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Abstract

This study has aimed to reveal the complexities of the contextual factors that support teacher
leadership. Contextual factors reflect the environment where teachers work; they include but are
not limited to teaching practices, trust in the support teachers receive from school administrators,
school climate, parents’ views, and school culture. In the study, co-creation has emerged as an
overarching factor in managing the complexity of the contextual factors that support teacher
leadership. This study was based on a qualitative research design involving thematic analysis. Data
were collected through semi-structured interviews with 42 schoolteachers from Lithuania, and
purposive sampling was applied. The results suggest that administrative support, school
administrators’ attitudes toward teacher leadership, teachers’ co-creation-based formal and
informal learning of leadership skills, teachers’ partnership and collaboration with school
communities, the use of learning spaces, and the modeling of educational processes through
co-creation practices are contextual factors that influence the emergence and development of
teacher leadership in school.

Keywords: co-creation, contextual factors, school context, semi-structured interview,
teacher perceptions, teacher leadership, thematic analysis.

1. Introduction

Teacher leadership is a pivotal factor that significantly influences educational success and
student achievement (Leithwood, Jantzi, 2000; Marzano et al., 2005). Since the 1980s, research on
teacher leadership has attracted substantial interest. Efforts have been made to conceptualize
teacher leadership (Wenner, Campbell, 2017), to analyze the internal and external factors that
contribute to the emergence and growth of leadership (Jappinen, 2017; Liu, 2021), to explore how
leadership stimulates school change and improvement of the quality of schools (Geijsel et al.,
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2003), and to achieve many other aims. A large body of research has focused on teacher leadership,
student achievement (Leithwood et al., 2008; Leithwood et al., 2010), and the development of
school culture (Deal, Peterson, 1999). Some studies have specifically examined school-level and
personal factors, such as lack of time, language barriers, and leadership style, or personal factors
such as teachers’ assumptions about and willingness to take on additional leadership
responsibilities (Al-Taneiji, Ibrahim, 2017).

A growing body of research (Ainscow, West, 2006; Hallinger, Heck, 2011; Leonard, Leonard,
1999) has highlighted that teacher leadership is intrinsically linked to educational community and
collaboration; as a result, leadership research adopts a broader perspective wherein leadership is
regarded not only as an individual phenomenon but as a product of a school’s culture and wherein
each teacher’s role is viewed in relation to other teachers and to students. It is natural, therefore,
that research has begun to explore contextual factors that stimulate the emergence and
development of teacher leadership. Contextual factors reflect the environment where teachers work
and include, but are not limited to, teaching practices, trust in the support teachers receive from
school administrators, school climate, parents’ views, and school culture. Thus, many studies have
focused on the development of school culture as an important element in the manifestation of
leadership, emphasizing the contributions of all members of the school community to the
development of an open and supportive culture (Roby, 2011). Teachers’ opinions concerning
cultural and organizational issues are important in determining whether they will accept leadership
roles (Mulford, Silins, 2003). However, cultural and organizational factors are diverse and include
many complex components. One such component is trust, which is important in organizational
culture and has a stronger association with teacher collaboration and a positive work environment
than the other criteria (Demir, 2015).

Within this field of research on contextual factors, a growing body of research is increasingly
examining not only collaboration between community members (teachers, administrators,
students, parents) but also the phenomenon of co-creation, in which leadership is exercised
through an open and ongoing co-creation process (Geurts et al., 2023). This co-creative practice
was defined as a “collaborative, reciprocal process” that engages all participants of the school
community (Cook-Sather et al., 2014). Collaborative and co-creative factors are emphasized in
Cassata and Allensworth’s (2021) study, which highlights five patterns of teacher leadership actions
— inspiring others, sharing with colleagues, working in collaboration, advocating for change, and
providing individual support—and underscores the interactions between these teacher actions and
school-level contextual factors. Some contextual factors are more important than others in relation
to different types of actions, and particular attention should be devoted to sharing and
collaborative work.

Although collaborative aspects have been considered contributors to teacher leadership
(Schiff et al., 2015), limited attention has been dedicated to the complexity of contextual factors in
relation to co-creation, such as how co-creation enhances the emergence and development of
teacher leadership. For this reason, this study aimed to explore and describe the teachers’
experiences regarding the school-level factors through the lens of the relationship between co-
creation and support for teacher leadership. It raises the following research questions: What are
teachers’ perceptions regarding the contextual factors that support their leadership at school? How
do teachers’ experiences support their leadership through co-creative practices at school?
The study thematizes teachers’ experience-based perceptions of the contextual factors that support
teacher leadership in school through a co-creative approach.

2. Literature review on the emergence of co-creative factors in teacher
leadership studies

Teacher leaders do not act in isolation. An analysis of the scientific literature has revealed a
dominant focus on shared leadership approaches (Harris, DeFlaminis, 2016), which implies that
teacher leadership is strongly linked to a school’s community and can be successfully realized
through the active contributions of all community members. Teacher leadership is viewed as an
essential component of effective school leadership, as one person cannot work alone to make the
changes needed to fulfill students’ ever-changing learning and school community needs
(Timperley, 2005). Teacher leadership encompasses work at schools on different levels with
students, colleagues, and school administrators and work that is focused on instructional,
professional, and school development (York-Barr, Duke, 2004).
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Further expounding upon the role of stakeholders and community members who support and
maintain leadership at schools, Schieffer (2006) introduced the concept of co-creative leadership.
He contended that leadership is primarily about ensuring that the members of an organization
work together to achieve a common goal and solution. In organizations, it is typically not possible
to successfully mobilize a community toward a common goal; this is because different groups
within the same organization tend to compete or act separately. Schieffer (2006) argued that in
today’s complex environment, it is extremely difficult to maintain team leadership. Co-creation in a
contemporary school is embedded in teacher leadership (Kaminskiené et al., 2022; Schieffer,
2006). It is closely associated with the school’s culture and with community members’
collaboration; however, it transcends simple collaboration, as it implies sharing responsibilities,
redistributing power, creating new learning environments, initiating transformational change, and
other endeavors. These aspects indicate that co-creation in teacher leadership manifests in
transformational leadership practices (Spillane et al., 2004). Therefore, it makes sense to seek
means to express leadership that integrate the different perspectives of the members of an
organization; this can help to determine a common position or solution and to strengthen the
agency of community members.

