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ABSTRACT 

 

The purpose of this case study was to investigate the interactions between 

leaders who practice distributive leadership and followers within a school which 

leads to the development of routines and tools that reinforce student achievement. 

Education is widely held to be essential for the survival and success of individuals 

and countries in the emerging global market. National leaders of all stripes place 

education at the center of their policy agendas. Agreement is also evident about the 

contributions of leadership in the implementation of virtually all initiatives aimed at 

improving student learning and school quality. It is therefore difficult to imagine a 

focus for research with greater social justification about educational leadership. 

Although distributive leadership is widely thought to be a powerful force for school 

effectiveness, this belief needs to be justified by empirical evidence.    

This qualitative study focused on one Texas public secondary school with a 

majority minority student composition, which received a Blue Ribbon designation. 

Principal leadership behaviors, campus improvement team perceptions with regard 

to distributed leadership ideals served as a primary focus. More specifically, the 

purpose of this case study was to explore in depth relationships exhibited in an 

exemplary, Blue Ribbon school as identified by the Academic Excellence Indicator 

System (AEIS) that enable or constrain distributed leadership ideals central to this 

study. Capturing essential features such as the character of the leader, leadership 

styles, followers and values that define curricular goals and the contextual rituals or 
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processes used to communicate continuous improvement towards student success 

provided additional understanding. Multiple sources of information provided a 

detailed in- depth picture, including observations, interviews, documents and reports 

which served as criteria for data collection.       

The implications of this study’s findings are significant. This case study adds 

further evidence to support research on distributive leadership and its relationship to 

student achievement. The research participants in particular the school district 

superintendent, and the school principal did not simply delegate tasks but practiced 

governance over the school’s social and situational contexts. Through the sharing of 

intellect and opinion, acknowledging and maximizing expertise, teachers were called 

on to share their expertise in instruction as well as providing opportunities or time, to 

dialogue, to share insights regarding students and the curriculum. Working together 

to improve student instruction created shared roles pulling their expertise and 

initiative directed toward increasing student achievement. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION 

For more than three decades, reform proposals have recommended the 

inclusion of teachers in shared leadership roles. In the late 1980s and early 1990s, 

efforts to promote school-based management often included formal representation of 

teachers in decision making- although many investigations of these efforts report 

weak implementation (Anderson, 1998; Malen, 1994). Recent policy discussions 

(within, e.g. the Education Commission of the States, the Council of Chief State 

School Officers, and teacher professional associations), suggest broad support now 

for expanding teachers’ participation in leadership and decision-making tasks 

(Leithwood et al., 2010). These discussions are compatible with findings from some 

research which suggests that increasing teacher influence may improve schools 

significantly (Leithwood et al. 2007; Leithwood et al. 2008; Mayrowetz & Smylie 

2004; Spillane, Halvorson & Diamond 2004). Other research, however, suggests that 

teachers’ involvement in formal decision-making or leadership roles will have 

limited impact on student achievement (Marks & Louis, 1997; Smylie, Conley, & 

Marks 2002).  

Still, what constitutes and promotes the distribution or sharing of leadership 

in a school is somewhat unclear. Sharing leadership may have its greatest impact by 

reducing teacher isolation and increasing commitment to the common good 

(Pounder, 1999). Experiencing informal influence and feedback through professional 

discussions encourages a focus on shared practices and goals (Chrisspeels, Castillo, 
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& Brown 2000; Marks & Printy 2003), and it may foster organizational innovation 

(Harris, 2009). In this paper shared leadership broadly denotes teachers’ influence 

over, and their participation in, school-wide decisions with principals.  

While the focus on shared leadership is on principal-teacher relationships, 

teacher-teacher relationships are even more important as a foundation for the way in 

which teachers work to improve instruction (Louis, 2006), and how they are affected 

by the leadership behavior of principals (Wiley, 2001). A review of research on the 

importance of professional communities is conducted, largely because accumulating 

evidence shows that it is related to improved instruction, student achievement (King 

& Newman, 2001; Louis & Marks, 1998; Smylie & Wenzel, 2003), and shared 

leadership.  

York- Barr and Duke (2004), view professional community as a vehicle for 

the exercise of teacher leadership. Supportive interaction among teachers in school-

wide professional communities enable them to assume various roles with one 

another as mentor, mentee, coach, specialist, advisor, and facilitator. However, 

professional community amounts to more than just support; it also includes shared 

values, a common focus on student learning, collaboration in the development of 

curriculum and instruction, and the purposeful sharing of practices – all of which 

may be thought of as distributed leadership (Hord & Soomers, 2010; McLaughlin & 

Talbert, 2002).   
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Background of the Study 

Leadership can be conceptualized and studied as an individual or an 

organizational phenomenon. The former conception orients us toward an analysis of 

the beliefs, actions, personal traits, and influence of individuals recognized by others. 

An organizational perspective suggests that leadership is unlikely to be constituted 

solely of the actions and influence of an individual. According to this view, we need 

to examine the range of leadership sources, beliefs, actions, interactions, and 

influences recognized by participants in these settings (Leithwood et al., 2010).  

Scholars have focused considerable attention on the properties and 

complexities of leadership distribution in schools and districts – sources, focal 

points, functions, interactions, contexts, and outcomes (MacBeath, 2005; Spillane, 

2006). We know that leadership may be distributed in various patterns, though 

consensus on a typology and terms remains elusive. Furthermore, we know little to 

nothing about how different forms of leadership distribution enhance or do not 

enhance the accomplishment of organizational goals.  

Gronn (2002) refers to holistic and additive models of leadership distribution. 

The additive model refers to a dispersed pattern of leadership in which multiple 

members of an organization provide leadership for varying goals and/or tasks. 

