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Abstract 
 

In an effort to better understand leadership educator preparation, this qualitative study 

explores leadership educators’ identity constructions, or (re)presentations of experiences, beliefs, 

and practices that contribute to one’s professional identity. We used three narrative approaches 

(storytelling, symbolic interactionism, and anticipatory reflection) to capture short stories of 

leadership educators’ lived experiences and life perspectives.  Analysis of these narratives 

illustrate the kinds of past experiences that led to shifts in thinking or practice. Leadership 

education was seen as a process of leadership development, with teachers and students both 

exercising leadership. And participants’ reflection on their intentions for future practice 

emphasize learning that is both personal (relational) and procedural (developing knowledge and 

skills). Findings offer insight into recommendations for intentional professional development 

experiences and future research. 

 

Introduction 
 

The field of leadership education has made progress on understanding who teaches 

leadership and requirements of the profession. Spurred on by a perceived lack of training and 

resources within the field, there has been increased conversation and scholarship around 

professional legitimization (e.g., Andenoro et al., 2013; Sowcik, Lindsey & Rosch, 2013), with 

an emphasis on identifying pedagogical best-practices for leadership education (e.g., Jenkins, 

2012).  Jenkins and Owens (2016) point to the Council for the Advancement of Standards in 

Higher Education’s (2009) Standards for Student Leadership Programs and the International 

Leadership Association’s (2009) Guiding Questions document as current, collaboratively 

generated resources that outline professional competencies and considerations related to 

knowledge (e.g., knowledge of leadership theories, models, philosophies) and teaching and 

learning practices (e.g., role of context, assessment practices). While these documents state what 

faculty and student affairs leadership educators should know and do, there is little known about 

pathways of preparation and socialization into the profession: the process of becoming a 

leadership educator (Jenkins & Owen, 2016).  

 

While specific literature on leadership educator preparation is sparse, much has been 

written about teacher preparation: the process of becoming and being a teacher. Therefore, we 

situate our study around three premises from teacher education literature. First, the process of 
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becoming a teacher is a process of professional identity development (Danielwicz, 2001; Sachs, 

2005). Teacher professional identity has been described as a dynamic process of interpretation 

and re-interpretation of the experience of learning to be a teacher (Beijaard, Meijer, & Verloop, 

2004). Becoming a teacher requires more than acquiring new knowledge and trying out new 

teaching practices; it involves developing new understandings of what it means to be a teacher 

(Sachs, 2005). Professional identity is the negotiation of self-views, others’ perceptions or 

expectations, and the meaning of a teacher’s role or position within society (Gee, 2000; 

Sutherland, Howard, & Markauskaite, 2010).  Viewing leadership educators as teachers, 

Seemiller & Priest (2015) suggest that attention to - and intentional development of - 

professional identity is a missing piece in leadership educator preparation.  

 

Second, teacher professional identities are socially constructed, and legitimized through 

interactions and participation with students, colleagues, and professional communities (Coldron 

& Smith, 1999; Sutherland, Howard, & Markauskaite, 2010). Identity constructions (beliefs 

about self as teacher) are embedded in multiple contexts and social relationships that shape 

teachers’ own ideas of what teaching is and is for, and what teachers should know or do (Sachs, 

2001; 2005; Shultz & Ravich, 2013; Wenger 1998). Understanding the contexts, experiences, 

and relational influences in which leadership educators’ learn to teach can also provide insight 

into leadership educators’ professional identity constructions. 

 

Third, teacher professional identity is constructed through narrative reflection and 

meaning-making processes such as storytelling and dialogue (e.g., Ackerman, Maslin-Strowski, 

& Christenson; Shultz & Ravich, 2013). Bruner (2002) emphasizes that the construction of self is 

narrative; selfhood is a product of our own story-making. In order to adopt a critically reflective 

stance towards practice, one must analyze assumptions about teaching learning and learning 

through multiple lenses including our own and others’ stories of experience (Brookfield, 2015). 

Connelly and Clandinin (1990) described how narratives are essential in the study of educators’ 

experiences. “Education and educational research is the construction and reconstruction of 

personal and social stories; learners, teachers, and researchers are storytellers and characters in 

their own and others’ stories” (1990, p. 2). Drawing from this perspective, narrative approaches 

offer a unique opportunity to examine and make meaning of one’s personal experience as a 

leadership educator, and also reveal collective themes and discourses that can inform the design 

of intentional leadership educator professional development experiences.  

 

Purpose. We sought to describe professional identity constructions of leadership 

educators participating in a professional development experience. Identity constructions are 

defined in this study as narrative representations of experiences, beliefs, and practices that 

contribute to one’s professional identity. The study was guided the following research questions: 

 

1. How do participants describe critical moments in their leadership educator journey? 

2. How do participants describe their beliefs about leadership education? 

3. How do participants express intentions for future leadership education practice? 

 

The field of leadership education can benefit from the outcomes of this study. 