One of the pre-requisites for co-creation to develop in schools is related to the fact that
contemporary organizations are becoming increasingly flat, less hierarchical, and that co-creative and
self-directed management represents a new direction that can help today’s schools operate in a
complex and changing environment (de Souza, Begeer, 2020). In this manner, teacher leadership has
become associated with teachers’ intrinsic motivation, peer support, rapport with pupils, and trust.

Co-creation as a new practice and as an emerging concept in education allows us to analyze
teacher leadership through new perspectives linked to the development of the agency of school
community members, particularly teachers and learners (Geurts et al., 2023; Kaminskiené et al.,
2020). Teacher leadership, as expressed through co-creative practices, confers a more holistic
understanding of leadership for learning (MacBeath et al., 2018). It is characterized by a consistent
focus on learning, a trusting climate, and qualitative dialogue about improvement, which is
expressed as a multifaceted and complex narrative that takes place within and outside an
organization (Robinson, Smith, 2014). Thus, teacher leadership in a co-creative paradigm
stimulates the reassessment of existing power relations and dominant practices at schools (Jarrett
et al., 2010).

The co-creative approach to teacher leadership holds that school principals play a role in
sustaining a favorable school climate and environment to foster teachers’ collaboration and
co-creative practices. At the same time, a co-creative approach to teacher leadership helps to
investigate teaching improvement (Coenen et al., 2023), assuming that school administrators no
longer have to maintain teacher leadership single-handedly because teachers can seek support and
encouragement from one another first. Thus, revelations in the research have suggested that despite
the recognized support of school administrators, which contributes to teacher leadership, schools
often depend on “in-group” teachers to take on leadership activities (Al-Taneiji, Ibrahim, 2017).

Recent studies on teacher leadership reveal how teacher leadership is implemented in the
classroom through collaborative practices. It should be acknowledged that co-creation research
more often focuses on higher education and emphasizes the role of students as co-creators in the
educational process (Bovill et al., 2016; Bovill, 2019). However, research on teacher leadership at
school suggests that collaborative learning in the classroom is related to teachers' values,
pedagogical approaches, support for self-regulated learning skills, and the promotion of
collaborative teamwork through active learning methods. Co-created initiatives enable experiential,
problem-based, and active learning (Kaminskiené, Khetsuriani, 2019). Research findings also suggest
that co-creation can contribute to a strengthened learning community in the classroom and at school in
general. The use of co-creation practices results in improved quality of teaching and learning, which is
meaningful to both teachers and students. Additionally, co-creation stimulates a variety of peer
learning models and enhances experiential learning, leading to better engagement, meta-cognitive
awareness, and a stronger sense of identity among learners (Cook-Sather et al., 2014).

The literature on the co-creative approach to teacher leadership is not vast; thus, this study
aims to reveal the complexity of the contextual factors that support teacher leadership when co-
creation appears to be an overarching factor. This co-creative perspective, which regards teachers
as active agents in the school community, can help to understand new and emerging factors that
support and nurture teacher leadership at schools.
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3. Research methodology

Research design

Qualitative research is important in educational research, as it addresses the “how” and
“why” of research questions and enables a deeper understanding of experiences, phenomena, and
relevant contexts. The study used a qualitative research design for two primary reasons: first,
qualitative research allows the researcher to ask questions about matters that cannot be easily
quantified to understand human experiences; second, exploring the everyday realities of social
phenomena and studying important questions can help to extend our knowledge and
understanding (Cleland, 2017).

Sample

A purposeful heterogeneous sample was developed using maximum variation, which allowed
the research participants to share patterns that they had observed (Palinkas et al., 2016).
The appropriateness of the sampling type determined the selection of teachers as members of a
professional community.

The following criteria were applied for the selection of research participants: educational
experience of at least three years, minimum age of 22 (coinciding with the completion of at least a
bachelor’s degree), having worked as a teacher at a school, and having taught different subjects in
school. The teachers who participated in the interviews represented schools from large cities, small
towns, and rural areas as well as public and private schools (six from primary, nine from lower-
secondary, and 27 from high schools). In this manner, a sample was formed that would reflect the
diversity of concepts and experiences in terms of contextual factors related to support for teacher
leadership in school.

In this qualitative study, personal and direct methods were used to gain the consent of the
research participants, to recruit them (e.g., via phone or in-person recruitment), and to establish
rapport and trust with them. Their participation was confirmed through a follow-up email, phone
call, or text message, wherein researchers reminded the participants of the date, time, location, and
duration of the research session as well as the purpose and expectations of the research
(Newington, Metcalfe, 2014). Participants who met the selection criteria were recruited until data
saturation had been achieved (Jalali, 2013). The sample size was determined by the principle of
data saturation. Data saturation is the point in a research process where enough data has been
collected to draw necessary conclusions, and any further data collection does not produce value-
added insights. It is a process-oriented concept, meaning that there is no specific point at which no
new information can be obtained from additional data (Rahimi, Khatooni, 2024). A total of
42 teachers were interviewed.

Table 1. The characteristics of the research participants

Aged 22-64 years old;
Gender 14 men,
28 women;
Work 3-42 years;
experience
Education — tertiary level: 32 university graduates with a bachelor’s degree and

10 from college with a professional bachelor’s degree,

— 30 graduates of educational studies and 12 graduates of studies in
other subjects (history, biology, theology, philosophy, natural sciences,
and technologies);

Teaching 4 in physics or mathematics,
subject 4 in biology,
4 in history,

2 in basics of citizenship and economics,
5 in foreign languages,
5 in Lithuanian language and literature,
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6 in primary education,

4 in information technology,
2 in philosophy,

2 in economics,

2in arts,

2 in music.

Data collection

The data were collected from 2020 to 2022 in an online format using semi-structured
individual interviews with open-ended questions. A semi-structured approach entails guiding the
research participants to reflect on their experiences with a particular phenomenon and inspiring
deeper reflections, which are conveyed as experience-based narratives (DeJonckheere, Vaughn,
2019). The interviews provided the opportunity for teachers to relay their direct experiences with
the phenomenon of leadership by narrating it specifically (Maguire, Delahunt, 2017).

The overall purpose of using semi-structured interviews for the data collection process was to
gather information from informants regarding their personal experiences, attitudes, perceptions,
and beliefs related to the topic of interest. The researchers used semi-structured interviews to
collect new, exploratory data related to the research topic (Lincoln, Guba, 1985). The semi-
structured interviews enabled the researchers to collect qualitative, open-ended data and to explore
participants’ thoughts, feelings, and beliefs about particular topics (Schoenborn et al., 2017).

