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ABSTRACT
Professional development in policy for K–12 teachers is relatively rare 
despite the indelible role that teachers play in policy implementation. This 
study describes the experiences of five teachers who completed the 
10-month Texas Education Policy Fellowship Program. Results showed that 
the experienced classroom teachers garnered the most policy knowledge, 
situated leadership development, and networks. Additionally, they sought 
new professional development, and provided input to policy processes 
locally and with other teachers.

In the United States, K–12 teachers are charged with policy implementation, yet have few 
opportunities in shaping the policies they must enact (Lynch, 2020). Recent trends in education 
reform have revealed the need for teachers to become more involved with and lead in policy 
so they may share their situated expertise in the classroom with policymakers (Derrington & 
Anderson, 2020), advocate for policies to better serve marginalized and under-resourced 
students (Bradley-Levine, 2018), procure buy-in from teachers on education policy initiatives 
(Honig, 2006), ensure successful policy implementation at district and state levels (Kirsten, 
2020) and, ultimately, improve student learning outcomes (Shen et al., 2020). Research has 
found that K–12 teachers play an essential role in successful implementation of policy (Van 
Driel et al., 2001); however, teachers and their perspectives in influencing policy creation have 
been largely absent from this participation (Horsford et al., 2019; National Research Council, 
2014). For instance, in the introduction to their book on teacher leadership, Crowther et al. 
(2009) made a compelling case for the idea that teacher leaders have unique abilities and 
perspectives that make them indispensable to any progress in a knowledge society. Inman 
(2009), among others (Bond, 2019; Hite et  al., 2020; NRC, 2014), have called for explicit 
training to translate the knowledge held by teachers into policy.
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The emergence of professional development (PD) programs focused on education policy 
and offered through professional organizations have made it possible for leaders, specifically 
teacher leaders, to get involved in policy areas to improve school performance (Mangin & 
Stoelinga, 2009) and advocate for effective education reform (Pennington, 2013). The National 
Academies of Sciences et al. (2020) has stated that “a number of shifts over the past two decades 
have impacted expectations for K–12 teachers … [and] contribute to the demands on teachers: 
the policy context [emphasis added], an increasingly diverse student body, and the composition 
of the teacher workforce itself ” (p. 1). If PD leads to teacher leadership (Poekert, 2012), without 
specific PD in policy to grow their leadership skills, there is little ability for teachers to be 
successful in affecting policy as teacher leaders. Without such PD pathways for acquiring 
knowledge, skills, and connections to participate in policy, U.S. teachers are mired in a system 
that lacks both coherence and efficiency; meaning, teachers often rely on factors such as luck 
(e.g. securing one of the few available fellowships to work for the U.S. Department of Education 
or on Capitol Hill) to secure the PD experiences necessary to develop their policy knowledge 
and advocacy skills (Hill, 2009; Hite & Milbourne, 2022). Therefore, there is a need for struc-
tured and robust PD experiences, delivered by experts in policy spaces with authentic engage-
ment in policy, for teachers to develop their knowledge, leadership, and networks for education 
policy advocacy. With such PD, teachers may become prepared for full participation in the 
spaces that influence education policy.

The present study explores the development of five teacher leaders in a professional devel-
opment community so they may garner education policy-focused knowledge, leadership, and 
networks. By using the theoretical framework of communities of practice and a conceptual 
framework of necessary PD for policy leadership for teachers, data were collected and analyzed 
to determine how teachers engaged in novice and expert level policy-advocacy activities.

Theoretical Framework

This study used Lave and Wenger’s (1991) situated learning theory in which expertise, defined 
as explicit and implicit knowledge, is attained not by behaviorist conceptions of innate talent 
or linear developmental stages (Ericsson et al., 1993). Expertise is garnered through opportu-
nities or legitimate peripheral participation (LPP) to foster the skills needed to obtain expert 
practices (i.e. knowledge and skills) within a community of practice (CoP). According to Lave 
and Wenger (1991), when an individual enters the CoP as a novice on the periphery, they engage 
in scaffolded activities guided by a community-vetted or skilled expert. Novices negotiate mean-
ing within the CoP through increasing meaningful and practical experiences (i.e. LPP). Mastery 
or expertise may be obtained through this process, provided the learner has truly authentic 
and ample experiences to participate as well as an earnest desire to obtain the situated expertise 
(Wenger, 1998). As a unique skill set, “situated expertise encompasses not only the situatedness 
of practices and processes, but also their political (and potentially transformative) dimensions 
in tracing power imbalances (Vienni-Baptista et  al., 2022, p.1); situated expertise is vitally 
important to engaging in policy, in which power and politics are implicit to policy processes. 
To achieve this aim, the CoP must reciprocally provide transparency in what the community 
practices are that novices should obtain (Lave & Wenger, 2000). Moreover, one’s cognition is 
intrinsically coupled with the specific experience/s from LPP, evidencing the critical importance 
of one’s environment for situated learning (Durning & Artino, 2011). Situated learning occurs 



The Educational Forum 3

when the novice becomes more centrally involved in the practices of the CoP while becoming 
more aware of the nuance within the activities; this interaction develops their perception of 
self and recognition within the CoP (Lave & Wenger, 1991). Growth and learning from LPP 
can be observed by the community members and reflected upon by the novice alike, providing 
vital insight to the situated learning process and outcomes. This perspective is compelling as 
it acknowledges the power of culturally embedded activity, where the “acquisition of knowledge 
is contextually tied to the learning situation” (Gessler, 2009, p. 1611). This may explain why the 
apprentice-based student-teaching experience has long been an important bulwark in teacher 
induction programs (Koskela & Ganser, 1998; Tableacbnick & Zeichner, 1984). Thus, the sit-
uative approach has been lauded for illuminating how “classrooms and other learning environ-
ments afford opportunities for productive learning” (Anderson et al., 2000, p. 12).