Beauchamp and Thomas (2009) point out that professional identity can be used as an analytic 
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lens through which to examine influences on teaching beliefs and practices, as well as a way for 

teachers to organize their professional lives (explain or make sense of in relation to others and 

the world). Scholarship of teacher identity can inform better design of teacher education 

programs (Beauchamp & Thomas, 2009). Similarly, the process of reflective self-exploration 

through narrative approaches not only creates the conditions for self-understanding, but also 

surfaces common concerns and experiences among leadership educator professionals. When 

supervisors, mentors, conference coordinators, and other educators understand the concerns, 

fears, issues, and experiences of new and emerging professionals, they can provide appropriate 

support and resources. Our findings can inform the design of intentional professional preparation 

programs and developmental experiences. And, an increased level of knowledge and connection 

to other leadership educators may lead to enhanced teaching practices and increased scholarly 

contributions to the field. 

 
Literature Review 

 

Leadership Educator Professional Identity.  Teacher professional identity research 

(both theoretical and empirical) has been focused around three primary categories: (1) describing 

processes of identity formation, (2) identifying characteristics of identity, and (3) (re)presenting 

identity through teachers’ stories of experience (Beijaard et al., 2004). Drawing from this 

research situated in teaching and teacher education, Seemiller and Priest (2015) proposed a 

model of leadership educator professional identity formation. The Leadership Educator 

Professional Identity Development (LEPID) model suggests that leadership educators hold a 

complex professional identity shaped by critical experiences and influences; for example, 

personal and social identities, personal agency, perceptions/beliefs, expertise, communities of 

practice, and context. As a result of experiences and ongoing influences, individuals may move 

forwards or backwards through “identity spaces” (or stages) of exploration, experimentation, 

validation, and confirmation (2015, p. 135).  

 

When Seemiller and Priest (2017) further analyzed leadership educators stories of 

professional experience, they found a consistent, linear pattern of progression through identity 

spaces, including evidence of a pre-exploration space. Educators’ stories also illustrated 

characteristics of complexity within each space, including experiential, cognitive, and emotional 

dimensions, and highlighted personal influences and professional landscapes that shaped 

educators’ views of self. The study’s findings reinforced Beijaard et al.’s (2004) claim that 

stories of experience not only offer insight into processes of development, but also highlight the 

relationship between educators’ beliefs and practices.  

 

Using Narratives to Explore Professional Identity.  (Re)telling stories through 

narrative approaches have been used as methods to study teacher discourses and knowledge 

(Nespor & Barylske, 1991), examine the role of narrative in teacher learning and identity 

development (Schultz & Ravich, 2013), and analyze teacher preparation from point of view of 

scholar-practitioner (Moss, 2004). Patchen and Crawford (2011) used teacher-generated 

metaphors to understand epistemological positions on teacher challenges. Telling stories of 

experience has also been used as part of teacher education and professional development 
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trainings (Ackerman & Maslin-Ostrowski, 1995; Danzig, 1997; 1999).  
 

Scholars have also emphasized the need for a narrative lens in leadership research (e.g., 

Klenke, 2008; Ospina & Schall, 2001; Shamir & Eilam, 2005). Said Klenke (2008), “Stories help 

us make sense of what we are, where we come from, and what we want to be” (p. 244). This 

pattern of self-identification (who I was, who I am, and who I am becoming) formed the 

conceptual framework that guided this study, as outlined in the following three reflective 

narratives approaches: Storytelling, symbolic interactionism, and anticipatory reflection. 
 

Conceptual Framework.   

 

Storytelling (Past Experiences). Stories are ways of making meaning of and 

communicating about who we are as reflected by our past experiences. Through stories 

we interpret the world, make sense of experience, claim identities, and reveal connections 

between the self and social structures (Riessman, 2005). Ackerman, Maslin-Ostowski, & 

Christensen (1996) blended both educator and leadership experiences through a case-

story method by inviting educators to create scenarios around personal leadership 

practice and dilemmas (case-stories) from their past experience. Through structured 

sharing and feedback, educators were able to help one another gain insight and 

perspective and grow professionally (1996). Drawing from this approach, narrative 

storytelling (written, verbal, or visual/arts-based) offers a unique opportunity to examine 

and make meaning of one’s personal experience as a leadership educator, and also reveal 

collective themes or discourses that shape the field of leadership education.  
 

Symbolic Interactionism (Present Beliefs). Symbolic interactionism suggests 

that one’s beliefs and basis of understanding of the world is shaped by the social process 

of learning and transmission of information from others (Blumer, 1969). This information 

can come in a variety of forms including the use of language and symbols, providing a 

means by which individuals can negotiate meaning (Benzies & Allen, 2000). Images are 

one medium that can be used to uncover symbolic meaning in that the interpretation of an 

image can be reflective of one’s beliefs and perspectives. These beliefs and perspectives 

can serve as a reflection of one’s professional identity in terms of how they see 

themselves (Walkington, 2008) as well as their behaviors in practice (Benzie & Allen, 

2000). The use of symbolic interactionism as a framework is not limited to this study 

alone; it has been used as a framework for different types of narrative studies 

investigating teachers’ professional identity (e.g., Smith & Fritz, 2008).  