In this study, researchers used the following approaches to help them plan for and conduct
the semi-structured interviews (Jamshed, 2014):

1. Preparing for the interview: Researchers wrote down what information they wished to
obtain. They did this by reviewing past observations and identifying gaps in the information.
The researchers discussed the areas they needed their participants to elaborate upon.

2. Writing a guide: Once researchers had an idea of what questions they needed to be
answered, they wrote a guide that included key topics and questions. Since the interviews were not
formal, the researchers knew that they did not have to rigidly adhere to the guide. The researchers
decided to approach specific research participants according to a unified list of topics and questions.

3. Introducing the self and building a rapport: Once the interviewee had joined the interview,
the researcher introduced themselves, became comfortable with the participant, and explained the
purpose of the interview. This included presenting topics they planned to cover during the interview.

4. Starting with the simple questions and transitioning to specific questions: The specific
questions arose when research participants were discussing their experiences.

5. Being mindful of interview questions: Asking the right types of questions was vital to
facilitate the success of the interviews. Researchers ensured that their questions were open-ended,
and they avoided leading questions.

6. Recording and transcribing the interviews: This involved listening to the audio files and
typing out the spoken words. Researchers used a text editor to transcribe the interviews manually.
This required strong listening skills, a rapid typing speed, and attention to details.

Researchers developed and used an interview guide with the list of topics that needed to be
addressed during the conversation (DeJonckheere, Vaughn, 2019). The topics were as follows:
school administrators’ support and attitudes regarding teacher leadership, teachers’ leadership
skills, teacher leadership within interactions with students and fellow teachers, teacher leadership
in relation to teaching and learning co-creation in the classroom. All formulated questions began
with the same wording: “Please share your experiences about ...” The open-ended nature of the
questions provided opportunities for both the interviewer and interviewee to discuss topics in
greater detail (Schoenborn et al., 2017).

Each interview was composed of two parts:

— The participants were asked about their experiences related to their pedagogical
background and work in school. This helped to build rapport with teachers and contextualize their
experience-based answers.

— Experience-based perceptions of the phenomenon of leadership were focused on
uncovering a thorough account of contextual factors that support teacher leadership in school.

The participants were asked to narrate their experience-based perceptions of support for
teacher leadership at school with a focus on contextual factors and co-creation. The concept of
‘contextual factors’ was shortly presented to research participants as characterizing schools as
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dynamic systems that influence a broad range of dimensions of student learning, including academic,
affective, social, and behavioral domains. A school's context shapes the core processes of teaching
and learning in classrooms. Such an explanation did not limit the narratives of the research
participants' experiences but provided clarity. This explanation added to the study participants'
understanding of contextual factors and thus avoided reducing the validity of the study.

The following were the main interview questions:

1. Please narrate any experiences that reflect your perceptions of contextual factors that
support your leadership at school.

1.1. Please share the experience-based cases, examples about supportive actions of
administrators to sustain teacher leadership in school.

1.2. Please share experience-based cases, examples about school administrators’ attitudes
toward support for teacher leadership.

2. Please share your experiences related to support for your leadership through co-creative
practices at school.

2.1. Please share experience-based cases, examples about your formal and informal learning
of leadership skills.

2.2. Please share experience-based cases, examples about your leadership through co-
creation-based collaborations with students, fellow teachers, and the school community.

2.3. Please share experience-based cases, examples about your use of learning spaces in
teacher leadership through co-creation.

2.4. Please share experience-based cases, examples about your leadership related to modeling
the educational process through co-creation practices.

The goal of the interview was to get as detailed narratives, stories, and details about their
expressions of leadership at school as possible from each research participant, rather than facts
without context.

The shortest interview lasted 64 minutes, and the longest was 101 minutes. The average
duration of one interview was 87 minutes.

Data analysis

A thematic analysis was conducted for the data analysis. The goal of a thematic analysis is to
identify themes or patterns in the data that are important or interesting and to use these themes to
address the research or draw conclusions about an issue (Braun, Clarke, 2006). This methodology
is not related to a particular epistemological or theoretical perspective (Clarke, Braun, 2013). Data
was analyzed using Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six-step framework:

1. Becoming familiar with the data: Read and re-read the transcripts while becoming
familiar with the entire body of data and taking notes about early impressions.

2. Generating initial codes: Organize the data in a systematic manner using open coding.
This means that the researchers did not have preliminarily formed codes; rather, they developed
and modified them through the coding process. The researchers worked through each transcript
coding that seemed to specifically address the research questions. After finishing the coding,
the researchers compared their own codes created from the same data; they then discussed and
modified them and formed a consensus regarding the final list of codes by generating new ones or
modifying the existing ones.

3. Searching for themes: Examine the codes and synthesize them into a theme. This means
that the codes were organized into broader themes.

4. Reviewing themes: Review, modify, and develop the preliminary themes identified in step
3. For this step, the researchers read the data related to each theme and considered whether the
data supported it. They then discussed whether the themes fit into the context of the entire data
set, as themes should be coherent and distinct from each other.

5. Defining themes: Identify the “essence” of each theme by revealing what the theme
conveys, how the themes interact with and relate to the main theme, and how the themes relate to
each other.

6. Writing: Prepare the research report, manuscripts, and conference presentations.

A semantic approach was applied for analyzing the explicit content of the data. With a
semantic approach, the themes are identified within the explicit or surface meanings of the data
and the analyst is not looking for anything beyond what a participant has said or what has been
written (Braun, Clarke, 2006).
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Ethics

Ethical approval for the research study was obtained from the Board of Ethics of Vytautas
Magnus University (12.02.2020, Protocol No. 2). Trustworthiness was established through the
fulfillment of the following parameters (Ainscough et al., 2018; Halkoaho et al., 2012): credibility,
transferability, dependability, and confirmability.

The credibility of the data collected is representative of the phenomenon under study,
namely the contextual factors that support teacher leadership in school. The credibility of the
qualitative data was ensured through multiple perspectives throughout the data collection process
to ensure that the data are appropriate. This was done through investigators’ triangulation;
the data was collected and analyzed by three researchers (authors of manuscript). The interviews
were conducted by all three researchers, each of whom communicated with different research
participants and then independently transcribed the audio recordings of the interviews.
The researchers forwarded the texts of the transcriptions to each other, read them to become fully
familiar with the content of each interview, and engaged in several reflective discussions about the
content to synthesize and distinguish between elements of the interviews. Such discussions were a
prerequisite for the data analysis. Each researcher independently analyzed the texts of the
transcribed interviews. Each analyzed interview was sent to the other two researchers so that the
whole team became familiar with the sub-themes and the themes connecting them.

