
G U I DI N G QU E S TIONS

	z Why is school leadership one of the essential factors for school improvement, and
how is it defined and described in this chapter

	z What key actions can positively affect the work of literacy leaders and lead to
overall school improvement?

	z What are the important characteristics of effective literacy leaders?

Although there are educators in schools who have official roles as leaders, there are 
many more who influence others in informal ways and serve in a leadership capacity. 
These include teachers, coaches, literacy specialists, and so on, who exhibit leader-
ship characteristics and the ability to persuade, nudge, and influence their peers in 
ways that affect classroom practices and student learning. The content of this third 
edition of Best Practices of Literacy Leaders is relevant for those who serve in both 
official and unofficial roles as literacy leaders, using their skills to build school capac-
ity, improving educational experiences and literacy learning for all students.

During the past several decades, and especially since the 2020 COVID-19 pan-
demic, there have been concerns about students’ reading performance. The results 
of the National Assessment of Educational Progress in reading (NAEP, 2024) reveal 
a decline from the assessments administered in 2022 and 2019. In fact, the national 
average of reading scores for fourth and eighth graders on the 2024 measure are 
lower across different student groups (e.g., White, Hispanic, mixed race) and various 
geographic locations (city, suburban, rural). Moreover, only 31% of fourth graders 

C H A P T E R  1

Literacy Leadership  
in a Culture of Collaboration

RITA M. BEAN

Leadership is seldom official.
—Maxwell (1994)

3

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
02

6 
Th

e 
G

ui
lfo

rd
 P

re
ss

 

 

 
 

This is a chapter excerpt from Guilford Publications. 
Best Practices of Literacy Leaders: Keys to School Improvement, Third Edition. 

Edited by Allison Swan Dagen, Jacy Ippolito, and Rita M. Bean. Copyright © 2026. 
Purchase this book now: www.guilford.com/p/dagen 

https://www.guilford.com/books/Best-Practices-of-Literacy-Leaders/Dagen-Ippolito-Bean/9781462563777


and 30% of eighth graders read at or above the proficient level (for more informa-
tion, visit: https://nces.ed.gov/nationsreportcard). Thus, all schools need to make 
a concerted effort to develop literacy programs that provide a first-class, equitable 
education for all students, one that prepares them to be informed citizens who can 
successfully compete in this globalized, highly technological world. To do so requires 
leadership that understands the importance of an environment in which all educators 
are working collaboratively to achieve agreed-upon goals (Quintreo, 2017).

Often, school systems focus on the leadership roles of school principals, who 
are indeed agents of change and major contributors to schools’ success, especially as 
measured by student achievement (Bryk, 2020; Bryk et al., 2010, 2015; Supovitz et 
al., 2010). At the same time, there must be support for developing schools in which 
multiple leaders, often unofficial, collaborate with the principal to improve educa-
tional programs, and especially literacy programs, for students.

In the following case example, I describe the challenge faced by Marva, a read-
ing/literacy specialist whose position changed from working with students experienc-
ing reading difficulties to an informal leadership role that required her to support 
teachers in their efforts to improve literacy instruction and student learning.

THINK ABOUT THIS

1.	 What major challenges do you think Marva will face as her role and responsibilities 
change?

2.	 What leadership skills and abilities are important if Marva is going to be successful in her 
new role?

Marva served as the reading specialist (K–5) in an urban elementary school for 6 
years. She worked both in the classroom and in a pullout setting with students who 
needed additional reading support. It took Marva several years to develop a program 
that, in her view, was effective. Teachers were now comfortable with her being in 
their classrooms, and they had established a routine in which Marva worked with 
specific students during the time that other students were working independently in 
centers or with the classroom teacher. Marva felt as though she knew the students 
and teachers; moreover, her students were making steady progress. However, district 
administrators, concerned about the lack of overall student progress at the Tier 1 
level, applied for and received funding that had several stipulations. First, the district 
had to change its reading program, using state guidelines emphasizing the need for 
evidence-based instruction. Second, each school was required to employ a literacy 
coach to collaborate with teachers to improve Tier 1 classroom instruction. Given 
Marva’s experience and her excellent rapport with teachers, the administrators asked 
Marva to assume this role. Marva began to think about what this change in role 
meant. She sighed: What would the teachers who were her colleagues think about 
this? What did she think about this? What did it mean for her current students? How 
would she begin? And did she have the knowledge, leadership, communication, and 
interpersonal skills to effectively handle these new responsibilities?
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With the increasing emphasis on working collaboratively with other adults and 
serving as an unofficial leader, others may find themselves in a position similar to 
Marva. These expectations are often the norm for literacy professionals given the 
importance of literacy learning as a foundation for student learning across all grade 
levels.

In this chapter, I first highlight the importance and effects of effective school 
leadership on literacy improvement, identifying three key assumptions about such 
leadership. Then, I introduce a framework that describes specific activities important 
for those who serve in literacy leadership roles. I conclude by describing some of the 
common characteristics present in those who serve as literacy leaders. My goal is to 
set the tone for the remainder of this book, providing readers with information to 
help them understand what is meant by literacy leadership, and to identify useful 
ideas for those serving in that role.

LEADERSHIP IS ONE KEY TO SCHOOL SUCCESS

. . . leadership is messy, dynamic, with challenges that 
can often feel like navigating a minefield.

