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Abstract
The concept of distributed pedagogical leadership (DPL) practice in education is advanced as an

acceptable element in enhancing the quality of pedagogical improvement and the academic achieve-

ment of learners across educational contexts. This concept is conceived as a leadership style, where

stakeholders are formally and informally involved in the leadership process. The interdependence of

stakeholders in the enactment of this concept is underpinned by the five dimensions of DPL, namely:

enhancing shared consciousness of visions, and strategies between stakeholders; distributing respon-

sibilities for pedagogical leadership; distributing and clarifying power relationship between the stake-

holders; distributing the enactment of pedagogical improvement within centers; and developing a

strategy for DPL. This study employed a systematic literature review that mapped relevant literature

to the topic. The database of sources consists of 10 articles on DPL published in the English language

and in high-ranking journals between January 2010 and December 2021. The review highlights

empirical and theoretical-conceptual contributions to the literature on DPL including the method-

ologies used in the studies. The study extensively expounds on the underpinning theoretical and con-

ceptual frameworks to elucidate this concept. The result implies the need to promote the culture of

DPL in all learning levels and spheres of education.

Keywords
Distributed pedagogical leadership, distributed leadership, pedagogical leadership, teacher

leadership, instructional leadership, leadership

Introduction
The concept of distributed pedagogical leadership (DPL) is advanced as an interactive educational
leadership model as an acceptable element in enhancing the quality of pedagogical improvement
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and the academic achievement of learners in different educational contexts (Heikka et al., 2021;
Jäppinen, 2010; Yang and Lim, 2020). As advanced by Bøe and Hognestad (2017) and Heikka
et al. (2021), this concept is premised on a hybrid of two educational leadership practices,
namely, distributed leadership (DL) and pedagogical leadership (PL). The purpose of this study
is to demonstrate how the use of this concept enhances quality teaching and learning, the
reasons for its adoption as a best practice in enhancing desired pedagogical outcomes (Bøe and
Hognestad, 2017), and actions taken to ensure its relevance at different levels of educational con-
texts (Jäppinen and Maunonen-Eskelinen, 2012; Yang and Lim, 2020). This study’s adopted a
running definition is advanced by Jäppinen and Sarja (2012) as ‘distribution of interests, visions,
aims, and values for the purposes of achieving something more than the actors can perform sep-
arately.’ This will help in illuminating the tenets of DPL as a way of creating synergy through col-
laborative and collective practice by educational stakeholders.

A number of empirical studies (Bøe and Hognestad, 2017; Heikka et al., 2021; Jäppinen, 2010;
Jäppinen and Maunonen-Eskelinen, 2012; Yang and Lim, 2020) have been conducted on the sig-
nificance of DPL in the improvement of leadership practices in educational contexts as well as the
academic achievement of learners as guided by 21st-century learning skills (Heikka et al., 2013;
Heikka and Suhonen, 2019; Yang and Lim, 2020). Further, other studies have elucidated the enact-
ment of DPL practices with a major focus on Early Childhood Education (ECE) centers as well as
secondary schools across different contexts (Bøe and Hognestad, 2017; Heikka et al., 2021; Heikka
and Suhonen, 2019; Jäppinen, 2010, 2012; Jäppinen and Sarja, 2012; Yang and Lim, 2020).
Subsequently, their findings demonstrated that most stakeholders either lack an understanding of
the epistemology of this form of educational leadership as a theoretical concept, or contextual prac-
tices differently inform their perception (Heikka, 2014; Heikka et al., 2013; Jäppinen, 2012;
Jäppinen and Maunonen-Eskelinen, 2012). All these studies, however, have been conducted in
Europe, and Asia, which thus limits the experiences of other regions of the globe to the significance
of the concept.

To address these concerns, this systematic review, therefore, is guided by the studies’ theoretical
and conceptual frameworks advanced by researchers (Bøe and Hognestad, 2017; Heikka, 2014;
Heikka et al., 2013; Heikka and Suhonen, 2019; Jäppinen, 2010; Jäppinen and Maunonen-
Eskelinen, 2012; Jäppinen and Sarja, 2012) in further exploring the role of DPL in pedagogical imple-
mentation and improvement. Based on the findings and discussions of the studies, the researchers sug-
gested the need for further intensive empirical and theoretical studies to gather relevant evidence on the
importance of this concept as a multifaceted educational leadership tool (Bøe and Hognestad, 2017;
Yang and Lim, 2020). This study, therefore, intends to present relevant insights on the practice of
DPL and its influence on the management of leadership responsibilities with the inclusion of multiple
personnel within the educational contexts. To understand this concept, we highlight the meaning of the
two overarching concepts: DL and PL practices as tools in educational leadership.