Conceptual Framework

Certain PD programs may serve as these situative “learning environments,” in which experts 
provide scaffolded LPP such to impart upon novices important knowledge, skills, and relation-
ships of a specific CoP. One example of this PD is in teacher leadership. Notably, many teacher 
leadership programs focus on the extremes of experience (i.e. teach PLUS for new teachers and 
the Albert Einstein Distinguished Educator Fellowship for experienced teachers). To help under-
stand what type of advocacy is needed, Aydarova et  al. (2022) found in a study of teacher 
educators engaging in policy advocacy activities, a large portion of their work was in relationship 
building with policymakers and engaging with the public on points of advocacy. Research 
suggests novice teachers are understandably engaged in learning the CoP of teaching, whereas 
in-service teachers that are in the ‘middle’ of their careers may be an ideal audience for poli-
cy-focused PD. These teachers hold considerable knowledge of and leadership in their craft as 
well as prior experiences with cultivating and sustaining networks within their local community 
(Baker-Doyle, 2017), and are connected to their communities (Velasco et al., 2023) for the type 
of work that Aydarova et al. (2022) suggested is needed for effective advocacy in education.

To determine what the PD needs are for experienced classroom teachers, it is important to 
discern in what leadership activities they are engaged and to what extent, if any, those leadership 
activities relate to policy and advocacy. Dagen et al. (2017, p. 325) studied perceptions of teacher 
leadership among national board-certified teachers, described by the authors as “a high-quality 
professional learning experience for [K–12] educators. The certification [process] requires 
teachers to engage in rigorous reflection on their understanding of pedagogy, student achieve-
ment, and content knowledge” from videos of their practice, student work samples, written 
narratives, and a proctored content assessment. Among the 261 national board-certified teach-
ers sampled, they found that the leadership category teachers had significantly reported engag-
ing in the least was in advocacy. Although the researchers did not explore why, it does suggest 
that teacher leaders, at a national scale, are rarely engaging in advocacy as a part of their 
leadership activities. To better understand the impact on teachers from PD specific to policy 
and advocacy, Velasco et al. (2022) studied a PD fellowship program that intended to develop 
STEM education advocates from a cadre of nationally acclaimed STEM teachers (i.e. recipients 
of the Presidential Award for Excellence in Mathematics and Science Teaching or PAEMST). 
Velasco et al. (2022) found that most salient affordance, as reported by participating teachers, 
was in their self-efficacy to engage in advocacy activities for STEM education. In a follow up 
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study of these same teachers by Velasco and Hite (2022), the authors examined if and how 
these teachers continued their advocacy during the apex of the COVID-19 pandemic (2020–
2021), they had shifted their advocacy in communicating with policymakers from face-to-face 
to online (Twitter) and developing PD to help colleagues adjust to the change in modality of 
K–12 teaching from face-to-face and online, suggesting longevity of their PD to adapted and 
novel advocacy activities. These studies affirmed Poekert’s (2012) relationships between specific 
PD and teacher leadership actions and extended his work by suggesting the PD has longevity 
for teachers who participate in policy-advocacy PD.

The literature suggests that teachers are in need of PD to engage in policy-advocacy activities 
and asks the question of what type of PD experience would best suit their professional develop-
ment. In their report on professionally developing teachers to meet the challenges of the modern 
K–12 school, NASEM concluded that, for in-service teachers, “evidence of effective PD tends 
to come from research on small-scale interventions designed and led by experts (or in some 
instances, PD designed by experts and led by local facilitators trained by experts)” (NASEM, 
2020, p. 154). The statement from NASEM suggests that CoPs are an ideal vehicle for providing 
PD to experienced teachers. This review of literature indicates that experienced teachers may 
benefit from expert-led PD that leverages their situated knowledge of teaching and learning is 
warranted so they may apply their classroom-based experiences to a new domain of education 
policy-advocacy. Then, K–12 teachers would obtain the specific knowledges in policy, situated 
leadership skills in policy, and access to policy networks, so they may apply said knowledge, 
build relationships with policymakers and stakeholders to be effective in education policy spaces.

Our research explores an aspect of teachers’ development in policy knowledge, skills via 
leadership and influence by examining sustained LPP in a CoP, known as the Texas Education 
Policy Fellowship Program [herein, fellowship] which aims to improve teachers’ knowledge 
in education policy, leadership, and networks to participate in education policy processes. By 
leveraging best practices (per Miller, 2015) in creating collaborative sessions and providing 
spaces to give their input and receive feedback, the fellowship (2022) is a ten-month PD pro-
gram in which teachers who hold some interest in policy, among other middle-level leaders 
(e.g. individuals at levels who hold some leadership responsibility such as principals, informal 
educators, etc.), participated in online as well as in-person meetings with policy experts and 
engaged in sessions designed to improve leadership skills and cultivate networks in local and 
state policy. A notable part of completing the PD program is completion of a policy project, 
a culminating experience in which the participants develop and implement an intervention 
aimed at improving an educational outcome of their choosing, typically focusing on enhancing 
equity, within the K–12 educational communities they serve.