—Ababio-Fernandez and Winkfield (2023, p. 9)

Any individual serving in a leadership role can identify with the quotation above. 
There are often no easy answers for those serving in leadership roles, as they grapple 
with both managerial and instructional dilemmas, those that are technical and easier 
to solve and those that require adaptive problem solving, have multiple solutions, 
and are often messier to address (Heifetz et al., 2009). Indeed, numerous books and 
articles have been written about leadership, what it is, and the characteristics and 
behaviors of effective school leaders.

Defining school leadership, however, is not easy because of the various ways 
that leadership can be defined. Some view leadership as a function of position (e.g., 
superintendent, principal). In these cases, individuals find themselves in positions 
of power that give them the authority to be leaders. Others describe leadership in 
terms of traits: Leaders are curious, flexible, fair, charismatic and inspirational; in 
other words, leaders are born, not made. Some describe a style of leadership (e.g., 
democratic, laissez-faire, authoritative). Moreover, various theories and frameworks 
of leadership (e.g., instructional leadership, transformational leadership, shared lead-
ership, servant leadership) have been developed and described that provide guidance 
for thinking about what school leadership means and how those in such positions 
might work most effectively (Northouse, 2025; Peng et al., 2024).

Regardless of how one thinks about leadership, however, the overall conclusion 
is that leadership matters! In fact, in a large-scale longitudinal study by Seashore 
Louis et al. (2010), school leadership was second only to classroom instruction as an 
influence on student learning. Recently, Harris and Jones (2023), in a summary of 
research evidence about school leadership, indicated that effective leadership has a 
positive and lasting effect on overall school performance. Although they emphasized 
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the importance of the principal as leader, they were clear that the principal alone can-
not transform a school and that there is a need to involve other educators, parents, 
and community members in leadership roles to build school capacity. Following are 
three key assumptions to consider in terms of how leadership, and especially literacy 
leadership, can influence school improvement.

Leadership Is Only One Factor Influencing School Improvement
Leadership itself will not ensure school improvement. There is a need for a focused 
literacy curriculum and professional learning activities that support implementation. 
Moreover, alignment or coherence among the various literacy programs (e.g., core, 
intervention) is essential; otherwise, students as well as teachers may struggle to make 
sense of the inconsistencies that they experience. Bryk et al. (2010), for example, in 
describing the cumulative body of research conducted over a 10-year period in the 
Chicago public schools, identified leadership as the “driving subsystem for improve-
ment” (p. 61) and the catalyst for school change. At the same time, Bryk et al. use 
the metaphor of “baking a cake” to describe school improvement, suggesting that all 
the critical metaphorical ingredients (flour, sugar, eggs, etc.) are important. If anyone 
is missing, the result suffers. They identified several critical “ingredients” for school 
success, each of which is essential for fostering student learning: instructional guid-
ance or a coordinated set of goals, vertically and horizontally; professional capac-
ity—that is, developing teacher knowledge and skills; parent–school ties; and devel-
oping a school learning climate in which students feel safe, experience a sense of 
order, and value learning.

Multiple Individuals Must Be Involved in Leadership Efforts
Second, a single leader cannot transform or change a school alone. In fact, a key role 
of an official school leader (e.g., the principal) is to lead efforts to establish the con-
ditions that provide opportunities for others to lead and make decisions that influ-
ence curriculum, instruction, and assessment. This includes working with a range 
of stakeholders, including those at the school, community, district, and state levels, 
as well as with the larger education community (e.g., professional organizations). It 
also means acknowledging and valuing what others bring to the decision-making 
process—and respecting their right and responsibility to share their views and per-
spectives. In other words, literacy personnel, such as teachers, literacy specialists, 
coaches, and supervisors, are important sources of leadership.

Teachers serve as leaders by mentoring colleagues; facilitating the work of tutors, 
volunteers, or student teachers; meeting with peers to analyze data and make deci-
sions about instruction; working with parents; and so on. Reading/literacy specialists 
or literacy coaches generally don’t have the positional authority to require teachers to 
make changes; rather, they serve as leaders by providing insights and resources, and 
influencing others to consider ideas for change (Bean & Goatley, 2021; Bean et al., 
2015, 2018; Bean & Ippolito, 2025; Bean & Lillenstein, 2012; Coburn & Woulfin, 
2012; Ippolito & Bean, 2024; Ruesink & Teichert, 2024; Woulfin et al., 2023). They 
also lead because of the specific knowledge or expertise that they share with teachers, 
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often collaborating closely with the principal in considering ideas for improving lit-
eracy instruction. Other professionals, such as special educators, psychologists, guid-
ance counselors, and speech and language teachers, given their areas of expertise, 
provide valuable information about how to address various challenges (e.g., identify-
ing additional ways of promoting positive behavior in students). And principals, in 
addition to their role as designated leaders, facilitate the leadership capacity of others 
by creating conditions that support leadership behavior. Indeed, principals serve as 
important drivers of leadership by designing structures that provide opportunities 
for collaboration and collective decision making (Bryk et al., 2015; Dempster et al., 
2017; Filewych, 2023; Goddard et al., 2015). In other chapters in this book, readers 
will find additional information about how each of these professionals serves in a 
leadership capacity.