 

Anticipatory Reflection (Future Practices). While we often equate reflection 

with looking back, Conway (2001) suggests that reflection can also be anticipatory 

(prospective). Conway (2001) describes a process of anticipatory reflection using a 

storyline activity to “reconstruct anticipations” (p. 93) of student teachers’ experiences 

during their intern year. Anticipatory reflection involves imagining the self in future 

contexts and creating new constructions of the self as a professional in practice (Conway, 

2001). It is thinking about what will happen; more specifically drawing on prior 

knowledge relevant to future experience. Similar to the discovery and dream stages of 
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Appreciative Inquiry (Cooperrider, Whitney & Stravos, 2008), anticipatory reflection 

draws on memories that then play a role in opening the door to imagine an ideal future 

practice. Visualizing future practice can help leadership educators “see” what they want 

to future to be so they can engage in development, training, and practice in the present to 

situate themselves for future success. 
 

Method 
 

Our qualitative study was framed within an interpretive inquiry paradigm, in which 

personal narratives served entry points for examining one’s lived experience in relation to 

historical, social, and cultural contexts (Kim, 2015). We utilized paradigmatic narrative inquiry, 

or analysis of narratives through forms of categorization (Polkinghorne, 1995). First, we 

collected data using three narrative methods (storytelling, symbolic interactionism, and 

anticipatory reflection) to capture short stories of lived experiences and life perspectives. 

Through these exercises, participants were “active interpreters of their own life experience rather 

than as mere reporters of their life stories” (Kim, 2015, p. 126). Then, we then used a variety of 

analytic tools to examine and categorize these stories to make meaning of past experiences, 

present beliefs, and future practices. In addition to individual analysis by narrative type, we also 

looked at all narratives collectively for more holistic meaning. 

 

Setting and Participants.  Participants in this study were recruited during a 2.5 day 

professional development experience for leadership educators. Due to the high number of 

possible participants, this event appeared to be a valuable data collection space. Participation in 

the study was not a condition of participation in the event. An explanation of the study was given 

on the first day, and 54 participants (29 female and 25 male) voluntarily consented to participate. 

The participants varied in years of professional experience (0-3 years = 22; 4-6 years = 12; 6-10 

years = 7, and more than 10 years = 13).  

 

Researcher Stance.  Our position as researchers can be understood through our 

participation, and beliefs and assumptions about interpretation and (re)presentation. We 

negotiated multiple roles during the research process, participating as part of the curriculum 

design and on-site facilitation team at the event. As such, we engaged in multiple personal and 

professional conversations with participants, both related to and apart from this study. The data 

collection exercises were embedded within a broader professional development curriculum, and 

informed by our own prior scholarly work on the topic of leadership educator identity 

development. As reflexive researchers, we recognize that all empirical data is the result of 

interpretation (Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2009). The process of interpretation requires us to be 

attuned to not only the theoretical assumptions, language, and pre-understanding guiding our 

work, but also aware of the intellectual, contextual, and cultural assumptions of our own 

communities of practice within the field of leadership education (2009). Inspired by Bahktin’s 

concept of polyphony, we did not pursue an objective truth, but sought to represent leadership 

educator identity through multiple voices, as a co-constructed (re)presentations based on 

dialogical truth (discovered through interaction and collaboration) (Kim, 2015, p. 75).  
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Data Collection.  Data were collected during the conference as part of three intentional 

professional development activities based on our conceptual framework, which represented the 

past, present, and future: storytelling, symbolic interactionism, and anticipatory reflection.  
 

Exercise 1: Critical Incidents Stories (Past Experience). Participants were 

organized into small groups of 8-10 people, with a facilitator in each group. The 

facilitator shared an overview of storytelling as a leadership learning technique and 

introduced a guiding question: What was a moment that mattered in my leadership 

educator journey? Participants were asked to free-write for 10 minutes around this 

prompt to form a critical-incident case-story and individually (re)told their case-story 

within the small groups. Small groups then discussed common themes or patterns they 

heard among the collection of individual stories. The exercise concluded with a whole-

group sharing of themes, as well as a few reflections on the experience of storytelling. 

Participants’ written stories were collected, scanned, and returned to participants. 
 

Exercise 2: Symbolic Interactionism (Representations of Present Beliefs).  In 

this session, participants returned to their small groups with one facilitator. This activity 

utilized a deck of pre-printed cards with different images laid out in the center of the table 

(e.g., gardener, sculpture, maze, canyon with bridge, lion tamer/circus, 

computer/machine, globe). First, participants were asked to select an image (or create 

their own) and respond in writing (5 minutes) to the prompt: Describe how this image 

represents your interpretation of leadership education. Then, each person shared their 

images and reflections within their small groups. Facilitators used the following prompts 

for discussion: a) What do these images surface about our beliefs about leadership 

education? What are the underlying assumptions about leadership educators or leadership 

education practice? b) Where do these come from and how do they impact us as 

leadership educators? c) How did you come to this belief? Has anything you learned at 

[academy] challenged this belief? d)  If this belief were not true, how might that impact 

what and how you educate on leadership? and e) How do you uphold this belief in 

practice as a leadership educator? The activity concluded with sharing insights with the 

large group. The written reflections were collected, scanned, and returned to participants. 
  
Exercise 3: Anticipatory Reflection Letters (Future Self). This activity began 

with an individual reflection prompt: Think of an example of something you 

facilitated/taught in the past in regard to leadership that you wish you had a chance to do 

over again. What was the situation/context? What did you do? What was the outcome? 