Transferability concerns the applicability of findings to similar contexts or individuals as
opposed to broader contexts. The findings concerned teacher leadership, school environments,
and co-creation in relation to teacher-student collaborations in the classroom. The results provide
prerequisites for teachers and school administrators to reflect on their schools’ culture and
teachers’ leadership role within it as well as teaching/learning environments where learning co-
creation between teachers and students is relevant.

Dependability was ensured through rigorous data collection techniques and procedures and
analyses that were well documented.

Confirmability was documented via clear coding through triangulation, wherein three
researchers (authors of manuscript) checked the data to account for their potential personal biases.

4. Results

The findings revealed the co-creation-based contextual factors that support teacher
leadership in school. Each factor included sub-themes classified into broader themes. Based on the
themes in the content structure of each factor, a central theme emerged as an integral concept
related to the influence of each specific factor (see Table 2).

Table 2. Themes and subthemes

Themes

Subthemes

Supportive actions of
administrators to sustain
teacher leadership in school

Recognizing the teacher leadership exhibited through
teachers’ initiatives

Motivating teachers to be active and creative
Communicating equally with the teachers

Fostering co-creation through communication culture

School administrators’ attitudes
toward support for teacher
leadership

Caring about enhancing teaching quality by providing
teachers with necessary tools

Encouraging teachers through being open to their suggestions
Trusting in teachers’ leadership by providing opportunities to
make autonomous decisions

Empowering teachers for leadership through involving in
activities and engaging in problem solving

Teachers’ co-creation-based
formal and informal learning of
leadership skills

Fostering school community engagement through sharing
ideas with each other

Building rapport through collaboration with fellow teachers
Building consensus with fellow teachers by sharing
experiences, ideas and helping each other
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Themes

Subthemes

Teacher leadership through co-
creation-based collaborations
with students, fellow teachers,
and the school community

Constructing a general vision of activities within the teachers’
community

Cooperating with fellow teachers and students by providing
evidence of mutual learning

Creating authentic connections with students

Building mutual trust with students

The use of learning spaces in
teacher leadership through co-
creation

Increasing students’ motivation of learning through
encouraging learning-related communication and cooperation
Using school spaces for students’ targeted learning and
concentration

Teacher leadership related to
modeling the educational

Cooperating with students in teaching and learning activities
Collaborating with students in determining the quality of the

process through co-creation teaching
practices Accepting help from students by contributing to teachers’ self-
learning

Cooperating for discovery-based learning through listening to
students’ needs and suggestions

Realizing the own expertise in educational processes by
fostering students’ engagement

Supportive actions of administrators to sustain teacher leadership in school.
School administrators supported teacher leadership morally, socially, materially, and intellectually
by recognizing teachers’ contributions to increasing students’ creative potential; supporting
teachers’ initiatives related to organizing extracurricular activities; communicating equally with
teachers; and inviting them to participate in decision-making. School administrators recognized
the teacher leadership exhibited through teachers’ initiatives, including organizing events with
students and participating in competitions with students based on co-creation:

The teacher's leadership in the school is visible and supported. I can experiment in my
professional activities by applying methods, creating educational environments in the classroom,
organizing outdoor learning, i.e. going outside the classroom with students to understand the
subject matter through real-life experiences. The school administration supports teacher’s
leadership in a professional and social sense — provides opportunities to study in high-quality
professional development courses, buys the necessary teaching tools and books. We as teachers are
recognized at school — it's nice to be seen and praised. The school administration is always open to
discussions and joint decisions. I see my mission in leadership through the development of
students' creative potential, so my contribution is to inspire, encourage, support them through
training and empowerment for motivated learning (R24).

I am convinced that extracurricular activities contribute to the reduction of student dropouts
and increase their creativity. Therefore, I organize various activities for students, excursions,
discussions by inviting authoritative and high-achieving people from society. All of this contributes
to increasing students' self-awareness and self-confidence and strengthens students' social and
moral competences. My extracurricular activities are always supported by the school
administration socially, intellectually, and materially. Teachers' activity in organizing
extracurricular activities is encouraged at school and visible (R22).

School administration is not one-sided — teachers are always invited to get involved in
decision-making. The school administration talks and treats teachers as equals. The school
administration supports the teacher's leadership not only through conversations, but also through
concrete actions (social and moral support, material methodical strengthening), when the teacher
is innovative, when the teacher does more than work with students only in the classroom. Many of
our teachers prepare students for various competitions, knowledge Olympiads, exhibitions,
concerts and etc. — it depends on the specific educational subject. Students like it, because through
various activities they believe in their own strengths and creativity, and contribute to the co-
creation of learning, when students learn from each other, and teachers exchange their knowledge,
ideas, and creativity with students (R8).

The teachers felt that the school administrators supported their leadership initiatives. Thus,
they were intrinsically motivated to be active and to create:

690




European Journal of Contemporary Education. 2024. 13(4)

When I feel that I am visible, the school administration supports my ideas, then I have an
internal motivation to move forward — to initiate, to give more and more through working
creatively, and to do it in the name of student well-being through learning. And I think to myself —
how important it is when you are not ignored, when you can do what you want. It grows wings.
Then I go to school with pleasure and my dedication to students is getting stronger. The work of a
teacher is not professional monotony, these are daily challenges, and in order to overcome them,
I have to constantly grow and improve. And that requires constant learning. Therefore, requests to
support participation in events, courses, seminars, conferences are always satisfied by school
administration. Because the administration sees the result. I implement the innovations by
working with the students. The teacher's activity and creativity are greatly supported by the school
administration (R19).

To me, being a leader means being a creative, active, innovative teacher. I have to empower
myself for this, because I need to devote extra time to both personal, professional development and
the involvement of students in various non-typical activities inside and outside the classroom
during learning. All ideas are supported by the school administration, because they see that the
ideas work — the students are satisfied, the learning results are good enough. And when I am
supported, then there is an internal motivation to come up with something else, to strive for even
better student learning results. It's like a learning circle or spiral. I think it is good when a teacher
does not feel alone with his/her ideas and the school administration recognizes them. Then
learning in the classroom becomes a kind of learning laboratory (R2).