Effective Leadership Is Distributed and Occurs  
in a Culture of Collaborative Inquiry
Third, current research speaks to the importance of establishing a culture that pro-
vides for distributed leadership and collaborative inquiry. In other words, the role of 
leaders is to develop a culture in which informal leaders believe that they can make a 
difference and can collectively affect student learning (Bandura, 1993; Donohoo & 
Katz, 2017). An important role of formal leaders then is to help build a culture that 
facilitates the development of both self- and collective efficacy, a culture in which 
teachers and informal leaders collectively have a voice in what and how they teach 
(Bryk et al., 2010, 2015; DuFour, 2016; Gumus et al., 2018; Harris & Jones, 2023; 
Leana & Pil, 2014, 2017; Leithwood, 2019; Leithwood et al., 2020).

In a distributed leadership perspective, leadership does not refer to the actions of 
an individual; instead, the focus is on interactions and what various individuals know 
and do together (Spillane, 2005, 2015; Spillane et al., 2001). A distributed perspective 
defines leadership as a “system of practice comprised of a collection of interacting 
components: leaders, followers, and situation” (Spillane, 2005, p. 150). As such, one 
must understand not only the actions of various individuals, but also the interac-
tions among them. It is not just that leadership is distributed, but the way that such 
distribution occurs (Harris et al., 2022). In other words, “some patterns of leader-
ship distribution are more effective than others” (Leithwood et al., 2020, p. 13). The 
qualifications of personnel in a school affects such distribution. For example, in one 
school, the principal, with minimal literacy knowledge, might rely on the expertise 
of the literacy coach in making decisions about instructional approaches, grouping, 
and scheduling. In another school, the principal who has extensive literacy expertise 
might work more collaboratively with the literacy coach or reading/literacy specialist 
and be more involved in decision making about instructional approaches, and so on. 
In both cases, leadership is shared, but the way in which leadership is distributed var-
ies. Distributed leadership highlights the importance of building capacity in schools 
and recognizes the value of multiple school leaders, some with positional authority 
and others without.

Distributed leadership, however, does not occur in isolation; rather, it requires 
“creating a common culture, a set of values, symbols, and rituals” (Elmore, 2000, 
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p. 15). Elmore discusses Rosenheltz’s (1989) work describing two types of culture: 
collegial or teacher autonomy. In a collegial culture, teachers have an agreed-upon 
and coherent set of goals. In cultures where there is teacher autonomy, the focus is on 
individual goals, and teachers are accountable to no one; rather, they work in isola-
tion. Working in isolation rather than in collaborative teams “has consistently been 
cited as a primary obstacle to improving achievement” (DuFour, 2016, p. 9). Creating 
a collaborative culture is not easy; it requires excellent leadership on the part of the 
principal and other informal leaders, and a recognition that the difficult challenges 
in schools today require helping all staff appreciate the value of working together as 
a team and learning how to do so effectively.

Heifetz and Laurie (2002) identified several principles related to leadership in a 
culture of collaborative inquiry:

	• View the situation from a distance or, as they put it, “get on the balcony and 
off the dance floor” (p. 1). Try to see the situation from an unfamiliar perspective, or 
step away from the conflict or controversy, thinking about it from an outsider’s point 
of view. What are the beliefs or thoughts of students, parents, or perhaps a small 
group of teachers who have been identified as resistant or negative?

	• Identify the specific challenges and the conflicts that might exist about values 
and norms.

	• Regulate distress by maintaining a balance between pressure and support (Ful-
lan, 2020). There must be accountability and positive pressure to achieve goals; at 
the same time, without adequate resources and support, teachers will find it difficult 
to reach those goals. Consider the demands that are placed on teachers (i.e., multiple 
and perhaps conflicting initiatives, overemphasis on test scores). Be deliberate in set-
ting the rate of change. Aim high, but at the same time provide the support needed to 
achieve established goals.

	• Value the diversity and different perspectives of colleagues. There will always 
be differences among individuals; effective leaders recognize and value those differ-
ences. Moreover, individuals differ in the time they need to adjust to change.

	• Instill a sense of self-confidence in staff members so that they feel comfortable 
addressing challenges. Individuals within the school have different areas of expertise 
and perspectives to bring to the table.

	• Engage all stakeholders and help them feel comfortable raising issues by 
encouraging risk taking (i.e., let’s discuss our different opinions, so we can address 
the pros and cons). Encourage the group to listen to those with differing perspectives.

Building a collaborative culture requires consideration of the importance of social 
capital, as well as human capital. Leana and Pil (2006), in their study of schools in 
a large urban district, found that the interactions and relationships among teachers 
and administrators, what they termed social capital, were essential for improved stu-
dent achievement. Some of the dimensions of social capital included a shared vision 
and common goals for student outcomes, a sense of responsibility for all students, 
high expectations for student learning, and a belief that all students can learn. They 
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identify social capital as the glue that holds the school together and encourage col-
laborative and meaningful conversations that enable teachers to “learn from their 
colleagues, develop new insights on how to teach . . . and also substantively change 
their practice in a way that generates tangible improvements in students’ outcomes” 
(Leana & Pil, 2017, p. 118). They acknowledge the importance of teachers’ experi-
ences and task-specific strengths, that is, human capital, but conclude that an empha-
sis on human capital alone will not yield the changes needed to improve schools, 
especially those in urban districts.