Participants were asked to pro-flect by rewriting this story in the form of a letter to their 

future selves: Based on what you know now … how would you like it to go next time you 

teach/facilitate it? What barriers might you encounter and what might help you? What 

else might you need? After 15 minutes of writing, participants shared their narratives in 

pairs and then small groups. Facilitators used the following debrief question for small 

group and large group discussion: a) What was the value of combining reflection with 

pro-flection? b) What did these stories reveal about our learning at this event? And, c) 

how can you continue to use these strategies to improve your practice? Facilitators 

collected the letters, scanned them, and returned them to participants. 
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Data Analysis.  To analyze the data, we created an archive of all the scanned handwritten 

documents submitted by participants (41 critical moments, 41 symbolic interactionism, 33 

anticipatory reflections), which were then transcribed into text files. Each consenting participant 

was assigned a numeric code between 100-154 to maintain confidentiality. We used NVivo10 to 

manage our qualitative analysis process. First, we read through all of the data sets and took notes 

to help focus our analysis (Creswell, 2007). We developed an initial code list based on the 

theoretical and conceptual framework. Both authors coded a sample document separately and 

then used an inter-rater reliability query to compare codes and reach inter-rater agreement. 

Additional descriptive codes were added to the code list; however, we also used descriptive and 

in-vivo codes to remain open to emergent ideas (Saldaña, 2009). Utilizing analytic queries, we 

searched for patterns in the data that represented both unique and across-story themes. Through 

interpretive memoing, diagramming, and peer debriefing we connected ideas to the analytic 

framework (Corbin & Strauss, 2008).  
 

Results 
 

While the themes of the narrative interventions represent the past, present, and future, our 

findings do not represent a temporal journey narrative.  Rather, they represent a set of rhizomatic 

stories (Serminj, Devlieger, & Loots, 2008), or multiple entry points into educators’ journeys. 

Each entry point offers a temporary representation of selfhood. The polyphony, or multiple voice 

voices (Bahktin, 1981), illustrate how past experiences, present beliefs, and future intentions are 

interconnected, and how those connections represent and shape leadership educator professional 

identity.  
 

Theme 1: Stories of Past Experience.  Through exploring narratives of “moments that 

mattered” to leadership educators, we identified three categories of critical incidents shaping 

participant’s perceptions of themselves and their role: past leadership experience, professional 

experience, and leadership educator as leader.  
 

Past Leadership Experience. When reflecting on a critical moment in their 

leadership educator journey, eleven participants described moments relating to their own 

experience in leadership roles or experience as leaders. These included incidents of 

conflict that led to a change in their self-perception as a leader or movement toward an 

approach to leading that was more collaborative and inclusive. For example, 
 

I was typically a manager and a very controlling group member. One meeting 

[with] the board, in which I had a rather “controlling” conflict with a 

committee chair (in front of all other board members), really flipped the 

switch with how I needed to learn to become more collaborative and a better 

team player. (100) 
 

Participants also described how the knowledge and experience gained through training, 

courses, or assignments created “aha” moments that resulted in shifts in thinking about 

their own leadership philosophy and practice. 
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Prior to [role] I was always focused on myself as the leader and what I 

produced …. And then, in my first year as a professional at [University] I 

attended the undergraduate interfraternity institute as a small group 

facilitator.  There I was introduced to the [Five Exemplary Practices of 

Leadership] and realized that everyone has the potential to be a leader – it’s 

not about the title.  … From this point [forward] I focused on all of those 

necessary pieces – going back to the values and that for evaluation to occur 

there had to be collaborative relationships.  It couldn’t be about just me I had 

to enable others to act. (122) 
 

Taking on new roles or positions of leadership challenged and reinforced leadership 

beliefs and practices. 
 

… I was reassigned … I want to develop my leadership skills to improve my 

ability to lead a team of individuals to work towards a common goal.  I have a 

strategic plan to improve motivation and buy-in, use strengths on my team 

and to increase the productivity.  (128) 
 

Failure (not achieving a leadership position or role) was also noted as influential to 

participants’ personal development as a leader and future leadership action. 

… these experiences taught me about how to handle rejection and to use the 

experience as a learning opportunity. Both of these opportunities allowed for 

feedback and I was able to use that feedback when exploring other leadership 

opportunities … The meaning I have derived from this experience has inspired 

me to develop a leadership workshop on how aspiring student leaders can 

handle rejection, strategies for learning from the experience, and how they 

can cope through the experience. (113) 
 

Professional Experience. Twenty-seven participants surfaced four sub-categories 

of critical incidents related to their professional experience in leadership education. The 

first category was related to developing or growing a leadership program and included 

starting a program, creating resources for other leadership educators, or being invited to 

serve on a strategic planning team. Participant 141 offers a description of this when 

saying,  
 

I have an opportunity to step back and be part of determining the big picture 

of what leadership education is at [University], how leadership education 

occurs in the minor and in the co curriculum, and how we will evaluate what 

students learn. (141) 
 

Another category of professional experience was related to experiences in classroom, 

program and/or course development that led to reflective insight and resulted in 

integrating new ideas into curriculum or practice. 
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… it dawned on me that I was helping students check a box off the list & 

prepare them to get in the door, but these students were not equipped to 

exercise leadership. I realized these students purpose often time did not align 

with what they were doing & their motivations were not congruent to any 

form of desire for the impact of the work they were doing, which impacted 

their action & reactions within the experience. I knew I needed to provide 

something that had depth & grounded students in learning that would 

influence decisions, how they responded in their environment & rituals or 

habits that could be a foundation for approaching experiences & life in 

greater context.  (120) 
 

Participants also identified conference experiences (e.g., as both a participant and in a 

facilitator role) as important to self-reflection and personal change. Finally, some found 

that they did not have one experience, but that their journey was about finding 

meaning/congruence between values and career by trying out something new (e.g., travel, 

different position, taking a risk). For example, one participant said of a moment in their 

gradual, evolving journey: “I needed to get away for two reasons: 1. To figure out 

whether I wanted to stay in higher ed or not, and 2. To explore more of the world and 

become culturally competent” (103). 
 

