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ABSTRACT

This hermeneutic phenomenology addressed the problem of falling teacher retention rates of K-12 teachers due to
teacher burnout by exploring the lived experiences of teacher leaders and how they are motivated by physical
artifacts. The theory framing this study is thing theory. Thing theory framed the study by exploring life experience
and the relationship between teacher leaders and their things. The study offered additional information on the use
of physical artifacts in qualitative research and the object discussion. This hermeneutic phenomenology used a
triangulation of data collection including the semi-structured interview, object discussion, and in-person
interviews. The research study setting was a K-12 charter school incorporated in rural Southeastern United States.
The study included 16 teacher leaders from grades 2-12. Eligible candidates earned a qualifying score between
124 and 155 on the pre-screening survey, a valid and reliable tool adapted from two specific teacher leadership
instruments. Findings suggest that teacher leadership creates positive experiences for teacher leadership and that
physical artifacts motivate teacher leaders by creating a relational bridge and affirming professional choice.
Keywords: teacher leadership, thing theory, physical artifact, object discussion, self-efficacy, collective efficacy,
teacher identity

INTRODUCTION

Historically, teacher leadership served as a means of improving school reform. The implementation of teacher
leadership aimed to improve school reform efforts by democratically sharing authority through leadership
frameworks such as distributed leadership (Spillane, 2005), in which leadership is shared between school
administration and teacher leaders (Smylie et al., 2002; York-Barr & Duke, 2004). Moreover, adding leadership to
the role of teacher was meant to professionalize and empower teachers and offer a solution to teacher attrition
(Hallinger et al., 2020). To date, teacher leadership has existed for well over a century, yet teacher turnover and
attrition are at an all-time high, with some research reporting that half of all new teachers leave the field within the
first five years (Lovett, 2023; Madigan & Kim, 202).

Socially, increasingly more educational research reports fewer teachers remaining in the field for many reasons,
including but not limited to environmental factors such as school climate and culture and, to a greater degree,
psychosocial factors such as being overworked, experiencing burnout, and feeling stress (Madigan & Kim, 2021;
Nguyen et al., 2020; Schott et al., 2020). Teacher leadership remains a relevant and practical means of school
reform, if only for the teacher leaders themselves. Teacher leaders experience positive leadership outcomes such
as diverse collaborative leadership, empowered professional growth, transformative learning connections, and
leadership and validation (Crum, 2024). Primarily, teacher leaders show high degrees of influence in the classroom,
on peers, and in the school (Yal¢in & Coban, 2023). The influence expressed by teacher leaders takes many forms,
such as pedagogical excellence (Harris & Jones, 2019) and overall school improvement (Shen et al., 2020) through
professional development and mentorship (Nerlino, 2020). The role of the teacher leader and partnership with
school administration, through shared authority, empowers the teacher leader to support increased self-agency and
self-efficacy within the teacher leader (Nguyen et al.se, 2020). Nevertheless, the problem of teacher attrition
continues to grow.

Theoretically, the field of teacher leadership lacks robust empirical evidence extending the research base of teacher
leadership (McGinity et al., 2022; Pan et al., 2023). Therefore, this study aimed to make a significant theoretical
contribution by applying the thing theory (Brown, 2001). The study explored the lived experiences of teacher
leaders and how physical artifacts, or things, motivate them. Things collected and kept by teacher leaders often
induce nostalgia, promoting the authentic self and action-forward motivation (Sedikides & Wildschut, 2023).
Thing theory expresses the idea of objects transcending to the place of things through a relationship with the
human, particularly the subject-object relationship, and is rooted in Heidegger's thing-centered worldview of "das
ding" (Brown, 2001; Zhao, 2023). Things inhabit and animate; things deliver artistic and philosophical findings,
bringing with them their presence, force, and meaning to society (Brown, 2001). Dipert (1995) reported the
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hesitancy of literature in defining artifacts. Hence, physical artifacts in this study are things collected and kept by
teachers because they hold significance. Objects that become things have lives of their own and are no longer being
used in their practical or usual way but in a new way that is representative of the "uncanniness" and nostalgia of
the fantasy of life (Robertson, 2020).

Problem and Purpose of the Study

The research study addressed the problem of the falling teacher retention rates of K-12 teachers due to teacher
burnout (Lovett, 2023; Pineda-Béez et al., 2020; Shen et al., 2020). Teacher leadership, a widely implemented
solution to school reform efforts, holds the potential for increased teacher motivation and retention (Gordon et al.,
2021; Y. Liu et al., 2021). Extant literature reported teacher leaders as experiencing increased self-efficacy and
motivation due to increased possibility and avenues of influence on peers and students (Nerlino, 2020; Schott et
al., 2020), yet attrition looms as an insurmountable challenge to teacher leadership due to burnout caused by high
degrees of responsibility on the part of the teacher leaders (Arthur & Bradley, 2023; Ingersoll, 2023; Madigan &
Kim, 2021).

This hermeneutic phenomenological study explored how physical artifacts motivate teacher leaders at a K-12
charter school system in the rural Southeastern United States. The seminal work of York-Barr and Duke (2004)
defined teacher leadership as the individual or collective manner by which teachers influence peers, principals,
students, and stakeholders to improve instructional practices to increase student achievement. The theory framing
this study is thing theory (Brown, 2001). This hermeneutic phenomenology exploring how physical artifacts
motivate teacher leaders was necessary to extend the current body of teacher leadership literature and provide
workable solutions to teacher attrition through the practical avenue of motivation represented by physical artifacts.