As I reflected on my own experiences as a teacher and reading specialist, I real-
ized that I was fortunate to work in a district that involved teachers in leadership 
activities such as setting goals for various subject areas and making decisions about 
curriculum and instruction. I served as chair of the District Elementary Reading 
Committee and, with representatives from each grade level, developed a proposal for 
an elementary reading curriculum. At the same time, other teacher colleagues were 
doing the same in the other subject areas. The chairs of these committees also met 
with principals and the assistant superintendent to discuss the relationship between 
what each team proposed and the more general goals for the district. We were lead-
ers in our schools, working as members of what we might today call instructional 
leadership teams. Although I didn’t realize it then, those experiences were crucial in 
helping me learn how to work collegially while also building my understanding of 
what constitutes an effective reading program, how it relates to the other academic 
subjects, and how to collaborate with teachers in making instructional decisions.

Leithwood (2019), who has studied leadership over a number of years, provides 
a useful way of summarizing school leadership, defining it as “the exercise of influ-
ence on organizational members and diverse stakeholders toward the identification 
and achievement of the organization’s vision and goals (p. 3). Maxwell (2007) agrees, 
stating that “if you don’t have influence, you will never be able to lead others” (p. 11). 
In the next section, I move from a discussion of leadership in general to one that 
focuses on how literacy leaders specifically might think about their roles and respon-
sibilities.

THE WORK OF LITERACY LEADERS: ACTIONS THAT MATTER

Again, many different professionals serve as leaders who influence literacy instruc-
tion in schools (and later chapters in this book specifically address the role of each 
of these professionals). In this section, I introduce a Framework for Effective Lit-
eracy Leadership (see Figure 1.1), to assist literacy professionals, regardless of role, in 
identifying and organizing actions that can help them become effective leaders. The 
framework builds on the body of research described previously and adapts the work 
discussed in Leithwood (2019).

In the center of Figure 1.1, set as a goal, is the development of a culture of collab-
orative inquiry to build teacher collective efficacy and improve student learning. Four 
important domains to achieving that goal are setting directions and goals; developing 
people and relationships; developing supporting systems and structures; and manag-
ing the literacy instructional program. All these domains interact with each other and 
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need to be considered simultaneously. Below, I identify key actions that are important 
for literacy leaders to consider as they think about each of the domains. In Figure 1.2, 
I provide a self-analysis checklist that elaborates on each of the four domains and 
can be used by literacy leaders as a tool for thinking about their own development as 
leaders. This checklist asks literacy leaders to consider the extent to which they are 
involved in or knowledgeable about each of the items on the checklist.

Setting Directions and Goals
One of the major activities of literacy leaders is facilitating colleagues’ efforts in 
developing a shared mission, vision, and goals for the literacy program, whether for 
a grade level, a school, or a district. By serving on or leading instructional or literacy 
leadership teams, they can ensure that the shared mission/vision is understood and 
communicated to all staff. In addition, literacy leaders can help teachers identify 
both short- and long-term action steps that move them toward their goals (e.g., iden-
tifying strategies for incorporating writing instruction into the overall literacy pro-
gram). As literacy leaders facilitate grade-level, subject area, or data meetings, they 
can highlight and refer to the shared goals and steps for achieving them. They can 
also provide specific examples of how the climate in classrooms and the school as a 
whole, reflect the shared vision (e.g., Does the physical environment provide evidence 

Culture of 
Collaborative 

Inquiry to 
Develop 

Collective 
Efficacy

Setting 
Directions & 

Goals

Developing 
People & 

Relationships

Developing & 
Supporting 
Systems

Managing the 
Literacy 

Instructional 
Program

FIGURE 1.1. Framework for Effective Literacy Leadership.
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I Checklist: To What Extent . . . ?
Not at All/ 

A Little Somewhat
A Great 

Deal

Setting Directions and Goal

Am I involved in the development of a shared vision and 
mission for the literacy program?

Do I communicate the shared vision and mission to faculty to 
help them develop a sense of ownership?

Do I help educators identify short- and long-term goals that 
facilitate achievement of literacy goals?

Do I help set priorities for literacy goal setting?

Is there clarity among staff about the vision, mission, and 
goals?

Developing People and Relationships

Do I work with teachers in one-to-one settings?

Do I support teachers by working with them in small groups?

Do I support teachers in large group work that meets their 
needs?

Do I have the knowledge about professional learning to 
develop effective learning opportunities to meet teacher 
needs?

Do I facilitate learning opportunities that lead to collective 
efficacy?

Do I actively listen to what others think and feel, share my 
knowledge and skills, and lead by example?

Do I provide support and guidance via feedback (e.g., positive 
and constructive) to educators with whom I work?

Have I developed a sense of trust between teachers and 
myself? Do teachers believe that I care about what they think 
and feel, and are they comfortable sharing their beliefs and 
thoughts with me?

Have I encouraged leadership in others as a means of 
developing school capacity?

 

(continued)

FIGURE 1.2. Self-analysis for literacy leaders.