School administrators communicated equally with the teachers by supporting their
leadership. Thus, ensuring open communication between the teachers and the administration by
encouraging teachers to provide suggestions was part of the communication culture, thus fostering
co-creation in the school culture:

I don't experience hierarchy at school. I feel understood and supported. I don't have to be
afraid to say what's wrong. A culture of openness and equality is being created in the school. And
teachers are also very involved in creating and maintaining such a culture. I love the way we all
communicate because it's a strong part of co-creating together. The teacher's leadership is very
clear here. Co-creation through learning in various directions - for teachers from students, students
from teachers and administration, administration from teachers and students, teachers from
administration — is the strength of our school. However, the teacher is seen as a key actor here (R20).

School administrators’ attitudes toward support for teacher leadership.
The school administrators displayed their attitudes toward teacher leadership through particular
actions, such as taking care of the means to support the quality of teachers’ teaching, supporting
teachers’ initiatives, trusting teachers and involving them in problem solving and independent
decision-making, and empowering teachers to engage in leadership.

The school administrators’ attitudes revealed that they care about enhancing teaching quality
by providing teachers with the necessary teaching tools:

If you tell them that you need music, instruments, that you need a blackboard, that you need
blinds, that you need a carpet, then you will get everything. Through this, I see the positive
attitudes of the school administration towards the teacher's initiatives, creativity, and innovation
(R24).

School administrators’ openness to teachers’ suggestions and encouragement of their
creativity demonstrated that they support teacher leadership:

Most of these are initiatives. Indeed, these initiatives are within the reach of the
administration and are certainly being considered. But I have never experienced that the
administration does not support, rejects the teacher's suggestions and ideas. We talk openly
together. We make joint decisions thinking about the students, about the school. Administration
seeks opportunities and positive outcomes for the school community, showing that the teacher's
ideas and suggestions are supported (R8).

The school really supports initiatives and always allows teachers to work creatively (R7).

The school supports a culture of equality. The school administration consults with teachers,
involves them in decisions and considerations. This allows teachers to be valued, respected, and
recognized (R12).

The school administration’s trust in teachers’ leadership was realized by providing
opportunities for them to make decisions autonomously:
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The teacher can make decisions about the student's teaching and learning forms, methods,
strategies, can initiate additional or extracurricular activities, can carry out innovations that have
never applied before. The teacher's initiatives are heard and supported. Yes, it is necessary to
discuss with the administration, but the final decision with responsibility is left to the teacher.
Then the teacher does not feel that he or she cannot, or he or she is not capable. The openness of
the administration and support for the teacher's leadership is the real professional life of the
teacher in our school (R5).

The school administrators empowered teachers for leadership by involving them in activities,
providing opportunities for leadership, and engaging them in problem solving:

The school administration involves teachers in various decisions. And this is not only related
to teaching and learning. This is also related to the affairs of the school community. We discuss
various things, for example, what needs to be strengthened, how to maintain values, what to
prevent, so as not to harm the school's reputation and the well-being of the school community. It is
this decision-making that is very felt and experienced at school. Not all teachers get involved. But
still the majority are proactive and active teachers. They are role models for the school community.
And the teachers or the administration are not alone in solving the problems. Everything together.
Therefore, as a teacher, I feel good here (R10).

Teachers’ co-creation-based formal and informal learning of leadership skills.
Teachers acquire leadership skills in both informal and formal ways. The informal avenue includes
learning through practice, engaging in empowering initiatives, sharing knowledge and experiences,
proposing ideas, creating extracurricular activities, and communicating with all members of the
school community. Teachers view themselves as community members who engage with others
through empathic communication and by recognize others’ needs to be supported, helped, and
encouraged. This creates an empathic communication culture within the school. Teachers’ work in
the classroom with students also benefits from the development of leadership skills and from
improvement activities that the teachers observe and recognize.

Teachers exercised leadership within the school community by fostering community
engagement. Teachers motivated the community by sharing ideas with each other:

We have a gymnasium council that includes teachers, parents, and senior high school
students. I had to work with the municipality. I felt that I could actually ignite, help, feed ideas, and
help implement their own creative ideas (R22).

The professional teachers’ community in the school is strong. We are not active. We aim to be
an example of marriage, actions, attitude. We believe in the power of co-creation. When we are
together, we learn from each other. We create and implement projects, we often discuss with each
other — with teachers, administration, students, student parents. And the teacher's leadership is
felt everywhere, as it is recognized and supported. We all see the essential result of co-creation —
it is good for us to be together at school. We are proud of each other. Is that bad? (R32)

Teachers built rapport through collaboration with fellow teachers by working within a
professional team:

This is the community in which you live and with which you constantly communicate. One of
the most important qualities of a leader is the ability to build relationships with people. If you
really know how to do it <...> the team, teamwork, support, and everyone’s overall result are very
important to me (R8).

I feel strong after working at school for many years, because we, the teachers, are connected
to each other and act as a strong professional team. I know that this kind of feeling might not
happen at school, but it's like that here. We as teachers communicate and collaborate with each
other. We talk and talk about difficult things. I mean that there are also prejudices, dissatisfactions,
maybe even healthy anger when we talk. But we always respect each other. We always have a lot of
trust in each other's competence and personality. We know each other's strengths and weaknesses.
We talk about it. We decide. We support each other. We learn from each other. I think that there is
a team, and leadership, and co-creation at the same time (R30).

Teachers sought consensus by sharing ideas with fellow teachers and supporting them
through encouragement and help:

There were 13 groups in the school, and there were even more teachers <... > it is necessary to
come to an agreement, to agree, to accept other people’s opinions, to offer your own (R24).

If I see the potential of a colleague or if I see that a colleague is timid, but I feel that he or she
has some ideas, then I always want to encourage him/her, push him/her and collegially help
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him/her to reveal himself or herself (R28).

I think that a one-size-fits-all solution is better than several individual solutions. It is
important for me to understand the context, the system. Understand values and attitudes. Not only
my personal, but also my fellow teachers. Because we are a professional community and we have to
learn through co-creation, i.e. when talking, when making decisions, and we must do this based on
the principle of consensus. It is a very difficult process, but there are always teacher leaders who
take on responsibilities at a specific time and manage to focus all teachers and become united.
Therefore, as teachers, strengthening each other, supporting each other and helping each other is a
strength (R11).