The Significance of the Study

The research study drew theoretical significance from the thing theory (Brown, 2001). Thing theory aligned with
the focus of hermeneutic phenomenology through Heidegger’s phenomenological traditions of joining
phenomenology and the philosophy of appearances (Remer, 2011). Thing theory framed the study by exploring
life experience and the relationship between teacher leaders and their things. The lens of thing theory allowed the
researcher to examine the importance of things collected, kept, treasured, and used by teacher leaders for optimism,
motivation, authenticity, and the pursuit of goals (Sedikides & Wildschut, 2023). Moreover, the framework of thing
theory allowed the examination of things belonging to teacher leaders and what they say about teacher leaders
concomitant with nostalgia and its affair with one’s imagined life (Robertson, 2020). Many researchers report
extant teacher leadership research to be unconcerned with theory (Ford et al., 2020; McGinity et al., 2022). Thus,
the application of theory to the field of teacher leadership research is vitally significant in extending the knowledge
base. Although thing theory primarily applies to human sciences such as psychology and anthropology, it was
relevant to this study to examine the relationship between teachers and the things they keep (Roberston, 2020).

The empirical significance of the research study was to fill a gap in the current research by exploring how teacher
leaders are motivated (Gordon et al., 2021; Y. Liu et al., 2021) by physical artifacts. Teacher burnout and attrition
pose ongoing challenges to educational leaders, so understanding what induces the motivation causing teachers to
stay in the classroom is an under-developed area of research integral to teacher retention (Arthur & Bradley, 2023).
Intrinsic motivation is an innate factor driving teacher performance currently augmented through professional
learning opportunities meant to improve teacher quality through teacher accountability (Guenther, 2021). The
persistent and growing problem of teacher attrition demands answers to gaps in the literature about teacher identity
development (Hong et al., 2024). Teacher identity is a complex construct revealing what teachers do and how and
why they do it (Schutz et al., 2020). Understanding how physical artifacts motivate teacher leaders offers a unique
view of teacher identity that is often unexplored and an avenue into apprehending what causes teachers to stay in
the classroom. The physical artifacts collected and kept by teacher leaders show relevant messages about the lived
experiences of teacher leaders supporting the extension of the field (Mozeley et al., 2023). The field of teacher
leadership research is rife with myriads of definitions and unclear avenues of teacher leadership influence, so
further research into the lived experiences of teacher leaders offers the possibility of consolidating the term and
potential for best implementation (Nguyen et al., 2020). Other empirical significance regards using physical
artifacts in qualitative methodologies and the material potency of things teachers keep (Harrison et al., 2024;
Mogzely et al., 2023).

The research study was significant because it explored how physical artifacts motivate teacher leaders, revealing
the potency of physical artifacts (Woodward, 2020) in the lives of teacher leaders. The research study aimed to
maximize teacher leadership as a school reform effort, offering a potential solution to teacher burnout by using
physical artifacts to motivate and provide professional learning for teacher leaders. The research study revealed
how the physical artifact functions as a relational bridge, revealing experiences with well-being (Mozely et al.,
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2023; Thorpe et al., 2024). Thus, the research study targeted why teacher leaders stay in the classroom by finding
physical artifacts to validate and confirm through storytelling (Woodward, 2020).

Central Research Question
How do physical artifacts motivate teacher leaders?

LITERATURE REVIEW

Teacher Leadership

Extant literature shares a variety of definitions related to teacher leadership inhibiting the extension of knowledge
(Berg & Zoellick, 2019; Nerlino, 2020). The variety of definitions includes the differing positions, dimensions,
and roles of teacher leadership, incurring ambiguity and impeding the potency of teacher leadership as a means of
school reform effort (York-Barr & Duke, 2004; Nguyen et al., 2020; Wenner & Campbell, 2017). The seminal
work of York-Barr and Duke (2004) called attention to the role of teacher leader due to the complexities related to
the position. Similarly, Wenner and Campbell (2017) shared concerns about the position of the teacher leader,
dubbing it an 'umbrella' term that integrates infinite possibilities of functions. Within the field, definitions
mistakenly promote normative teacher actions and behaviors like the assumption of authority, decision-making,
and collaboration as leadership (Giimiis et al., 2022; Sawalhi & Chaaban, 2022; Wenner & Campbell, 2017). The
ambiguity of the term exhausts research, slowing advancement with redundant and competing definitions and
dimensions varying from the idea of leadership residing in the classroom next door and every teacher sharing ideas
and being a leader (Gordon et al., 2021) to exhibiting leadership outside the classroom and school (Wenner &
Campbell, 2017). Other seminal works report teacher leadership centered on the teacher leader’s influence,
position, and performance (Katzenmeyer & Moller, 2001; Lieberman, 1988) such as needing proof of teacher
leadership measured by the improvement of colleagues (Reid et al., 2022).