From Best Practices of Literacy Leaders, Third Edition: Keys to School Improvement, edited by Allison Swan 
Dagen, Jacy Ippolito, and Rita M. Bean. Copyright © 2026 The Guilford Press. Permission to photocopy this 
figure, or to download and print additional copies (www.guilford.com/dagen-forms), is granted to purchasers 
of this book for personal use or use with students; see copyright page for details.
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I Checklist: To What Extent . . . ?
Not at All/ 

A Little Somewhat
A Great 

Deal

System Structures and Supports

Do I facilitate alignment between the literacy goals of the 
school and the district?

Do I share the successes and challenges of the literacy 
program at the school level with district-level leadership?

Do I work closely with the principal to ensure that there is 
clarity in the expectations for my leadership?

Do I work on leadership teams to help establish direction for 
the school?

Does the physical environment of the school and classrooms 
(e.g., student work displayed, places for small-group work, 
books available to students) reflect the shared vision/mission 
of the literacy program?

Does the emotional environment of the school and classroom 
(e.g., high level of trust, teachers working collaboratively, 
willing to share successes and challenges) reflect the shared 
vision/mission of the literacy program?

Do system structures such as instructional leadership teams 
enable teachers to make shared decisions based on multiple 
sources of data?

Are teachers provided with resources that enable them to do 
their work effectively (e.g., materials, professional learning, 
time)?

Managing the Literacy Program

Am I aware of evidence-based research that is important for 
developing the literacy program?

Is the literacy program a comprehensive, coherent one?

Do I share research findings and resources with teachers?

Do I assist teachers in using data to help them address 
student needs and strengths?

Do I assist teachers in getting the resources and knowledge 
they need to improve the literacy program?

Do I seek information from teachers about what they believe 
are the strengths and needs of the literacy program?

Do I assist teachers in using data for accountability purposes?

FIGURE 1.2. (continued)
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that high-level student work is valued and expected? Is the climate of the school one 
in which students [and their teachers] feel comfortable taking risks, work collabora-
tively, and know that their efforts are valued?). Without a shared vision and set of 
goals, there is little chance that a school will be able to focus its efforts and set the 
priorities necessary to move forward.

Three key points to remember: Know where you are going (What are the goals?); 
identify your priorities and focus (How are you going to achieve your goals?); and 
identify ways to assess your progress (What measures will you use?). Also, remember 
that having a common language that everyone understands is key to developing and 
achieving your goals.

Developing People and Relationships
One of the most important roles of literacy leaders is helping other educators develop 
knowledge and skills that enable them to achieve the shared goals of the literacy 
program. As highlighted in recent What’s Hot, What’s Not surveys (Grote-Garcia & 
Ortlieb, 2024; Grote-Garcia et al., 2025), there are many “hot” literacy topics (e.g., 
Science of Reading, artificial intelligence, culturally relevant instruction) that require 
teachers to continue their professional learning to better understand what current 
research and literature recommend about effective literacy instruction. Further, as 
mentioned previously and as reflected in the NAEP scores (2024), schools still have 
much to do to improve literacy learning of all students. This is especially true cur-
rently given the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic. Jabbar et al. (2021) found that 
teachers experienced many difficulties that led to high anxiety (e.g., learning to use 
hybrid instruction, keeping students engaged). Leaders reported extreme stress not 
only with the logistics of responding to COVID-19, but also with the difficulties of 
building or maintaining relationships with teachers. Jabbar et al. (2021) recommend 
that schools work on reestablishing efforts to support students (given the learning 
loss) and, at the same time, rebuild the social relationships between and among teach-
ers, as well as provide additional support for leaders who “shoulder the work of 
rebuilding after the pandemic” (p. 2).

Professional learning experiences are important for all teachers, the novices who 
need ongoing support to help them learn to work in the context in which they find 
themselves, and experienced teachers who may be perplexed by the many changes 
that have occurred over time in the literacy world. Thus, one of the important tasks 
of leaders is to design and/or provide professional learning experiences that support 
learning for all teachers.

Coaches and literacy specialists are often on the front line in terms of providing 
ongoing, authentic support to help teachers learn more about how to teach literacy. 
As described by Ippolito and Bean, 2024 (p. 163), they are involved in one-on-one 
coaching (e.g., modeling, co-teaching), small-group coaching (e.g., data work, profes-
sional learning committees), and large-group coaching activities (e.g., content presen-
tations). The principal, of course, has the important role of establishing the condi-
tions that enable this embedded professional learning to occur.

Literacy leaders need to be aware of the key factors that contribute to effective 
professional learning. Darling-Hammond et al. (2017), in their review of 35 studies 
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that indicated a positive link between teacher professional learning, teaching prac-
tices, and student outcomes, identified the following critical elements (p. 4):

•	 Content. A focus on what is important for teachers to learn.
•	 Active learning. A focus on how students learn.
•	 Collaboration. The need for teachers to work together to be a collective force 

for change.
•	 Models of effective professional learning. Using authentic and meaningful 

activities, such as demonstration lessons, or videos of teaching practice.
•	 Coaching. Ongoing support from knowledgeable colleagues.
•	 Feedback and reflection opportunities. Teachers need to receive specific feed-

back, both positive and constructive, and the opportunity to think about how 
they can apply what they are learning to their instructional practice.