Leadership Educator as Leader. Six participants made explicit connections 

between the role of teacher/educator and leader. This occurred in two distinct ways. The 

first reflects the notion that students see educators as leaders. 
 

He paused, looked me straight in the eyes and with almost tears in his eyes he 

said “ I want to be like you.” This was a shock to me because I didn’t at that 

time think that as a teacher (instructor) I acted as a leader.  He stated that he 

observed me in the classroom, in the hallway, and in formal meetings and he 

though that’s the type of behavior he wanted to follow. That was a huge eye 

opening & a huge responsibility to ensure that I am very careful about my 

everyday actions. (116) 
 

The second notion that emerged is that teaching requires one to continue learning, and 

how we integrate that learning has direct implications for students. Because students see 

teachers as role models, bringing personal stories into the classroom can serve as a way to 

illustrate the leadership concepts we are teaching. 
 

 Being assigned to teach a class on global leadership and [pondering] the 

role of my experiences and how they could be reflected in the course in a way 

that positioned me as more than just an instructor but as a person with actual 

experiences that can be used to explore concepts.  I did not reveal myself 

during the first semester, but did so after my second semester and realized 

that I couldn’t teach the class effectively without inserting myself in it. (125) 
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Theme 2: Symbolic Representations of Present Beliefs.  In this exercise, participants 

selected an image they believed served as a metaphor for leadership education and wrote a 

caption with that image. Most frequently described images/metaphors were related to nurturing 

plants/gardening (11), crossing a bridge (10), navigating a maze (7), and a globe (6). Data 

gathered from this exercise was much more variable, ranging from a few words to a few 

sentences. Regardless of the image selected, participants’ responses fell into four main 

categories: Beliefs about leadership (37), beliefs about leadership education (13), beliefs about 

teaching leadership (53), and beliefs about students (7). Some participants’ responses were solely 

reflective of one category, whereas others represented more than one category. 

 

Beliefs about leadership. Participants’ responses related to their beliefs about 

leadership reflected a variety of concepts, with some even discussing that they believe 

there are many different definitions of leadership. One participant noted, “There are 

multiple approaches to leadership and paths to take to effectively lead others” (139). 

Words or concepts most frequently used to describe leadership were process-oriented, 

complex, contextual, change-oriented, and goal-oriented. Additionally, participants 

highlighted descriptors such as relational, experiential, ethical, inclusive, social justice 

oriented, related to growth and development, uncertainty, and “culturally and socially 

mediated” (125).  
 

Beliefs about leadership education. Those who described their beliefs about 

leadership education through this activity discussed how leadership education is a 

personal growth and development process, specifically, a process of developing other 

leaders. For example, one participant believes leadership education involves “Developing 

people to lead for the betterment of local and global communities (107). One participant 

elaborated on a metaphor of growth, “In leadership [education] we plant seeds that sprout 

not knowing what fruition will look like. The plant may flourish or it may wilt. Have I 

done my best to nourish it?” (140).  
 

Beliefs about teaching leadership. If leadership education is a process of 

developing other leaders, then beliefs about teaching leadership describe more 

specifically what this process looks like. The participants’ stories suggested that 

leadership educators facilitate and guide students by recognizing their potential and 

providing support, care, and resources so they can begin to see the world in new and 

interconnected ways as well as flourish in their own development. They acknowledged 

that students also have agency by choosing to engage in their own leadership journey. 

One participant said,  
 

There are times when the instructor goes before the students – identifying the 

goals, and steps toward learning outcomes. Students may follow our lead and 

go forth. There are also times when the students must step out and forge their 

own way. The teacher must be open to both experiences. (106) 
 

Teaching leadership requires the development of mutual, reciprocal relationships. It 

requires trust between teachers and students; both must be willing to engage 
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courageously in a process, adapt, grow, and serve in a space that is intellectually 

challenging and the future is often unknown.  

 

Beliefs about students. Beliefs about students centered around recognizing that 

each student has unique talents and needs. One participant noted that “Each participant is 

in different places and spaces which informs their leadership development journeys” 

(123). Participants also emphasized that students have potential and capacity to exercise 

leadership - to become leaders themselves. “[The] student is the seed. Their potential is to 

become a leader, just as a seed becomes a plant” (135).  
 

Theme 3: Intentional Future Practice - Thinking Back, Thinking Forward.  
Anticipatory reflection involves imagining the self in future contexts and creating new 

constructions of the self as a professional in practice (Conway, 2001). It is thinking about what 

will happen; more specifically drawing on prior knowledge relevant to future experience. 

Participants were asked to respond to a prompt about an experience they wished they could do 

again and then write a letter to their future self with advice. Based on reflection of past 

experience, participants shared feedback and advice for improving their own leadership 

education practice in light of new professional learning. We identified two primary categories: 

personal (both intra- and inter-personal) and procedural (knowledge and skills related to teaching 

and learning, specifically content, pedagogy, and structures of learning). These categories 

integrate ways of knowing and being that represent intentions of good practice. Analyzing across 

the categories we found these intentions could be further described by Seemiller and Priest’s 

(2017) dimensions of LEPID: cognitive (What do I need to know?), experiential (What do I need 

to do?), and emotional (How should I feel?).  
 

Personal (Intra). When describing their experience and aspiration for the future, 

11 participants’ reflections related to intentions of self: Overcoming fear, challenging 

assumptions, being vulnerable, and overcoming insecurity. Within these examples, 

participants shared cognitive intentions such as, “Make sure you step back, breathe, 

challenge your assumptions and biases – and most importantly get out of the way” (152). 

Cognitive intentions were closely related to experiential intentions in this sub-category. 

For example, one participant encouraged himself to, “Take a look at [listening] and 

following each and every inner voice, trust [it], [and] focus in what you are sensing and 

[channel] it [into] [a constructive] follow up each and every time, [consistently]” (119). 

Six examples also reflected the emotional dimension. For example, “I think it came from 

a place of insecurity … and I have a huge fear of being (or appearing) irrelevant to my 

students as a younger educator who prides himself in designing high impact, highly 

relevant programs” (121). 
 

           Personal (Inter). Seven participants offered 10 examples that construct 

this sub-category. Common to these examples is an emphasis on relational intentions; for 

example, intentions to build community and offer support and guidance to students in 

meaningful ways. One participant was thoughtful about the impact of his words in how 

his students think, 
 



Journal of Leadership Education         DOI:10.12806/V17/I1/R3        JANUARY 2018      RESEARCH 
 

104 

 

When you have [discussions with] students about their stress over future plans 

and changing the world, be careful about how you encourage them to narrow 

their focus.  Though you know what you mean, it might get misinterpreted. 

Though you just want them to not be stressed by the daunting challenge to 

change the world – like you were at their age – do not try and cause them to 

only focus internally or on a very small sphere of influence. This might enable 

or encourage selfish thoughts. It even could make them think that their legacy 

isn’t important at all. (132) 
 

This intention reflects both cognitive and experiential dimensions. A further experiential 

example was from a participant who urged herself to “Spend more time creating a 

community of learners in the classroom and allow them more opportunities to be the 

expert in their stories” (124). The emotional dimension was expressed as one participant 

discussed the intention of setting classroom expectations that would help to redirect “a 

negative student” in a more productive way (108). 
 

Procedural (Content). Nine participants referenced the intended use of specific 

theories or sources of content in their reflections. This sub-category included references 

to specific content topics or the use of theory in general. Within these examples, six 

participants shared cognitive intentions. For example, “The next time I teach the first 

class for a leadership course, I will have the knowledge of different theory and pedagogy 

to successfully plan and prepare”  (107). Seven participants identified experiential 

intentions, “There is a need to teach the theory- transactional, laissez faire, 

transformational, and authentic” (101). None of the content-related intentions described 

how the educator should feel, although one participant commented that “Students want to 

feel their time matters” (129). Thus, it is important to be prepared, use a “theory that 

works well and has a good activity” that “allows students to see the bridge between 

theory and practice” (129).  
 

Procedural (Pedagogy). Anticipatory reflection stories included advice on 

specific pedagogical choices (26 examples from 20 participants). The examples in this 

sub-category ranged from very specific steps or strategies to broader reminders to 

implement ideas or activities learned from the Academy. This sub-category emphasized 

including students’ perspectives by utilizing a more student centered approach with 

shared power and student input. Participants also described the intention to create more 

engaged and active learning through activities, discussion, and reflection. 

Of these pedagogical examples, 14 were identified as cognitive intentions. One 

participant shared, “… remember what you’ve learned at [Event] and seek always active 

engagement, active learning, and powerful reflection - in individual and group 

assignments” (106). There were 23 examples of experiential intentions, like this specific 

directive to “Start the session with higher expectations & have students come up with 

rules of engagement in the workshop” (108). Ten participants also integrated the 

emotional dimension into their descriptions of pedagogy. For example, “Most of all, 

always remember to have fun and trust me, you’ll enjoy the overall experience!” (147). 
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Procedural (Structures of Learning). This sub-category includes 13 examples 

from 11 participants on program, course, or assignment design. While some of these 

examples included pedagogical choices, in general they speak more holistically to 

planning tasks. Participants highlighted the need to align goals/objectives, learning 

activities, and assessment. They also described the need to develop student or staff 

training. 
 

There were 11 examples of cognitive intentions. In the following example, a participant 

asks (and answers) important questions about her program: 
 

What is the point of this program? What can students effectively learn and 

apply in whatever amount of time you have. Then, how will you measure that 

learning and application? Consider who else wants to see those results and 

how they will inform your work. Arm yourself with preparation, intentionality, 

and care before embarking on the journey. However, be prepared to adapt to 

your students’ needs while still achieving your outcomes.  (126) 
 

The second most frequent set of intentions with twenty participants was related to 

experiential structures of learning. In these examples, participants offered specific 

instructions or directives for themselves. On participant shared, “In the future take 

planning time seriously and give it the time and attention it deserves. Focus on creating 

learning goals and matching the activities to the stated objectives” (124). Another 

participant reminded himself to “Prepare … for the barriers that may arise as you 

acknowledge that not all students in the class, or in assigned groups, have the same 

motivation, knowledge, or other situational factors” (106). The emotional dimension was 

least frequent within structures of learning (8 examples). Emotions ranged from nuanced 

intentions for interactions “you can let them know you’re happy to hear from them” (154) 

to a more direct imperative of “Don’t doubt your ability!” (126). 
 

While the procedural category highlights intentions of best-practice around content, 

pedagogy, and structures of learning, it also illustrates how these intentions are integrated 

by cognitive, experiential, and emotional dimensions. Past experience generated feelings 

that led to learning/knowledge which prompted new ways (intentions) of doing in the 

form of future-oriented best-practices. Almost one-third of intentions were coded as both 

cognitive and experiential - participants would tell themselves what to “do” based on 

what they need to “know,” as illustrated by this example: 
 

The next time I teach the first class for a leadership course, I will have the 

knowledge of different theory, and pedagogy to successfully plan and prepare. 

I will have specific outcome/goal in mind for the course and will guide the 

students in that direction. I will have specific learning activities that are 

intentionally shaped. (107) 
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Discussion 
 

Our study sought to describe professional identity constructions of leadership educators 

participating in a professional development event through the following questions: 1) How do 

participants describe critical moments in their leadership educator journey (past experiences)? 2) 

How do participants describe their beliefs about leadership education (present beliefs)? And, 3) 

How do participants express intentions for future leadership education practice (future 

practices)? Participants’ narrative (re)presentations of self illustrate small snapshots into past, 

present, and future experiences. While the stories shared by participants were unique to each 

individual, the aggregate collection of these stories allowed us to uncover themes reflective of 

shared meanings.  

 

Past Experiences.  Seemiller and Priest (2015) describe critical incidents as important 

shapers of leadership educator identity. Through this study, participants described positive or 

negative moments in their professional experience that led to a shift in thinking or practice. Their 

stories emphasized how experiences such as developing programs, attending trainings, or trying 

new curricular approaches helped them develop new insight or change their practices.  
 

The stories also highlighted how for some participants, past leadership roles and 

experiences shaped their views of self as a leader, and their understanding of leadership and 

learning. In addition to the role of prior leadership experience on one’s identity, perceptions of 

being a leader also emerged in our findings as being influential to professional identity. Some 

participants described how they are perceived as leaders by their students, and they recognize 

that modeling leadership concepts and practices to their students motivate their students to learn 

and develop. Thus, our findings indicate that leadership educators’ can also hold a leader 

identity, what Day, Harrison and Halpin (2009) define as a “sub-identity that an individual holds 

regarding his or her role as leader” in terms of both formal roles and processes by which one 

comes to those beliefs (p. 183). This prompts a critical question: Is holding a leader identity a 

necessary requirement of leadership educator professional identity?  

 

Present Beliefs.  Participants used symbolic images to describe their own meanings of 

leadership education. While these stories were very brief, often only a few words or phrases, we 

were able to construct interpretations of how educators’ perceptions influenced their professional 

identities. Participants believed leadership to be a process that is complex, relational, and 

contextual. Additionally, leadership was described to be oriented toward change; not only 

individual growth and development, but also towards a more ethical, inclusive, and socially just 

world. These views seem to align with contemporary, post-industrial leadership perspectives 

(e.g., Komives, Wagner & Assoc., 2016). Beliefs about teaching leadership suggest that form or 

structure of leadership education should align with these values, process, and purpose. Meaning, 

to develop leaders who have the potential to lead in relational, contextual ways requires creating 

the conditions for learning leadership as a complex, relational, contextual process. Being a 

leadership educator is being a developer of leaders through exercising leadership. 

 

Future Practices.  Participants reflected on memories of a “failed” or “bad” experience 

and imagined themselves applying a new strategy to create an ideal future context. In doing so, 
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they generated new constructions of self in the practice of leadership education, surfacing 

cognitive, experiential, and emotional dimensions of practice. While each person’s past story 

was unique, their collective insights contribute to what Conway (2001) describes as “a 

phenomenology of learning to teach” (p. 93); insights into the ways of knowing and being that 

represent “good” leadership education practice.  
 

Recommendations 
 

Stories can provide a gateway to the hearts and minds of individuals by offering 

opportunities for them to share thoughts, feelings, experiences, and examples in their own words. 

Rich data generated from individual stories can be useful; however, our participants’ collective 

story offers insight into recommendations for practice related to leadership educator preparation 

and professional development. Key ideas, issues, and concerns from the participants’ narratives 

provide the foundation for the following four recommendations. 
 