Teacher leadership through co-creation-based collaborations with students,
Sellow teachers, and the school community. Teachers’ collaborations manifest among the
school community, fellow teachers, and students. Collaboration with the community helps teachers
strengthen their professional identity. Collaboration with teachers develops teachers’ solidarity in
seeking a general vision within the professional community and solidifies the professional teachers’
community in the school setting. Collaboration with students provides opportunities for both
parties to learn from each other, to parlay their professional competences into the development of
students’ interpersonal skills by strengthening their social skills, and to build mutual trust with
students. The co-creation context of teacher leadership becomes evident through the construction
of a general vision of the activities within the teachers’ community:

At the class level, if they are students or in those classes in which I am a subject teacher.
Understanding or not understanding other teachers is very important in this area. If they
understand each other, they will help and contribute, and the students will know how to e-mail,
chat through Messenger, communicate, and ask for help. If the teacher does not understand this,
then it is understood that the teacher is playing with the student and acting at the level of a friend.
Cooperation between teacher and student is an important part of co-creation. It motivates students
and teachers to do better, more qualitatively. To feel responsible, but at the same time not to feel
alone. It's the communal feeling of being in communion. However, there must be equality,
openness, trust (R12).

A teacher, in my opinion, should know their own professional mission and the school vision.
And all the teachers at school know it, understand it, experience it every day. And we, teachers,
know for sure that the community in our profession is strong only when we cooperate, talk, and
decide together. When we learn from each other. When we initiate, discuss and support those
initiatives among ourselves. When we share innovations with each other. It's better for all of us.
That's what it's all about together. On behalf of the teacher, the student, the school. And if you don't
do that, there will be no mutual understanding. To live with it, you need to empower yourself and
not be passive. The teacher's leadership plays an essential role here (R40).

Teachers and students learned cooperatively, providing evidence of the mutual learning
involved in co-creation and teacher leadership in the classroom:

We can learn a lot from each other. Children can learn from each other through mutual
relationship building and group work (R32).

Collaboration and cooperation is important when working with students in the classroom.
It creates an atmosphere of mutual trust and respect for each other's experience and knowledge.
And through this I see how they become more self-confident, more creative, freer. Because a
learning community is created in the classroom. So that the concept of "cooperation" between
students does not become just a theory, I need to put in a lot of effort to help. This is not the result
of one day. This is constant, persistent, and systematic work with students to enable them to learn
together, to realize the power of co-creating learning together. To open to personal ignorance and
reflect. I see there a lot of my leadership (R41).

Teachers created authentic individual connections with students in the classroom:

Based on my experience, when I talk to students directly and individually, there are
completely different results. I see the student in a completely different way, and the students see
the teacher in a different way. Actually, they see that the teacher cares about them (R30).

Individual connection and relationship with students is important. But for me, an authentic
creative relationship with the entire student group is also important. Except not one. And then it's
a big deal. Because I know what I'm aiming for — I'm aiming to create a learning community,
to strengthen the culture of co-creation through learning. And the students feel it. They experience
the power of learning together. And through learning, an authentic relationship between me and
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the student is created. Because we are all learning from each other. And because of that, our growth
is also related in the meantime. The more I know and learn, the more I can share and contribute to
all knowledge. And this is good. I communicate this philosophy to students. Sometimes they are
lucky enough to hear me, sometimes not so much. But still, in the implementation of co-creative
culture through learning, and through it I see a unique relationship with students (R35).

Teacher leadership was manifested in the classroom by building mutual trust with students
through open reflections on learning and by creating an equal and open co-creation-based
relationship with students to achieve common learning goals:

A survey conducted in school showed that most homework was assigned on the Lithuanian
language subject. This is me asking: Children, really? Of course, we are three Lithuanian language
teachers. When you ask openly, they communicate openly, and they tell you. Then, you talk and tell
them straight (R34).

My students trust me because I am their companion. I do not try to be superior to them.
Specifically, I emphasize that I am here to help them and that they can help me, too. We will all
achieve more together (R38).

We create an atmosphere of mutual trust in the classroom. It means talking openly, making
decisions while learning together. It means co-creation. And that relationship between the student,
me and the student is created precisely through the co-creation of learning. You will not create this
alone or artificially. And this means that when preparing for lessons every day, I think about
assignments from various “angles:” how to involve, empower, open, motivate, direct, etc. This is my
leadership. I see obvious results — students are more focused, cooperative, able to discuss and
make decisions together. And everything focuses on motivated learning, learning achievements and
results, student satisfaction with their learning (R17).

The use of learning spaces in teacher leadership through co-creation. Teacher
leadership involves finding and creating teaching and learning spaces, aligning them with topics
and teaching/learning subjects. This creative action enables teachers to empower themselves to
want, initiate, and implement, which requires time and the creative planning of teaching/learning
activities. For students, learning outside of school in spaces of nature, science, and art exerts an
impact; it encourages learning-related communication and cooperation and increases the
motivation for learning.

The closest spaces are all the spaces of the district where we are located. These are parks and
district libraries (R15).

They also like going to the labs, but we have problems with that. For example, only ninth
graders can come to the labs. Sometimes there is this limit. Eighth graders are still too young. They
have to have enough knowledge to come to the lab, but we can find them there too. (R26)

Previously, we moved learning spaces to universities, and the teachers participated.
The children went to universities, and our teachers taught them. The subject is taught, but if it is in
a laboratory, tests are used. We primarily use the opportunities provided by universities. They are
broader and bigger (R2).

Some of the main spaces are museums, various laboratories, and various public spaces in the
city where you can come, such as libraries, bookstores, and some theatres (R27).

There are institutions that cooperate with other institutions. These are festivals and events.
We travel to institutions. The Quiz Olympiad is held. We go to each other’s places (R15).

Outdoor learning is very effective. Through teaching, I implement my creative ideas in
various spaces, and at the same time, students realize that learning is possible in various contexts,
that there are learning partnerships and networks, that learning is action and empowerment,
cooperation and collaboration, sharing and dissemination. Because learning is life itself (R42).

Learning spaces provide opportunities for listening, speaking, expressing opinions, and being
a member of a group. In this manner, students acquire skills relevant to everyday life and
coexistence in society. The targeted use of school spaces is also important for students to realize
that the classroom is an essential environment for their targeted learning and concentration.

