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Transformational Leadership: Empowering Teachers for a Positive School Climate 

 In this era of educational reform, high stakes assessments, and accountability many 

schools have felt the impact of increased pressure to perform (Velasco, Edmonson, & Slate, 

2012). Principals and school leaders have been inundated with strategies to improve the 

educational quality of schools, yet according to current statistics, the United States ranks 14th out 

of 40 industrialized nations ("Ranking America," 2015). The literature regarding this current 

educational issue is broad and inconclusive as to best practice. The purpose of this literature 

review is to examine the current literature regarding leadership style and the use of distributed 

leadership as an effective strategy to increase school climate.  

Transformational Leadership 

 It is widely agreed that Burns is the founder of transformational leadership (Quin, Deris, 

Bischoff, & Johnson, 2015; Sagnak, Kuruoz, Polat, & Soylu, 2015). The experts also agree that 

this type of leadership style can create positive change to a school’s climate by implementing 

four dimensions associated with the style (Allen, Grigsby, & Peters, 2015). Principals that are 

influential, can inspire motivation, are intellectually stimulating, show individualized attention, 

and tend to have success in empowering stakeholders to seek change and become leaders 

themselves (McKinney, Labat, & Labat, 2015). Current literature revolves around 

transformational principals empowering teachers, by pulling back on supervision and control, 

thus, creating an environment free from judgment, but rich in reflection and innovation. 

Achieving this type of collaboration can lead to an increase in creative productivity and a 

positive school climate.    

 There have been numerous mixed-model studies analyzing the types of leadership styles 

of principals and their respective effectiveness (Velasco et al., 2012). Transformational, 
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transactional, and authoritarian are the most referenced in this literature review. Findings 

support, in both business and in educational settings, a transformational leadership, specifically 

from the top administrator, predicted an increase in staff engagement and higher productivity 

(Hauserman & Stick, 2013). In educational settings, it is the principal that is influential by 

promoting cohesiveness and collaboration with the teachers, thus creating higher learning 

outcomes (Lynch, 2015). In most cases principals have significant influence over the teacher’s 

attitude and productivity, which lends itself to influence the school climate. Many schools in the 

United States have authoritarian principals (McKinney et al., 2015). The authoritarian principal 

has strict boundaries in regards to communication, responsibilities, and leadership roles. 

McKinney and other researchers agree that this style of leadership is not conducive to academic 

or social growth in schools. Researchers, over the past 10 years, suggest that the traditional 

preparation of our principals in an authoritative leadership style is failing our schools (Quin et 

al., 2015). 

Current experts agree that administration and teachers that work collaboratively play an 

important part in creating school climate. School climate increases in a positive manner in 

schools where the administrators enhance teacher motivation and teacher learning (McCarley, 

Peters, & Decman, 2016). They find a balance between task and relationship (Hooker, 2013). In 

particular, transactional and transformational principals that create opportunities for teachers to 

question their beliefs and practices, work together to create solutions, and promote shared 

decision-making have a positive school climate. Highly transformational principals were seen as 

taking an active role in providing opportunities to include teachers in decisions regarding 

policies, issues, and programs within the school. Experts agree that the foundation for success is 

a shared vision (Hauserman & Stick, 2013). Hauserman further noted that in most studies, 
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groups with a shared vision had an increased level of support and a decreased level of conflict. 

Transformation principals focus on unlocking and pulling out the potential of their followers; in 

this case teachers (Velasco et al., 2012). Teachers would be empowered to engage in additional 

research and create time to discuss and reflect with other teachers. In addition, new research 

involves the role of school leaders in strengthening the personal and social identification of 

teachers within the school environment. McCarly, Peters, and Decman concurred that teachers 

will feel a sense of stability and belonging and in turn, be more apt to bring a positive innovative 

demeanor to teaching and learning. In this type of environment, teachers tend to be engaged, 

comfortable expressing their opinions, feel valued, and are committed to the goals of the school. 

Most researchers agree that successful transformational principals assist struggling teachers by 

offering support and promoting reflection. They promote an environment of calmness and 

empowerment. They emphasize teamwork and collaboration. Highly transformational principals 

maintain a shared vision and are “able to push forward and think outside the box” (Hauserman & 

Stick, 2013, p. 195). 