•	 Sustained duration. The best professional learning experiences occur over 
time and provide for knowledge development, coaching, and opportunities to 
practice and apply what has been learned.

Swan Dagen and Bean (2012, pp. 425–434) highlight the importance of develop-
ing schools as places of learning for both teachers and students. They include a com-
prehensive list of activities for developing professional learning that literacy leaders 
can consult as they consider ways to develop people. Donohoo and Katz (2017, p. 25) 
also provide ideas for professional learning. They describe four shapers of efficacy 
beliefs, important for developing each school’s collective efficacy.

•	 Mastery experiences. Support teachers as they learn strategies that are new to 
them. Modeling, observing with feedback, and co-teaching are useful leader-
ship activities.

•	 Vicarious experiences. Observe peers to learn how others address various 
instructional or management issues and to promote collective efficacy (e.g., 
learning walks, peer observations).

•	 Social persuasion. Facilitate activities that help peers see the value of working 
together to achieve their goals.

•	 Affective states. Develop a sense of enthusiasm and passion for the work that 
is being done. When teachers are enthusiastic about their work, students tend 
to reflect the same excitement about their learning.

An important aspect of developing people, of course, is for literacy leaders to 
develop trusting relationships with their colleagues and learn how to work effectively 
with adults. For more about this, see Ippolito and Bean (2024) and Bean and Ippolito 
(2025).

System Structures and Supports
Although individual leaders may work in positive ways to influence teacher practices 
and student learning, success is limited unless they can see and acknowledge the 
ways in which the organization shapes what they can and cannot do. In fact, the 
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experiences that Jacy Ippolito and I had in helping districts develop coaching pro-
grams, and noting the ways in which context had a positive or detrimental effect on 
coaching success, led to our book The Power of Instructional Coaching in Context: 
A Systems View for Aligning Content and Coaching (Ippolito & Bean, 2024). For 
example, we saw the importance of principal support and understanding of the role 
of literacy professionals, the need for professional learning, not only for teachers, but 
also for literacy leaders, and alignment between district and school literacy goals. So, 
in what ways can literacy leaders get involved in facilitating the development of effec-
tive system structures and supports?

Ippolito and Bean (2024) describe three holding environments that can support 
or limit the work of literacy leaders: the district, the school, and the community. Each 
needs to be considered for literacy leadership to be effective. Below, we summarize 
major activities at each of these levels:

	• District. Be aware of and involved in establishing district initiatives and goals. 
And, of course, make sure that school goals and processes are aligned with those 
identified by the district. Serve as a champion of literacy by sharing information 
about the work being done at the school level, seeking resources, and raising ques-
tions about the challenges the school faces in meeting district goals.

	• School. First and foremost, work closely with the principal to ensure an under-
standing of and support for the role of each of those who serve as informal and 
unofficial literacy leaders in the school. Second, lead or become involved in efforts to 
develop conditions that contribute to a collaborative culture (e.g., time for teachers to 
meet, establishing a risk-free environment). Also, as mentioned previously, serve as a 
member or leader of an instructional or literacy leadership team. These teams provide 
opportunities to work together with colleagues, make important instructional deci-
sions, and set the tone for a collaborative culture in the school. As part of this team, 
there should be opportunities to identify resources that can help teachers do their job 
effectively.

	• Family and community. Given the increasing diversity in schools today, and 
the ongoing need for literacy leaders to value student differences and ensure equi-
table instruction for all, thinking about ways to involve families/communities is an 
important part of the literacy leadership role. This means involvement in developing a 
comprehensive school/community partnership program. In addition, literacy leaders 
can help teachers develop the skills and knowledge to work effectively with families 
and their students. At a more general level, literacy leaders can also be involved in 
developing partnerships with various community agencies that can support school 
activities and initiatives (e.g., universities, community libraries).

Managing the Literacy Instructional Program
Given that literacy—or one’s ability to read, write, think, and communicate—is a 
critical key to future success, all school personnel need to understand how they can 
support students’ literacy learning. In fact, in many schools, the ultimate test of school 
effectiveness, whether we agree or disagree, is often the school’s ability to improve 
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students’ performance on one or more standardized reading tests. As mentioned previ-
ously, literacy leaders find themselves addressing many different challenges about the 
“best” ways to teach literacy in today’s schools. Those who are interested in what a 
panel of literacy experts consider to be key issues can refer to the What’s Hot, What’s 
Not reports (Grote-Garcia & Ortlieb, 2024; Grote-Garcia et al., 2025). At the same 
time, they can also use state reports, district data, and results of local needs assess-
ments to identify those topics that might be specific to their own district or school. 
Readers can refer to the various content chapters in this book as each addresses a key 
issue for teaching literacy. As editors, we identified topics of great concern in today’s 
schools and then recruited authors who could present the most recent evidence-based 
research about those topics. The information in these chapters should serve as useful 
guides to readers in their work as literacy leaders.

In the next section, I discuss leader characteristics and qualifications. Think 
about how you might define or describe an effective leader. What qualities would 
you want in those who serve in leadership positions in your school? Those who are 
involved in leadership roles can become more effective if they are committed to learn-
ing more about adult learning, leadership, and how to develop the interpersonal skills 
that enable them to work effectively with others. Literacy content knowledge is essen-
tial, but it is only one aspect of the many competencies that leaders must possess.