I worked with a class in which there was such a project. During the last week of the school
year, the teacher went outdoor with the whole class to study in nature. It can be any
unconventional place, and you live there like you’re at camp. We had been to xx by the sea, and we
lived there successfully for a whole week. There are also parental vigils and assistance (R37).

Those spaces were quite large. I try to look at what topics we are covering. If it is related to
architecture, then why not go to the city and look around old towns? If we'’re talking about food,
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then we can go to a cafe with the children. The task would be to order while speaking only in
English. If it’s about sports, we find a space where they can play, such as a basketball court (R40).

These things contribute a lot to the development of students. You can hear it from the
students’ reflections when they speak. It is an exceptionally interesting activity for them, and they
enjoy it very much. Because they can be in a non-traditional environment, their motivation is
completely different. This is co-creation through learning. (R29)

Teacher leadership related to modeling the educational process through co-
creation practices. The modeling of educational processes in the classroom occurs through the
cooperation and partnership of teachers and students in teaching and learning activities.

At the level of lessons, you can really feel it in certain situations in which the students say
what they like and what is difficult, but this is through reflection and feedback. (R29)

Cooperation and partnership are actions and performances, understanding and perceiving,
hearing, and listening, it means learning co-creation. The tasks given to students have to be
reflected on every time in order to stimulate them, teach them to work together in cooperation and
learn from each other. Therefore, we create a lot of projects, implement learning in groups and
teams, and talk a lot while reflecting. I always provide the students with detailed feedback that
includes both the disclosure of strengths and an explanation of limitations. I always emphasize the
possibilities, benefits, and value of learning together. I think that this contributes to raising them as
citizens, active learners, to the expansion of their tolerance and intelligence. This is the essence of
my leadership. (R4)

Teachers and students collaborate in determining the quality of the teaching. This occurs when
teachers recognize the need to listen to students’ opinions and criticisms and learn from them.

I always think that today is an easy day. Something went well, and I would apply that next
time, or something was extremely difficult. And student opinions on teaching, learning,
cooperation, collaboration, etc. are particularly important. It is always important for me to hear
and listen to the students (R36).

Students are not afraid to tell me my mistakes or help me improve (R42).

Students' criticism is often direct, maybe even rude, but open and honest. Over the years,
I have learned to appreciate it very much. Because they say as they feel and understand, which is
very true. It is my leadership duty and responsibility to hear what students say and reflect, and
then improve and change the educational process, focusing on the students’ all-round well-being,
in which learning is the essence. Communication and cooperation based on mutual relationships
create full-fledged conditions for co-creation of learning for me and the students, to which each of
us contributes (E19).

It is important for teachers to overcome their professional “omniscience” and accept help
from students, as cooperation based on partnership contributes to teachers’ meaningful self-
learning and helps forge an equal educational relationship between them and students.

Through students’ feedback questions, I see where I seem to have too much or too little of
something to change, improve. I believe in the idea that we exchange ideas, attitudes, values,
experiences, expectations, hopes, etc. It takes place on a learning partner basis. However, it is my
leadership responsibility to start and support this process. That's what I do. For better or worse,
I do it because I believe in the idea of self-constructed learning (R12).

You have to constantly improve and realize that you don’t know something that your students
know. You need to catch up with them, and it’s not that easy. Pride affects young teachers who
think they know a lot (R22).

I really learned a lot from students because they are very eager and curious. Sometimes, they
ask me themselves, and when they discover it, they share it. This is how I encourage the sharing of
common knowledge. I'm not the only source of information. We all contribute to common
knowledge by 'bringing' our visions, ideas, knowledge, skills to it (R33).

Learning and teaching co-creation occurs every day in the classroom “here and now” when
teachers and students cooperate for discovery-based learning and when teachers listen to their
students’ needs and suggestions.

Projects, presentations, or sometimes education outside the classroom and school is offered
to students. And it is effective. Students are interested, engaged, and motivated to learn.
Suggestions, yes, but to suddenly have such an idea in the lesson itself and fundamentally change
something? Well, maybe not. Maybe tasks are born, maybe a joint project. Or “yes,” when I see that
I can use ideas “here and in nature” ad hoc and based on my professional experience, I am sure that
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it will work in a specific situation. In this context, collaboration and cooperation are particularly
meaningful and valuable — students learn by sharing existing knowledge with each other and
creating new ones. They create new knowing (R10).

If there are any suggestions, I will take them into account and discuss them, but I still control
the lesson and the educational process because I make the decisions myself. I know that one of my
duties is to listen to the students, to listen to their expressed thoughts, ideas, and reflections. I do
this during every lesson. And educational interactions have developed - we see each other in a
different, new, unexpected way. Serendipity. Because you can't plan everything. And I think that
this is a process of co-creation, in which most of it is discoveries - learning from others and
learning from each other 'here and now’ (R35).

Nevertheless, teachers maintain their professional self-esteem by realizing that they are
expert leaders in the educational process in the classroom and that they can foster engagement,
focus, and parity through co-creation.

I learn a lot from students and fellow teachers at school. We communicate very openly, and
they ask, ask, and ask. Sometimes, I really say that this is the first time I'm hearing about it. I take
an interest and think that we should all try to explore and discover it together now. My goal is to
stimulate, interject, encourage students to learn for themselves and for themselves. and teaching
them to learn. And this is possible only by forming mutual involvement in mutual learning (learning
co-creation), feeling each other's reinforcement and daring to act through leadership (R41).

It is clear that teaching/learning in the classroom is led by the teacher leadership because she
or he knows what the end point should be. And we create meaningful learning co-creation together.
But this does not mean that the teacher has a higher status. This means that the teacher is a high-
level intellectual and professional who understands the students' learning processes and is able to
control them, encourages creativity and knows how to do it. Stimulates students' ideas by
encouraging them to be creative (R10).

5. Discussion

Our study contributes to the body of research concerning contextual factors that support
teacher leadership through the co-creation approach. By analyzing the contextual factors that
support and enhance teacher leadership development in school, we uncovered trends similar to
those that have been identified and noted by previous studies. These trends are related to the need
to seek more dynamic leadership approaches that allow the whole community to engage in dialogue
and accommodate different perspectives in the search for a common solution and a common
direction (Andreson, Wasonga, 2017; Nguyen et al., 2019). They also underscore the positive
relationship between supportive school leaders and colleagues with the ability to use and
experiment with digital technologies (Lucas et al., 2021).