Distributed Leadership 

 Much like the world of business, many educational institutions have a hierarchical system 

of leadership. When student achievement standards are not met or a negative school climate is 

present, federal or local administrations tend to add new standards, assessments, new programs, 

or regulations. Many experts agree that implementing distributed leadership or collaborative 

learning communities may be an answer to creating positive school climate which effects student 

achievement. Many of the researchers support the idea that a strong comprehensive effect was 

found when transformational principals implemented a distributed leadership program for the 

collaboration and decision-making by the teachers within the school setting (McCarley et al., 
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2016; Sagnak, Kuruoz, Polat, & Soylu, 2015). Saynak et al. agreed with United States expert’s 

data showing principals know that providing opportunities for staff to be involved with 

developing school policies and having input on school decisions enhances leadership and in turn 

enhances school climate, but don’t always have the skill or time to implement programs. 

Furthermore, most experts agree that more research is needed to examine individual teacher traits 

and beliefs that may factor into team performance. 

Researchers have found that the role of the teacher is changing (Devine, Meyers, & 

Houssemand, 2013). In many schools it is now to facilitate teaching and learning, rather than 

consistently direct teach all lessons. In any environment, teachers must be knowledgeable of 

their content and pedagogy. They must have skills and techniques to teach the array of students. 

The technical aspects of keeping abreast of the subject content and the myriad of strategies 

available to aid in teaching and learning are immense, thus, collaborative learning communities 

became popular in recent history (Berson, Da’as, & Waldman, 2015). “Not all collaboration is 

equal or productive” (Ronfeldt, Farmer, McQueen, & Grissom, 2015, p. 479). Distributed 

leadership goes beyond typical collaboration. It is generally defined as shared leadership within 

the school. The principal in this design plays a key role in building leadership capacity; holding 

to the philosophy that empowerment of teachers yields a positive school climate. Teachers report 

that principals who are open, active in the school environment, encourage the teachers to share in 

the decisions that affect their classrooms, are better received and more effective. 

 Many current researchers have examined the positive impact of teacher leaders. Teacher 

leaders can facilitate innovative ideas, be excellent role models, and be active in the decision 

making of the school (Kilinc, 2014). Kilinc and others believe that they also play an important 

role in building strong relationships with parents and other stakeholders. By facilitating 
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collaboration with peers, positive relationships are formed and opportunities for everyone to 

have a voice open up. This leads to an increase in self-esteem and school improvement in all 

areas.  

An effective strategy in a distributed leadership design is peer coaching (Devine et al., 

2013). Devine documented that peer coaching can be a powerful tool and in many cases has had 

a huge influence on teaching and learning. Researchers agree that peer coaching has many 

benefits (Hooker, 2013).  Hooker found that being able to participate and give back to the 

community created a sense of community and commitment. Teachers supporting each other and 

providing encouragement raised self-esteem. Constructive feedback increased learning and 

innovation.  Providing time for reflection and implementation of new ideas helped build a 

positive school climate.  

There are two main types of peer coaching. Reciprocal coaching involves pairs or small 

groups of teachers working together to provide observational feedback, modeling, reflective 

dialogue, and instructional practice. The teachers work alongside one another and encourage one 

another in a peer coaching partnership. Typically, grade level groups observe each other in the 

classroom and provide feedback in order to create a reflective dialogue. The sharing of 

innovative ideas can lead to curriculum changes and more effective teaching methods. The 

teachers become active role models as the students begin to teach and learn from each other. 

Researchers found that giving teachers guided practice in conducting meetings and having 

meaningful conversations, leading to decision-making, builds trust and leadership (Sagnak et al., 

2015).  

 Expert coaching is the other form of peer coaching. Expert coaching involves a more 

experienced teacher or administrator coaching less experienced teachers. The coach takes a more 
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supportive and facilitative role (Hamilton, 2013). In both models, there is a shared vision, goals 

are agreed upon and the team works collaboratively to accomplish them within a particular 

timeline. It is a professional teaching and learning relationship. Most experts agree, to be an 

effective program, clear, confidential communication must be established and the giving and 

receiving of feedback must be productive and non-judgmental. Trust has been shown to be the 

most important factor leading to effective teacher collaboration and positive school climate. Both 

peer and coach will learn to be an active listener, engage in critical thinking, and become 

solution oriented (Hooker, 2013). Teachers feel supported, in partnership, and empowered. 

Coaches feel worthy, effective in increasing teacher performance and ultimately student 

performance.  There is a sense of belonging and achievement. 

In all types of coaching, certain strategies are used. Establishing a professional 

relationship is first (Lancer, 2015). This promotes and demonstrates a shared vision and 

relationship with both the student and parent. There must be trust and respect within this 

structure. The next strategy is to create value and adds to the “why”. The third strategy, 

imparting information or data leads to goals and action. The synergy of coaching is powerful. 