The concept of distributed leadership
To fully understand the concepts of educational leadership and practice in the instructional process,
Diamond (2013) developed DL as a tool for conceptualization of leadership within pedagogical
spaces. He opined that the core elements of DL practice are integrated into leaders, followers,
and the leadership situation. Furthermore, he defined leadership from the perspective of a distrib-
uted lens, which was also advanced by Spillane (2005) as activities designed by organizational
members to influence knowledge and practice. Educational leaders are perceived as a ‘constellation
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of individuals’ in a learning environment whose endeavor is to influence instructional processes
through commitment to leadership roles, and responsibilities. Harris (2005) argued that when mul-
tiple personnel share leadership, it is implemented by different individuals with each playing dis-
tinct roles and an interdependent level of performance. Diamond (2013) further advanced that DL is
a hybrid type leadership that is practiced alongside individual leaders formally and informally by
the teachers. The concept of shared leadership is further illuminated as a practice that involves mul-
tiple actors in decision-making and the day-to-day implementation of instruction processes (Harris,
2003, 2010; Joo, 2020). This scenario promotes democracy, which thus increases effectiveness that
helps in building an interactive workforce based on human capacity building in the organizational
context (Jäppinen, 2010; Sergiovanni, 1998). Furthermore, Muijs and Harris (2007) argued that
when leadership is well distributed among teacher leaders, they become more of curriculum thin-
kers and less of implementers. As a result, performance is enhanced because learners are facilitated
through a widely conceived standardized curriculum (Gronn, 2008; Singh et al., 2012).

Consequently, Spillane (2005) alluded that DL is premised on practice instead of either leaders
or their roles, functions, routines, and organizational structures. DL is democratic, shared, and a
form of team leadership, where practice is premised on multiple leaders and their interaction
with followers. However, Hairon and Goh (2015) disagreed with Spillane and suggested that
although DL is equated to shared, democratic, and delegated forms of leadership, its definition
remains elusive with many scholars using the definition of leadership as the meaning of DL.
Specifically, DL nurtures and cultivates staff collaboration within the pedagogical spaces. This
interaction is influenced by situations and people in the organization. Ho et al. (2021) postulated
that the influence of leadership is significant in nurturing collaborative and collective practice
with followers. In other words, a sense of shared leadership enhances interactive and collaborative
learning situations (Dhani and Bakshi, 2020). Teachers and learners are involved in decision-
making processes, and parents are encouraged to exercise leadership as informal stakeholders
(MacBeath, 2005; Singh et al., 2012). Spillane (2005) suggested that to render DL effective, mul-
tiple individuals, with or without leadership positions, should take up leadership responsibilities. He
advanced that DL is less on the influence of leaders on followers but more on the role of followers
as elements of DL practice (MacBeath, 2005; Spillane, 2005). However, as viewed by certain edu-
cators, DL is a concept developed with school leaders in mind. As such, it should not be considered
a “blueprint” for effective educational leadership practice because it does not promote positive lear-
ners’ outcomes in terms of instructional achievement, and improvement for teachers, and learners
(Hairon and Goh, 2015; Spillane, 2005).

However, Mukan et al. (2015: 42) advanced that DL may be perceived from three aspects,
namely: (a) leadership as derivative from the quality of leaders collaborating with each other; (b)
leadership as informed by the openness with a possibility to occur both within and outside the
organization; and (c) leadership experiences as distributed among other multiple actors. DL is per-
ceived as a practice that involves the implementation of leadership enactment based on the potential
of all members of an organization. Through these activities, a development of a collegial process
occurs in a system that is dynamic, all-inclusive, and synergetic because it is spread throughout
the organization and beyond. DL is classified as pragmatic, strategic, incremental, and mercantile.
These classifications imply that DL can be widely distributed from principals, teachers, support
staff, students, and other stakeholders (Mukan et al., 2015). Zulkifly et al. (2020: 4) argued that
DL focuses on establishing collegial relationships in the organization as based on the following
characteristics: (a) assisting the leadership of others, (b) supporting the leadership of others, (c)
DL influences process, (d) encompasses both formal and informal forms of leadership practice,
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(e) involves co-performance leadership, (f) interactive leadership, (g) lateral leadership practice, (h)
involves multiple leaders in a team, (i) emphasizes on active cultivation and nurturing of leadership
potentials within a team, and (j) each member is assumed to have some potential expertise needed
by the organization.

Both studies concluded that the concept of DL involves the distribution of responsibilities, tasks,
and influence on other members in a team or organization. From the distributed perspective, mul-
tiple teacher leaders interact with one another, and their leadership situations inform practice in the
organization. Moreover, interaction among multiple teacher leaders can be formal or informal
according to the responsibilities to be practiced by said leaders (Mukan et al., 2015; Zulkifly
et al., 2020). In support of the abovementioned arguments, Bubale et al. (2021) espoused that
teacher collegiality is effort concerted by all stakeholders to create an effective instruction
process for sustained pedagogical improvement as well as to enable teachers to gain the freedom
to coalesce and collectively brainstorm on instructional challenges that they may be facing in prac-
tice. The authors further advanced that DL creates a platform for teacher’s professional develop-
ment and enables them to effectively participate in routine and non-routine creative tasks that
enhance high-quality learning improvement as well as the academic success of learners (Bubale
et al., 2021).