CHARACTERISTICS OF EFFECTIVE LITERACY LEADERS

Although the focus in this chapter is leadership, thinking about the characteristics 
of those who serve as leaders is an important consideration. For anyone in a literacy 
leadership role, developing a sense of awareness of one’s own knowledge, skills, and 
dispositions can help them work more effectively with others. As Woulfin (2015) 
describes, based on the work of Bogatzis (2008), there are three sets of competencies 
that are important for those who are serving in leadership roles: cognitive, emotional, 
and social. School leaders must have the knowledge and understanding of any change 
effort (i.e., cognitive competency) and, in addition, exhibit the emotional and social 
competencies that enable them to work effectively with adults, develop collaborative 
relationships, and facilitate efforts that lead to change. Literacy leaders need also to 
think about the stage of leadership development in which they find themselves (Max-
well, 2007, p. 256).

	• Stage 1. Developing yourself. Are you just beginning to work as a literacy 
leader (similar to Marva in the case at the beginning of this chapter), and do you need 
to spend time developing your own leadership competencies (i.e., cognitive, social, 
emotional)?

	• Stage 2. Developing your team. Are you prepared to support or facilitate the 
work of the individuals and teams for whom you are responsible? Some of this work 
may be easy, in that a group has learned to work well together, but there may be times 
when the group of teachers with whom you are working may have different perspec-
tives about reading instruction, classroom management, the students they teach, and 
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even your leadership role. It is the literacy leader’s responsibility to facilitate the work 
that this team is doing together, help them learn to listen to each other, and partici-
pate in productive conversations that enable them to work toward a common goal.

	• Stage 3. Developing leaders. Are you thinking about how you might encour-
age others to take on leadership roles? At this stage, the focus is on developing the 
capacity of others to serve as leaders in the school. This is the ultimate goal of all 
literacy leaders, that of promoting leadership in others.

Leithwood et al. (2020) indicate that there is evidence that “most successful 
school leaders are open-minded and ready to learn from others. They are also flex-
ible rather than dogmatic in their thinking within a system of core values, persistent 
(e.g., in pursuit of high expectations of staff motivation, commitment, learning and 
achievement for all), resilient and optimistic” (p. 14). They also note that effective 
leaders are sensitive to the context in which they work. They ask questions such 
as “Under these conditions what should I do?” (p. 10). Think about your own per-
sonal qualities or characteristics relative to the qualities identified by Leithwood et al. 
(2020); which of these qualities do you consider to be your strengths? Areas of need?

In Figure 1.3, I identify a list of key qualities or characteristics often exhibited 
by effective literacy leaders that readers might use to think about their own strengths 
or areas where they might improve. Involvement in ongoing learning to improve 
one’s skills (e.g., how to become an effective communicator, develop relationships 
of trust with colleagues) and help develop awareness of one’s preferences for leading 
is important for all those who are in leadership positions. (Note: Books or articles 
that can be helpful to those who want to learn more about being an effective leader 

•	 Ability to build trust
	| Being honest
	| Acknowledging accomplishments
	| Giving responsibility and building sense of ownership
	| Maintaining confidentiality
	| Being accessible
	| Providing resources

•	 Respect for others and curiosity about their views/perspectives
•	 Excellent communication skills

	| Active listening
	| Effective questioning that enables elaboration and clarification
	| Two-way communication
	| Seeking feedback

•	 Adaptability or open-mindedness
•	 Resiliency
•	 Understanding of one’s own strengths and needs
•	 Sense of humor
•	 Knowledge or understanding of the content to be addressed 

(acknowledging what you know and don’t know)
•	 Lifelong learner

FIGURE 1.3. Characteristics of effective literacy leaders.
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are identified in the “Annotated Resources” and “Other Resources” sections of this 
chapter.)

Not all leaders will function in similar ways. I remember talking with two 
coaches from the same school at a conference after participants had participated in 
an activity in which they compared the way they coached to the perceived personal-
ity of a specific breed of dog. They were chuckling about the differences in the ways 
in which they coached. One indicated that she was much more direct in her work, 
comparing herself to a bulldog, while the other stated that she was much more indi-
rect or responsive in her interactions, saying she saw herself as a Labrador retriever. 
Importantly, both saw themselves (and each other) as effective!

The bottom line is that literacy leaders need to be able to read the situation in 
which they find themselves, to make decisions about how to move forward. What 
is the best strategy for supporting a novice teacher who is eager to get specific ideas 
about teaching literacy or classroom management? What are the best approaches 
for working with experienced teachers who come to a discussion with many ideas of 
their own about teaching literacy? Moreover, literacy leaders must have an excellent 
understanding of who they are—what their tendencies or preferences are for leading.

I close this section by highlighting what Collins (2001) says about leadership in 
business organizations in his landmark book Good to Great. He identified leadership 
as an important factor contributing to greatness. These leaders, rather than being 
charismatic and autocratic, were humble, determined, and modest. They recognized 
that they needed the support and wisdom of those around them. Their leadership 
emphasized building the leadership capacity of all employees in the organization. 
Collins’s findings have implications for school literacy leaders as they undertake the 
work of collaborating with others, shifting from a culture of isolation to a culture 
of collaborative inquiry. Such a culture enables teamwork and collective efficacy in 
which all within the organization are striving to achieve a common goal, that of 
improving instructional practices and student learning.