Different members may provide leadership for different purposes, without 

coordination or a shared focus. The holistic model suggests greater interdependency 

and coordination among varied sources, focused on shared goals and tasks.  
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At a more micro-level, Spillane (2006) identified three arrangements for 

distributing leadership responsibilities: division of labor (different leaders for 

different tasks), co-performance (multiple leaders together for the same task), and 

parallel performance (multiple leaders perform the same tasks but in different 

contexts). Similarly, Goldstein (2003) and Gronn (2002) distinguished between 

situations in which leadership for specific tasks are enacted by multiple leaders, 

together or separately. Spillane (2006) expanded upon this formulation, defining 

three types of co-performance: collaborated distribution (multiple leaders jointly 

enact the same leadership practice in the same context); collective distribution 

(multiple leaders perform separate but interdependent tasks in different contexts and 

in support of the same goal); and coordinated distribution (interdependent actions of 

multiple leaders are performed in a particular sequence).  

Recently, Leithwood et al. (2007) have conceptualized a typology that offers 

a more general theoretical framework for exploring the distribution of leadership in 

organizations. The framework, grounded in a research –based definition of 

leadership, identifies four categories of core leadership functions: setting directions, 

developing people, redesigning the organization, and managing the instructional 

program (Leithwood & Riehl, 2005; Leithwood, Louis, et al. 2004; & Leithwood & 

Jantzi, 2006). This typology emphasizes variability in the alignment of leadership 

functions and in beliefs associated with different forms of alignment (Leithwood et 

al. 2010).  
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Distributed Leadership 

Pearce and Conger (2003) described a disillusionment with great man 

conceptions of leadership and bureaucratic organizational structures. This shift 

reflected a growing appreciation for the contributions to productivity from the 

informal dimensions of organizations. Distributed leadership is conceptualized as an 

organization wide phenomenon (Ogawa & Bossert, 1995) in which organizational 

structures are flatter and leadership is distributed over multiple people, and roles are 

advocated as solutions to school dilemmas. Leithwood, Mascall, and  Strauss (2009) 

argued that distributed leadership enhances opportunities for the organization to 

benefit from the capacities of more of its members. Through increased participation 

in decision making, greater commitment to goals and strategies which lead to student 

achievement may develop.   

Leithwood, Harris and Hopkins (2008) used Yukl’s definition of leadership 

that assumes leadership entails at least some form of social influence which might be 

“viewed as a property of an individual or a property of a social system” (1994, p.3). 

Collective leadership is defined by this minimalist conception of leadership as 

influence and as a property of the system rather than the individual. Their research 

suggests that there is considerable variation across schools in the extent of 

stakeholders’ influence, and it suggests that student achievement benefits from 

greater influence by all stakeholders in school decisions.   

The concept of collective leadership used for this study overlaps with 

Rowan’s conception of organic management, defined as follows: 
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a shift away from conventional, hierarchical patterns of bureaucratic control 

toward what has been referred to as a network pattern of control, that is pattern of 

control in which line employees are relatively involved in making organizational 

decisions and staff cooperation and collegiality supplant the hierarchy as a means 

of coordinating work flows and resolving technical difficulties. (Miller & Rowan, 

2006, p.219-220) 

The shared concept of distributed leadership is one that consists of a group or 

team level approach in which all members share responsibility for the group on the 

task at hand through allocation of time and expertise needed. Pearce and Conger 

(2003) traced the roots of this concept to two early studies. The first was (Follet, 

1924) which essentially advocated leadership through expert rather than positional 

power. The second (Bowers & Seashore, 1966) described evidence that peer sources 

of leadership in large organizations could have significant effects on organizational 

outcomes.  

Leithwood et al. (2010) pointed to a seminal paper written by Tannenbaum 

(1961) which introduced four approaches to leadership: autocratic (influence rises 

with the hierarchical level of the role), democratic (higher levels of influence are 

ascribed to those in hierarchically lower levels or roles), anarchic (relatively little 

influence by any level or role), and polyarchic (high levels of influence by all levels 

or roles). Tannenbaum hypothesized that organizational effectiveness will be 

correlated to: (a) more democratic, and (b) more polyarchic forms of control.  
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Tannenbaum’s first hypotheses is grounded on two key criteria. First, more 

democratic forms of control will be more consistent with employees’ beliefs and 

values in a democratic society and contribute to higher levels of job satisfaction and 

morale, whereas autocratic forms of control are expected to “reduce initiative, inhibit 

identification with the organization and create conflict and hostility among 

members” (Tannenbaum, 1961, p.35). Second, control by those lower on rungs of 

the ladder will lead to greater acceptance of jointly made decisions along with an 

increased sense of responsibility for and motivation to accomplish organizational 

goals.  

Leithwood et al. (2010) emphasized that Tannenbaum’s second hypotheses, 

sometimes called the power equalization hypothesis is justified. Tannenbaum 

claimed that improved organizational efficiency is realized when more control is 

exercised by those lower in the hierarchy, and by improved motivation and 

identification with the organization on the part of those whose power is enhanced. 

Current research about distributed leadership are quite similar to the justification that 

Tannenbaum offered for his two hypotheses.   

Organizational Culture 

One aspect of the school culture that is relevant to the design and 

implementation of distributed leadership initiatives is the professional culture among 

educators. Louis and Kruse (1995) pointed out that schools where a strong 

professional culture exists there is likely to be (a) a common language and 

understanding of how to interact and (b) an understanding of teacher’s talents, 



  Texas Tech University, Randy D. Baiza, December, 2011  
  

8 
 

abilities, and shortcomings. In such a cultural setting, educators should be able to 

coalesce into effective workgroups and administrators should be more willing to 

grant autonomy to others performing leadership functions. With a strong 

professional culture, these workgroups may be more open to learning how to 

perform these functions well, especially if feedback mechanisms are built into their 

work. Simultaneously, intense and frequent joint work among educators would likely 

strengthen the professional culture in that work group and school-wide (Louis & 

Kruse, 1995).  