Furthermore, Shava and Tlou (2018) proposed that 21st-century educational reforms, and para-
digm shifts, demand appropriate and well-articulated educational leadership in learning situations.
Thus, DL is premised on shared and collective concepts of leadership practice that engages every
member of the staff in institutions. Therefore, leadership responsibilities should be distributed
among members, especially when intensive tasks or complex duties are undertaken. Moreover,
the authors argued that the dynamics of educational leadership is deviating from “hero”
individual-led management practice to hierarchical systems, which serve with a group of followers,
and with limited engagement in leadership processes (Gronn, 2008; Harris, 2003). In such an envir-
onment, expected learning outcomes and achievements of learners are never tenable (Shava and
Tlou, 2018). Timperley (2008) opined that leadership should never be perceived as actions, and
roles played by individuals. It transcends sharing or delegating duties, roles, responsibilities,
power, or authority. Instead, it focuses on distributing leadership to others as well as creating cog-
nition of hierarchical interactive leadership in the teams.

However, scholars have also identified DL as the main cause of great disagreements and lead-
ership confusion in many learning organizations. The reason for this may be leadership peer-rivalry,
ego, and competition (MacBeath, 2005). Subsequently, formal leaders confuse the distribution of
leadership as a delegation of responsibilities and roles. Moreover, DL is associated with the distri-
bution of incompetency, and inefficiency in the organization. Based on such arguments, many
researchers on leadership have embarked on intensive empirical exploration on the significance
of DL as an essential component of DPL.

Concept of pedagogical leadership
According to different leadership authors (Alameen et al., 2015; Carroll-Lind et al., 2016;
Cejas-Martínez et al., 2021; Contreras, 2016; Fonsén et al., 2020; Male and Palaiologou, 2012,
2015, 2017; Varga et al., 2020), the concept of PL is essentially intended to support the instructional
process in the learning environment. Pedagogy pertains to the plans or expectations of teachers
during the learning situation for the interest of learners inside the classroom (Alameen et al.,
2015; Sergiovanni, 1998; Waring and Evans, 2015). According to Abel (2016), PL supports
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classroom teachers in their instructional role of implementing the curriculum. It encompasses many
roles in teaching and learning situations through establishing organizational norms of continuous
quality achievement among learners (Varga et al., 2020). Furthermore, pedagogical leaders tend
to influence the academic outcomes of learners by fostering close family-like relationships, ensur-
ing fidelity in learning organization, enhancing curriculum philosophy, using student data to evalu-
ate the effectiveness of instructional programs, as well as meeting established standards to optimize
the learning environment (Abel, 2016; Varga et al., 2020). As a practice, PL is viewed as direct and
indirect forms of leadership of school leaders (Varga et al., 2020) because they influence the
achievement of learners in the learning process.

Alternatively, Sergiovanni (1998: 38) defined PL as an investment in capacity building by devel-
oping “academic capital for students and intellectual and professional capital of the teacher.” He
opined that PL adds value to learning processes by developing various forms of human capital
to improve expected learning outcome. Principals practice of building an effective human capital
facilitate the process of PL by ensuring that the interests of learners are prioritized and served
well due to the need to apply leadership competencies necessary for achieving sustainable practice
in schools (Male and Palaiologou, 2015;Varga et al., 2020). As a complex process, PL requires a
substantial amount of diverse knowledge support. According to Male and Palaiologou (2012),
pedagogical leaders consistently exceed their traditional leading role as school administrators by
spending more time focusing on the development of pedagogical and content knowledge as well
as curriculum implementation, instruction, and assessment of the learning process through learner-
centered leadership. Subsequently, Bertrand (2008) suggested that if practiced appropriately, PL
may encourage responsiveness among the staff in the working environment. Leaders in a stake-
holders group can understand one another by developing cordial working relationships
(Bertrand, 2008; Male and Palaiologou, 2012, 2015). PL is considered a paradigm shift from a
leader-centered style of leadership to an interactive, and collaborative orientation through a demo-
cratic workplace environment (Varga et al., 2020). Bertrand (2008: 219–220) argued that PL refers
—“to the establishment and reinforcement of a climate and culture that expects staff members to
provide an environment that deliberately supports the learning of young children.”