CONCLUSION

The message is clear! There is evidence that student learning is enhanced when lead-
ership is shared or distributed. Such leadership facilitates setting common goals and 
a shared vision for improved student learning. Such leadership is based on the belief 
that all students can learn and that as educators, we are responsible for facilitat-
ing students’ learning. Such leadership transforms schools so that they are places in 
which collaboration, interdependence, and professionalism exist. To serve as effective 
leaders, educators must be lifelong learners who continue to develop the cognitive, 
social, and emotional competencies necessary for working with other adults. They 
must not only understand the impact that the system or organization has on their 
work, but also understand how to work with colleagues to develop a functional sys-
tem that provides the necessary support to its educators. In sum, the leadership role, 
essential to school improvement, is complex, but for those who choose to serve in 
these roles, it provides an exciting opportunity to make a difference for both teachers 
and their students.
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ENGAGEMENT ACTIVITIES

1.	 Think about the scenario of Marva described in this chapter and the specific interpersonal, 
communication, and leadership skills she might need to succeed in her position. Then, indi-
vidually analyze your own experiences and education: How ready would you be to assume 
such a position? What skills and abilities would you bring to the position? What types of pro-
fessional learning experiences would you need or want?

2.	 Interview a principal at a school and obtain their responses to the following questions. Then 
ask a teacher and a reading/literacy specialist or literacy coach to respond to the same ques-
tions. Finally, analyze the results to determine similarities or differences in responses across 
the role groups.

a.	 In what ways are teachers, literacy coaches, and reading/literacy specialists involved in 
setting goals for the schools? (Question for teachers/literacy coaches or reading/literacy 
specialists: In what ways have you been involved in setting goals for the school?)

b.	 In what ways are teachers, literacy coaches, and reading/literacy specialists involved in 
making decisions about curriculum and instruction? Professional learning experiences?

c.	 What structures are in place that enable teachers and others to participate in shared deci-
sion making (common planning time, etc.)?

d.	 In what ways are these literacy leaders involved in managing the literacy program?
e.	 Throughout this edition, three detailed case studies from schools across the country are 

presented. This is a good opportunity to read at least one of these and consider how it 
illustrates the dimensions outlined in Figure 1.1 in the Framework for Effective Literacy 
Leadership (pp. 11–12). Pay particular attention to how the district and school demon-
strates setting directions and goals, developing people and relationships, developing 
system structures and supports, and managing the literacy instruction programs. Think 
about and discuss with peers the ways in which you, in your current role, are involved 
in these functions. You might also discuss how your school might use the framework to 
guide your schoolwide literacy efforts. Reflect on ways in which you can improve your 
leadership work in each of these domains and begin an action plan to help you achieve 
your goals.

ANNOTATED RESOURCES

Bates, C. C. & Morgan, D. N. (November/December, 2018). Literacy leadership: The impor-
tance of soft skills. The Reading Teacher, 71(1), 412–415.
The authors describe the importance of what they call soft skills of leadership; specifi-

cally, they address the need for leaders to exhibit interpersonal skills necessary for working 
effectively with other adults. They focus on the following three interpersonal skills: active 
listening, establishing relationships of trust, and creating environments in which constructive 
conversations can occur.

Bean, R. M., Swan Dagen, A., Ippolito, J., & Kern, D. (2018). Principals’ perspectives on the 
roles of specialized literacy professionals. Elementary School Journal, 119(2), 327–350.
The authors describe, as perceived by principals, ways in which specialized literacy pro-

fessionals function in PreK–12 schools. They also discuss the views of principals about the 
influence of these professionals on teaching and learning in the school’s literacy program.

Jabbar, H., Holme, J. J., Dela Garza, S., & Trautmann, K. (March 2021). Repair the frac-
tures: Addressing the impact of COVID-19 on schools. University of Texas.
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This study describes the experiences of teachers and leaders in four Texas high schools 
during COVID-19 and the effects of the pandemic on schools as organizations. They found 
that the pandemic created chaos not only in how educators performed their roles, but also in 
the system itself. They recommend a focus on rebuilding relationships among all groups and 
the importance of social capital as an important contributor to school effectiveness.

Other Resources about Literacy/Instructional Leadership
Bean, R. M., & Goatley, V. (2021). Literacy specialist: Leadership and coaching for the class-

room, school, and community (4th ed.). Guilford Press.
Bean, R. M., & Ippolito, J. (2025). Cultivating coaching mindsets: An action guide for 

instructional leaders (2nd ed.). Guilford Press.
Dempster, N., Townsend, T., & Johnson, G. (2017). Leadership and literacy: Principals, 

partnerships and pathways to improvement. Springer.
Filewych, K. (2023). Literacy leadership matters: How principals can support teachers and 

strengthen reading instruction in elementary classrooms. Pembroke.
Ippolito, J., & Bean, R. M. (2024). The power of instructional coaching in context: A sys-

tems view for aligning content and coaching. Guilford Press.
New Leaders. (2025). Building your instructional leadership team: 5 qualities to look for. New 

Leaders Blog. Retrieved from www.newleaders.org/blog/building-your-instructional-
leadership-team-5-qualities-to-look-for.
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