Organizational theorists have long argued that task complexity is a key 

variable shaping productive leadership responses. This body of evidence argues that 

more directive forms of leadership (akin to what most people think of as supervision) 

are productive when the tasks to be performed are relatively simple. More 

participatory, shared or distributed forms of leadership work best in response to 

relatively complex tasks (Rowan, 1996). This is the case because the collective 

capacities of the organization theoretically far exceed the capacities of any one 

organizational member. Distributing leadership is a strategy with some potential for 

accessing and bringing to bear the organization’s collective cognitions on the 

achievement of complex tasks and organizational goals.  

Leithwood, Mascall, and Strauss  (2009) described conceptions of distributed 

cognition as supporting unconstrained forms of distributed leadership. Whereas 

constrained forms of distributed leadership entail leadership functions carried out by 

one formal leader or shared among formal leaders only, unconstrained forms include 
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the distribution of leadership to whomever has the expertise required for the job, 

rather than only those in formal leadership roles. Leadership functions may be shared 

among formal leaders and one, or a few, exceptional others because of their unique 

personal expertise, widely shared among formal and informal leaders depending on 

their existing expertise; or widely shared among formal and informal leaders based 

on their existing expertise, as well as the opportunities provided by such distribution 

for developing additional expertise. This last form of unconstrained distribution 

seems the most sophisticated or preferred because it conceives of leadership 

distribution not only as a means of using the shared expertise in the organization but 

also as a means of further building that expertise. 

Research on Effectiveness and Ineffectiveness 

 What evidence is there to show that democratic, supportive, and shared 

forms of leadership are effective? Leithwood et al. (2010) directed our attention to 

empirical evidence found on transformational leadership. These researchers pointed 

to an earlier study which measured teachers’ capacity, motivation, and work setting 

(Leithwood & Jantzi, 2006). Instead of collective leadership, however, that study 

used a measure of individual leaders’ transformational practices. Leadership was 

most strongly related to teacher’s work setting and had weaker effects on teacher 

capacity than on teacher motivation.  

Claims that collective leadership has significant impact on students have 

received mixed support. Evidence from other studies, however, seemed to provide 

further support for this claim, although this evidence has been collected in contexts 
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quite unlike schools. For example, Hiller, Day & Vance (2006) recently reported 

significant effect of collective leadership on supervisor-rated team performance in a 

road maintenance department. They also reviewed evidence from six other studies of 

collective leadership effects on team effectiveness, concluding that collective 

leadership is likely to be effective: “when teams are engaged in complex tasks that 

require large amounts of interdependence, but under more routine conditions… the 

benefits of collective leadership have yet to be demonstrated” ( 2006, p.388).  

Leithwood et al. (2010) pointed to a study based on data collected through 

teacher surveys designed to measure collective leadership. Results indicated that 

teachers in the highest achieving schools generally attributed higher levels of 

influence to all people and groups than did teachers in lower achieving schools. This 

research also provided continuing support for Jaques’ (2003) claim about the 

inevitable presence of hierarchy in large organizations. Leithwood et al.  stated that 

theorists who regard the attainment of flat organizational contours as something like 

a holy grail are running ahead of the evidence. Cited was McMahon & Perritt’s 

(1971) work which summarized that organizational effectiveness may have less to do 

with power equalization, than with perceived concordance or agreement across roles 

in control structures. Their research evaluated the degree to which people in different 

roles in the organization were in agreement about who was most influential. Their 

conclusion emphasized the importance of agreement on the perceptions of the 

control structure of various hierarchical echelons within an organization.  
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 In light of widespread, unfounded claims about the positive consequences of 

distributed and flat organizational structures; Leithwood et al., (2010) described 

patterns of leadership distribution evident among the highest achieving schools as a 

hybrid composed of autocratic  (influence rises with hierarchical level) and 

polyarchic (high levels of influence for all) prototypes. They note that this hybrid 

could serve as a best case scenario and call it intelligent hierarchy, to reflect the 

opportunities this hybrid approach affords to ensure that organizations take 

advantage of the capabilities and strengths of most of their members while at the 

same time ensuring careful coordination of effort in a common direction.    

There is substantial evidence to the contrary, especially from research in 

which organizational effectiveness is defined as the organization’s bottom line and 

assessed using objective indicators, such as student test scores. Miller and Rowan 

(2006) reported that “the main effects are weak and positive effects appear to be 

contingent on many other conditions” (p.220). A recent review of research on 

teacher leadership found only a small handful of studies in which researchers had 

actually inquired about effects of teacher leadership on students and the results were 

generally not supportive (York-Barr & Duke, 2004).   

Theoretical Framework 

A Distributed Perspective   

Diamond and Spillane (2007) described theoretical/conceptual frameworks 

for studying leadership practice as scarce, and such frameworks tended to privilege 

individual actions. Any attempt to understand practice must identify explicitly the 
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conceptual tools it brings to bear. If, for example, we see leadership practice- what 

leaders do and how they do it- as chiefly a function of individual knowledge and 

expertise, then that has implications for how we approach the collection and analysis 

of data. Diamond and Spillane (2007) stated that most frameworks tend to focus 

chiefly on either individual agency or the role of macrostructure in shaping what 

leaders do, but downplay the day-to-day practice of leadership. Investigations of 

work practices in general require the development of new conceptual frameworks, 

“frameworks built out of concepts that speak directly to practice” (Pickering, 1992, 

p.7).  