Brainstorming ideas, creating new experiences, taking risks, applying new concepts based on 

data, and working together is exciting. The fourth strategy is organizational in nature. Meetings 

are scheduled. There is a timeline for each goal. There is accountability. There is also 

acknowledgement of progress, effort, and achievement. The acknowledgement portion is 

important. There are documented benefits of coaching; there are also limitations. It takes time 

and effort to coach. It takes commitment to enter a coaching relationship. It takes an openness to 

look at situations and people differently. It takes honesty, courage, and integrity to look 

internally, as a person and an educator. Collaborating with others helps sustain commitment to 
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innovative teaching and the school environment in general. When done properly peer coaching is 

an asset to developing a positive school climate. These collaborative models of teaching and 

creating a positive school climate could link student success to empowered teachers and 

innovative and creative to increase learning (Hooker, 2013).  

School Climate 

 It is generally agreed upon that school climate refers to the collective perceptions of the 

school environment. It can reflect student achievement standings, but is more closely associated 

with the social dynamics, including attitudes, feelings, and behaviors among all stakeholders 

(McCarley, Peters, & Decman, 2016). It is the overall atmosphere of the school. It is a set of 

characteristics of a particular school, which distinguishes it from another (Kilinc, 2014). The 

researchers examining school climate explore the relationships within the school, the leadership 

style, as well as, the school’s systems, behaviors, norms, and core values. In recent years, studies 

on school climate were focused on school violence and student disorder. More recently, studies 

have also included attributes of both a negative and a positive school climate. In both negative 

and positive school climates, stakeholders reflect the climate that is present within the school. 

Experts agree that a positive school climate can lead to improved teacher performance, higher 

teacher morale, and an increase in student achievement (Velasco et al., 2012). Researchers also 

suggest that there are strong correlations between transformational leadership, increased teacher 

effectiveness, school climate, and student achievement. 

One of the variables impacting school climate is the teacher. The teachers practice and 

attitude in the classroom is the greatest predictor of school climate and student achievement 

(Devine et al., 2013). Experts agree that the greatest impact on school climate is happy, 

empowered teachers. Devine also documented that supporting teachers in their professional 
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development, as well as, in their personal development is a new and important role for principals 

to undertake. 

Researchers suggest that the absence of a positive school climate can negatively affect 

student achievement and teacher retention. Schools characterized by a restrictive and 

unsupportive principal, yield apathetic teachers and unmotivated students (McCarley et al., 

2016). Further, frustration levels are high and both teachers and students are not focused on 

academics, much less school improvement. 

Summary and Directions for Additional Research 

  Leadership literature has been heavily focused on the role of the principal. In recent 

years the focus has switched to include the role of the teacher and more specifically the 

relationship between the principal and the teachers (Kilinc, 2014). The vast majority of literature 

cites studies that focus on the correlation between principal leadership and student achievement. 

There is also a substantial amount of current and ongoing literature examining the correlation 

between teacher leadership and student achievement (Ronfeldt, Farmer, McQueen, & Grissom, 

2015). Kiliinc, Ronfeldt and other experts do agree that a positive school climate has a positive 

correlation to high student achievement. There are a limited amount of studies focused the 

correlation between these same relationships to school climate. The United States has been 

searching for best practices in educational reform, yet there are no definitive answers to school 

and educational improvement. Transformational leadership is a global success in business and 

has been applied to education (Sagnak et al., 2015). Global researchers agree that 

transformational leadership in an educational setting, must include a shared vision, provide 

individual support, and provide intellectual support. They also agree that empowering teachers 

by giving them responsibility, choice, and autonomy, yields commitment, satisfaction, and trust. 
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By empowering teachers creativity and innovation increases. From these European experts, it is 

agreed that, “it is reasonable to say that as the transformational leadership behaviors of the 

principal increase, psychological empowerment, and in turn, innovative climate will increase” 

(Sagnak et al., 2015, p. 156).  