The variety of definitions and dimensions of teacher leadership reveal disagreement on the core theoretical
meaning of the term diminishing rather than improving the legitimacy of teacher leadership (Bellibas et al., 2021;
Nguyen et al., 2020; T. Wang et al., 2022). Recent research in the field of teacher leadership recognizes the need
for a combined and operational definition, maximizing the potential of teacher leadership by offering unique
variations of the term. Supovitz and Comstock (2023) targeted distributed leadership as a positive antecedent to
teacher leadership. Distributed leadership, the most popular means of teacher leadership (Hallinger & Kovacevié,
2022) elevates the role of the teacher leader from the classroom to the school and organization, thereby empowering
teacher leaders (Gordon et al., 2021; Pineda-Béez et al., 2020). Oppi et al. (2023) delineated between the formal
and informal and individual and collective aspects of teacher leadership, while Nerlino (2020) proposed four
relevant dimensions of teacher leadership with a specific and compensated role for the teacher leader, extending
the work of Berg and Zoellick (2019). Notably, out of 150 empirical articles, Nguyen et al., (2020) reported 17
different definitions along with the inadequacy of reports, 11 stating their definition of teacher leadership, and only
six articles sharing their chosen definition from the extant literature. Therefore, the definition guiding this work is
that of York-Barr & Duke (2004), stating that teacher leadership is how teachers influence all educational
stakeholders, improving pedagogical practices to improve student achievement. Regardless of the manner, extant
research agrees that teacher leadership unites the school community and promotes success for all stakeholders
(Friesen & Brown, 2022).

Teacher Burnout and Attrition

The practice of teacher leadership produces overwhelmingly positive results, as reported in the literature (Schott
et al., 2020), including both job satisfaction and student achievement as related outcomes (Fernandez Espinosa &
Lopez Gonzélez, 2023); however, a duality of teacher leadership exists whereby the nexus of burnout leading to
attrition resides (Nerlino, 2020). Teacher attrition is a global problem, with the need for the global recruitment of
69 million teachers by 2030 (Madigan & Kim, 2021) to provide quality education. Teacher attrition is a common,
longstanding problem in the United States (Han, 2023). Moreover, extant literature reports attrition in the ranks of
new teachers, causing the loss of at least half of all new teachers within five years (Perryman & Calvert, 2020).
Burnout, a state of exhaustion caused by demanding work conditions, cannot be reported as a direct cause of
teacher attrition, but it is a contributing factor (Marcionetti & Castelli, 2023). The role of teacher leader offers a
practical solution to burnout and attrition due to increased self-efficacy and feelings of empowerment, yet,
coincidentally, the higher workload and greater responsibility of the role pose threats to job satisfaction (Nerlino,
2020). Often, when teachers transition from classroom teacher to teacher leader, the change generates resistance
and opposition, resulting in isolation from peers due to the egalitarian nature of teaching (Nerlino, 2020; Sawalhi
& Chaaban, 2022). Experiences such as these induce guilt and shame for the teacher leader, competing with the
positive outcomes of teacher leadership (Schott et al., 2020). Nonetheless, extant literature reports teacher
leadership, due to greater self-agency gained from leadership experience (Yoon & Goddard, 2023), as a means of
increasing self-efficacy for the teacher leader and improving job satisfaction. These positive outcomes might draw
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stronger candidates to the field and support teacher retention (Akman, 2021; Conan Simpson, 2021). This research
study explored ways to increase teacher job satisfaction, offering a potential solution to teacher burnout, attrition,
and gaps in the literature related to teacher identity (Hong et al., 2024) by answering how physical artifacts motivate
teacher leaders.

Self-Efficacy and Collective Efficacy

Self-efficacy and collective efficacy are critical factors related to teacher motivation and degree of job satisfaction.
Self-efficacy is an individual's belief about their ability to produce change and reach desired goals (Bandura, 1977a;
Khan et al., 2024). Specifically, when teachers experience self-efficacy related to student engagement, learning,
and achievement outcomes, it is known as teacher self-efficacy (Shafiee & Ghani, 2022). Self-efficacy is an
essential factor in teacher leader because, when facing burnout and low job satisfaction, efficacious teachers exhibit
greater degrees of resilience and self-esteem and are more active in leadership (Bellibas et al., 2021; Kiling et al.,
2021) subsequently leading to higher morale and additional positive outcomes (Fernandez Espinosa & Lopez
Gonzalez, 2023; King & Holland, 2022; Yoon & Goddard, 2023). Efficacious teachers experience less conflict and
closer relationships with students and exhibit persistence when facing challenging situations, positively affecting
their teaching practices and overall commitment to the field (Marcionetti & Castelli, 2023; Yin et al.,
2022). Collective efficacy includes the beliefs of the faculty, grade level, or department members related to their
capability to create positive change and reach set goals (Bandura, 2000). Extant literature reports improved teacher
morale and successful schools resulting from collective efficacy, while higher degrees of self-efficacy produce
successful teachers, potentially leading to improved teacher retention (De Jong et al., 2022; Hosseingholizadeh et
al., 2023; Y. Liu et al., 2022; Qadach et al., 2020).

Physical Artifacts in Qualitative Research

For this research study, artifacts are any objects humans make to which symbolic, emotional, and affective
meanings are connected (Saldafia & Omasta, 2021). The physical artifacts collected by teacher leaders reveal their
attitudes, beliefs, and values. Physical artifacts have stories, and through this research study, the researcher looked
to infer the meanings of the artifacts that teacher leaders keep. The researcher applied four analytic frames for
incorporating physical artifacts into qualitative research, including analysis of how the artifact is an extension of
the owner, how the artifact belongs in its space, the symbolism of the artifact, and the process related to the thing
(Saldafia & Omasta, 2021). The research study included object interviews during which the participants shared an
artifact standing for their teacher leadership (Thorpe et al., 2024). The object interview prioritizes human
experience and intelligence with objects instead of relying upon dialogue alone (Holmes, 2020).