Our study is consistent with the research on school community dispositions in enriching and
supporting teacher leadership at school. For example, Anderson and Wasonga (2017) discussed the
concept of co-creative leadership in their study on mentoring novice leaders and found it to be a
significant concept that enriches organizations with collaborative and collective relationships based
on dispositional values, thus opening more possibilities for the mentor and the mentee to develop
leadership skills. Wasonga and Murphy (2006) identified seven dispositions that contribute to
leadership development: collaboration, active listening, cultural anthropology, patience, humility,
trust and trustworthiness, and resilience. The authors emphasized that practicing these values
builds high-quality relationships within an organization and contributes to enhancing mutual
understanding, thus fostering more open sharing and creating new knowledge. Therefore, teachers
are more likely to self-reflect and improve their teaching practice on this basis (Binkhorst et al.,
2022). They are not afraid to take risks and apply new teaching strategies; they are more
responsive to the diversity of their students; and they plan and prepare lessons more carefully
(Chiriac et al., 2023; Espinosa, Gonzalez, 2023).

In our study, we found that the dispositions of school administrators, as expressed through
caring attitudes, such as encouraging teachers to share professional innovations, encouraging
teachers to improve their qualifications, delegating teachers to engage in capacity building and
competence development, and empowering teachers to take responsibility in decision-making, also
contributed to support for teacher leadership at school. It is important to understand that school
leadership creates a safe and well-equipped working environment for teachers, helps to determine
the effects of their professional activities on student achievement, and outlines the general
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direction for improving the education process. Teachers’ activities are characterized by reflective
dialogue, instructional leadership, and interpersonal relationships (Belchetz, Leithwood, 2007;
Cagatay et al., 2022).

Another group of contextual factors related to support for teacher leadership concerns
learning formally and informally in different learning environments. This finding extends the
discussion of teacher leadership experienced through and due to teacher professionalism
(Hargreaves, 2003). It strongly reinforces the idea that teacher leadership is inseparable from a
teacher’s continuous development as a person and as a professional who is open to new challenges
and uncertainties. For example, in learning environments based on the application of knowledge in
practice, methods such as case studies, laboratory work, or project-based methods used to solve
complex real-world problems may be emphasized. A pragmatic approach to learning environments
highlights the importance of combining available resources and is associated with the creation of
relevant learning environments (Cambell et al., 2013; Sahlin, 2023).

In our study, we have investigated contextual factors that support teacher leadership through
the lens of co-creation at school. We have applied the concept of co-creative leadership proposed by
Schieffer (2006), who noted that co-creative leadership does not aim to reconcile all the differences
of a community but rather to build a common solution based on the power of different
perspectives. This is achieved through collaborative communication and dialogue. The new
element highlighted in our study is related to dialogue without students. Our research reveals that
co-creation between teachers and students in the classroom takes place “here and now” for both
parties to create an educational relationship based on mutual trust in learning. The teachers’
openness to the students’ opinions, suggestions, and criticisms is important in this context.
It enables teachers’ self-learning to take place, the essential premise of which is critical self-
reflection in realizing one’s own ignorance and seeking means to fill this gap through reading and
seeking information primarily from students.

The study presented in the article was conducted in Lithuania, where the understanding of
teacher leadership is still developing. The studies (Cibulskas, Zydziunaite, 2012) revealed that
novice teachers very frequently associate teacher leaders with administrative functions and less
with caring about the progress of the organization. Therefore, it is important to further investigate
the development of teacher leadership in educational institutions because it positively affects
teachers’ work, encourages students to become involved in the learning process, galvanizes the
organization to improve, and significantly affects students’ learning achievements and the results
of extracurricular activities (Gumuliauskiené, Vai¢iuniené, 2015).

Psychological environment (Buksnyté et al., 2022) have also been noted as a significant
contributor to teachers’ effective job performance, job satisfaction, and motivation, which are also
important prerequisites for leadership to emerge. The leadership of teachers must focus on
fostering partnership relations; sharing experiences, ideas, support, and assistance with colleagues;
and engaging in joint activities (Valuckiené et al., 2015). Teacher leaders serve as agents of change
inside and outside classrooms by improving teaching and learning practices through collaborative
work with fellow teachers. Teacher leadership in creating diverse learning contexts and
environments has also been emphasized in national studies in Lithuania.

It is important to note that the study presented in this manuscript has some limitations.
First, the analysis revealed a teacher-leader-centered approach, as it was based only on the
schoolteachers’ responses. Second, the research only covered the country of Lithuania, and only
42 schoolteachers were interviewed. Despite these limitations, this study contributes to the existing
body of knowledge by offering new perspectives regarding analyzing contextual factors that
support the development of teacher leadership through the proposed co-creation and leadership
framework, which focuses on the person, process, and practice components.

This study can be extended to include studies about schoolteachers, school principals, and
students from different countries or regions. It can also be extended beyond thematic analysis by
combining qualitative and quantitative research methods.

6. Conclusion

The contextual factors that support teacher leadership in school through co-creation are
administrative support, the school administration’s attitudes toward teacher leadership, teachers’
co-creation-based formal and informal learning of leadership skills, teachers’ partnership and
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collaboration with the school community, the use of learning spaces, and the modeling of the
educational process through co-creation practices.

The techniques and context of the caring leadership of the school administration, such as
support, care, openness, recognition, and encouragement, are the key components that support
teacher leadership in school. The school administration’s attitudes are expressed through its
actions by adopting caring leadership through empowering, supporting, and trusting teachers who
exercise teacher leadership in school.

Teachers’ co-creation-based formal and informal learning in acquiring and developing
leadership skills involves the school community, fellow teachers, and students, and it encourages
teachers’ leadership in school. It is possible to implement teacher leadership through teachers’
cooperation with the school community, the professional community of teachers, and the students.
Empowering teachers to embrace creativity, initiative, and responsibility to increase students’
learning motivation is directly related to the targeted selection of teaching and learning spaces.
In this context, empowering teacher leadership becomes relevant. The research results give the
message to the global professional community of teachers that the teachers exercise leadership
through daily activities. However, this type of teacher leadership is often ‘invisible’ and
‘anrecognizable’ in the school environment.

Teacher leadership has emerged from the data as an essential aspect that unites teachers and
students as co-creators. Teachers are professionally competent when they know their essential role.
While listening to and opening up to their students, they must remain expert leaders, guiding the
students’ learning toward a clear goal that must be mutually achieved in the classroom during lessons.
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