For Male and Palaiologou (2015), PL is a form of governance practice designed for the integra-
tion of instruction into education as a praxis, that is, PL is concerned not only with the dichotomy of
instructional processes and expected outcomes of learners but also with integration into a teaching
and learning ecology within a community of practice in the educational contexts (Male and
Palaiologou, 2012, 2015, 2017). The authors postulated that pedagogy should be a set of practices
that shape the instructional processes to meet the expected outcomes of learners through overarch-
ing processes related to the effective management of educational settings. The term leadership in
pedagogy is perceived when teachers act as leaders in a learning situation within their respective
classrooms through an interactive and direct contact with learners during the instructional excursion
(Male and Palaiologou, 2015, 2017). Subsequently, the major role of pedagogical leaders is to focus
on the future of learners without influencing decision-making processes. This role should be ful-
filled through practical engagement of actions in the teaching and learning processes (Varga
et al., 2020). Leadership, as a process that involves the interpretation, comprehension, and applica-
tion of the actions of human beings, should be practiced to scaffold the consequences of these
actions on other people (Male and Palaiologou, 2017). Male and Palaiologou (2015) cited that
the role of pedagogy in leadership is to purposely to shape and inform the behavior of leaders
and to exert influence through theory, practice, and social axes. Moreover, human systems
should endeavor to conceptualize pedagogy in an increasingly complex manner to comprehend
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the concept of the practice of and instruction in leadership in pedagogy. This step is necessary
because pedagogy has shifted from the transmission of knowledge to learners to their involvement
in a facilitated learning process (Fonsén et al., 2020). Scholars advanced PL as an ethical leadership
approach, which should be geared toward the establishment of a value-oriented instructional culture
within a community of practice in educational programs (Abel, 2016; Male and Palaiologou, 2012,
2015).

Although concurring with the abovementioned sentiments, Heikka et al. (2020) proposed that
the involvement of teachers in PL is essential not only in the reform and implementation of the
curriculum but also in the assurance that teachers take charge of the curriculum process. Any
curriculum reform requires high levels of commitment from teachers as instructional leaders
because they are lead implementers of all pedagogical processes (Heikka and Waniganayake,
2011; Ho, 2010). PL entails taking responsibility for pedagogically shared aims, goals, and
visions as well as methods of learning in the instructional processes (Forssten Seiser, 2019;
Heikka et al., 2020).

For this study, therefore, PL in educational setup geared towards expanding an understanding to
the meaning of PL in any ecological interaction in the community of practice (Male and
Palaiologou, 2015). To achieve success in teacher leadership, the need emerges for the design of
a well-planned and structured strategy of leadership (Harris, 2010). Teachers, when implementing
PL, work independently as pedagogical developers but interdependently in their teams (Forssten
Seiser, 2019; Male and Palaiologou, 2017). PL is necessary since it helps develop an empowered
staff that is willing to self-direct their pedagogical work. The responsibility of pedagogical leaders
is to support others to reflect, research, inspire, and shape the instructional process (Forssten Seiser,
2019; Heikka et al., 2020; Waring and Evans, 2015).

Hence, in the past decade, DPL has emerged as a new educational leadership practice model in
different educational settings. Notable leadership scholars and researchers have made significant
contributions to its conceptualization as well as application. Therefore, the main purpose of this lit-
erature review is to analyze the perception and practice of DPL stakeholders from different contexts
with a blended leadership practice of both DL and PL. To achieve the aim, a systematic literature
review was employed guided by the following objectives: (i) the influence of DPL on the develop-
ment of teacher involvement in leadership in educational contexts; (ii) the significance of DPL and
teacher leadership for quality improvement in educational environments; (iii) significance of the
dimensions of DPL in educational contexts; and (iv) the role of stakeholders in the implementation
of DPL functions in education.

Methodology
Figure 1 illustrates the process of conducting the search, inclusion strategies, and shortlisting of the
literature.

To achieve the abovementioned objectives, the study conducted a systematic review of the rele-
vant literature which was mainly derived from the bibliographic references of previously published
studies. The search and PRISMA (Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and
Meta-Analyses) method for reporting systematic reviews was employed as adopted from Dhani
and Bakshi (2020). An intensive search for relevant bibliographic references was obtained from
journal-publishing organizations with highly ranked publications such as open access journals in
Elsevier-Science Direct, Google search, Sematic Scholar, Sage journals, Taylor & Francis
Online (Routledge), Springer, and other relevant publishers. Other searches were conducted
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through electronic referencing of topics relevant to the journal articles which led to a snowball
effect. Further search for research articles (full text, open access, and abstracts) were obtained
from the e-databases of Emerald Insights, Education Research Information Center (ERIC),
Springer Journal Archives, Sage Journals, EBSCOhost, ResearchGate, and Academia. Another
further extensive search was conducted on Google Scholar, and other online catalogs through
the online library service of the University of Szeged.

Figure 1. PRISMA flow chart of exclusion and inclusion strategies.

Okiri and Hercz: The tenets of distributed pedagogical leadership in educational contexts 7



Inclusion and exclusion of articles
During the search process, the study paid particular attention to peer-reviewed articles on the topic
to get a deeper understanding on the tenets of DPL among educational stakeholders through empir-
ical studies. For the included articles, the study considered articles and reviewed papers related to
the topic. The exclusion process began prior to importing articles into a bibliographic list.
Non-English articles and those with missing abstracts, and meta-data were excluded. During the
screening process, articles related to DL, PL, instructional leadership, and other topics related to
leadership were screened and those found irrelevant to the topic were removed. During the screen-
ing stage of the abstracts, importance focus was given to abstracts related to the topic. Those that
were irrelevant were excluded. Finally, during the full-text screening stage, only detailed empirical
articles on DPL in educational contexts were included whereas those from other fields were
excluded from the list (Dhani and Bakshi, 2020) (Table 1).