The Study

The research study engaged a hermeneutic phenomenological research design with inductive data analysis and
criterion sampling. The research study setting was a K-12 charter school incorporated in rural Southeastern United
States. The study included 16 teacher leaders from grades 2-12. Eligible candidates earned a qualifying score
between 124 and 155 on the pre-screening survey, a valid and reliable tool adapted from two specific teacher
leadership instruments created by Katzenmeyer and Moller (2009) and J. Chen (2022). After acquiring IRB
approval from Liberty University and site permission from the K-12 charter school incorporation Chief
Educational Officer, all employed teachers, up to 190, were invited to participate in the study via email.

In total, 24 teachers responded. The researcher collected informed consent from 18 teachers, resulting in a final
number of 16 participants. The 16 candidates participated in all three data collection methods: the semi-structured
interview, object discussion, and in-person focus group meetings. For each method, data was collected in person
and via Microsoft Teams to fit the candidate’s schedule.

The researcher has a current CITI certification and receives no financial or otherwise gains from conducting the
research. The data was stored on a password-protected computer that no one else could access. The researcher used
qualitative data analysis software, NVivo 14, to aid the data analysis process and derive themes from codes with
the highest frequency using theory as a lens.

Researcher’s Positionality

The interpretive framework suited to my position as a researcher is social constructivism because, through it, I
assign meaning to the world concerning my lived experiences, including both where I live and where I work
(Denzin & Lincoln, 1994). Like hermeneutic phenomenology, social constructivism seeks to find meaning through
people's personal and subjective experiences and views, such as the research study participants (Naidoo & Mabaso,
2023). Social constructivism is well partnered with hermeneutic phenomenology because both "borrow" the
experiences of others to find more profound and more significant meaning in the world (van Manen, 2015).
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Interpretive Framework

The qualitative methodology of hermeneutic phenomenology permits the researcher to understand and interpret
participants' lived experiences. Before delving into the research study's findings, the reader must understand how
my thoughts and behaviors influence my personal beliefs and biases, acting as a lens through which I view the
world (Smith, 2020).

I am the middle of three siblings and a first-generation college graduate. My younger sister earned her college
degree in adulthood, four months before succumbing to breast cancer. My older sister graduated from high school
and stayed home due to her disability. My parents both dropped out of high school in their teenage years to earn
their general equivalency diploma (GED) in adulthood. My parents are determined and hard-working individuals
who inspired and motivated me from an early age to pursue my education. I grew up believing in the power of
education even though I did not have a role model with higher learning to whom I could look, so I found my role
models at school as teachers.

While still in grade school, I decided, rightfully so, that I would become a teacher. Thus far, I have been in school
my entire life, whether as a student, teacher, administrator, instructional specialist, or curriculum coordinator; I
have dedicated my life to pursuing education for myself and my students. I have been a teacher leader in middle
and high schools, and the teacher leader role has been the best professional development I have ever experienced.
Teacher leadership empowered my personal growth as an educator and a leader, and this is why I earned my
master's in educational leadership and, finally, my doctorate. Although I no longer have a classroom or students, I
still consider teacher leadership my responsibility and duty. On every possible occasion, I champion teacher
leadership.

Therefore, this research study on how teacher leaders are motivated by physical artifacts holds excellent personal
value because I see the vitality of teacher leadership diminishing under the strain of increased workload and
responsibility. Teacher leadership is valuable to education, and it is incumbent upon educational researchers to
uncover ways to fill the gaps in the literature, like teacher identity and motivation, and solve the pervasive
problems, such as burnout and attrition, facing the field. This research study aimed to present the experiential
reality of teacher leaders' lifeworlds (van Manen, 2015) through the theoretical framework of thing theory and is a
work of human science research and the heart, which Rousseau says provides surer insight than reason (van Manen,
2015).

Findings

This hermeneutic phenomenological study explored how physical artifacts motivate teacher leaders at a K-12
charter school system in the rural Southeastern United States. The seminal work of York-Barr and Duke (2004)
defined teacher leadership as the individual or collective manner by which teachers influence peers, principals,
students, and stakeholders to improve instructional practices to increase student achievement. The theory framing
this study is thing theory (Brown, 2001). Table 1 provides an overview of the study’s themes, sub-themes, and
codes.

The study revealed the lifeworld of the teacher leaders and how they are motivated by physical artifacts. The
triangulation of data collection methods provided rich evidence revealing themes and sub-themes expressing the
lifeworld of the candidates. Data analysis uncovered three themes with two sub-themes each. The themes and sub-
themes follow:
e Inspired Leadership Embracing Growth with the sub-themes Motivating and Challenging and A Bridge
to Connection
e Personal Connections Facilitating Engagement with sub-themes Sense of Belonging and Reflection and
Emotional Connection
e Small Victories Confirming Effort with the sub-themes Accomplishment and Ownership and

Affirmation of Effort
Table 1: Themes, Sub-themes, and Codes

Themes Sub-Themes Codes

Theme 1 Motivating and Challenging Belief in Self, Leading with Peers,

Inspired Leadership Embracing A Bridge to Connection How 1 changed, Where TL

Growth Happens, Answering to Others, 1
Can Do It, Confidence,
Experienced Teacher,

