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Introduction

Scholars of education have called for education doctorate (EdD) 
programs to focus on training stewards of practice. As researchers 
have explained, “[A] steward is entrusted with the care of the 
discipline and thinks about the discipline’s continuing health and 
how to preserve the best of the past for those who will follow. 
Stewards direct a critical eye toward the future.”1 Scholars have 
underlined the importance of reflection as a fundamental element 
of stewardship of practice based on the belief that “stewardship 
situates itself between the world of practice and the world of 
scholarship ‘… in an effort to prepare students for the complex 
demands of the professional world.’”2 This understanding of 
stewardship is foundational to a newly designed educational 
leadership research course in the Leaders for Equity and 
Democracy (LEAD) program at UC Berkeley.

The LEAD program at UC Berkeley expects its burgeoning scholars 
to complete a dissertation that investigates a key dimension of 
system leadership for equity as the culmination of the rigorous 
3-year program. Students participate in a cohort model and take all 
foundational courses together, including their introductory research 
courses, while also having the option to enroll in specialized 
electives and field experiences related to their specific areas of 
inquiry and interest.

Students in the EdD program are practicing leaders—principals, 
assistant superintendents, directors of leadership, and university 
leaders—who have proven track records of success and intend to 
spend their careers in senior leadership roles in public education 
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systems. Since the program’s launch in 2021, admitted students have had an average of 
20.5 years of professional experience prior to their enrollment. Of those enrolled, 86% identify 
as people of color, 57% identify as women, and 62% are parents.

With this context as a guide and in line with the principles of stewardship, faculty introduced 
a newly designed EdD Year 1 introductory research course, Methods in Educational and 
Psychological Research, for the UC Berkeley LEAD program. This brief describes how the 
faculty redesigned the course to guide EdD students in a deep investigation of their own lived 
experiences using narrative methodology. The course’s storytelling approach enables school 
leaders to craft their research as autobiographical narratives that they can share with others. 
The goal is to empower doctoral students in their school leadership roles, fostering change in 
the lives of teachers, students, and families through research- and equity-informed practices.

The Storytelling Approach

UC Berkeley faculty begin by introducing the methodology of narrative inquiry and 
storytelling to frame the experiences of doctoral students in their research journeys:3

One theory in educational research holds that humans are storytelling organisms 
who, individually and socially, lead storied lives. Thus, the study of narrative is the 
study of the ways humans experience the world. This general concept is refined 
into the view that 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.4

The storytelling approach informs the course structure and activities, creating a platform 
in which leaders’ stories serve as illustrations for different research ideas that align with the 
content components of the course syllabus. Not all education leaders have advanced scholarly 
writing and research skills when they begin the introductory research course, yet, as practicing 
leaders, EdD students do have experience with sharing stories about their schools and systems. 

The faculty’s experience with mentoring in EdD programs across the United States has 
shown them the ways in which leaders struggle when it comes to writing. The program’s 
faculty members, who use the science of learning and development (SoLD) to inform 
their instruction, are mindful about the academic support they need to provide while the 
educational leaders develop their identities as emerging scholars. Working from a deep 
understanding of the SoLD principles and an asset-based foundation throughout the course,5 
instructors gradually guide students to develop ways of shaping their leadership experiences 
into a research narrative in which they describe their professional context (setting), 
characters (participants), intent (research question), methodological process (plot), and 
findings (the moral of the story). 
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The personal nature of this approach requires an environment where leaders feel safe 
sharing and practicing—where they know that their early draft, a story in progress, will not 
be rejected. In the safe zones of their graduate school classrooms, students are encouraged 
by faculty and peers to craft their narratives through sessions of guided self-reflection, 
peer reflection, and group reflection activities. As they move toward a structured research 
draft, students share segments of their research stories each week, displaying their problem 
context and their roles as leaders and researchers.

This introductory research course encourages doctoral students to be flexible in focusing 
on their research stories as they negotiate difficult experiences in their professional 
leadership. Throughout this inquiry-informed leadership journey, faculty guide students as 
they investigate unexplored territory in their lives. As students engage in inquiries based on 
puzzles of practice or challenges, they learn how to use storytelling to make sense of their 
contexts, as well as how to be positive when responding to the situations they encounter in 
the ever-changing landscape of educational leadership.

The course is designed to meet students where they are in their identities as emerging leader–
scholars while developing their research skills. Students participate in weekly activities that 
enable them to cultivate their research methodology skills, and faculty observe how students’ 
conceptualization of research evolves. 

Most students find a storytelling frame intuitive and make connections with their familial 
backgrounds and cultural contexts. Through the voices of the leaders, instructors learn 
that the students have been listening to stories since childhood. This experience may be the 
reason why many students feel comfortable making the transition between the two spheres 
of their lives, moving between known and unknown spaces. Storytelling appears to be a 
familiar space that gives students comfort and the courage to tell their stories of research. 
One leader explained:

The storytelling frame has made a significant difference in helping me 
understand the critical connection between research and practice. I feel less 
intimidated by research; I now approach reading the research of others with 
curiosity and joy.

