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ABSTRACT : Amid the increasingly intensified
high-quality development (HQD) assessment system,
the cultural role of invisible teacher leadership in
Chinese universities has become more salient. This
study takes a university in Nanjing as a case and
adopts a qualitative approach through a
semi-structured interview and policy document
analysis to explore how teachers exert cultural effects
beyond formal institutional frameworks. The findings
reveal three major aspects: first, in value transmission,
teachers shape the academic community’s cultural
atmosphere through classroom practices and daily
communication; second, in relational networks,
teachers promote cross-departmental understanding
and collaboration through informal organizations and
affective ties; third, in cultural tensions, the
indicator-driven HQD assessment system conflicts
with teachers’ professional identities, rendering
invisible leadership fragile and unstable. The study
concludes that while universities strengthen
assessment-driven mechanisms, they should also
recognize the cultural significance of invisible teacher
leadership and foster an environment of inclusiveness
and trust to sustain its long-term value.
KEYWORDS: High-quality development
assessment; Teacher leadership; Invisible leadership;
Cultural effects; Case study

LINTRODUCTION

In the context of China’s ongoing advancement
of high-quality development (HQD) in higher
education, assessment systems have become a central
mechanism for implementing institutional strategies
and allocating resources. At both provincial and
university levels, assessment indicators not only
determine the institutional standing of universities in
regional competition but also shape teachers’ daily
work and professional identities. However, existing
studies have largely focused on formal arrangements

and performance-oriented mechanisms, while
insufficient attention has been paid to the “invisible
leadership” enacted by teachers beyond formal
structures.

Invisible teacher leadership refers to the
leadership  effects exerted through informal
interactions, value transmission, and the cultivation of
cultural atmosphere. Such leadership does not rely on
formal positions, yet it profoundly influences team
collaboration, cultural development, and value
orientation. Under the HQD assessment system,
teachers are required not only to meet quantitative
targets but also to sustain the cohesion and cultural
resilience of the academic community through
invisible leadership amid pressures and tensions.

This study takes a university in Nanjing as a case
to investigate how invisible teacher leadership
manifests in cultural practices within the context of
HQD assessment. It specifically addresses the
following questions: How do teachers engage in value
transmission, relational building, and cultural
adjustment through invisible leadership under
assessment-driven systems? In what ways does such
leadership reflect fragility and resilience amid the
tension between performance indicators and
professional identity? By exploring these issues, the
study seeks to reveal the unique cultural effects of
invisible teacher leadership and to provide insights for
balancing assessment pressures with cultural
development in Chinese universities.

ILLITERATUE REVIEW
(1) Research Progress on Teacher Leadership
Teacher leadership has long been a significant
topic in educational research. Early studies largely
focused on the school context, emphasizing teachers’
roles in classroom instruction, curriculum reform, and
school-based research (Day & Harris, 2010). In recent
years, however, with transformations in higher
education governance, research has increasingly
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expanded into the university setting (Zhao &
Hu,2022). Current scholarship often distinguishes
between explicit and invisible forms of leadership:
explicit leadership relies on formal positions and
institutional authority, whereas invisible leadership
operates through informal interactions, cultural
atmosphere, and value guidance. While explicit
leadership is more easily observed and evaluated,
invisible leadership plays an irreplaceable role in
fostering team cohesion, building trust, and
transmitting organizational culture (Harris, 2014).

?2) High-Quality Development and
Assessment Mechanisms

China’s [4th Five-Year Plan and Education
Modernization 2035 have positioned high-quality

development as a strategic priority in higher education.

Correspondingly, provincial and institutional
assessment systems have been strengthened, using
quantitative  indicators to drive universities’
competitiveness in research, teaching, and social
service (Liu & Xu, 2021). However, studies also
reveal that an overemphasis on performance
indicators may undermine academic autonomy,
intensify internal competition, and create a “policy
temperature gap,” in which policy objectives weaken
or deviate as they cascade down through institutional
layers (Howlett, 2005). Thus, assessment systems
serve both as a driver of reform and as a structural
constraint on teacher leadership.

(3) Cultural Leadership and Invisible
Leadership
In organizational culture studies, invisible

teacher leadership is regarded as a key force in
shaping educational change and cultural development
(Day & Harris, 2010). Through value transmission,
informal exchanges, and the cultivation of academic
atmosphere, teachers can exert leadership without
formal authority, subtly influencing colleagues and
students. Existing research indicates that under the
pressures of performance assessment, invisible
leadership may act as a soft power to mitigate
organizational tensions, but it may also become
fragile under institutional constraints (Liu & Xu,
2021). Therefore, examining the cultural effects of
invisible leadership within the context of HQD
assessment can enrich theoretical understandings of
teacher leadership while responding to the pressing
realities of higher education reform in China.

HNL.THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

The cultural effects of invisible teacher
leadership need to be understood within multiple
theoretical perspectives. This study primarily draws
upon three frameworks:

(1) Distributed Leadership Theory
Distributed leadership theory emphasizes that
leadership is a process of interaction among multiple
actors within an organization, rather than the
exclusive authority of a single individual or position
(Spillane, 2006; Harris, 2014). In the university
context, invisible teacher leadership often manifests
through informal networks, collaborative mechanisms,
and cultural dynamics. Under the pressures of HQD
assessment, teachers’ cultural influence is not merely
an outcome of individual agency but emerges from
the interplay between organizational structures and
environmental conditions.

(2) Policy Implementation Theory and the

“Policy Temperature Gap”
Policy implementation theory argues that the process
of translating policy into practice is shaped by
multi-level contexts, institutional complexity, and
interest negotiations (Matland, 1995; Hill & Hupe,
2009). Within the HQD assessment system in Chinese
universities, a “policy temperature gap” often arises,
whereby the intended objectives weaken or deviate as
policies cascade downward (Howlett, 2005). This
phenomenon exerts a dual effect on invisible teacher
leadership: on the one hand, institutional pressures
encourage teachers to sustain cultural identity through
informal means; on the other hand, distorted
assessment practices may undermine their cultural
influence.

(3) Cultural Leadership Perspective

The cultural perspective on leadership highlights
that leadership is embedded not only in structures and
formal authority but also in the transmission of values
and the shaping of organizational culture (Schein,
2010). The cultural effects of invisible teacher
leadership are primarily manifested in value
transmission, relational networks, and academic
atmosphere. Under HQD assessment, the cultural
leadership perspective reveals how teachers balance
institutional pressures with professional identity and
maintain the cohesion of the academic community
through informal influence.

In sum, distributed leadership theory provides an
organizational process perspective, policy
implementation theory explains the institutional
environment and tensions, while the cultural
leadership perspective illuminates the deeper
influence of values and organizational climate.
Together, these three frameworks form the analytical
lens for this study.

IV.RESEARCH METHODOLOGY
This study adopts a qualitative research design,
focusing on a university in Nanjing as a case. Data
were collected through a semi-structured interview
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and policy document analysis to explore the cultural
effects of invisible teacher leadership under the HQD
assessment context.

(1) Research Participant
A representative teacher from the case university

was selected as the interviewee. With extensive
teaching experience, active involvement in
curriculum  reform, and  participation in
cross-disciplinary teaching activities, this teacher has
played an important role in cultural development and
maintaining the cohesion of the academic community.
His/her perspective offers valuable insights into how
teachers enact and perceive invisible leadership under
HQD assessment pressures.

(2) Policy Documents

To capture the institutional context and evaluative
logic, two key documents were analyzed:

1. Implementation = Plan  for  Building
High-Level Universities in Jiangsu Province
(2021-2025) — a provincial-level policy
outlining strategic goals and quantitative
indicators for HQD.

2. Comprehensive Assessment Measures for
High-Quality Development at Nanjing
University of the Arts (2024) — a
university-level document that specifies
assessment standards and directly links them
to resource allocation, promotion, and
performance incentives.

(2) Data Collection and Analysis

Data collection was conducted between
September and December 2024, and March to
June 2025. Due to the interviewee’s teaching
schedule and the need for coordination with relevant
administrative departments, the data collection period
was relatively dispersed. The semi-structured
interview followed an open-ended guide, focusing on
how the teacher exercised invisible leadership in
teaching and daily interactions, and how the HQD
assessment system shaped the cultural atmosphere.
The policy document analysis examined the
assessment indicator system and its implicit cultural
logic. All data were transcribed and systematically
coded, and thematic analysis was conducted using
Nvivo software. By triangulating the interview and
policy data, the study explored the interplay between
institutional context and teachers’ cultural practices.

V.FINDINGS
(1) Value Transmission: Cultural Guidance
from Classroom to Academic Community
The interview data reveal that teachers exerted
cultural influence in subtle ways through both
classroom practices and daily interactions. Such

leadership did not depend on formal authority but
emerged through wvalue transmission and the
cultivation of atmosphere.

First, at the classroom level, Professor L emphasized:

o “When I teach, I want students to understand
that learning is not just about passing
assessments, but about solving real
problems.”

o “I deliberately integrate teamwork and
responsibility into my course design. Even if
it is not explicitly written in the syllabus, 1
convey these values through case
discussions.”

These reflections show how Professor L
reinterpreted institutional requirements for “teaching
quality” into cultural guidance. Students not only
gained knowledge but also absorbed responsibility
and cooperation as implicit values.

Second, in interactions with colleagues,
Professor L influenced others through informal
conversations:

o “The assessment documents talk a lot about
‘teaching outcomes,’ but privately we are
more concerned about how students actually
learn.”

o “[ often remind younger teachers not to only
focus on indicators, but to think about what
kind of mark they want to leave in teaching.”

Such influence was not based on administrative
authority but on professional credibility, gradually
shaping a community atmosphere that valued
responsibility and exploration.

Finally, policy documents also provided
evidence of this cultural reinterpretation. For example,
the Implementation Plan for Building High-Level
Universities in Jiangsu Province (2021-2025) states:
“Adhere to an approach that reaches out to every
student, teaches students in accordance with their
aptitude, and integrates knowledge and practice, so
as to guide students to emhance their ideals and
convictions, cultivate patriotism in them, strengthen
their moral integrity, develop their knowledge and
competence, foster the spirit of hard work, and
enhance their overall competence.” While this
reflects official policy discourse, Professor L
translated it into cultural practices in daily teaching
and collegial interactions.

In sum, through classroom teaching, collegial
conversations, and policy reinterpretation, Professor L
exerted invisible cultural leadership that sustained the
identity of the academic community. Although not
formally recognized by assessment systems, such
value transmission played a vital role in reinforcing
community cohesion.
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(2) Relational Networks: The Role of
Informal Organizations and Affective Ties
In  cross-departmental  collaboration  and

everyday academic exchanges, Professor L’s
interview highlighted that informal relational
networks were crucial in supporting invisible

leadership. These networks, built on trust and
affective ties, enhanced cooperation and mitigated the
tensions arising from assessment pressures.

First, Professor L explained:

e “In formal assessment meetings, people
usually just report results, but many real
problems cannot be discussed in depth.”

o “It’s often during tea breaks or meals that
colleagues share real difficulties, such as
uneven funding distribution or scheduling
conflicts.”

These comments illustrate that teachers were
more willing to express genuine concerns in informal
settings, which often proved more effective for
problem-solving than official meetings.

Second, Professor L stressed the significance of
informal organizations:

e “Many of our interdisciplinary projects are
actually driven by WeChat groups and email
lists.”

o “If we waited for the university’s formal
approval, we might miss the opportunity.
With introductions from colleagues and
friends, we can start drafting plans much
earlier.”

This shows that informal communication not
only improved efficiency but also fostered trust
among colleagues. This stands in contrast to the
formalized policy discourse on collaboration.

For example, the Comprehensive Assessment
Measures for HOD at Nanjing University of the Arts
(2024) state: “Guided by the new development
philosophy and in accordance with the requirements
for achieving high-quality development in six key
areas, we will advance the integrated development of
education, science and technology, and talent,
aligning  with  national "Double  First-Class"
initiatives.” Yet, as Professor L pointed out: “Real
collaboration does not come from a policy slogan, but
from an atmosphere of trust and willingness to share.”

Thus, under HQD assessment, teachers’ invisible
leadership was manifested through informal relational
networks. This form of cultural leadership not only
facilitated academic collaboration but also alleviated
the tensions of performance-driven systems.

(3) Cultural Tensions: Conflicts between
Assessment Indicators and Professional Identity

The findings reveal significant tensions between
indicator-driven HQD assessment systems and
teachers’ professional identities. Multiple excerpts
from Professor L highlight this conflict.