Reflection. The use of narratives proved to be a powerful research methodology, yet the 

process-oriented nature of narratives also offered a self-reflective experience for participants to 

uncover their thoughts and feelings about their professional identities. We recommend that 

leadership educators dedicate time for self-reflection around their professional identities as a way 

to both make meaning as well as consider next steps in their identity development. Questions can 

center on one’s definition of leadership, what makes an effective leadership educator, greatest 

lessons learned as a leadership educator, hopes and fears as a professional, and the vision for 

one’s future as a leadership educator. This reflection can take place through journaling, artistic 

expression, or structured dialogue. 
 

Communities of Practice. Seemiller and Priest (2015) found that communities of 

practice are significant shapers of professional identity in that they offer the opportunity for 

leadership educators to engage in dialogue, exchange feedback, and explore ideas with others. 

These interactions can influence what these educators know, how they feel, and how they act, 

ultimately contributing to their professional identity development (Seemiller & Priest, 2017). For 

newer professionals who are grappling with their own beliefs around leadership and leadership 

education, communities of practice offer a space for them to explore their beliefs with others 

who have many years of experience and expertise.  

 

It is important that leadership educators focus on engaging in communities of practice as 

a means to enhance their professional identity development. Communities of practice can include 

colleagues in their own workplaces, if possible, as well as other professionals through 

associations, conferences, and professional involvement. In addition to formal connections, 

informal connections such as participating in social media groups, chat rooms, and group 

research and writing opportunities can offer the benefits of a community of practice. 
  
Training. It is apparent from our study that many of the scenarios that leadership 

educators chose to rewrite reflected instances of developing more competence in both the content 

and instruction of leadership education. This aligns with the findings from Seemiller and Priest 

(2017) in their uncovering of the prominence of the imposter syndrome for newer professionals. 
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Given this, we recommend providing more intentionally designed, developmental training for 

leadership educators to help them lay the groundwork for effective practice. Enhancing their 

teaching capacity will likely enhance their competence and confidence, ultimately reducing the 

extent that they long for a “re-do” of an educational scenario.  

 

Practice. As educators, we think of practice as practicing teaching or leadership 

development. However, practice also entails practicing being a leadership educator. That means 

utilizing space, sought out on one’s own or provided more formally through conferences and 

programs, to be able to reflect on issues of professional identity as they relate to the role of the 

leadership educator. Educators must practice authenticity in sharing their successes and 

shortcomings both as a leader and as an educator. And, this sharing must not simply be with 

colleagues, yet with the students who are experiencing their own leadership journeys. By 

practicing being a leadership educator, students can see that leadership is messy, human, and 

complex. And, how can we ask students to practice if we as educators do not do our part? 
 

Recommendations for Future Research 
 

We propose four recommendations for future research. First, while our study answered 

the call for narrative approaches to leadership research (Klenke, 2008), additional qualitative 

study is needed. The use of art, ethnography, and discursive approaches could offer additional 

lenses to describing the varied experiences and perspectives of leadership educators. Increased 

understanding of leadership educator identity could support the intentional design of pathways 

into the field, including interventions that contribute to movement through LEPID spaces of 

exploration, experimentation, validation, and confirmation (Seemiller & Priest, 2015; 2017).  

 

Second, our study involved capturing stories representing three points in time (past 

experience, present belief, and future practice). However, all stories were collected 

simultaneously and our findings are limited to (re)presenting characteristics or constructions of 

professional identity, rather than the actual process of identity development. Longitudinal studies 

that follow a cohort over time could provide a more linear narrative to the process of leadership 

educator identity development.  
 

Third, the methods used in this study were three narrative exercises conducted as part of a 

professional development training. While the methods were designed to collect stories of 

experience that aligned with our conceptual framework, we did not collect data to evaluating the 

validity of the exercise (i.e., Did the exercise itself contribute to participants’ identity 

development?). Future research may include an evaluative of the exercises as not only 

pedagogical professional development tools, but also their potential to serve as valid research 

assessments. 
 

Finally, our study clearly indicated a connection between leader identity and leadership 

educator identity. But what this connection is, how it is formed, and how these identities intersect 

remains unknown. Future research on the intersectionality of leader and leadership educator 

identity could help shed light on how these identities inform each other. 
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Conclusion 
 

Past experiences shape present beliefs, present beliefs influence future practices, and 

intended future practices reveal target areas of learning derived from past experiences. The past 

experiences, present beliefs, and future practices described by participants are not only 

representations of their own leadership educator identity, but can provide a road map for 

leadership educator preparedness.  
 

 What leadership educators believe and do impacts students. The notion that leadership 

educators somehow leave their own leadership experiences, beliefs, and ideas for improving 

practice at the door means that either we as a profession are asking for inauthenticity or we are 

simply not acknowledging that what educators bring to the learning environment is more than 

just expertise and effective instructional practice. What students learn from educators is beyond 

what the curriculum entails; like all individuals, leadership educators are constantly changing 

and developing as educators, leaders, and humans, influencing both their professional identities 

and their embodiment of those identities. 
 

Leadership educator identity is shaped by multiple incidents and influences that cut 

across points in time (Seemiller & Priest, 2015; 2017), making it a complex concept to fully 

understand. And, given the lack of research on the topic, it is critical that we turn our attention to 

future research in this area. Other professions have vast bodies of work on professional identity, 

and as our profession continues to grow, we need to better understand not just what we do, but 

who we are.  
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