Materials and Methods

Our study examined the growth in teachers’ situated learning in policy knowledge, leadership, 
and networks from their participation in policy-based LPP experiences within the CoP known, 
in this case, as the fellowship. The research question for this study asked: What types of novice 
and/or expert actions (LPP) did teachers report to engage in upon participation in a fellowship 
(a policy-based CoP with expert guidance) to advance their knowledge, leadership, and net-
works (situated expertise) in education policy? Within two cohorts of fellows, five teachers 
had completed the fellowship (including completion of a policy project) and had provided a 
single in-depth exit interview.
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Participants

In reviewing curriculum vitae, submitted as part of the admissions process to the program, 
the five participants (four female, one male) sampled held a mean of eight years of classroom 
teaching experience (median is eight, mode is eleven) ranging from three to 14 years. Two 
participants were certified and working in elementary (K–6) education, two in science and 
one in mathematics. One participant taught in a mid-size city (of approximately 250,000), the 
second participant taught in a larger city (approximately 700,000) and the other three partic-
ipants taught in two of the largest urban centers in Texas (with population levels of three to 
eight million people). Four participants held ESL certifications and/or were bilingual in Spanish 
and two had obtained principal certifications (although were practicing classroom teachers). 
Prior to participating in the fellowship, teachers’ leadership centered in staff PD delivery, 
instructional coaching, and curriculum development at the school or district level. Notably, 
all participants reported that their entire teaching career had occurred within the state of 
Texas; two participants had only taught in one school district. Notably, all but one participant 
had obtained a doctorate in education or was working toward one while in the PD program. 
Three had reported engaging in leadership training in their district, but none of those oppor-
tunities focused on policy-based leadership. Using race and ethnicity identification provided 
from each participant, each individual was provided a randomly generated pseudonym for 
analysis and reporting.

Interview Protocol and Collection

We developed a semi-structured interview protocol to elicit thinking about the experiences 
fellows had (LPP) during the fellowship program related to their understandings in policy, lead-
ership, and networks, respectively. Interviews were conducted via zoom and up to 45-minutes 
in length. Given these are termed ‘exit interviews,’ they were two to three months (in July and 
August) after the completion of the fellowship (in May). The interviews themselves were 
conducted by two different interviewers, both of whom are former teachers and were trained 
on the protocol. However, these interviewers did not participate in the implementation of the 
PD program or any LPP experiences as a means to mitigate positively biased responses among 
the participants. The interview protocol consisted of 15 questions or prompts—six questions 
asked about their perceptions of LPP while in the fellowship and nine questions invited par-
ticipants to share how their policy knowledge, leadership skills and networks had changed or 
been leveraged to meet their goals and objectives in education policy work (by novice and/or 
expert activities). The appendix contains the full fifteen item interview protocol and ques-
tion-by-question alignment to the study’s conceptual 3-pronged framework.

Data Analysis and Interpretation

A deductive content analysis (as prescribed by Hesse-Biber, 2016) was used to operationalize 
the study’s conceptual understanding that the sampled teachers shared in common LPP (provided 
by the fellowship experience) within the CoP of the fellowship itself as they theoretically advanced 
from policy novices toward policy expertise. Hence, the conceptual framework generated the 
three major categories of coding the five interview transcripts: policy knowledge, situated lead-
ership, and network connections in policy, which were loaded as columns into an excel document. 
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In each row, data would be disaggregated by pseudonym (individuals) for greater data visual-
ization. As each interview transcript was read, relevant quotations from the respondents were 
copied and pasted into the excel document. After the first pass, subcategories were generated by 
summarizing the essence of the quotation copied and pasted from the interview transcript. As 
example, cognizance of bills, laws, and the policy process emerged as a subcategory of the cate-
gory growth in policy knowledge. Subcategories were scrutinized and discussed as being novice 
or expert activities in policy-advocacy and were labeled as such. Determination of the types of 
reported activities, novice versus expert LPP, was informed by teacher leadership development 
work by Smylie and Eckert (2018), York-Barr and Duke (2004), and Poekert et al. (2016), respec-
tively. First, novice activities focused at smaller scales (classroom, school, district) than expert 
activities. Expert activities occurred at larger scales (regional, national). Second, the targets of 
teacher leaders’ novice advocacy activities were related to the growth of the individual, whereas 
teacher leaders’ expert advocacy activities were directed toward teams and organizations. Third, 
categorization of activities related to how knowledge from PD was internalized and executed, 
either as activity for personal growth (novice) or activities for sharing knowledge with other 
teachers and stakeholders (expert). Boxes within the excel spreadsheet were counted by categories 
and subcategories to develop frequency counts and percentages.

For the interview items that asked how fellows were presently using or planning to apply 
their LPP experiences after the fellowship in policy-advocacy activities, transcripts were read 
and highlighted by researchers for evidence of aforementioned activities. Twenty-six quotations 
from transcripts were identified from a first pass through the data. From those 26 quotations, 
a second pass established four categories of meaning that described the collective activities. 
These four categories were: taking on leadership at their school, district, and/or organization; 
conducting research on behalf of a school, district, organization, or for themselves; efforts to 
improve equity in the P-20 educational system; and sharing the knowledge, leadership, and 
networks they have garnered with others (and mainly teachers). A third pass was conducted 
to condense the participants’ experience within each of these emergent categories and to 
populate summary descriptive statistics of frequency counts and percentages. Quotations were 
arranged into a figure, by each participant, to supplement the summary table and provide 
greater transparency to the coding process of current and future activities.