The metaphor of research-as-storytelling makes use of both multiple ways of knowing and 
existing funds of knowledge, including familial and cultural patterns of oral storytelling that 
are common in collectivist cultures. The course begins by tapping into storytelling through 
art, as shown in the sample class activities in Table 1.
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Table 1. Class Activities

Activity Activity description

Connecting equity 
through art and 
constructing a 
short story 

Students view art and respond to questions and writing prompts to 
make connections.

•	 What resonates with you in this artwork about equity, context, 
and leadership?

•	 How do you make connections as a school leader?

Prompt: Working in your groups, please construct a short story based on 
this artwork. Focus on a problem context that leads to a research question.

Article analysis 
based on equity 
and democracy

Students analyze articles through the lenses of a researcher and storyteller.

Prompt: Working in your groups, try to embody the author or researcher 
who wrote the article.

•	 Discuss the possible context and background stories that shaped the 
purpose and design of the article.

•	 Share your reflections on the methods and approach used.

Storytelling: 
Voices of equity 
and democracy

Students consider their leadership role and describe a puzzle of practice as 
an anecdote.

Prompt: Please share a short story (anecdote) from your own experience 
that illustrates how the particular (problem) context or culture of your 
school, classroom, or community shaped how your teachers or principal 
tried to promote equity and inclusion. Consider the impact of this 
experience on you individually, on teachers, or on students.

Source: Provided by Özge Hacıfazlıoğlu and Lihi Rosenthal. (2024). Used with permission.

Most leaders embrace the storytelling approach from the start of the course; others, 
however, particularly those trained in the quantitative tradition, are hesitant to use narrative 
research in the initial weeks of the course. One leader explained how storytelling became part 
of their research design over time:

The storytelling process initially felt like an awkward approach to research, but 
over the last 2 years, I have come to embrace the way that it allows me to be 
more authentic in my research-practitioner self. It also helps me connect the 
path from where I wanted to go when I started this process and where I am going 
now. In my own leadership, I have been more flexible in terms of what I consider 
valuable data to tell the story and how I go about humanizing data and research 
in order to lead others, make changes, and continue forward in my work.
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As this leader explained, this learning experience imparts a mindset shift that aligns with 
equity-centered school leadership. The humanizing approach of using storied experiences 
as data can be a culturally sustaining and responsive practice that brings traditionally 
marginalized perspectives to the forefront of education.

Cycles of Reflection in Storytelling

Research writing can be challenging for students, particularly graduates who have been 
historically excluded from the academy, including those with limited exposure to academic 
writing instruction or who lack a current practice of scholarly writing. One leader said:

Storytelling [in this course] helped me to convey my purpose and the reasons 
why I was interested in my research topic, thus making research more accessible. 
It helped to demystify the research process for me as a new scholar.

Reflective practices are incorporated into the course to scaffold students’ research writing 
and help them chart paths to the course research project. Students share their weekly stories 
at the beginning of each class, and storytelling is gradually used to document their research 
papers throughout the semester.

Reflections include the following activities:

•	 Self-reflection: Students write a letter to themselves.

•	 Peer reflections: Students write a letter to a friend.

•	 Self, peer, and group reflections: Students draw storylines (e.g., setting, characters, plot).

•	 Group reflections: Students participate in a guided consultation.

•	 Group reflections: Students learn from guest speakers who share their research stories.

As the course progresses, students begin to share their research story drafts in small groups 
and receive feedback from group members. This leads to a guided consultation in which the 
group asks each member probing questions based on their research questions, artwork, and 
story. By the eighth class session, leaders make connections between their stories and the 
literature, discuss references, and receive feedback from their groups (see Table 2).
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Table 2. Sample Course Activities

Extend the discussion from the last class session regarding the storytelling perspective and 
research. In your home groups, please continue sharing your stories.

Session 6

Group work: 
Storytelling approach 
in research

•	 Tell your research story so far in conjunction with your problem 
context. (4 min.)

•	 Listen as group members offer feedback. (4 min.)

•	 Have the next group member share their story.

Session 7

Guided consultation: 
From storytelling to 
research design

•	 Upload your drawing to the discussion board. (2 min.)

•	 Share your research story through your illustration and share your 
research questions. (8 min.)

•	 Listen as group members offer feedback and respond to their 
probing questions based on the research questions. (5 min.)

•	 Have the next group member share their story.

Session 8

Weaving it together: 
Research questions 
and literature

•	 Share your research story by making specific connections to your 
research questions. (You can also show your illustration.)

•	 Share two or three references from the literature that inform 
your research.

•	 Listen as group members offer feedback and respond to their 
probing questions based on the research questions.

•	 Have the next group member share their story.

Source: Provided by Özge Hacıfazlıoğlu and Lihi Rosenthal. (2024). Used with permission.

The course instructors, who are action researchers in higher education, adopt this approach 
as their own unstructured research journey while encouraging leaders to chart their paths of 
personal discovery through narrative research. Instructors invite other UC Berkeley professors 
to class to share their stories of research, which gives doctoral students new insights and the 
courage to follow their stories of research, no matter what challenges they might encounter.