A distributed perspective is a conceptual framework for thinking about and 

studying school leadership and management. As an analytical tool, it can be used to 

frame research on school leadership and management. It also can be thought of as a 

diagnostic tool for practitioners and interventionists. Like any analytical framework, 

it foregrounds some aspects of the phenomena under consideration and backgrounds 

others. A distributed perspective involves two aspects- the leader plus aspect and the 

practice aspect (Diamond & Spillane, 2007).  

The Leader Plus Aspect 

A distributed perspective acknowledges that the work of leading and 

managing schools involves multiple individuals. Leadership and management work 

involves more than what individuals in formal leadership positions do. People in 

formally designated leadership and management positions and those without any 

such designations can and do take responsibility for leading and managing the 
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schoolhouse (Diamond & Spillane, 2007). In this way, leading and managing 

transcend formal positions (Frost, 2005; MacBeath, 2006). A distributed perspective 

then acknowledges and takes account of the work of all the individuals who have a 

hand in leadership and management practice. Looking at who performs what 

leadership and management functions, a distributed perspective cautions against 

investigating school leadership and management by focusing chiefly on what 

formally designated leaders do (Diamond & Spillane, 2007).  

The Practice Aspect  

A distributed perspective foregrounds the practice of leading and managing. 

A distributed perspective frames this practice in a particular way; it frames it as a 

product of the interactions of school leaders, followers, and aspects of their situation. 

This distributed view of leadership shifts focus from school principals and other 

formal and informal leaders to the web of leaders, followers, and their situations that 

gives form to leadership practice (Diamond & Spillane, 2007).  

Investigating purposeful activity in its natural habitat: is essential for the 

study of human cognition (Hutchins, 1995; Leont’ev, 1981 & Pea, 1993). An 

individual’s cognition cannot be understood merely as a function of mental capacity, 

because sense making is enabled and constrained by the situation in which it takes 

place (Resnick, 1991). The interdependence of the individual and the environment 

shows how human activity, as distributed in the interaction web of actors, artifacts, 

and the situation, is the appropriate unit of analysis for studying practice. Cognition 

is distributed through the environments’ material and cultural artifacts and through 



  Texas Tech University, Randy D. Baiza, December, 2011  
  

14 
 

other people in collaborative efforts to complete complex tasks (Latour, 1987; Pea, 

1993).  

From a distributed perspective, leadership practice takes shape in the interactions of 

leaders, followers, and their situation (Gronn, 2002; Spillane, Halverson, & 

Diamond, 2004). These three elements- leaders, followers and situation- in 

interaction mutually constitute leadership practice.      

Statement of the Problem 

For more than three decades, reform proposals have recommended the 

inclusion of teachers in shared leadership roles. In the late 1980’s and early 1990’s 

efforts to promote school-based management often included formal representation of 

teachers in decision making- although many investigations of these efforts report 

weak implementation (Anderson, 1998; Malen 1994). Recent policy discussions 

(within, e.g. the Education Commission of the States, the Council of Chief State 

School Officers, and teacher professional associations) suggest broad support now 

for expanding teachers’ participation in leadership and decision-making tasks. These 

discussions are compatible with findings from some research which suggests that 

increasing teacher influence may improve schools significantly (Leithwood et al. 

2007; Leithwood et al. 2008; Mayrowetz & Smylie 2004; Spillane, Halverson & 

Diamond 2004). Other research, however, suggests that teachers’ involvement in 

formal decision making or leadership roles will have limited impact on student 

achievement (Marks & Louis 1997; Smylie, Conley & Marks 2002).  
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Still what constitutes and promotes the distribution or sharing of leadership in 

a school is somewhat unclear. Sharing leadership may have its greatest impact by 

reducing teacher isolation and increasing commitment to the common good 

(Pounder, 1999). Experiencing informal influence and feedback through professional 

discussions encourages a focus on shared practices and goals (Chrispeels, Castillo, & 

Brown 2000) and it may foster innovation (Harris, 2009).  

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this case study was to investigate the interactions between 

leaders who practice distributive leadership and followers within a school which 

leads to the development of routines and tools that reinforce student achievement. 

Education is widely held to be essential for the survival and success of individuals 

and countries in the emerging global market. National leaders of all stripes place 

education at the center of their policy agendas. Agreement is also evident about the 

contributions of leadership in the implementation of virtually all initiatives aimed at 

improving student learning and school quality. It is therefore difficult to imagine a 

focus for research with greater social justification about educational leadership 

(Leithwood et al. 2010). Although distributive leadership is widely thought to be a 

powerful force for school effectiveness, this belief needs to be justified by empirical 

evidence.    
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Significance of the Study 

Information developed from this study has the potential to provide the 

participants and educational practitioners with information positively impacting their 

school district. These findings also have the added purpose of improving 

pedagogical and leadership training for future educational practitioners attending 

institutions of higher learning. Maxcy (1995) suggested that schools should move 

from a chaotic machine to a democratic, pluralistic and discursive community. 

Improving education and improving democracy go hand in hand.  

Overview of Methodology 

This qualitative study focused on one Texas public secondary school with a 

majority minority student composition, which received a Blue Ribbon designation. 

Principal leadership behaviors, campus improvement team perceptions with regard 

to distributed leadership ideals served as a primary focus. More specifically, the 

purpose of this case study was to explore in depth relationships exhibited in an 

exemplary, Blue Ribbon school as identified by the Academic Excellence Indicator 

System (AEIS), that enable or constrain distributed leadership ideals central to this 

study. Capturing essential features such as the character of the leader, leadership 

styles, followers and values that define curricular goals and the contextual rituals or 

processes used to communicate continuous improvement towards student success 

provided additional understanding. Multiple sources of information provided a 

detailed in- depth picture, including observations, interviews, documents and reports 

which were served as criteria for data collection (Creswell, 1998).       



  Texas Tech University, Randy D. Baiza, December, 2011  
  

17 
 

Research Questions 

The research questions for this study are:  

1) In what ways is distributed leadership practiced at a Blue Ribbon school? 

2) From experience with distributed leadership, in what ways do principals 

and teachers at a Blue Ribbon school find evidence for increased student 

learning that is attributed to distributed leadership?  

Research Assumptions 

The following assumptions are made regarding this study. The first 

assumption is that the influence of leadership on organizational outcomes arises from 

the behaviors of various people acting as leaders in either an additive or holistic 

manner (Gronn, 2009). At a more micro-level, Spillane (2006) identified three 

arrangements for distributing leadership responsibilities: division of labor (different 

leaders for different tasks), co-performance (multiple leaders together for the same 

task), and parallel performance (multiple leaders perform the same tasks but in 

different contexts). Therefore, we cannot push our understanding of leadership 

influence without considering the many sources in the education system and also the 

web of interaction created by those sources. Second, it is assumed that the responses 

of participants represent accurate beliefs and opinions.   

Delimitations 

This case study confined itself to interviewing and observing the principal, 

teachers and site based decision making committee members, in a predominantly 

low socio-economic, high achieving secondary school in Texas. There is general 
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agreement that further empirical work is needed, particularly work that provides rich 

cases of day to day instructional leadership activities using a distributive framework 

(Camburn, Rowan & Taylor, 2003; Copland, 2003; Spillane, et al. 2004) rather than 

relying on the more usual self-report surveys.  

Definition of Terms 

 Academic Excellence Indicator System (AEIS).  AEIS pulls together a wide range 

of information on the performance of students in each school and district in Texas 

every year. Key performance indicators are: results of Texas Assessment of 

Knowledge and Skills (TAKS), Annual Dropout Rates, Completion Rates (4- year 

longitudinal), and Attendance Rates. Accountability ratings for schools and districts 

are based primarily on student performance on achievement tests.   

Blue Ribbon Schools. The Blue Ribbon Schools Program honors public and 

private elementary, middle and high schools that are either academically superior or 

that demonstrate dramatic gains in student achievement to high levels. Each year 

since 1982, the U. S Department of Education has sought out schools where students 

attain and maintain high academic goals. Using standards of excellence evidenced by 

student achievement measures and the characteristics known from research to 

epitomize school quality, the Department celebrates schools that beat the odds.  

Boundary management. Boundary management is essentially a leadership 

function in monitoring the innovation of distributed leadership as it works towards 

school improvement. 
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Crafting coherence. With all of the agendas converging there is a danger that 

confusion and compromise will lead to incoherence. Administrators must ensure that 

a coherent vision is established and maintained.  

Collaborated distribution. Multiple leaders jointly enact the same leadership 

practice in the same context.  

Collective distribution. Multiple leaders perform separate but interdependent 

tasks in different contexts and in support of the same goal. 

Collective or shared leadership. Term refers to the extent of influence that 

organizational members and stakeholders exert on decisions in their schools. Sharing 

leadership may have its greatest impact by reducing teacher isolation and increasing 

commitment to the common good. 

Coordinated distribution. Interdependent actions of multiple leaders are 

performed in a particular sequence.  

Democratic or distributed leadership. One in which people irrespective of 

status or rank, are prepared to assume responsibility according to the nature of the 

task, are able to take the initiative and respond creatively to meaningful change. A 

normative versus a descriptive viewpoint underpins this study. The normative 

orientation is the desirability of distributing leadership across an increased number of 

people in an organization because such distribution has the potential to build 

capacity within a school through the development of intellectual and professional 

capital of teachers.  
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Leadership. Providing and selling a vision; providing encouragement and 

recognition; obtaining resources; adapting standard operating procedures; monitoring 

the improvement effort; and handling disturbances. 

Organizational culture. Good school culture rallies stakeholders around a 

vision, builds a sense of community, and motivates teachers, administrators and 

parents to be more productive and effective in educating children.  

Organizational structure. The division of labor and the organization of time 

have direct consequences for organizational processes and outcomes. 

Organizational trust. Organizational trust is used to predict the overall 

satisfaction that participants in an organization trust the decision-making capacity of 

the organization’s leaders. Examining levels of trust within work teams; the 

perceived ability of colleagues was a strong predictor of trust, and that trust was a 

significant predictor for risk-taking behaviors.  

Principal. Principal is used as the title of the head administrator of an 

elementary school, middle school, or high school. The principal has two roles, that of 

the instructional leader of the school and that of the manager of the school. Although 

the instructional leadership remains the central expectation of the principalship, the 

scope of the school-site management role has grown substantially over the years.   

Professional community. Supportive interaction among teachers in school-

wide professional communities enable them to assume various roles with one 

another as mentor, mentee, coach, specialist, advisor, and so on. It includes shared 

values, a common focus on student learning, collaboration in the development of 
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curriculum and instruction and the purposeful sharing of practices – all of which may 

be thought of as distributed leadership. 

Superintendent. In education in the United States, a superintendent is an 

individual who has executive oversight and administration rights, usually within an 

educational entity or organization. Superintendents are selected by a school board. 

Student Achievement. With the present focus on state educational standards 

and classroom or school accountability linked to state tests, many educators are 

expected to diagnose, analyze, and focus teaching on specific content, skills, or 

understandings that students need in order to perform on state tests. Passing such 

exams is required for student advancement and graduation. Further, classrooms and 

schools are held accountable and receive public rewards, recognitions, and sanctions 

based on how well students do in absolute terms of mastery and in comparisons with 

other classrooms, schools, and districts.  

Teacher. Teacher is a person who provides schooling for students. The role 

of the teacher is often formal and ongoing, carried out by way of occupation or 

profession at a school. A person who wishes to become a teacher must first obtain 

professional qualifications or credentials from a university or college.  

Texas Assessment of Knowledge and Skills (TAKS). TAKS is a standardized 

test used in Texas primary and secondary schools to assess students’ attainment of 

reading, writing, math, science, and social studies skills required under Texas 

education standards. It is developed and scored by Pearson Educational 

Measurement with close supervision by the Texas Education Agency. Although 
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TAKS was created before the No Child Left Behind Act was passed, it complies 

with the law. 

Organization of Dissertation 

This study was divided into five chapters. Chapter 1 introduced the 

background of the study, a theoretical framework, the purpose of the study, and the 

significance of the study. The research questions and assumptions were presented as 

well as an overview of the methodology. The delimitations were identified and terms 

relevant to the study were defined. Chapter 2 contained the literature review related 

to distributive leadership and student achievement.  

Chapter 3 outlined the methodology, the research design, the participants 

involved in the study, and the context of the study, as well as the approach to data 

collection, data analysis, validity, and limitations. Chapter 4 compiled and reported 

the results gleaned from the research and Chapter 5 concluded the dissertation with a 

discussion of the overall study.  
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CHAPTER TWO 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

Introduction 

This chapter provides a review of literature, which highlighted current 

research on distributed leadership among school principals and its relationship to 

student achievement. Although the literature was limited regarding distributive 

leadership and student achievement, empirical studies served as the primary source 

guiding the review. Relevant research on professional learning communities was 

examined. The rationale for this research was to provide insight into previous 

research relating to distributive leadership and student achievement.  

The conceptual framework utilized in this study examined the relationship of 

distributed leadership, which acknowledges that the work of leading and managing 

schools involves multiple individuals. Leithwood and his colleagues have 

conceptualized a typology that offers a more general theoretical framework for 

exploring the distribution of leadership in organizations (Leithwood & Beatty, 

2007). The framework grounded in a research-based definition of leadership 

identifies four categories of core leadership functions: setting directions, developing 

people, redesigning the organization, and managing the instructional program 

(Leithwood & Riehl, 2005; Leithwood, Louis, Anderson & Wahlstrom, 2004 & 

Leithwood & Jantzi, 2006).  
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Distributed Leadership  

Distributed leadership is conceptualized as an organization wide 

phenomenon (Ogawa & Bossert, 1995) in which organizational structures are flatter 

and leadership is distributed over multiple people, and roles are advocated as 

solutions to school dilemmas. Leithwood et al. (2009) argued that distributed 

leadership enhances opportunities for the organization to benefit from the capacities 

of more of its members. Through increased participation in decision making, greater 

commitment to goals and strategies which lead to student achievement may develop.   

Historical Perspective  

Historically, principals traditionally have been responsible for managing a 

well-run school. Managing staff, developing rules and procedures, and attending to 

the general operation of a building have always been part of the job. However, the 

conception of school management began to shift in the late 1970s. Highly influential 

school effectiveness studies (Brookover et al.  1978), asserted that effective schools 

are characterized by a climate oriented toward learning, as expressed in high 

achievement standards and expectations of students, an emphasis on basic skills, a 

high level of involvement in decision making and professionalism among teachers, 

cohesiveness, clear policies on matters such as homework and student behaviors 

(Leithwood et al., 2010).  

 Hersey and Blanchard’s Life Cycle Theory (1970) attempted to provide 

some  understanding of the relationship between an effective style of leadership and 

the level of maturity of followers or groups. Emphasis is on the followers. Sanford 
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(1950) indicated that followers in any situation are vital, not only because 

individually they accept or reject the leader, but as a group they actually determine 

whatever personal power he may have. Two different styles of leader behavior have 

pervaded the work of management theorists. These two styles have been variously 

labeled including such popular terminology as autocratic and democratic. It was 

believed that autocratic and democratic were either/or styles of leader behavior and 

therefore could be depicted as a single dimensional continuum, moving from very 

authoritarian leader behavior at one end to very democratic leader behavior at the 

other. Hersey and Blanchard (1970) found that leadership studies initiated in 1945 by 

the Bureau of Business Research at  Ohio State University dispelled the assumption 

that autocratic and democratic were either/or leadership styles. Research conducted 

classified most behaviors of leaders into two categories: Initiating Structure and 

Consideration. These are defined as: Initiating Structure – The extent to which a 

leader is likely to organize and define the relationships between himself and the 

members of his group; characterized by a tendency to define the role which he 

expects each member of the group to assume, establish well defined patterns of 

organization, channels of communication, and ways of getting the job done. 

Consideration – The extent to which a leader is likely to maintain personal 

relationships between himself and the members of his group in terms of socio-

emotional support; characterized by friendship, mutual trust, and respect for 

followers’ ideas.  Hersey & Blanchard (1970) stated that in working with 

experienced faculty, the low structure – low consideration style characterized by a 
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decentralized organization structure and delegation of responsibility to individuals 

may be an appropriate style. However, working with new inexperienced staff might 

need more structure and consideration until experience is gained in the classroom. In 

summary, the effective educational leader must know his staff well enough to meet 

the ever changing demands placed upon people or groups which he/she is 

responsible.    

School Leadership 

Strong educational leadership is one of the school characteristics that 

effective schools research and school improvement research mentions as a school 

effectiveness factor. Scheerens & Bosker(1997, p.106), stated that: 

As a whole, educational leadership can be seen as a phenomenon that needs to 

strike a balance between several extremes: direction versus giving leeway to 

autonomous professionals, monitoring versus counseling and using structures and 

procedures versus creating a shared achievement oriented culture. 

  In more recent views on educational leadership, motivating staff by 

providing incentives and creating consensus on goals is emphasized (Mitchell & 

Tucker, 1992). Levine & Lezotte (1990), mention outstanding leadership and 

superior instructional leadership in their reviews, mainly based on case studies with 

an outlier design. They also see faculty input into decision making as a characteristic 

of unusually effective schools. Sammons, Hillman, and Mortimore  (1995) 

distinguished three main aspects to school effectiveness: strength of purpose, a 

participative approach and the leading professional.   
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Strong educational leadership is one of the school characteristics that 

effective schools research and school improvement research mentions as a school 

effectiveness factor. Educational leadership refers to all leadership directed at the 

school’s primary process and its immediate facilitative conditions (Scheerens & 

Bosker, 1997). The educational leader affects school climate and student 

achievement. Qualitative reviews by Levine & Lezotte (1990), Sammons et al. 

(1995) also mention leadership as an effectiveness-enhancing condition of schooling.  

Opdenakker & Van Damme (2007), discussed that despite the scant empirical 

evidence on the effectiveness of school leadership, most of the recent literature on 

school leadership no longer proposes having a direct influence on learning outcomes 

but as having an indirect influence through the way it has an impact on school 

organization and school culture. According to Hallinger & Heck (1998) who 

examined the empirical literature on leadership between 1980 and 1995, studies in 

which indirect effect models are used show a greater impact of school leadership on 

student performance than do studies employing direct models. They also emphasized 

that the means by which principals have an impact on school outcomes are still 

unclear, as well as the interplay between leadership and contextual forces that 

influences the exercise of school leadership.  

Opdenakker & Van Damme’s (2007) study examined school leadership using 

democratic leadership as an indicator and referred to it as a participative 

professionality-oriented leadership. The researchers looked at two variables: the 

extent which the school leader is involved with educational tasks like coaching new 



  Texas Tech University, Randy D. Baiza, December, 2011  
  

28 
 

teachers and supporting school staff with the preparation and implementing of their 

school tasks and also the extent to which teachers participate in the decision making 

at school. Structural equation modeling was used to study the relationships between 

school context, student composition, school practice, and outcomes of public and 

private schools.  

Opdenakker & Van Damme’s (2007) study presented somewhat contrary 

outcomes to current literature about school leadership. They found that the extent to 

which a school leader exerts a participative professionally oriented leadership, does 

not affect school practice much. They conclude that a possible explanation could be 

a lack of strong participative professionally-oriented leadership in the majority of 

secondary schools.  

New Paradigm  

Magno (2009) conducted a study on school leadership in the country of 

Azerbaijan, which gained independence from the Soviet Union in 1991 and has been 

transitioning from authoritarian to democratic systems of governance across social 

sectors from health care to law to education. This article suggested that 

transformational and distributed leadership practices, both dominant approaches in 

Anglo-American-based, democratic-oriented literature on leadership, should be 

considered as appropriate models for systemic school reform to be successful in the 

transition country of Azerbaijan. Transformational leadership consists of both a 

means and an end goal and offers a method of increasing school principals’ 

orientation toward change, innovation, and individual and organizational 
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development. Distributed leadership is defined as inviting wide participation and 

maximizing talent within the school. A guiding question was to what extent does 

current practice among educational leaders in Azerbaijan evidence transformational 

and distributed leadership?  

 Magno (2009) described an important trend in the school leadership 

literature on distributed leadership. She stated that this approach is grounded in 

theories of distributed cognition, which emphasize the need for people to collaborate 

in order to accomplish complex tasks (Latour & Woolgar, 1986; Pea, 1993). Magno 

stated that both ways of knowing and what people know do not simply burst into 

existence, but are created through webs of facts, feelings, and interactions. These 

ways of knowing are ever-evolving and develop with each new interpersonal and 

intergroup encounter. Applied to organizations, distributed cognition (and its 

behavioral arm, distributed leadership) consists of shared contexts for learning and 

developing capacity and offers multiple sources of guidance and direction (Elmore, 

2000).  

Distributed leadership is distinctive because it involves emergent shared roles 

with an implicit framework for understanding so that relationships coalesce to 

complete tasks in concertive action (Gronn, 2000). The net of leaders is thereby 

widened and varieties of leadership are distributed across the many, not the few. 

Concertive action causes an additional dynamic to conjoint activity; that is, when 

people pool their initiative and expertise, the outcome is a product or energy greater 
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than the sum of their individual actions (Fuller, 1981; Gronn, 2000; & Wheatley, 

2006).  

For the school principal, distributed leadership does not mean simply 

delegating tasks, but rather practicing governance as intellect stretched over the 

school’s social and situational contexts (Spillane, Halverson & Diamond, 2004). 

Distributed leadership relies on a key central belief: cognition and practice are 

enhanced by the sharing of intellect and opinion. It is a way of acknowledging and 

maximizing the expertise that already exists in the school building. Teachers are 

expert in instruction and they know the students and curriculum the best. They 

should therefore be tapped for their insights and assistance for planning, assessment, 

and decision making (Schmoker, 2006).  

Magno (2009), stated that when organizations are seen as complex, living 

systems, the importance of resilience, relationships, trust, internal motivation, 

transparency, experimentation and creativity are fundamental. In such organizations, 

if they function effectively, all participants, actively engage in the construction of 

meaning and there is collective ownership, in which leadership flows throughout the 

system. These characteristics define communities of practice or what are commonly 

known as learning communities (Fullan, 2005; Senge, 2006; Wheatley, 2006). The 

change from an authoritarian governance structure to a learning community requires 

courage, intelligence, clarity of purpose, relationships, and networks of information 

(Barth, 2001).  
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Magno’s (2009) study revealed an average score for technical skill which 

related to hands-on competence with management and operations, including the 

ability to teach and manage classrooms. Principals interviewed and surveyed were 

less adept at interpersonal skills necessary for building effective human resources 

and relationships within the building. Magno affirmed that these people skills are 

essential to fostering trust and helping staff members work cooperatively to achieve 

common goals. Finally, Magno found that participants were least proficient with 

conceptual skills, which include the mental work of shaping the meaning of school 

policy. Such skills are more abstract, hypothetical, and notional, and are central to 

creating and articulating a vision and strategic plan. Magno concluded that 

leadership practices such as inspiring and enabling others, as well as innovating, 

could be improved among school principals in Azerbaijan. Essential is a new image 

of school culture, moving from a production model to more of a nurturing 

environment or a learning community in which support and celebration occur for all 

staff at all levels.  

Leading Change  

Knight (2009) stated that commenting on how another professional works is 

almost always difficult because so much of a person is woven into how she or he 

works. This challenge may be even more difficult for educators because few 

professions are more personal than teaching. The old model of an expert talking to a 

room full of strangers is, in some cases literally worse than nothing because teachers 

may leave traditional sessions feeling frustrated, disappointed, or patronized and 



  Texas Tech University, Randy D. Baiza, December, 2011  
  

32 
 

worse off than they were before the session. Few leaders actually intend to be 

demeaning, but intentions don’t matter. What matters is how teachers perceive 

leaders. Perception is reality, and if teachers feel that their identity (their own sense 

of how good, competent, or talented they are) is under attack, their most frequent 

reaction is to resist (Stone, Patton, & Heen, 2000).  

Leaders, then, are likely to be more effective if they are masters of effective 

communication. They need to listen respectfully (Goldsmith & Reiter, 2007) and 

communicate positive comments so frequently and so authentically that they foster 

what Kegan & Lahey (2001, p.101) refer to as a “language of ongoing regard”. 

Perhaps most important, they need to communicate recognition for the 

professionalism of teachers. For that reason, leaders must understand the role of 

reflection, and thought in professional practice.  

Davenport (2005) described teachers as knowledge workers. Knowledge 

workers live by their wits. Any heavy lifting on the job is intellectual, not physical. 

They solve problems, they understand and meet the needs of customers, they make 

decisions, and they collaborate and communicate with other people in the course of 

doing their work. Few people do more thinking on the job than a teacher standing in 

front of 27 students so it is safe to say that teachers are knowledge workers.  

Davenport (2005) extended his analysis by stating that a defining 

characteristic of knowledge workers is that: knowledge workers like autonomy.  

Knowledge workers are paid for their education, experience and expertise, so it is 

not surprising that they take offense when someone else rides roughshod over their 
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intellectual territory. Ignoring teacher autonomy often ensures that teachers don’t 

implement new practices. On the surface, having a small group of educators and 

administrators do the thinking for teachers is understandable. Schools need programs 

implemented consistently across a district. However, if leaders ignore teachers’ need 

for autonomy, they run the risk of alienating their audience.  

Knight (2007) offered suggestions that can increase the likelihood that 

teachers will adopt and implement proven practices.  

1. Seek high- leverage teaching practices that are proven and powerful. Those who 

propose new ways of teaching need to be certain that what they bring to teachers 

will have an unmistakable positive impact on students’ and teachers’ lives. 

2. Use data to select and monitor the impact of practices. Data can be a valuable tool 

for the selection of effective teaching practices. Ignoring data can waste a great 

deal of effort on tools that don’t address students’, teachers’ and schools’ most 

pressing needs.  

3. Provide quality coaching. The preliminary research on coaching (Knight & 

Cornett, 2009) suggests that teachers rarely implement without sufficient support 

involving precise explanations, modeling, and encouraging feedback. 

4. Balance precise explanations with provisional comments. Explain practices 

provisionally to allow teachers the freedom to adopt practices to fit unique 

pedagogical approach or the particular needs of their students.  
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5. Obtain commitment by offering teachers choices and valuing their voices. The 

more teachers can have a say in how and what new practices the implement, the 

more likely they will be to embrace new ways of teaching.  

6. Focus professional learning on a few critical teaching practices. Professional 

learning that involves too many approaches can lack focus or overwhelm teachers 

(Davenport, 2005). A better idea is to collaboratively identify a few critically 

important practices and then work together to ensure that they are implemented 

successfully.  

7. Align all activities related to professional learning. Professional learning 

communities, coaching, teacher walkthroughs, and program book studies should 

focus on the same critically, important practices that everyone agrees are 

important within the school.  

8. Increase relational trust. Professional learning is most successful in settings that 

foster support and trust. Fullan (2001), emphasized that the single factor common 

to every successful change is that relationships improve. If relationships improve, 

things get better. If they remain the same or worse, ground is lost. (2001, p.5).   

Teacher Leaders 

Phelps (2008) contended that for school improvement to take hold, more 

teachers need to function as leaders. She determined that Barth’s (2001) view of 

leadership as “making happen what you believe in” (p.85), allows one to remove job 

position from the picture which suggests that anyone can be a leader. Danielson 

(2006) noted that teacher leaders are not typically appointed to a designated position, 
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yet they complement administrative leaders. Implicit in this leadership viewpoint is 

knowing what one believes or espousing a vision and understanding how to achieve 

that vision.  

Having a vision is an essential building block for teacher leadership (Barth 

2001). Administrators and mentor teachers can assist beginning and veteran teachers 

with refinement of their belief systems. Phelps (2008) shared a sample vision:  

The school and my classroom should be a community of students and teachers 

who feel safe enough to make mistakes, to share insights, and to take risks. The 

primary goal of the learning environment should be to engage teachers and 

learners in the process of thinking. In creating this environment, careful planning 

and positive relationships are essential elements. Because modeling makes a 

difference in learning, I will strive to uphold high standards and expectations and 

to develop better problem-solving skills. (p.119)  

From this vision one can derive questions that challenge practices and 

promote growth. Formulating one’s vision in writing makes its achievement more 

likely. Phelps (2008) stated that before a teacher can implement his or her vision, he 

or she must see the value of being a leader. