
the concept of ‘leadership’ as it can imply formal roles or 
responsibilities,21 rather than a suite of capabilities and 
behaviours that can positively impact on the learning 
of students and colleagues. This highlights a need for 
education systems to offer career pathways providing 
teachers with the opportunity to stay in the classroom22 
and to demonstrate not just formal (role-based) 
leadership, but ‘leadership to improve the system’.23

The SLIF empowers teachers to participate in leadership 
learning without being required to apply for or adopt 
formal leadership roles, those ‘positions that remove 
the leader from the classroom’.24 As Collay emphasises, 
“we should not underestimate the powerful leadership 
role played by teachers who build relationships in their 
classrooms outward, thus transforming themselves, 
their students, their students’ families, their colleagues 
and their communities”.25

Identifying teacher leaders and building their 
leadership capacity

The first step in the SLIF process is identifying a 
teacher leader with the potential to develop as a future 
school leader. This process involves the teacher leader 
engaging in self-reflection and subsequent discussion 
with their supervisor as to their:

i. Performance in terms of their leadership behaviours 
(referring to capacity as a teacher, as ‘one cannot 
be an effective teacher leader if one is not first an 
accomplished teacher’);26 and

ii. Preparedness (teacher leaders must also be prepared, 
or willing, to engage in leadership development) 
to become a future school leader and undertake 
leadership learning (see Figure 1). 

Research into ‘capacity building for change’ (a term 
commonly used in the literature) supports identifying 
future school leaders through assessment of 
performance and preparedness.27 Levin and Fullan, for 
example, speak of capacity building as recognising and 
developing ‘competencies, resources and motivation’28 
whilst Harris describes it as a learning opportunity 
through which to learn new skills and generate effective 
practice.29

Although the SLIF process is not necessarily restricted 
to those teachers desiring formal leadership roles, 
future school leaders must be willing to ‘take risks to 
move beyond their usual roles because they want to 
expand their sphere of influence and because they are 
interested in their own personal growth’.30

The second step in the SLIF process is to discuss the 
self-reflection on performance and preparedness 
with a supervisor and, if ready to undertake the SLIF 
development cycle, to select a mentor. Mentors provide 
guidance and demonstrate leadership skills by working 
with teachers to build their confidence.31

Mentoring is central to the SLIF development process, 
drawing on the importance of school leaders working 
with teachers individually and collectively and nurturing 
supportive workplace conditions.32 The provision 
of open, honest, and personalised guidance is an 
important tool to improve instructional practice.33 The 
teacher’s supervisor (and later their mentor, who may 
be a different staff member) must demonstrate ‘the skill 
to recognise the potential leadership qualities in others, 
the skill to effectively utilise school leaders, and the 
skill to establish [themselves] as a willing participant in 
shared decision making’.34

Drawing on this research, the SLIF process also 
contributes to mentors’ development and practice, 
and builds a positive and collaborative school culture. 
Mentoring plays the dual role of revitalising the mentor 
whilst simultaneously developing ‘teacher leaders 
with the skills and passion to make lifelong teacher 
development central to school culture’.35



Why is the development of teacher 
leaders important?

Central to the teaching profession is a desire to guide 
and lead others.36 It is ‘a vocation requiring everyday acts 
of leadership – courage, a clear vision of what matters 
[and] strong relationships with others…’37 As such, ‘all 
teachers have the right, capability and responsibility 
to be leaders’38 and the skill of leadership should be 
encouraged and fostered in all within the profession.

A focus on developing teacher leaders reflects the 
reality that teachers hold a central position in the core 
functions of teaching and learning and the day-to-day 
operation of the school.39 As Dozier argues, ‘By helping 
good teachers become great leaders, we plant seeds 
that will enhance our profession and enable students 
to reap the reward they deserve—a high-quality 
education.’40

Empowering teachers through the provision of 
development opportunities is vital to generating 
and sustaining high quality teacher leadership;41 
empowerment enables teachers ‘to innovate, lead and 
network [and so] contribute to the design, development 
and implementation of practices to support school 
and system priority goals’.42 Moreover, teacher leader 
development counteracts the reality in many schools 
that the most valued as leaders in schools are those 
furthest from the classroom.43

Three factors emerge from the research literature to 
justify and highlight the importance of developing 
teacher leaders. Teacher leader development is  
central to:

1. Teacher retention 

2. Building positive school cultures 

3. Improving system capacity and enabling excellent 
school leaders to fill positions.

In combination, these three factors form the rationale 
for the development of the School Leadership 
Identification Framework – the SLIF – as a resource 
through which to develop, support and prepare teacher 
leaders for formal school roles and increase their 
leadership capabilities. Each of these three factors is 
discussed in further detail below.

1. Teacher development and retention

The ongoing development and retention of teachers 
is a contentious issue in educational literature.44 In 
many high income nations, including Australia, a 
high number of newly-recruited teachers leave the 
profession in the early stages of their career.45 High 
levels of teacher attrition invariably has an impact on 
the quality and quantity of those teachers remaining in 
the profession and has consequences for staff morale 
and student achievement (see Figure 6).46 

Three clear themes emerge in research demonstrating 
the connection between recognising, promoting and 
developing teacher leadership and supporting teacher 
retention: providing teachers with voice, recognition 
and opportunity.  Each is addressed and integrated in 
the SLIF as a framework for identifying and developing 
teacher leaders.

Teacher voice

The inclusion of teachers in school discourse and 
decision making has a significant impact on teacher 
satisfaction and school performance.47 Teachers in 
the classroom can bridge the divide between policy 
and practice, with in-class, hands-on experience 
influencing policy in a meaningful way.48 Moreover, the 
engagement with and inclusion of teachers in decision 
making increases their likelihood of participating in 
leadership and development practices, and motivates 
them to assume leadership responsibilities.49 Those 
teachers who rarely see how their opinions count in 
school-wide decision making often feel that their ideas 
and talents are undervalued in the school.50

The SLIF recognises and addresses the importance 
of allowing teachers to engage in meaningful and 
tangible professional discussions and decision-making 
processes. It provides the platform through which 
teachers can engage with and work closely with leaders 
in their school through mentoring and shadowing 
opportunities, as well as professional development 
opportunities to act as leaders. The SLIF enables 
teachers the opportunity to work closely with a mentor 
of their choice, developing a schedule of feedback 
sessions in which to build on skills and identify areas for 
improvement. The identification of support structures – 
both internal and external to the school – can facilitate 
networking and shared dialogue with colleagues across 
the system.
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Teacher recognition

There is a correlation between teachers’ experiences 
of recognition for their work – in the classroom and 
the wider school – and job satisfaction. The promotion 
and development of a staffroom where all staff feel 
they ‘belong to the school and that their contribution 
matters’51 has an impact on staff participation, wellbeing 
and development. Teachers want to know that their 
efforts have an impact, want recognition for this, and 
seek to support colleagues in reaching and influencing 
more students.52

A key concern of many in the teaching profession is 
that the respect and authority teachers command 
in the classroom does not transfer across the wider 
school context. Joseph and Fiore claim that, ‘many 
teachers go to work with the expectation that their 
opinions are highly valued in the classroom and barely 
valued throughout the school and district.’53 Creating 
the conditions where teacher leaders contribute 
decisions, have opportunities for leadership, and are 
acknowledged and valued for their work will support 
ongoing commitment and enthusiasm.

Importantly, Joseph and Fiore emphasise that if formal 
school leaders wish to foster a culture of shared decision 
making among professionals, they must recognise that 
many teachers are not used to being valued in such a 
manner and must move gradually toward establishing 
such a culture.54

The SLIF aligns with the existing Performance and 
Development Framework (PDF) process, providing 
principals and supervisors with the opportunity to 
identify teachers with key leadership capabilities and 
collaboratively use the SLIF as a resource for further 
professional development. This process also allows 
teachers to identify and develop their own  
leadership goals. 

Teacher opportunity

Teacher satisfaction is commonly tied to timely 
opportunities for career progression. Positive challenges 
and professional development opportunities are central 
to maintaining motivated and invested teaching staff 
as ‘teacher leadership opportunities can promote 
teaching as a more desirable career and help to retain 
outstanding teachers for the complex tasks of school 
changes’.55

At the same time, research highlights a tension 
between newer teachers’ expectations of leadership 
progression, and the belief among experienced 
teachers that new teachers should ‘prove themselves’ 
through competency over time before leading others.56 
The SLIF seeks to address this tension by providing 
teachers with the opportunity to self-nominate for 
participation in leadership development. It allows 
teachers to reflect about their own practice and plan 
development that suits their leadership goals and their 
role as classroom teachers.57 Teachers review and assess 
their own performance and preparedness for leadership 
and can discuss their reflections with their supervisor. 
The process allows for teachers at every stage of their 
career to aspire to, and be given guidance in, leadership 
development.

Upon identification as a future school leader, the 
SLIF provides opportunities for teachers to engage in 
meaningful leadership learning in their unique school 
context. The framework facilitates the building of 
support and collegial networks within and beyond the 
established school executive structure. It also provides 
opportunities to observe leadership practice through 
mentoring and shadowing.

The SLIF supports teacher leadership development 
by empowering teacher voice, promoting professional 
recognition and providing opportunities for growth 
through engagement in leadership experiences – 
leading to higher teacher retention. 
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2. Teacher development and positive 
school cultures

Teacher leadership development contributes to the 
building of collaborative classrooms and positive school 
cultures. There is a correlation between the willingness 
of staff to engage in collaborative and individual 
professional development, and positive teaching 
and learning environments. Educational research 
highlights three features of professional development 
that contribute to positive school cultures – teacher 
collaboration and networking, high quality professional 
development and the provision of feedback.

Collaboration and networking

Collaboration is at the heart of teacher leadership,58 with 
the building of trust among colleagues,59 students and 
families key to promoting ideal conditions for learning.60 
Educational research identifies teacher leaders 
as playing a significant role in their own and their 
colleagues’ professional and leadership development, 
by sharing professional knowledge and building and 
sharing across professional networks.61 The power of 
relationships and resources shared between individuals 
– the ‘collaborative power of the group’62 – is increasingly 
promoted in approaches to teachers’ professionalism, 
learning and development.63 Research demonstrates 
that schools performing beyond expectations have 
developed cultures of creativity and risk taking, enabling 
colleagues the freedom and flexibility to innovate and 
push boundaries.64 An essential element of this practice 
is groups of teachers engaging in collaborative problem 
solving, leading to job-embedded deep professional 
learning.65

Effective collaboration and teamwork also extends 
across the sector and with other schools;66 Campbell 
et al emphasises the importance of system leaders 
(governments, unions, school leaders) and teacher 
leaders working together to enable teacher-led 
professional learning and collaboration to inform the 
co-development of new professional knowledge, and 
sharing of innovative improvement practices that 
extend beyond classroom walls.67

Investing in the development of teacher leadership 
does not negate the need for formal school and system 
leaders. Rather, it serves to change the focus and nature 
of school and system improvement activities towards 
investment in infrastructure and building a supportive 
culture. This refocus allows teachers to innovate, 
network and lead, and so contribute to the design, 
development and implementation of practices that 
support school and system priority goals.68

The SLIF prioritises building collaborative relationships 
with colleagues – including direct supervisors, 
selected mentors and formal school leaders. It also 
encourages and promotes the building of networks 
and relationships within and beyond the school 
community in order to improve professional practice. 
That is, the future school leader is encouraged to draw 
on and learn from the expertise and knowledge of 
those in their professional networks to develop their 
own leadership knowledge and skills. In addition, 
frameworks developed by the School Leadership 
Institute are referenced as models through which to 
promote collaborative inquiry (Leadership for Inquiry 
and Innovation or L4I&I)69 and productive mindsets (The 
Leadership Mindsets)70 that contribute to collaborative 
school cultures.
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Professional development

Research acknowledges that teachers can be leaders 
of professional knowledge and practices to improve 
teacher learning, contribute to collaborative cultures 
and develop the leadership practices of colleagues.71 

Campbell et al identify three key features of the 
professional development of teacher leaders that 
facilitates school and system improvement.72 First, 
is to provide conditions and expectations to support 
teachers in the development of both their own and their 
colleagues’ leadership. The SLIF provides a framework 
for professional learning and creates high expectations 
through goal-setting and the development of a timeline 
for implementation, mentoring and feedback. It also 
empowers teacher leaders to participate in and lead 
professional development by encouraging feeding back 
and then forward on their leadership learning journey.

Secondly, Campbell et al stress the importance of 
formal and informal opportunities for teacher leaders 
to develop and implement professional knowledge 
and practices; this means that the focus is not solely 
on developing organisational knowledge associated 
with formal school leadership. Effective professional 
development is that which is embedded in the school 
culture, defines meaningful aims and outcomes across 
the system and school73 and empowers all teachers 
(including leaders) to contribute, take risks and accept 
responsibility for the culture of learning. Moreover, 
achieving long-term change in student performance 
and instructional approaches relies on professional 
development that is collaborative, coherent,74 content-
based,75 context specific and applicable, and sustained.76 
The SLIF enables teacher leaders to implement their 
learning and receive feedback on their practices 
through mentoring, which includes classroom and 
wider practice observations and feedback. 

Thirdly, Campbell et al highlight collaboration, 
communication and mentoring as central to developing 
effective teacher leaders. This involves the sharing 
and dissemination of improvement practices with 
colleagues,77 and can include sharing and reflecting on 
constructive feedback, as discussed below.

The SLIF places professional learning and improvement 
at the heart of teacher leadership development. A 
culture of collaboration and sharing is promoted 
through the practices of mentoring, feedback and 
shadowing. These practices provide conditions and 
opportunities for effective professional learning, 
and encourage cultures of communication and 
collaboration. The SLIF also encourages a practice of 
shared learning, with the teacher leader sharing their 
professional experiences in reflection sessions at the 
completion of a SLIF Development Cycle.

Culture of feedback

Research highlights that a culture of giving and 
receiving constructive feedback is a valuable, yet often 
underused, component of leadership development. 
Powerful, timely and salient feedback about teacher 
efforts to influence student learning have been 
identified as a contributing condition to improved 
teacher commitment, effort and job satisfaction.78

Additionally, timely feedback and the open flow of 
communication and shared purpose contributes to 
effective change and the building of welcoming and 
positive school cultures.79 Developing a culture of 
feedback can lead to strong support networks and 
critical friend relationships, including between teachers, 
supervisors and mentors. High quality feedback from 
the mentor forms an integral part of teacher leader 
development within the SLIF process.

Formal school leaders – such as principals and deputies 
– play an important role in the evaluation of and 
provision of feedback to teachers, although in many 
cases only minimal guidelines, training, and standards 
are available to support them in doing so.80 To effectively 
support the professional development of teachers, 
school leaders should ensure that the tools they use 
to evaluate teachers – and the manner in which these 
tools are used – align with research and best practice.81  
Effective feedback skills are critical for mentors to 
possess; as such the SLIF provides a guide for best 
practice mentoring, feedback and shadowing to enable 
the provision of high quality support and to promote 
the leadership development of teacher leaders.

At the same time, the ability of teachers to receive 
and act on feedback is pivotal to supporting their 
professional growth. Research emphasises the 
importance of encouraging new teachers to develop 
positive and valuable relationships with their mentors 
and other school leaders.82 The SLIF provides guidance 
on receiving and acting on feedback, as well as how to 
feed-forward in planning for future goals. This guide 
speaks to concepts such as receptiveness, clarification 
and powerful questioning as tools that develop 
and deepen the mentoring relationship, as well as 
contributes to collaborative and positive school cultures. 
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3. Building system capacity and 
empowering excellent school leaders 

Teacher leadership development is central to improving 
the quantity and quality of applicants for formal 
leadership positions. Data for NSW public schools 
reveal a decline in applications for middle leadership 
and principal positions from 2013-2019. While 
further investigation may reveal the specific cause 
of this decline, a gap in teacher performance and 
preparedness to undertake formal leadership roles may 
be a contributing factor. If this is the case, recognition 
of the need to build system capacity through 
leadership development opportunities and identifying 
and empowering those teachers who demonstrate 
leadership capabilities83 may address this trend. Teacher 
leaders can be empowered to transfer knowledge and 
practice within and across schools ‘in pursuit of whole 
school improvement’.84

NSW public school data

Data gathered from NSW schools shows that 
applications for middle leadership roles have 
consistently declined since 2013 (Figure 4). This is 
despite the number of middle leadership roles available 
for application remaining relatively constant over the 
same time period. This suggests a diminished pool of 
ready leadership aspirants.
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Figure 4: Number of Middle Leader (ML) applications 
per position, including Assistant Principals (AP) and 
Head Teachers (HT)

Figure 5: Number of Principal applications per 
position 2013-2019

Figure 6: Number of Teaching applications per position 
2013-2019
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The data also shows similar declines in application 
rates across other parts of the leadership continuum, 
including for more senior leadership roles such as 
principal and deputy principal positions (see 
Figure 5).

NSW public school data also reveals that the numbers 
of applicants for available teacher positions is declining 
annually (See Figure 6), suggesting that there are fewer 
potential applicants entering the profession despite 
an increase in the positions available. This decline 
has attendant consequences for teacher quality and, 
ultimately, teacher and system leadership. 



System leadership

Teacher leadership is influential in improving the 
quality and quantity of applicants for formal leadership 
positions; this includes the building of system capacity 
through identifying and developing those teachers who 
demonstrate leadership capabilities and behaviours 
which signal their readiness for deeper leadership 
learning. At a systems level, it is critical that teacher 
leaders strengthen their leadership impact and expand 
their sphere of influence within and across schools.85

The notion of increasing the number of teacher leaders 
who either aspire for formal leadership positions or 
wish to increase their leadership impact links closely 
to the concept of system leadership.86 This concept 
emphasises a collective commitment to developing 
leadership practice through purposeful and meaningful 
collaboration across schools. It sees the system expand 
to support, develop and provide leaders with the 
opportunity to become researchers of their own and 
others’ practice. Improvements in teacher quality and 
educational outcomes for all students is reliant on 
successful leaders identifying and transferring best 
practice across the system regardless of their  
positional title. 

The SLIF was developed for the NSW public school 
system in order to address this need, providing 
opportunities for teacher leaders to work and 
collaborate with mentors and other significant 
colleagues both within and outside of their immediate 
school context. Moreover, the SLIF identifies system-
wide structures, resources and services as potential 
sources of support and development. In this way, the 
SLIF seeks to develop and deepen the quality and 
quantity of teacher leaders through an engagement 
with system leadership.

Conclusion

Current research literature clearly articulates 
the need for education systems to engage in 
the identification and development of teacher 
leaders because of their significant impact on 
both student and teacher learning at the school 
and systems level. As one of the largest education 
systems in the world, the NSW Department of 
Education has initiated the development of the 
SLIF to address this need.

The SLIF identifies and develops teacher 
leaders with the dual purpose of enhancing 
their leadership impact and preparing them for 
possible formal leadership positions.

The SLIF has been designed and developed 
for the NSW public school system, based on 
extensive statewide research and rigorous 
consultation with all stakeholders. As such, the 
SLIF provides an evidence-informed world class 
and future focused framework to identify and 
develop teacher leaders in the NSW Department 
of Education.
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