Trustworthiness and Positionality

A gold standard of qualitative research is adherence to the principles and purpose of trust-
worthiness ascribed by Lincoln and Guba (1985) of credibility, transferability, dependability, 
and confirmability. For credibility, the prolonged engagement of each sampled individual in 
the PD program provides affirmation that the policy-advocacy activities reported are very 
likely due to the professional development these teachers received within the programmatic 
CoP and not from their professional duties or teaching-related experiences, which are largely 
unrelated to policy work. The use of established CoP theory by Lave and Wenger (1991, 2000) 
affords an element of transferability to the research study as the model was both applicable 
and appropriate to use as a lens when examining teachers’ LPP experiences and the subsequent 
development in policy knowledge, leadership, and networks. This applicability to different 
contexts is important as entities who wish to develop PD programs for teacher leadership in 
policy can determine which LPP experiences are most generative to nascent policy advocates 
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and how to scaffold and sequence their own LPP experiences. Although “qualitative research 
does not seek replicability” (Stahl & King, 2020, p. 26), qualitative research should be repro-
ducible. Therefore, by providing the full interview protocol (see the Appendix, Supplementary 
materials) and a step-by-step process of data collection, analysis, and interpretation, we have 
provided transparency to the reader and added dependability to the research process. Regarding 
confirmability, the data analysis process we followed also created an audit trail as the original 
data (quotations from the interview transcripts) were maintained within the data analysis. 
Evidence of the audit trail is further found in quotations provided from each sampled partic-
ipant in the findings section and in Figure 1. Last, but never least, a secondary coder assisted 
the primary coder in reviewing the data prior to and after coding for reliability purposes.

Regarding positionality, three members of the research team facilitated the program of 
study and were responsible for crafting the LPP experiences in policy (i.e. securing guest 
speakers for large group sessions, facilitating small group discussions, providing individualized 
information and self-reflection on policy, advising on policy ideas and questions). Facilitators 
were also accountable for meeting programmatic outcomes (e.g. encouraging attendance at 
fellowship meetings, engagement in policy activities, and completion of a cumulative policy 
project). Therefore, this unique connection of researchers to the fellowship ensured that each 
research participant engaged in the PD and verified the activities that participants had reported. 
Facilitators’ deep knowledge of and experience with the fellowship program also enhanced 
the development of the exit interview protocol. By this subset of the research team, each 

Figure 1.  Quotations to support categories from Table 4 regarding current and future policy-advocacy.

https://doi.org/10.1080/00131725.2023.2231995
https://doi.org/10.1080/00131725.2023.2231995
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question was devised, reviewed, and aligned to the programmatic framework and intended 
outcomes of garnering policy knowledge, acquiring situated leadership skills, and developing 
policy networks. To minimize potential avenues of bias in participant data, all interviews were 
conducted by the remaining two members of the research team who did not: act as a facilitator 
or guest speaker in the program, engage in any LPP experiences as a fellow themselves, and 
have any personal or professional relationship to the participants.

Limitations

Lamont and Swidler (2014) contended that “each [methodological] technique has its own 
limitations and advantages and that a technique does not have agency: all depends on what 
one does with it, what it is used for” (p. 154), so we have chosen exit interviews as a means for 
our teacher participants to reflect upon their LPP experiences in policy in the recent past of 
the program (CoP), connect those experiences to what they are doing and thinking about 
doing related to policy-advocacy activities in the present and near future, respectively. Semi-
structured interviewing has been employed extensively in studies interested in understanding 
novice-expert interactions and outcomes with teachers (Jin et al., 2021, 2022; Klassen et al., 
2018; Liu, 2022; Westerman, 1991), but this method is not without its limitations.

One potential limitation is the imbalance of power that existed between interviewer and 
interviewee (Anyan, 2013). This is particularly important to note when the purpose of the 
research was to accurately document novice-expert interactions and the subsequent outcomes 
from those interactions. To mitigate potentially exaggerated or otherwise hindered responses, 
the two interviewers were both former teachers, not presented as policy experts, and were never 
part of the LPP experiences or the CoP of the PD program. Our countermeasure provided an 
interview space in which participants could relate to the interviewers as teachers and provide 
their honest recollections from their unshared experiences in the program as well as current 
and future ideas for policy-advocacy activities. To better understand the impacts of the CoPs 
long term, longitudinal interviewing (see Nolen et al., 2012) would provide a greater under-
standing of the trajectory of their growth in policy knowledge, leadership, and networking, as 
well as emergent activities that demonstrate novice and expert proficiency in education policy.

Results

Exactly 116 coded responses from each transcribed interview contributed to the data set. Table 1 
shows a summary of the coding process by category (tied to the conceptual framework), sub-
categories (emergent policy-advocacy activities related to each category), novice-expert level of 
each activity (per the theoretical framework) with frequency counts and percentages of each 
category vis-à-vis the total of all coded data (N = 116) regarding the affordances of LPP within 
the CoP of the fellowship. Each category of situated learning was represented within the data 
set with leadership having slightly more codes (n = 41, 35%) than policy knowledge (n = 39, 34%) 
and networks and networking (n = 36, 31%). The degree of teachers’ situated learning is repre-
sented by novice and expert activities as described within the conceptual framework. Policy 
knowledge had more subcategories (nine) and diverse novice-expert activities (four and four 
respectively) than the other two categories which had fewer subcategories (i.e. seven and six) 
and fewer expert activities than novice activities (five to two and four to two, respectively).
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To explore the second part of the research question relating to the nature of novice-expert 
activities from the LPP of the CoP in the PD program, Table 2 displays the summary of novice 
and expert activities by category. Participants reported mostly novice policy-advocacy activities 
(n = 79, 68%) as compared to expert policy advocacy activities (n = 37, 32%). Interestingly, policy 
leadership activities comprised the majority of the novice activities (n = 32) and the fewest 