Collaborative Culture, Lending a
Hand, Influencing Peers, Leading
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in the Classroom, Modeling for
Peers, Modeling for Students,
Practical Use, Taking Initiative,
Improved Job Satisfaction, More
Work and  Stress, Teacher
Leadership Behaviors, Trusting
Relationships, Purposeful Planning

Theme 2 Reflection and Emotional Evidence of Student Learning,
Personal Connections Facilitating Connection Improving Learning, Close
Engagement Sense of Belonging Relationships ~ with  Students,

Curriculum and instruction,
Encouraging Students, Any Signs
of Growth, Applying Learning to
Real Life, Reaching Goals, Student
Grades, Handwritten Notes from
Students, Students Share Feedback,
Students Gave it To Me, Very
Important to Me

Theme 3 Accomplishment and Ownership Confirms My Career Choice,

Small Victories Confirming Effort  Affirmation of Effort Motivating, Feeling Good,
Delegating Tasks to  Peers,
Uncertainty about Leading Peers,
Being Just the Leader, Frustrating,
Self-Doubt, Greater Responsibility,
Highly Stressed, Improved Job
Satisfaction, Keeps Me Going,
Leading Peers, Just the Leader,
Uncertain about Leading,
Monitoring Students, Challenging,
Types of Physical Artifacts, Notes
and Cards from Students and
Colleagues

Inspired Leadership Embracing Growth

All rounds of data collection, including the semi-structured interview, object discussion, and in-person focus
groups, created evidence supporting theme one. All 16 participants referenced theme one in their interviews and
discussions. The data collection resulted in the most significant references to this theme, with the richest quotes
allowing for a deeper understanding of the lifeworld of teacher leaders and how physical artifacts motivate them.
Theme one revealed that the role of teacher leadership nurtures inspiration within the teacher leader through the
experiences of facing and overcoming challenging situations, resulting in motivation and fueling future success.
Further, the role of the teacher leader allows the leader to build bridges of connection with students, peers, and
stakeholders. Lilly Marie, a second-year teacher, said, "Everyone needs to feel supported.” She also wanted to
reassure others that they were "doing things right" and ensuring students and peers were "seen and heard.” Jennifer,
an 18-year veteran teacher, shared her goal of "doing what is best for the section" and "showing positive examples"
in a teacher leader's classroom. Jennifer directly addressed the sub-theme of motivating and challenging when
referring to "not bossing" and leadership opportunities requiring her to be "assertive" and to "pick their battles."

Lisa, a veteran teacher with over 30 years of experience, shared about leadership in the classroom. She does not
tolerate misbehavior in the classroom and takes care of student behavior without the aid of the school
administration. This information directly relates to the motivating and challenging experiences of teacher
leadership. With this quote, Lisa also shared additional challenges related to leading peers, "I have been privately
a mediator between folks." Moreover, Lisa shared experiences of "there are haters" and teacher leadership of peers
"being more collaborative than leadership." Most importantly, Lisa shared their inspiration and motivation for
students to have fun in class so they "would come to school every day” and the utmost desire to “keep their team
together.”

Trusting relationships, a nuanced code supporting theme one and the sub-theme of bridges of connection, revealed
how teacher leaders forge relationships with students and peers. A veteran math teacher, Bethany, shared how
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students who hate math love her class. Courtney, another veteran math teacher, shared her goal of making students
comfortable in class, and Debra, another veteran math teacher, repeatedly emphasized her goal of building a
classroom community. While math can be daunting for some students, these math teacher leaders work hard to
build bridges of connection, embracing growth.

Improved job satisfaction, a code with 52 references, included phrases such as, "I do not feel like I will get burned
out" and "You cannot associate teacher leadership with extra work." Several teacher leaders in the study referred
to emotional well-being and how they maintain self-care. Bobby, a third-year high school electives teacher, said,
"I mentally prepare for what I need to do beginning on Sunday afternoon." Courtney shared how she prepares for
school, so they do not have to bring work home. Further, Courtney shared that her leadership goal is to retain
teachers by helping them reduce their workload. Lisa shared the decision to not "dabble in too many things,"
thereby protecting herself from burnout.

Directly related to the embracing growth aspect of theme one, belief in self, a dense code with 65 references
revealed that teacher leaders experience self-efficacy and have confidence in their abilities. Related to this, teacher
leaders shared words such as "self-fulfilled," “proud of myself,” “I feel important,” “I positively affect others,”
“More confident,” “Gave me a little boost,” and “I am doing what I am supposed to be doing.” Although teacher
leadership of students and peers can be challenging, teacher leaders experience inspiration through leadership,
which results in growth.

Personal Connections Facilitating Engagement

A triangulation of data supports theme two with references from each data collection method. Theme two
exemplified the lived experiences of teacher leaders by capturing the essence of personal connection through the
sub-themes of reflection, emotional connection, and sense of belonging. Teacher leaders create personal
connections through academic means such as instruction and learning, as shown by the codes, with 73 references
related to evidence of student learning, curriculum and instruction, and student grades. For example, the following
descriptions capture the essence of the codes, student data related to testing, meeting the goals set by behavior
plans, feeling emotionally secure, bridging gaps in academic learning, and students showing progress and mastery
of content. However, the most powerful method of facilitating engagement occurs through reflection, emotional
connections, and feeling a sense of belonging. The emotional connections created by teacher leaders significantly
impact the engagement of peers and students. Emotional connections confirm the leader's career path and forge
strong and lasting bonds, inducing feelings of belonging for the teacher leader and the recipients of the teacher's
leadership. To this end, Pam shared that "Empowering students to become problem solvers" facilitates engagement.
During the object discussion, Elizabeth stated, "[Physical artifacts] state I made a difference in somebody's life."

The study participants with the most to say about these two were Debra, with 32 references; Elizabeth, with 25
references; Jillian, with 15 references; and Hayley, with 16 references. Debra shared that the satisfaction she
experiences from teacher leadership is "verification that I am doing what I am supposed to be doing.” Further,
Debra shared that she desires to instill faith in her teaching ability and that student learning is the reason she teaches
directly relating to the sub-theme of sense of belonging. Elizabeth, regarding the object discussion and collection
of physical artifacts, said many of the objects she collected throughout her 40-year career are notes written by
former students who struggled and succeeded in her math class. A veteran math teacher, Jillian, shared that she
collects and rereads handwritten notes from students, parents, and administration because they "encourage her to
be a good teacher." A novice teacher, Hayley shared how she monitors student progress through "conversations
with students" and “happy mail notes.” The physical artifacts shared during the object interview exemplify a sense
of belonging for teacher leaders.

Influencing students, a parent code with 245 references included child codes referencing the ways teacher leaders
influence students. The study revealed ways of influencing students, including trusting relationships, evidence of
student learning, encouragement of students, and handwritten notes. Relating the emotional influence exhibited
by teacher leaders, Lilly Marie, during the object discussion, recounted a story about her first-year teaching as a
preschool teacher and a challenging situation with one student. The student, formerly combative, grew to trust
Lilly Marie, and the physical artifact chosen for the object interview, a silly, seasonal headband, was the vehicle
for building that trust. Lilly Marie shared how she allowed the student to wear the headband and how the gesture
sparked a trusting relationship. She went on to say that, although she teaches high school now, she wears the
headband as a reminder of the first powerful experience of winning her student's trust. From a different point of
view, Marie, a veteran high school English teacher, shared how she works to find ways to help her students achieve
and do well. Marie related an example of personal connection and facilitating engagement by influencing students
by creating a data sheet collecting students' answers to questions about what motivates them to learn. Marie shared
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student answers such as "ice cream" and "using headphones." Teacher leaders maximize the power of their
influence to create personal connections and facilitate engagement.

Small Victories Confirming Effort

Theme three included references from all three data sources, resulting in data triangulation. Theme three depicts
the dual nature of teacher leadership by exploring the notion of small victories. Small victories often yield
compromises, yet teacher leaders view them as proof that personal effort wins. The sub-themes of accomplishment
and ownership and affirmation of effort portray the essence of teacher leadership through codes such as keeps me
going, illustrating how the objects collected by teacher leaders incite them to keep working because the objects
“show they love me too.” The code motivating supports the sub-theme of accomplishment and ownership by
apprehending how teacher leaders view the work of leadership. Regarding the code motivating and the sub-theme
affirmation of effort, the study participants used words such as “genuine,” “warm feelings to my heart,” and “I
mattered.”

In leading peers, a code with 66 references, Harper, a veteran teacher secondary teacher, shared about mentoring
a novice science teacher, trouble-shooting with experienced colleagues, and promoting positive behavior through
positive feedback. Heather shared that teacher leadership means engendering "followership" among students and
peers. Stanley, a third-year teacher, shared how he finds leading peers whose experience exceeds his challenging.
Conversely, Pam called for "training sessions" on teacher leadership and more teacher leaders in general. In that
vein, the competing ideas of delegating tasks to peers, uncertainty about leading peers, and being just the leader
add layers of meaning to theme three. Lisa shared that she "likes to delegate more." Considering feeling uncertain
about leading, Marie mentioned "self-confidence" as an issue. In the in-person focus group, Heather and Elizabeth
shared that the best leaders "treated me as an equal." The code, leading peers, offers insight into the small victories
that confirm effort for teacher leaders.

Challenging, a code with 31 references and confirms my career choice, with 33 references, relates the elements of
effort, accomplishment, victory, and affirmation within the contradictory lifeworld of teacher leaders. Bethany
shared about her physical artifact, a toolbox, and how it symbolizes what she tries to do for students and peers.
Autumn shared that the written feedback she gets from students is "humbling" in sincerity. Debra said her physical
artifact, a quilt with a motivational quote, challenges her "to go for it every day." Elizabeth, relating how student
behavior can be challenging, said some students for whom math was hard were "goofy," yet she ended the
sentiment by saying they made "me laugh." The physical artifact was integral to the code and confirmed my career
choice because it physically confirmed the influence and leadership of the teacher leader.

Table 2 follows, listing participants, years taught, words describing the artifact, physical artifact, and grade level
taught. Following Table 2, a short narrative provides more information about the object discussion and how the

research study answered the central research question.