 Many researchers support the idea of school climate as a significant predictor of teacher 

leadership. This indicates that teacher leadership may be a predictor of school climate, however 

further research is needed to look at the reverse causality of this idea. A causal relationship needs 

further examination (Ronfeldt et al., 2015). Ronfeldt also notes there are many types of teacher 

collaboration. Future studies may also investigate which structural model of teacher leadership is 

most effective. Research to define best practices in providing professional development for 

principals and teachers on how to implement guided practice in leadership, decision making, and 

managing conflict is needed (Balyer, Karatas, & Alci, 2015) Research could be extended by 

repeating current studies to different populations, including charter schools and other 

geographical areas. Repeated research to examine the “how and “why” of these relationships is 

needed (McCarley et al., 2016).  In particular, research could be extended to include an 

examination of how transformational leader processes contribute to the conditions needed for 

teachers to absorb information and create knowledge, which then transmits to their students and 

in some cases the community at large (Berson et al., 2015). Expansion of current research is 

needed. The majority of the studies do not include the student voice. Some studies include parent 

perceptions. It would be beneficial to capture all stakeholder groups in determining the school 

climate and the correlations between principal leadership and teacher empowerment.  

Education reform is a current and ongoing issue in the United States. Investigation of 

current global research on effective educational systems could be beneficial. Repeating global 
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studies in the United States could provide useful information regarding leadership styles, 

effective principal-teacher relationships, producing positive school climates, and increasing 

student achievement. Much can be gained by reviewing principal and teacher preparation 

programs. According to many researchers, traditional and alternative preparation programs in the 

United States, “lack vision, purpose, structure, and unity needed to prepare leaders to improve 

curriculum, instruction, and achievement” (Quin et al., 2015, p. 72). Quin and other experts 

suggest continuing research on professional development in the area of leadership practices. 

There is a need to investigate leadership in high and low performing schools in order to identify 

the professional development needs of both the teacher and principal. Result from this type of 

research could lend itself to further research on best practices for preparation and 

implementation.  

Conclusion 

A “whole teacher” approach is needed. Research has shown that good teachers have a 

strong sense of personal identity. A teacher is a special person. A human with limitations, a 

history, fears, coupled with dreams, strengths and courage that walks into a classroom every day 

to connect with the children of our country. Effective teachers must come knowing their true 

self, knowing the wholeness of who they are, the good and the bad. They must understand that 

this is what they bring into the classroom. A teacher must claim their identity and their integrity. 

Within the top down management system of education, this teacher does not have to pull from 

power, but pulls from a grounded sense of authority. The principal is the hierarchical authority in 

most schools. Thus, the impact of the principal may dictate a positive or negative school climate, 

which impacts school outcomes (McCarley et al., 2016; Velasco et al., 2012). The literature 

supports the idea of a principal with a transformational leadership style having a positive impact 
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on the teachers. The experts agree that creating a collaborative workplace environment for 

teachers is the best way to improve student achievement (Balyer et al., 2015). The teachers, 

given the opportunity to be collaborative and participate in shared leadership, impact the 

teaching and learning in their classrooms. Distributing leadership to the teachers in the way of 

developing school policies, having input on important decisions, and shared decision making, 

increases the positive school climate, thus creating an environment for learning and innovation 

(Balyer et al., 2015). The combination of transformational leadership, distributed leadership, and 

coaching, creates a school climate that is innovative and buzzing with positivity.  There are many 

strategies being researched to increase student achievement and create exceptional schools. The 

literature suggests a positive outcome in continuing this line of research. Using a conceptual 

framework based on constructivism, looking at the principal, teacher, and student, the idea of 

pulling out ideas and innovation to increase school climate and productivity would be beneficial 

to those interested in school reform. 

Finland has the highest educational rating. The Finnish model is one of extracurricular 

choice and intrinsic motivation. Although not a Montessori model, it embodies many of the same 

characteristics. Montessori philosophy looks at the “whole child” and supports intrinsic 

motivation. The Finnish culture values it’s educational leaders, both principals and teachers, and 

believes in balance. “Education is about creating identity”(Choi, 2014, para. 6). This parallels the 

idea of the “whole teacher”. Choi explains that teachers in Finland teach about 600 hours a year 

and spend the rest of the time in professional development. Compared to the United States, 

teachers teach about 1,100 hours and have little professional development or proactive feedback. 

The United States will never be Finland; however, the education reformers could take lessons 

from Finland and several other European countries. School climate can change. Many American 
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experts agree that school climate is more malleable than some think. Changes in leadership style 

have been proven in business and are being researched in educational settings at an increased 

rate. Top schools, such as National Blue Ribbon Schools, are being examined to determine the 

factors of their success (McKinney et al., 2015). McKinney found that the ability of the principal 

to lead, inspire, and be a positive role model is a key factor in creating a positive school climate. 

Many agree that,  “charismatic leadership as a key driving mechanism that, together with trust 

within the team, facilitates an organizational learning climate that ultimately yields long-term 

organizational outcomes” (Berson et al., 2015, p. 102).  
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