Interdisciplinary Communities of Practice and 
Thought Partnership

EdD students take the research methodology class alongside 3rd-year PhD students in school 
psychology, which proves to be a symbiotic approach. Each group complements the other 
through telling, retelling, and reflecting on their weekly research stories. Intentionally pairing 
school psychology students with EdD leadership students provides opportunities for reciprocal 
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learning in which students serve as thought partners and mentors to one another. School 
psychology students have more experience with theory and research methodologies, while 
leadership students have more experience with contextualized education practice. Therefore, 
each group channels its own strengths and serves as a counterpart for completing the stories.

Students have shared that they find the thought partnership in the course to be one of the 
most effective means of reflection. In addition to receiving and offering peer feedback, 
students have individual feedback and mentoring sessions with faculty members, which 
students say is a valuable resource for clarifying and refining their stories. At least two 
individual sessions with faculty, lasting approximately 1 hour each, occur each semester so 
students can receive tailored support.

Along with the individual sessions with course instructors, students are asked to stay 
connected with their cohort members during and outside of class. They are encouraged to 
write together as thought partners in writing retreats. While faculty facilitate one structured 
writing retreat, the value students find in their professional communities of practice inspires 
some of them to organize additional writing retreats themselves. The power of collaborative 
thought partnership was noted by one EdD student:

Completion of [the first] milestone was a very heavy lift for me, and I would 
not have made it without the individualized support tailored to my specific 
needs as a leader and individual.

All of the EdD students emphasized the value of the thought partnerships created in these 
sessions. Faculty have observed that, in time, students begin to know their peers’ stories 
as much as their own. What is unique in these interactions is that students—despite the 
challenging responsibilities they have in their own leadership contexts—start to become 
deeply invested as peer mentors for their thought partners. Over time, students begin to 
provide alternative pathways for their thought partners, both to help them proceed in their 
research journey and to overcome the challenges they encounter in their leadership work. 
They also seem to encourage each other to balance their professional and personal lives. 
The cohort spirit established during the process strengthens personal relationships, enabling 
students to support one another in their leadership efforts.

Storytelling as a Tool for Leaders

Faculty have observed that the shift from being an outsider to taking on the main character 
role is evident in all of the leaders’ stories. In other words, students begin to play the 
protagonist role and lead the implementation of the scenario in progress. When students are 
asked to revisit their roadmaps—that is, their planned path toward their EdD milestones—most 
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of them write a letter to themselves, combining the program milestone with their workplace 
requirements. It is worth mentioning that despite the professional demands and pressures 
students feel during these challenging times, they value maintaining a balance between their 
academic roles and their leadership and personal goals.

The self-reflections shared by the leaders show that they all believe the storytelling approach 
will help them meet their program milestones. They seem to have experience with using this 
approach as insightful leaders and teachers in their own lives. The introduction of storytelling 
shows them a way that practice can be incorporated as a powerful tool for documenting 
their research, a tool that is both rigorous and academically grounded. The following excerpt 
from a leader’s reflection illustrates how storytelling can be used to establish the link between 
one’s familiar spaces and unknown lands:

I also used storytelling during my orals. ... In my introduction, I shared the 
story of the two sides of me, an emerging scholar and school leader. I used 
storytelling to describe the difference in how I appear as a school leader vs. 
how I appear as an emerging scholar, as suggested by [my instructor]. … I 
found it extremely helpful to calm my nerves, set the stage, and demonstrate 
the importance of communication through storytelling.

How storytelling is embraced by leaders and implemented in research stories varies. Some 
leaders love the idea from the beginning, while it takes others some time to make sense 
of the approach. These leaders are open to innovation, so none of them are completely 
reluctant to try the method. Notably, the more the leaders share their research stories, the 
more they embrace how well storytelling aligns with the research. This fact enables students 
to use storytelling to construct research stories by putting together the problem context, 
characters, and methodology to reveal the experiences in a written narrative. One leader who 
claimed to be cautious toward this approach explained how he started to use this method in 
advancing his research draft:

The storytelling approach was helpful in framing my perspective about how 
to organize my writing in a manner that could tell a compelling narrative 
while also drawing attention to the central players in the story, the plot of my 
research, and its potential implications.

Finally, at the end of the semester, students have the opportunity to tell their stories publicly 
at Research Day, an event organized by the School of Education. Leaders are encouraged to 
share parts of their stories with their school communities, and several students have spoken 
of their experience with storytelling as research with a national audience at the University 
Council for Educational Administration annual conference.
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Conclusion

Storytelling is embedded in a school leader’s experience, and introducing doctoral students 
to narrative research is a way for faculty to tap into students’ professional knowledge and 
enable leaders to become more aware of themselves as they serve as changemakers on 
the path toward equity and democracy. The experiences of the emerging scholar–leaders 
in this course show that “stewardship does not consist of following hard and fast rules, or 
traditional teaching methods, but demands flexibility and an imperative to creation and 
compromise.”6 This brief provides a snapshot of doctoral students’ experiences with learning 
and implementing a storytelling approach in an EdD program focused on developing leaders 
for equity and democracy.
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