Findings

Theoretical underpinnings of DPL in education
The theoretical framework presented in this review is adopted from Heikka (2014) and Jäppinen
(2012). This theoretical concept is premised on the concepts of DL and PL as educational leadership
practices. Heikka (2014) suggested that DL theory is conceived as human capacity building with
the objective of assisting educators to comprehend how leadership is a practice by stakeholders
in an environment of collaborative and shared actions. Conversely, PL theory is conceived as
the main form of leadership of teacher leaders in instructional contexts. This notion is further high-
lighted in research findings that illustrate that responsibilities related to PL are not well distributed
during the practice leadership. For Jäppinen (2012), DL is about creating shared cognition and
synergy in an organization through acts of collective, concurrent and collaboration. It is perceived
as a tool for increasing pedagogical effectiveness through building human capacity. DPL activates
the shared cognition through collective decision-making process in jointly agreed actions.

The theory is further advanced in studies by Heikka et al., (2020, 2021) and Heikka and Suhonen,
(2019), who proposed the core understanding of this concept and highlighted the key elements of DPL.
DL and PL create an understanding of educational leadership when enacted in learning. Heikka et al.
(2020: 82) stated that the interdependence of the stakeholders in the enactment of DPL is embedded
in “enhancing shared consciousness of visions and strategies; distributing responsibilities for PL; distrib-
uting and clarifying power relationships; distributing the enactment of pedagogical improvement and
finally developing strategies for DPL.” This theoretical framework is the foundation of this review
which will be informed by the abovementioned dimensions of DPL based on the relevant literature.

Tenets of DPL—perception and practice
DPL is coined from two major leadership practices, namely, DL and PL (Heikka, 2014; Heikka
et al., 2013; Jäppinen, 2010; Jäppinen and Sarja, 2012). The literature derived from the empirical
studies reviewed (Heikka and Suhonen, 2019; Jäppinen, 2010; Jäppinen and Sarja, 2012; Spillane,
2005) revealed that DPL practice exerts a major significant influence on instructional processes that
facilitate, and promote the instructional practices of teachers, thus enriching the academic progress
of learners, which, in turn, enhances expected learning outcomes. Subsequently, studies have
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ascertained that DPL practices play a pivotal role in shifting the emphasis of school-level instruc-
tional activities that target the improvement of the academic outcomes of students (Bøe and
Hognestad, 2017; Heikka, 2014; Jäppinen, 2010; Yang and Lim, 2020). According to Heikka
and Suhonen (2019), DPL encompasses the enactment of leadership practices by involving multiple
teachers in pedagogy through interdependent ways. DPL practice is central to quality instruction.
This notion is supported by many teachers who concur that good practice should be independent
of the unrelated application of techniques (Heikka et al., 2021).

As advanced by Jäppinen (2010), researchers derived the concept of DPL from DL and focused
more on the shared and collaborative elements of leadership as a definition and description of this
concept. DL is perceived as a theoretical concept that is used to explain the pedagogical aspects of
shared actions. Thus, researchers have embraced it to expound the concept of DPL, especially in
educational contexts. DPL is a process where the learning of students is a collaborative responsi-
bility that is shared among multiple leaders through short and long-term plans in a systematic peda-
gogical process. Through the distribution of responsibilities that encompasses all members, the staff
interacts and conducts daily routines within a shared atmosphere over activities related to social
interaction in a situational setting. The study aimed at exploring collaborative endeavors to under-
stand the way the concept assists learners’ transition between basic education and vocational high
school education. In the enactment of DPL, staff members were encouraged to develop a productive
pedagogical space in which stakeholders designated multiple professional responsibilities for the
instructional achievement of learners. When collaboration exists in a team, an interactive
synergy among staff members is inculcated, which transforms into collective thinking. In turn,
the ability of shared intelligence is enhanced, supersedes that of individual members. The study
employed mixed methods and case study approaches for data collection. Data were collected
from 14 institutions of learning using questionnaires, interviews, and document review and ana-
lysis. A total of 26 in-depth interview sessions were conducted in the learning institutions. The
questionnaires and interviews produced qualitative and quantitative data for analysis.