Table 1. C oding results by conceptual (categories) and theoretical (novice/expert) frameworks.
Categories and Subcategories Novice / Expert Frequency and Percent

Growth in Policy Knowledge 39/116 (34%)
   Cognizance of Bills, Laws, and the Policy 

Process
Novice 7*

   Understanding Policy Infrastructure and 
Systems

6

      District-School Level Novice 4
      State-National-Federal Expert 2
   A New Awareness in the Lack of… 18
      Teacher Input at the State Legislature and 

State Level Agencies
Novice 4

      Educators at the seat and spaces of Policy 
and Power

Novice 7

      Diversity and Diverse Stakeholders and 
Perspectives at the seat     of Policy and 
Power

Expert 7

   Comprehending the Role of lobbying 
(among those not in education)

Expert 2

   Determining the Importance of Nonprofit 
organizations to advocate for teachers, 
students

Expert 2

   Commanding the use of Policy-Specific 
Language

Expert 4

Growth in Policy-Based Leadership 41/116 (35%)
   Garnering Self-Reliance in Bills, Laws, and 

the Policy Process
Novice 5

   Acknowledging the Importance of 
Community-based Stakeholders

Novice 7

   Recognizing and Applying Their Teacher 
Voice

Novice 8

   Gaining Confidence in Participating in 
Education Policy and/or     Advocacy 
Spaces (e.g., Organizations)

Novice 8

   Application of leadership in novel spaces or 
groups (to engage in     teacher 
representation and education advocacy)

8

      District-School Level Novice 4
      State-National-Federal Expert 4
   Instilling Leadership in Other Teachers Expert 5
Growth in Policy-Related Networks and Networking 36/116 (31%)
   Appreciating the Power of Coalitions to 

Advance Policy Activities
Novice 6

   Determining Multiple Avenues to Enact 
Policy Change

Novice 6

   Connecting Stakeholders to Galvanize 
Change Efforts

Novice 6

   Following people, organizations, and events 
to Enhance Policy     Knowledge and 
Networks

Novice 7

   Joining Groups to Broaden (Teacher) 
Representation in Policy

Expert 5

   Forging New Vertical/Horizontal 
Connections within their Networks

Expert 6

*Lisa indicated her single contribution to this category was from prior knowledge (and not gained in program).
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activities at the expert level (n = 9), whereas policy knowledge had the fewest novice activities 
(n = 22) but held the greatest number expert level activities from any one category (n = 17).

To determine individual affordances among teachers and to visualize any potential sources 
of variance that may exist within the collective data set, Table 3 provides a summary of LPP 
experience among each of the three categories and partitioned by novice versus expert activities 
by each participant. In regard to representation, Mateo contributed the most data (n = 33, 
27%), followed by Angela and Cenisa (n = 25, 22%), Lisa (n = 17, 15%), and Michelle (n = 16, 
14%). Michelle and Cenisa reported similar experiences of garnering knowledge in knowledge 
and leadership and to a lesser extent in networks and networking. Lisa and Mateo reported 
more holistic LPP experiences balanced among the three categories; Lisa reporting slightly 
less in networks and networking and Mateo reporting slightly more in that category. Regarding 
the distribution of novice and expert activities, each teacher reported more novice activities 
than expert; Michelle reported most novice activities (n = 14, 87% of her reported activities), 
followed by Cenisa (n = 18, 72% of her reported activities), Mateo (n = 21, 63% of his reported 
activities), Angela (n = 15, 60% of her reported activities), and Lisa reporting the least (n = 10, 
59% of her reported activities).

Growth in Policy Knowledge within CoP Participation

In regard to policy knowledge, specific knowledge gains described by teachers were: a basic 
knowledge of what policy is and how policy is made; a systemic understanding of education 
(e.g. how districts interfaced with the state educational agency, how the state interfaced with 
federal agencies related to education); the lack of teacher and diverse input at the state 
legislature; how lobbyists operate and exert influence in the policy process; and how import-
ant nonprofit organizations were to advocate for education. Novice level understandings 
were largely relegated to awareness of what policy was, the policy process (of agenda setting, 
formulation, implementation, and evaluation), and the stakeholders involved at their local 

Table 2.  Summary of LPP experiences reported in the CoP; disaggregated by novice and expert.
Novice Expert Totals (From Table 1)

Growth in Policy Knowledge 22 17 39
Growth in Policy-Based 

Leadership
32 9 41

Growth in Policy-Related 
Networks/ing

25 11 36

Totals 79 37 116

Table 3.  Summary of LPP experiences reported in the CoP; disaggregated by teacher participant.
Pseudonyms

Michelle Angela Cenisa Lisa Mateo

Growth in Policy 
Knowledge

7 6 10 6 10

Growth in Policy-Based 
Leadership

6 8 10 6 11

Growth in Policy-Related 
Networks/ing

3 11 5 5 12

Total (N = 116) 16 25 25 17 33
Novice LPP Reported 14 15 18 10 21
Expert LPP Reported 2 10 7 7 12
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levels. Michelle, an elementary teacher, reflected on her time in the CoP by how she “got a 
better in depth understanding of how policies are developed and the processes that they go 
through until [it reaches] us as teachers; you know [when we] first hear them … it was great 
to be a part of that.” Mateo, a science teacher, elaborated on how he garnered his policy 
knowledge by interacting with “guest speakers who provided great insight on how the policy 
process works … I was able to fully understand how policies, policies play out and how they 
go from the different committees onto the floor and so forth.” Not all LPP reported was at 
the novice level. Cenisa, a math teacher, said, “I didn’t realize how much they [nonprofits] 
advocate for us [teachers, students]” and Lisa, a science teacher shared, “I think [I will 
follow] a blend of the not for-profits … to see what happens with their advocacy moving 
forward.” Novice-to-expert development in this category reflects those once teachers under-
stood the policy process, they were growing more cognizant of the external stakeholders 
and influences on said policy—both positive and negative influences. Angela typified this 
development in policy knowledge by saying, “I can say, ‘hey [teachers] look there’s this bill 
that you know it’s out there … [and] what can we do to help you [policymakers] refine this 
[legislation]?’ Because not everyone takes the time to read that full [bill] text and that’s when 
some of those messages get twisted.”

Growth in Policy Leadership within CoP Participation

Related to leadership, aspects of growth related to recognizing the importance of teacher 
voice; listening to community and stakeholders; evolving self-reliance in locating and 
interpreting legislation/bills; and applying their leadership in novel spaces or groups. One 
interesting finding related to leadership is the recognition that leadership in policy meant 
amplification (e.g. amplifying the voices of a community) rather than representation like 
that of a politician or administrator. Michelle described her response to this challenge: 
to “refine my thinking on stakeholders within the education policy as a whole and within 
education; I think it’s refined by defining more of who could be a stakeholder.” Lisa con-
tributed to this idea of identifying and supporting stakeholders, relating that as she grew 
“into a leadership role, especially thinking about local or even state advocacy, [I] am 
making sure that those voices are at the table, [this] is really important.” Cenisa added, 
“what I found that I can’t move as a leader, is, listen, take it in, think about it. It’s, you 
know, listening with intent. [So] in leadership, you’re willing to listen to what your com-
munity has to say.” A novice-expert divide occurred among teachers who exercised emerg-
ing leadership activities (e.g. reporting having more confidence to engage in policy-advocacy 
work) as compared to advanced leadership activities (i.e. instilling leadership in others 
and mentoring other teachers in policy-advocacy work). Angela felt empowered relating 
that “teachers may not know there aren’t a whole lot of opportunities [for leadership]; we 
may not know how to find those opportunities and all of that, so it really falls to me.” 
Mateo cited one specific LPP experience in the CoP in which fellows were tasked at the 
end of their experiences to pen their leadership story, which he said, “allowed me to reflect 
on what I’ve done throughout the year [and] what can I do to help other teachers other 
stakeholders” so they too could have generative LPP in policy and engage teachers in 
policy-advocacy work.
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Growth in Policy Networks and Networking within CoP Participation

Teachers’ discussions about networks and networking connected to: the power that coalitions 
have in advancing policy activities; the multiple avenues one may take to effect change in 
policy-advocacy work; joining groups to broaden one’s perspective and amplify voices; making 
new vertical and horizontal connections within one’s school and district; the importance of 
connecting stakeholders to one another for synergistic policy-advocacy activities; and the 
importance of following people, organizations, and events to continually improve policy 
knowledge and maintain their networks. On the latter point, Cenisa remarked, “Now I'm 
paying attention to more emails, especially when they say ‘Town Hall’ in them or just anything 
that has trigger words that I know have to do with policies and laws that are affecting us 
[teachers].” In becoming more policy aware, Cenisa was exercising leadership through vigi-
lance, monitoring networks for policy changes that she can then communicate back to her 
stakeholders. Similarly, Angela shared that from the CoP she has been monitoring education 
policy news more at the national level and Lisa has been following up with the contacts she 
made in the CoP to keep in touch with ongoing education policy processes. An expert level, 
Michelle reflected on how best practice with stakeholders can and should be scaled: “I think 
my district as a whole does a great job of interacting with stakeholders here in the local area … 
We need to do a better job of interacting and involving stakeholders from the State level and 
international level.” Mateo, who reported the most policy-advocacy activities and at in the 
networking category (see Table 2), shared many avenues from which he is fostering connections 
in education policy from following policy analysts online, leveraging committees to dissem-
inate policy information and action, as well as re/engaging with university professors in science 
labs to create LPP experiences for his science students. He attributed his new passion for 
forging new relationships and network connections to his newfound confidence in this knowl-
edge and leadership, sharing “now I’m able and that hesitant to take on any roles and be ready 
to provide any input on my end.”

Policy-Advocacy Activities and/or Plans Post CoP Participation

From the analysis of teachers’ reflections from their CoP and LPPs experiences, four salient 
categories emerged (see Table 4) from the reading and summarizing of 26 coded data. Notably 
Angela and Mateo contributed the most (62%) to this data set. Thus, not applicable (abbre-
viated as N/A in the table) was added where there were no data from Michelle, Cenisa, and 
Lisa respectively to contribute to the categorization schema. Table 4 provides an understanding 
to how each teacher is operationalizing or planning to operationalize their CoP experiences 
and apply the learning from their LPP to their own professional teaching contexts.

The emergent categories and a quotation that exemplifies the category creation is shown 
in Figure 1. Category one related to new leadership engagements, centrally on their campuses 
and in their districts. Michelle’s quote is particularly striking because she was not a reluctant 
leader; instead, Michelle has been engaging with her district to secure avenues from which 
she can now exercise her newfound leadership abilities. In category two, three teachers dis-
cussed accessing research (e.g. data sets, policy memos, and journal articles) as a tool for their 
policy-advocacy work. Mateo shared how he is assessing school policies for explicit inclusion 
of equity and diversity. For category four, teachers described a mission to share their policy 
knowledge; suggesting that part of the transition from policy novices to expertise is the 
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education of policymakers to relevant policy issues in the classroom and sharing with other 
teachers’ information about policy and policy processes, so they too may have a larger impact 
on education. Notably, the fourth area of current and future activity was described as occurring 
within their own school or their own district.

Discussion

The current study sought to explore the nature of LPP that teachers experienced within a CoP 
to develop their policy knowledge, leadership, and networks in education policy. The exit 
interviews of five teachers who participated in such a PD program provided vital insight to 
the need to include teacher voice in policy and gaps in how such expertise develops. The 
discussion is differentiated to explore the nature of teacher development in policy, what attri-
butes of the teachers may explain differences in that development, and how that development 
relates to conceptual models of teacher development in policy spaces to impact the education 
policy environment.

The Nature of Teacher Development from Policy-Based LPP in a Policy-Focused CoP

Upon analysis of the LPP garnered within the CoP, we found that each category of policy 
growth was nearly equally represented; leadership was the most reported LPP followed by 
policy knowledge and then networks (Table 1). Conceptually, this trifecta suggests this com-
bination of LPP was equally valuable in providing teachers needed policy information 

Table 4. R eported post fellowship related to their participation in the CoP (N = 26).
Teacher Category 1: Category 2: Category 3: Category 4:

Taking on Leadership 
Positions and 
Opportunities at their 
Schools, Districts, and 
Organizations

Conducting Research 
on Behalf of the 
School, District, 
Organization or for 
Themselves

Improving Education 
Equity in the P-20 
System

Distributing their 
Policy Knowledge, 
Leadership, and 
Networks

Michelle (n = 4, 
14%)

Joined committees 
including leadership 
on the campus.

N/A Applied understanding of 
policy to enhance 
policy at her school.

Sharing best practices 
of her work at school 
with campuses (in 
district) and across 
the state.

Angela (n = 8, 
31%)

Seeks out district officials 
to advocate on school 
issues

Locating student data 
sets to answer 
questions related to 
policy-advocacy

Spreading awareness of 
equity concerns and 
how extant policies 
are contributing to 
inequities.

Engaging with higher 
level leaders to 
better understand 
classroom issues.

Cenisa (n = 3, 
12%)

Joined committees 
including leadership 
on the campus and 
district [task force].

Conducting research on 
district policies.

Joining organizations for 
advocating on behalf 
of minority students.

N/A

Lisa (n = 3, 12%) Taking on policy 
leadership positions.

N/A Including equity explicitly 
in professional 
development for 
teachers.

Educating other 
teachers on 
policy-advocacy.

Mateo (n = 8, 
31%)

Joined committees 
including leadership 
on the campus and 
district [task force].

Conducting original 
research to redress 
policy issues.

Engaging in culture shifts 
to celebrate diversity 
and diverse students.

Sharing best practices 
of his work at school 
with campuses (in 
district) and across 
the state.
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(knowledge), the ability or skills (leadership), and avenues (networks) to engage in poli-
cy-advocacy activities. Per the theoretical model, we can anticipate more novice activities 
in areas in which the participating teachers have less individual knowledge and experiences, 
such as in how policy works (knowledge) and creating their own policy-networks; the latter 
of which does not take into account any policy-advocacy that may be done on their behalf 
through membership to a teacher union (Vieyra et  al., 2021) or a professional teaching 
organization (Lambert, 2003). Interestingly, when comparing reported novice and expert 
LPP, the policy knowledge category had equal representation in subcategory type between 
expert and novice, whereas the leadership and networking categories had fewer at the expert 
level (Table 1). This finding suggests that teachers grew more rapidly in their policy knowl-
edge as compared to leadership and networks. Smit (2005) found that teachers are able to 
leverage what she termed, ‘local knowledge’ of policy, as a scaffold for learning education 
policy and policy processes. This finding makes intuitive sense as teachers being charged 
with implementing policy in the classroom may then draw on those experiences to make 
sense of policy formation. We may conclude that policy knowledge is the foundation from 
which teachers can then visualize their leadership in policy and establish or expand their 
networks for policy work, the latter of which is evidenced in the emerging category two in 
Table 4 of their current and future work.

From the foundation of education policy, we turn to the importance of LPP in policy lead-
ership. Findings indicate that the greatest number of LPP was reported in leadership category 
(n = 41) as compared to the other two categories, however, leadership held the least amount 
of LPP at the expert level (n = 9; Table 2). This finding suggests that teachers engaged in pol-
icy-leadership activity, but mainly locally and not beyond the purview of their own area or 
district. The bulk of teacher leadership literature focuses on instructional leadership and their 
activities within the school (Wenner & Campbell, 2017). Expert interactions in the leadership 
category were advocacy at scale (national) and distributing leadership to other teachers. It 
may be the case that teachers did not choose to engage in expert level leadership, but simply 
did not have the opportunities to do so. There exists a persistent dearth of opportunity for 
elementary teachers (Kenjarski, 2015), special education (Billingsley, 2007), and teachers of 
STEM subjects (Bundy et al., 2019; NRC, 2014) to engage in policy leadership, which comprises 
all the groups of teachers in this sample. Granted teachers can engage in instructional lead-
ership within structures like the professional learning communities of their school (Rasberry 
& Mahajan, 2008), policy-based leadership is often considered as outside of the expected 
instructional work of a classroom teacher (Hite et al., 2020; Smylie, 1995). As teachers reported 
taking on more or expanded leadership roles in their school as well as district (as seen in the 
first emergent category of Table 4), suggests they are willing and able to move beyond instruc-
tional leadership.

The networks and networking category held the fewest reports of LPP among the three 
categories, although not significantly. Findings indicate that there was the least amount 
of variance among subcategories (i.e. the least at five and the greatest at seven and mostly 
at six) when compared to subcategory frequencies in the other two categories of policy 
knowledge and leadership. This finding suggests teachers were diversifying their poli-
cy-based networking into different areas similarly. Lambert (2003) discussed the impor-
tance of networking for “teachers [to] see themselves as part of a profession; they find 
themselves listened to in new ways; they hear and see how others think and interact and, 
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in so doing, change how they perceive themselves as teachers” (p. 427) and teacher leaders. 
The aforementioned finding may be best understood through, as once policy and leader-
ship were understood, networks and networking which aided in teachers’ application of 
the aforementioned knowledge and skills, thus supporting their policy-advocacy work 
(Vieyra & Hite, 2023; Yow et al., 2021). The emergent category 4 in Table 4 supports this 
assertion given the type of teacher-to-teacher and policy-based networking they are or 
are planning to engage.

The Variance of Teacher Development from Policy-Based LPP in a Policy-Focused CoP

We noted some individual differences as teachers reported policy related LPP during and after 
the program. Individually, Mateo reported twice as much LPP than Michelle and Lisa indi-
vidually (Table 3). When examining their curriculum vitae, it was noted that Michelle and 
Lisa held half the amount of teaching experience when compared to Mateo and Angela. 
Further, Mateo and Angela were also outliers of the group as they reported the most LPP 
around networking as compared to the other three teachers, emphasizing the importance that 
Bond (2019) found for teachers to build professional relationships with policy-based stake-
holders. A situative model of teacher leadership in policy by Hite and Milbourne (2018) helps 
to explain how experience in the classroom can advance or stymie teachers’ developmental 
processes. By chronicling the professional experiences of K–12 STEM master teacher leaders 
and use of situative learning theory, the STEMMaTe model describes five salient phases of 
policy focused LPP in which individual teachers advance in their policy leadership from novice 
to expert levels. The first and most novice phase is their ability to effectively teach their content 
area (scholastic effectiveness) in the classroom followed by garnering institutional knowledge 
and memory of their school and system. Lisa and Michelle had reported no present or future 
experiences related to research (Table 4), and from their CVs, they held the fewest years of 
classroom experience (i.e. seven and three years, respectively). It is likely they are still in the 
first or second phase of the model, still garnering understandings of school-based and local 
policies before engaging in research to determine how those policies (do or do not) work, 
notable activities of the third phase of adaptability and flexibility. It is in this third phase in 
which teachers employ their scholastic effectiveness and leverage their institutional capacity 
to fully engage in the LPP on policy, being offered by a policy CoP, toward policy leadership 
development. This model also helps to explain why Mateo and Angela also reported the most 
LPP experiences at the expert level (Table 3). The STEMMaTe model suggests after the third 
phase of learning policy, teachers engage in LPP related to emergent and then, strategic policy 
leadership activities, just as Mateo and Angela had done. It is these strategic teacher leaders 
in policy that have the ability to have the greatest and most widespread impacts on policy due 
to their actions that engage policymakers directly and recruit other teachers to policy leader-
ship. Given that strategic leadership often, but does not have to, occur later in the teacher’s 
teaching career, this study and this model demonstrates that time in classroom is not the best 
proxy for determining a teacher’s engagement in policy leadership, and there are tangible 
actions that can be made within the policy-focused CoP to provide the sequenced and adequate 
LPP needed to aid teachers in fully developing their teacher leadership in policy from a sus-
tained policy PD experience.
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Conclusion

Results adhered to extant models of teacher leadership in policy—sampled teachers used their 
teaching experiences and expertise as the focal point of their policy learning, leadership devel-
opment, and making connections for future policy-advocacy work. Teachers reported that 
the policy-focused CoP LPP experience helped them individually to garner knowledge and 
skills which then were spread to other teachers and policy stakeholders in their nascent pol-
icy-focused networks. Programs that wish to develop teacher leadership in policy, through 
situative learning processes, should acknowledge and intentionally provide both policy knowl-
edge and leadership LPP to ensure teachers not only learn—but also are ready to engage in 
and disseminate (via new policy networks) their policy knowledge and ideas for advocacy. 
Thus, the present research uniquely contributes to the literature by providing insight to how 
teachers garner policy knowledge, acquire situated leadership skills, and expand their networks 
to influence policy, such as education advocacy activities and amplifying stakeholder voices. 
And by understanding how this development from novice to expert in policy-advocacy activ-
ities occurs, we may also better understand how teacher leadership in policy impacts the 
education policy ecosystem, from local to national and international levels. This research 
provides avenues for future research in exploring the finer grained details of teacher leadership 
in policy, either at the novice or expert level, and following teacher leaders in policy throughout 
their teaching careers to determine how they, as individuals or groups of policy teacher leaders, 
influence policy development and implementation in their districts and beyond.
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