First, Professor L openly noted the imbalance created
by a “research-first” orientation:

o “The university § assessment
overemphasizes the number of publications
and research funding, while genuine
teaching innovation is often overlooked.”

o “I have invested a lot of effort in curriculum
reform, but such achievements are almost
invisible in the assessment forms.”

These comments illustrate dissatisfaction with
the system’s bias toward research outcomes at the
expense of teaching contributions.

Second, Professor L expressed the clash between
professional values and institutional pressures:

o “The assessment system indeed pushes us to
focus more on research, but the core value of
education should not be reduced to numbers.
Students’ growth and independent thinking
cannot be fully captured by indicators.”

o “Sometimes, to meet assessment
requirements, I have to give up experimental
courses or interdisciplinary explorations,
because they are not counted as ‘hard
indicators.’”’

This demonstrates the dilemmas teachers face in
reconciling professional integrity with the quantitative
orientation of assessment systems.

Finally, the policy texts also reflect this tension.
The Comprehensive Assessment Measures for HOD at
Nanjing University of the Arts (2024) explicitly state:
“Based on the results of the annual high-quality
development assessment, Party building evaluation,
and satisfaction survey, rankings and classifications
will be determined for four categories: secondary
colleges, departments primarily responsible for Party
building  indicators, departments  primarily
responsible for high-quality development indicators,
and other units.” Such wording highlights the
quantitative bias of the system. Responding to this,
Professor L remarked: “This kind of orientation
pushes us toward chasing visible results while
neglecting the invisible values of teaching and
culture.”

In sum, invisible teacher leadership appeared
fragile under the HQD assessment framework. On the
one hand, teachers endeavored to sustain community
cohesion through cultural leadership; on the other
hand, institutional pressures undermined its stability,
sometimes even marginalizing its role.
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VI. DISCUSSION

This study has revealed how invisible teacher
leadership manifests culturally under the HQD
assessment system, highlighting both its potential and
its constraints. By engaging with distributed
leadership, policy implementation, and cultural
leadership perspectives, a deeper understanding of the
complexity and multidimensionality of teacher
leadership can be achieved.

(1) Distributed Leadership:
Practices in Informal Interactions
The findings demonstrate that Professor L enacted
invisible leadership through value transmission and
relational networks in classrooms, collegial
exchanges, and cross-departmental collaboration.
This aligns with distributed leadership theory, which
conceptualizes leadership as an interactive process
among multiple actors rather than the sole prerogative
of formal positions (Spillane, 2006; Harris, 2014).
Notably, under the pressures of HQD assessment,
while formal systems emphasized quantitative
outcomes, teachers sustained community cohesion
through informal cultural leadership. This suggests
that distributed leadership is not limited to formalized
decision-making but also manifests in subtle cultural
influences embedded in daily practices. The study
thus provides empirical support for extending
distributed leadership theory by showing that informal
cultural guidance can function as a vital form of
organizational soft power in assessment-driven
environments.

(2) Policy Implementation and the “Policy
Temperature Gap”: Reinterpreting Institutional
Goals
Policy implementation theory emphasizes that
policies often shift as they travel through multi-level
systems and diverse contexts (Matland, 1995; Hill &
Hupe, 2009). In this study, Professor L reinterpreted
the policy directive of “improving teaching quality”
as cultivating students’ responsibility and independent
thinking rather than narrowly meeting evaluation
criteria. This reflects the phenomenon of a “policy
temperature gap,” where macro-level directives are
redefined at the micro level into cultural and
educational  goals  (Howlett, 2005).  Such
reinterpretation reveals teachers’ agency: they are not
passive recipients but active “interpreters” and
“translators” of policy within their cultural contexts.
Invisible leadership, therefore, emerges as a form of
policy reconstruction, embedding cultural values into
institutional requirements. This finding enriches
policy implementation theory by demonstrating how
teachers’ cultural practices reshape the meaning of
policy objectives in practice.

Leadership

(3) Cultural Leadership: Fragility and
Resilience under Assessment Pressures
The study further reveals the dual nature of invisible
leadership as both fragile and resilient under
assessment-driven systems. On the one hand,
Professor L’s reflections illustrate how the
prioritization of research outputs marginalized
teaching innovation and cultural leadership,
highlighting its fragility. This resonates with cultural
leadership  theory, which notes that when
organizational culture collides with institutional
logics, cultural leadership tends to be weakened
(Schein, 2010). On the other hand, despite such
pressures, teachers sustained academic community
cohesion through informal interactions, value
transmission, and affective ties—demonstrating
resilience. Invisible leadership thus represents a form
of “low-profile power” that, though lacking formal
institutional recognition, serves as a buffer against
policy-induced disruptions at the cultural level.

In sum, the discussion indicates that invisible
teacher leadership is not merely a byproduct of
institutional constraints but a dynamic force
continually generated and reshaped within the
interplay of distributed leadership structures, policy
implementation gaps, and cultural tensions. It
underscores teachers’ unique role as cultural leaders
while also revealing the structural constraints they
face under HQD assessment. The implication is that
invisible leadership should be both theoretically
acknowledged and practically supported through
more inclusive institutional arrangements.

VII.CONCLUSIONAND IMPLICATIONS

This study investigated the cultural effects of
invisible teacher leadership under the HQD
assessment system, drawing on a case study of a
university in  Nanjing. By combining a
semi-structured interview with policy document
analysis, it revealed how teachers maintained
academic community cohesion through value
transmission, informal relational networks, and
cultural guidance, while also highlighting the
structural tensions between assessment indicators and
professional identity.

(1) Research Contributions
Theoretically, this study expands the scope of teacher
leadership research. While prior studies often focused
on explicit, formalized leadership behaviors, this
study emphasizes the unique value of invisible
leadership in the context of high-quality development,
demonstrating that cultural influence is an
indispensable dimension of teacher leadership.
Moreover, by introducing the concept of the “policy
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temperature gap” into the analysis of teacher
leadership, the study reveals how teachers act as
interpreters and re-creators between policy objectives
and professional identities, thereby offering a new
explanatory framework for leadership in higher
education.

Methodologically, this research demonstrates the
value of combining interviews with policy document
analysis to capture the interplay between institutional
discourse and cultural practice. This dual-source
approach enhances the credibility of the findings and
provides a wuseful paradigm for future higher
education research on the relationship between
institutional structures and organizational culture.
Practically, the study shows that even under
increasingly intensified assessment regimes, teachers
can exercise soft influence through invisible
leadership. This suggests that organizational culture is
not solely shaped by institutional policies but is also
sustained through teachers’ everyday practices and
value-based leadership.

2) Implications for
Administrators
First, universities should avoid over-reliance on
research-oriented quantitative indicators in HQD
assessments. A more comprehensive evaluation
system should include teaching innovation, student
development, teamwork, and cultural contributions to
ensure a balanced incentive mechanism.
Second, institutional support should be provided for
invisible leadership. This may involve establishing
cross-departmental academic = communities  or
encouraging informal learning groups, and formally
recognizing and rewarding teachers’ contributions to
cultural cohesion and informal collaboration.
Third, universities need to balance performance
orientation with cultural sustainability. While
performance-driven systems may boost short-term
research outputs, they risk weakening long-term
cohesion and organizational identity. Acknowledging
the value of invisible leadership can help create
complementarity between assessment systems and
cultural development.

University

(3) Implications for Teachers

Teachers should recognize that invisible
leadership is not merely a byproduct but an essential
force for fostering community culture and supporting
student growth. Teachers can enhance their cultural
leadership by:

e Integrating values such as responsibility,
collaboration, and academic integrity into
classroom teaching, thereby combining
explicit learning objectives with implicit

cultural guidance;

e Leveraging informal networks in
interdisciplinary  collaboration to share
resources and overcome institutional
boundaries;

e  Strengthening self-empowerment (e.g., time
management, balancing research and
teaching) and peer support to sustain the
resilience of invisible leadership under
assessment pressures.

(3) Directions for Future Research

This study is limited by its single-case design.
Future research could adopt comparative or
cross-regional studies to examine the universality and
variation of invisible leadership in different
institutional  contexts. Further exploration of
methodological innovations, such as social network
analysis or organizational climate surveys, could help
measure the pathways of invisible leadership more
systematically. Finally, future studies should
investigate how quantitative indicators and cultural
values can be integrated into complementary logics,
thereby achieving a balance between measurable
outcomes and cultural sustainability under the HQD
framework.
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