Table 2: Participants and Physical Artifacts

Teacher Years y . . .
Participant Taught Words Describing Artifact Physical Artifact Grade Level
Debra 30 + Treasu.re, inspirational, Inspirational hanging qu1lt~ from 9-12
reflection parents from first-year teaching
Autumn 1 Humbling, empowering, sweet Notes and pictures from students 6-12
from first-year teaching
Harper 16 Vital, fluid, neat Portable, paper calendar 6-12
Jennifer 18 Encouragement, a breath of Holy Bible 6
fresh air, a reminder
Marie 15 Research-based, useful, Table of student motivators, self- 10
L created
inspirational
. . Manilla folder kept in classroom
Heather 8 Sentimental, fulfilling, sad with notes from stakeholders 6-12
Bobby 3 Connection, feel good, School yearbook with handwritten 9-12
personal notes from students
Lisa 32 Special, relevant, funny Kitty paw pointer from student 5
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Portable, resource, adapt, Toolbox with tools inside inspired

Bethany 26 organized chaos by her father 8
Stanley 3 Empathy, caring, motivate A not.e left by student from first year 6-8
teaching
Elizabeth 42 Uplifting, motivating, and A box of §tudent letters from first 9-12
treasured year teaching
. Flashback Friday student
Hayley 1 Special, heartfelt, and honest worksheet 2
Pam 20 Delicate, unique, and ongoing  Seashell reference book 6-8
Confidence, relevance, and Cross-curricular student math unit,
Courtney 27 . . 7-8
intelligent self-created
Jillian 18 Motivating, heartwarming, Folder of thlqgs collected from first 6-12
good year of teaching
Lilly Marie 2 Perseverance, empathy, joy Scasonal, silly headband from self- 9-12
bought
Debra

Debra is a veteran math teacher with over 30 years of experience. She used the words treasure, inspirational, and
reflection to describe her physical artifact. Debra’s artifact was a hanging wall quilt with an inspirational saying
stitched into it. The saying follows, "Good, better, best! Never let it rest until your good is better and your better is
best." Debra explained how her mother, a non-quilter, now in her late 80s, quilted that for her to hang in her first
classroom over 30 years ago. She shared how the quilt has decorated each of her classrooms throughout the years
and how the inspirational saying has become her motto. Debra related the story of receiving the quilt with tears in
her eyes because her dad had passed away and charged her with not stopping until her better was best. She
mentioned how she often points it out to students when they struggle and nostalgically recalls her dad's voice.
While relating this story, Debra brushes tears from her eyes. For Debra, the physical artifact evokes memories of
transitioning into adulthood and how her parents "sent" her off to work. The artifact motivates her to do her best
for her students because that is what her daddy, an educator like her, would have wanted.

Autumn

Autumn is a new teacher with only one year of experience. She used the words humbling, empowering, and sweet
to describe her artifacts. She had two artifacts: a handwritten note from a student explaining why she was her
favorite teacher and a note with a doodled picture saying how she was the number one teacher. In the object
discussion, Autumn directly answered how the physical artifact motivated her when she related how the artifacts
confirm “why she does this.” She also shared how, should she stop receiving physical artifacts like these, she would
have to “re-evaluate” herself.

Harper

Harper is a veteran teacher who is currently not assigned to students. She used the words vital, fluid, and neat to
describe her physical artifact, a portable paper calendar into which she pencils crucial, time-sensitive information.
For her, the artifact symbolizes how she is a role model for students and teaches them to be responsible with their
time by modeling the attribute herself. The physical artifact motivates her because it reminds her of a critical
attribute she must model for her students and those around her.

Jennifer

Jennifer is a veteran teacher at the middle school. She used the words encouragement, breath of fresh air,
and reminder to describe her physical artifact, the Holy Bible. She related a story about how she was a member of
an unhealthy teaching team, and the bible encouraged her to be to others what she needed during that negative time
in her life. She said teaching and leading in middle school is challenging, but the bible motivates her through
encouraging and soothing scriptures.

Marie

Marie is a veteran high school English teacher. She used the words research-based, useful, and inspirational to
describe her artifact, a self-created spreadsheet of students' self-reported items describing what would motivate
them to participate in class. Marie said the artifact inspires her to do more for her students, answering the central
research question.
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Heather

Heather is a veteran high school English teacher in the Exceptional Student Education department. She used the
words sentimental, fulfilling, and sad to describe her artifact. Her artifact was a folder of handwritten notes, cards,
and pictures from students, colleagues, and parents. She pulled three different artifacts from the folder and shared
stories related to each. She shared how the artifacts remained with her for motivation even though she recently
moved classrooms. She directly answered the central research question when sharing how the artifacts belonged
to her so she could access them when she had a "hard" day. Interestingly, Heather described her artifact as sad
because she thinks it sad that she needs something like an artifact for personal affirmation when she works so hard
as a teacher leader.

Bobby

Bobby is a third-year electives teacher in high school. He used the words connection, feel good, and personal to
describe his artifact, a high school yearbook with handwritten notes from students. Bobby's eyes were full as he
described what it meant to him that students took the initiative to write in his yearbook on their own time. The
artifact motivates him because it shows that he did reach a few students.

Lisa

Lisa is a veteran elementary teacher who used the words memorable, relevant, and funny to describe her artifact, a
pointer with a kitty paw at the end of it. She shared that a student bought it for her one year when she took her
class to the book fair. Lisa said it was a surprise. She uses it for practical purposes, such as pointing out things with
a dash of humor. Related to the central research question, the physical artifact motivates Lisa to instill humor into
her lessons by reminding her that she teaches children who look up to her.

Bethany

Bethany is a veteran teacher currently teaching middle school math. Her physical artifact was a tool

box containing typical tools. She used the words portable, resource, adapt, and organized chaos to describe her
artifact. She shared how her dad inspired her to have her toolbox at school and how she helps many teachers during
preschool planning when decorating classrooms. However, she related the symbolic meaning of the toolbox
regarding teaching and learning math and the need for tools to complete the work. She also related the symbolic
meaning of the toolbox and how it is a connecting point between her and other teachers who now see her as
someone to rely upon for help. In answer to the central research question, Bethany's toolbox motivates her to
provide what others need when they need it.

Stanley

Stanley is a third-year electives teacher at the middle school level. His artifact was an anonymous student note left
behind on his desk. He used the words empathy, caring, and motivate to describe the note. The note said, "The way
I see it. If you want the rainbow, you must put up with the rain." He said the note arrived by "cool timing." Stanley
said he references the note every few weeks when he "is not having a good day." Stanley's artifact motivates him
because it shows that someone "did care."

Elizabeth

Elizabeth is a veteran teacher with over 40 years of experience. She brought a few handwritten notes and cards
from a more extensive collection she keeps at home. She described the artifacts as uplifting, motivating, and
treasured. She stated that she has been collecting artifacts like these since her first year of teaching. The physical
artifacts motivate Elizabeth because they tell her why she teaches and encourages her when she questions whether
she is making a difference. When asked to read from one of the cards, Elizabeth begins only to stop with tears in
her eyes, saying it is too "emotional" for her.

Hayley

Hayley is a novice elementary teacher, and her artifact was a Flashback Friday student handout, which she
described as unique, heartfelt, and honest. Hayley shared how the handout proved she could help a student make
friends in class. During the object discussion, Hayley shared about the student to whom the handout belonged. The
student was struggling to make friends. The handout related to Hayley and how the student made "great friends."
This year, Hayley challenged herself to work on the social-emotional learning of her students, and the artifact
proved that she achieved her goal.

Pam

Pam, a veteran teacher, chose a seashell reference book as her physical artifact. She described it as delicate, unique,
and ongoing. Pam symbolically related the seashell and its growth to teacher leadership and the influence of a
teacher leader. She expressed how the seashell is a “metaphor for beauty and uniqueness in handling other
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humans.” Pam’s physical artifact motivated her because it figuratively reminded her to handle her students
carefully.

Courtney

Courtney is a veteran middle school teacher whose physical artifact was her first self-created cross-curricular
project. She described the artifact as confident, relevant, and intelligent. She explained how and why she developed
the unit on her own and how her students engaged with it. The artifact is significant because it was her first unit of
that type. Since then, Courtney has created several units, which she posted online for free teacher use.

Courtney’s physical artifact motivates her to believe in her ability to create learning units for students.

Jillian

Jillian, a veteran secondary teacher, brought a few handwritten notes from students, colleagues, and administrators
as her physical artifact. Jillian described the artifacts as motivating, heartwarming, and sound. Jillian shared the
importance of her artifacts by describing how her file of artifacts follows no matter where she moves as a military
wife and teacher. She also files the artifacts next to her tax documents. Like Debra and Elizabeth, Jillian grew very
emotional when reading from her artifacts. Jillian shared that she thinks every teacher should have a folder of
artifacts and work to be the teacher the artifacts describe.

Lilly Marie

Lilly Marie is a second-year high school teacher whose artifact was a silly, seasonal headband that she described
as perseverance, empathy, and joy. She recounted how the artifact was integral in helping her build a trusting
relationship with a struggling student. She keeps the artifact to remind herself when having a "really bad day" that
what she does matters.

Conclusion

The research study corroborated several existing empirical findings in teacher leadership research. To begin,
teacher leaders experience many positive outcomes, including earning legitimacy from peers, such as Harper’s
mentorship of new teachers. Legitimacy occurs when peers recognize leadership in the classroom next door
(Bezzina & Bufalino, 2019; Harris & Jones, 2022) and seek help from those with the necessary "toolbox" like that
belonging to Bethany. Another positive outcome of teacher leadership is individual and collective improvement
experienced through self-efficacy and collective efficacy (Donohoo et al., 2020; Goddard et al., 2021). For
example, Lisa's desire to keep her team together and the codes referencing improved pedagogy. Further, as
expressed in the themes and sub-themes, teacher leadership embodies various behaviors and nuanced meanings
(Nguyen et al., 2020; Pan et al., 2023; Schott et al., 2020; Wenner & Campbell, 2017).

The study addressed burnout-related factors through all three themes and sub-theme groupings. While the physical
artifact and the object discussion do not offer an overall solution to teacher burnout and subsequent teacher attrition,
the lived experiences expressed by the study’s participants provide insight into why teachers stay (Marcionetti &
Castelli, 2023). Further research into making every teacher a teacher leader must occur to maximize the influence
of teacher leadership for all stakeholders, but most importantly, the teacher leader. Further, for the teacher leader,
the physical artifact is a tangible reminder of why they teach. When teachers have bad days, the physical artifact
lifts their spirits, reminding them that they make a difference and have the skills to complete the job. Teacher
leaders express great resiliency; the physical artifact is a touchpoint for that resiliency. The artifacts hold material
potency (Mozely, 2023), expanding the understanding of the lifeworlds of teacher leaders and creating relational
bridges (Thorpe et al., 2024).
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