Similarly, Jäppinen and Sarja (2012) referred to DPL as the professional characteristics of a
learning community of practice intentionally or purposely embraced by instructional actors to
achieve a common mission. Once elements, such as interests, visions, aims, and values are distrib-
uted, they are collectively and collaboratively nurtured to achieve what an individual actor cannot
or may not achieve separately. Through DPL, synergy is manifested where the actions of an organ-
ization become greater than its divided parts. Furthermore, through collaborative synergy and col-
legiality, concrete leadership practices are developed. Leaders work in collaboration with the
members of the community through collective cognition. A generative dialogue is formulated to
produce a common framework that serves as an innovative tool. For example, the authors employed
the case study method in two learning institutions in the Finnish educational system. Stakeholders
were encouraged to reflect on the possible influence of their collaboration practice on the learning
paths of students. Data was collected using five tape-recorded online discussions, six face-to-face
semi-structured interviews, and observations of teachers, and leaders in the organization.
Qualitative concept analysis was used to analyze the collected data.

Jäppinen (2012) conducted another study that intended to introduce a theoretical perception and
a practical model of DPL. The author suggested that DPL has its background in DL practices, and
management without leadership, which helps in shifting leadership from an individual centricity to
that of social interactive practice. DPL is embedded in the collaborative practice, where every
member feels a sense of belonging in the community of practice. All stakeholders are engaged
in actions that are executed in a dynamic process. DPL is fluid and mutable at the same time. In
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this study, leadership is enshrined in collective, concurrent, collaborative, and compassionate prac-
tices. The study employed a mixed-method approach and collected quantitative and qualitative data
from the participants. Quantitative data were collected through a national survey using a web-based
questionnaire, which was administered to 150 Finnish VET institutions. Conversely, qualitative
data were collected from six in-depth interviews conducted in a single-case vocational institution
and from 145 other institutions with 256 participants who answered the questionnaires. The parti-
cipants included the principals of the schools, five-unit leaders, and heads of various training divi-
sions. Qualitative concept analysis was used to analyze data, which enabled the generation of
general ideas. Furthermore, the study used statistical analyses that comprised two-tailed independ-
ent sample tests as t-values.

Jäppinen and Maunonen-Eskelinen (2012) conducted a study in Finland and posited that
engagement and interaction among stakeholders in the learning context can help to improve
their organizational skills and the pedagogical practices of schools. The authors observed that
DPL was derived from DL and PL and collaborative learning actions. Although DL is centered
on accumulative and collaborative engagement, PL denotes the sharing of ideas, initiative, and
expertise among stakeholders in a collaborative learning environment to establish a learning
ecology for students, teachers, and leaders. Through DPL, leaders can influence collective efficacy,
and cognition that provide a dynamic working experience through empowerment of stakeholders.
The study employed the TenKeys® model in Finnish VET schools and administered web-based
questionnaires in 150 learning institutions. Six in-depth interviews with leadership representatives
and eight teachers were conducted. Data analysis was performed through multi-methodologically
quantitative and qualitative concept analyses.

Heikka et al. (2013) postulated that the interdependence of pedagogical leaders and stakeholders
in the enactment of leadership practice is perceived as an essential element of effective pedagogy
and curriculum change as well as efficient pedagogical implementation and improvement. The
authors suggested that DPL is mainly involved in pedagogical improvement, where the leadership
and stakeholders interdependently work in enacting leadership. DPL is associated with DL and PL
approaches, where DL increases interaction between stakeholders, whereas PL is involved with
taking responsibility for the shared understanding. DPL enriches pedagogical development
through capacity building by creating a zone of interdependence among stakeholders. The study
employed a focus group method to collect data from targeted participants. A total of 18 focused
group discussion interviews were conducted with 34 ECE leaders from six municipalities.
Qualitative content analysis was used to analyze the collected data. This process enabled the
researchers to generate a collectively constructed perspective of leadership within their organiza-
tions. They equally applied a substantive inquiry into the data collected during the discussions.

Heikka (2014) further proposed that DPL in education is observed as a practice that focuses on
the core responsibility of school leadership under the guidance of a formal leader. A key part of this
practice is the ability of the pedagogical leader to mobilize the community to face challenges and to
make progress toward solving them. DPL in education is best understood as a practice that is dis-
tributed among teacher leaders, followers, and the school community. The study employed quali-
tative content analysis with substantive content analysis of the focus group discussion on
leadership, individual interviews, observations, and questionnaires. A distributed representative
method was applied for cross-group examination and analysis of substantive data.

Bøe and Hognestad (2017) encouraged the distribution of leadership in school organizations as a
bottom-up approach for promoting interactive and collaborative practice. The authors discouraged
the “hero-hierarchical thinking” where one person performs all leadership responsibilities with a
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few in the middle level only implementing their delegated duties. The authors employed a qualita-
tive shadowing research method to explore the nature of formal and informal leadership. This
method entailed close monitoring and observation of leadership practitioners over a certain
period. The purposive sampling method was used to select the participants. Data collection was per-
formed through interviews, field notes from observations, and videos of the participants.

DPL as suggested by Heikka and Suhonen (2019), the interdependence by the center directors and
teachers in enacting leadership roles and responsibilities is vital in achieving the common goals,
vision, and mission. The DPL concept is considered as a constructive element of leadership imple-
mentation. Furthermore, the dimensions of DPL facilitate the interdependence through collaborated,
and coordinated distributions. DPL is grounded on the core element of DL which is that PL is enacted
separately but interdependently in educational contexts. In the study, qualitative data were collected
using six semi-structured interviews, and written documents from the ECE center directors and tea-
chers. An inductive, qualitative content analysis was employed in which the researchers analyzed
interview data and written documents from participants. Lastly, an inquiry was conducted into the
substantive content of the interview data, which were separately transcribed.

The adopted dimensions of DPL practice are concomitant with those advanced by Yang and Lim
(2020), who explored center-based conditions that could hinder or facilitate the DPL of teachers of
ECE. The study employed an exploratory, interpretive qualitative single-case design. The childcare
centers were purposefully selected. The participants consisted of eight principals and nine ECE tea-
chers. Data were generated from field notes from observations of the non-participants records, individ-
ual semi-structured interviews, informal conversations, email exchanges, relevant curricular and
pedagogical document analysis, pictures of the physical environment, strategic plans analysis, and
focus group discussions across 10 months. DPL helps in building discourse within a community of
practice in a learning setup. DPL involves teachers in collective decision-making, identifying gaps
in the learning situations, and giving opportunities to initiate new ideas in the organization. This
process involves the construction and co-construction processes of teachers as well as educational sta-
keholders who value the present and future of their young learners. Furthermore, they elucidated these
interdependent dimensions and expounded them as teachers involved in strategic planning; encour-
aging participation, providing sufficient resources; sharing authority in decision-making and develop-
ing leadership tasks; designing leadership functions with other teachers who facilitate pedagogical
reflection and learning within teams; and co-creating procedures, structures, and plans for the efficient
practice of DL (p. 5). These dimensions indicate that utilizing DL in pedagogical practice, teacher
learning is important to any key education reform, especially in curriculum orientation, through a well-
structured DPL practice viewed as autonomous to pedagogical decision-makers.

Finally, Heikka et al. (2021), argued that responsibilities for PL are implemented between ECE
center directors and teachers. The authors suggested that the processes are majorly influenced by
sufficient enactment of DL and the teachers’ leadership skills and positions in implementing DL.
Moreover, the authors opined that DL has positive impact on the teachers in reaching the goals
set for enhancing professional development of the staff and fostering curriculum reforms.
Leadership in ECE is a combination of individual responsibilities and collective work of the
staff members. This is facilitated through the five dimensions of DPL namely: (a) enhancing
shared consciousness of visions and strategies between the stakeholders; (b) distributing responsi-
bilities for PL; (c) distributing and clarifying power relationships between the stakeholders; (d) dis-
tributing the enactment of pedagogical improvement within centers; and (e) developing strategy for
DPL. The study which employed the mixed-method approach with an explanatory sequential
design conducted a quantitative inquiry to understand the mechanisms used to produce certain
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quantitative analyses. The integration of the quantitative and qualitative methodologies enabled the
authors to produce a holistic view of the DPL concept.

Discussions

Development of involvement of teachers in leadership
DPL enhanced innovation, creativity, development of pedagogical and organizational teacher lead-
ership, commitment, and interaction through shared responsibilities (Jäppinen, 2010; Yang and
Lim, 2020). It involved the collective, responsible, and professional actions of teachers that facili-
tated the engagement and commitment of students to their studies (Jäppinen, 2010). As postulated
by Jäppinen and Sarja (2012), the participants demonstrated that leadership whose representatives
were teachers was never smooth due to the selective implementation of the practice or lack of col-
laboration among leaders in the institution. This scenario affected the generation of learning dia-
logue among teachers as well as the development of substantive educational nodes for students
during the transition process. Jäppinen (2012) illustrated that high levels of mistrust existed
between school leaders and teachers as well as among teachers that hindered the involvement of
teachers in leadership responsibilities. In institutions where DPL was practiced, it was perceived
as a professional internal element substance, and its characteristics were enacted by stakeholders,
especially teachers.

Significance of teacher leadership for quality improvement
A practice of shared tasks and goals being collectively executed by all teachers in leadership was
observed. Leadership practice was collective, in that, each staff of the community served as a
leader (Heikka et al., 2021). Furthermore, leadership practice was concurrent—(any staff member
was capable of enacting leadership roles at the same time), collaborative—(the entire institution of
learning was controlled and managed by all staff members), and compassionate—(the ideas of all
members were considered and given importance and equal measure during execution in every
decision-making and consultation process) (Jäppinen, 2010; Jäppinen and Maunonen-Eskelinen,
2012; Jäppinen and Sarja, 2012). Shared responsibilities enable the staff members of an organization
to possess a cognitive idea and synergy by jointly enacting leadership responsibilities executing
shared actions. Some studies found that in DPL, each teacher was collaboratively involved in the
enactment of leadership practice in pedagogical activities through joint agreements on methods
and directions to improve the quality of learning and teaching (Heikka, 2014).

Significance of dimensions of DPL in educational contexts
Premised on the dimensions of DPL, PL was highly valued among participants although it was not
evenly distributed (Heikka et al., 2013, Heikka et al., 2019). Teachers are considered pedagogical
leaders only when they are formally appointed as assistant directors within their respective centers.
The perception is that DPL enacted is only connected with the position of the center director, which
is not the case. Interdependence should be practiced among leaders and stakeholders to make PL
visible. This process should focus on the interaction and collaboration between systems of leader-
ship enactment and the development of a culture of distributed pedagogical practices (Heikka et al.,
2019). Furthermore, DPL dimensions proposed for democratically shared responsibilities in which
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principal, who plays a rightful leadership role, willingly, delegate certain leadership responsibilities
to multiple persons in the learning organization (Heikka, 2014). These leadership responsibilities
were shared between the principal and the teacher leaders although the principal remains the
overall person in-charge in the institution. In addition, teachers directly practiced PL during instruc-
tional situations because they stand first and closest in caring relationships with learners (Bøe and
Hognestad, 2017). The main responsibility of teachers was to guide students academically, socially,
emotionally, psychologically, and spiritually as they transition from the world of childhood to that
of adulthood. Consequently, the responsibility of the principal was to collaborate with teaching
faculty in the community of practice to manage pedagogical programs. The significance of DPL
lies in the teaching and learning processes; school vision, mission, and goals; management of
instructional programs; and promotion of the school learning climate.

According to the DPL dimensions, every staff member felt sense of belonging to the organiza-
tion due to the presence of a collaborative and interdependent leadership experience through mul-
tiple levels and involvement of multiple personnel in leadership (Bøe and Hognestad, 2017).
However, from the studies, leadership was not enacted independently but interdependently by indi-
viduals and multiple leaders in some institutions. Although shared responsibilities enhanced collab-
orative relationships, in DPL, teacher leaders needed to be empowered to perform similar leadership
practices to develop best practices in collaboration.

The roles of stakeholders in the implementation of DPL functions
Heikka and Suhonen (2019: 48–53) identified the following leadership functions: constructing shared
vision, goals, and values for ECE; developing learning centers pedagogy; facilitating learning and
increased expertise educators; building the operational structures and the culture of the centers and
enhancing efficient and participative decision-making in the context. From the studies, it was
argued that leadership in different organizations was established around the center director but not
sufficiently distributed to stakeholders. In other circumstances, center leaders enacted leadership sep-
arately and not interdependently at different levels, which, thus, influenced the functions of the
centers. The autonomous pedagogical decision-making that enhanced the professional development
of teachers as well as curricular reforms within a learning institution was well practiced (Yang and
Lim, 2020). DPL enhanced the teachers’ ability to lead in professional learning as well as in the peda-
gogical improvement of a learning community of practice. Notably, DPL was disaggregated to be
engagement of teachers and stakeholders in organizational decision-making, sharing instructional
experiences, or information search and dissemination. The researchers identified challenges that hin-
dered the full enactment of DPL. These included short of the workforce; the poor working relationship
between parents, the existing and new teaching staff, and the expectations of stakeholders in the con-
struction of pedagogical shared vision and strategies to be used in pedagogical changes. As illustrated
by Heikka et al. (2021), stakeholders appreciated the dimensions of DPL as implemented within their
centers. This perception enhanced a shared consciousness of vision and strategies among stake-
holders. Moreover, the teachers with leadership roles in centers were perceived to encourage peda-
gogical reflections in their organizations.

Implications, limitations, and scope of future research
The main aim of this literature review is to investigate the perception and conceptualization of DPL
in different educational contexts. Through the review, the examination of the perception and
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conception of different stakeholders in ECE and secondary education revealed the need to promote
the culture of DPL across the spheres and contexts of education. The literature revealed that much
emphasis has been mainly placed on ECE contexts. Moreover, the concept has been associated with
the sustainability of DL at the expense of PL. It highlighted the roles of center managers and the
delegation of responsibilities to teacher leaders. Various leadership trajectories, as revealed by
the literature, are mainly focused on the duties of managers of centers for ECE, the teaching
staff, as well as the stakeholders of the organizations. This implies that empirical evidence contrib-
uted to most of the identified development of DPL culture in educational contexts. Similarly, empir-
ical evidence was collected from the participants through semi-structured interviews, observations,
and focus group discussions. Thus, the need emerges to conduct a validation of DPL using a mixed-
method approach to develop a more robust theoretical background of the dimensions of DPL. As
such, various tools can be employed, and broad, comprehensive, and in-depth data analysis
methods can be utilized across educational contexts, especially in education programs in higher
education. The result equally implies the need to further investigate DPL practice by documenting
best practices for pedagogical improvement, which can provide support for strong and productive
collegiality among educational stakeholders.
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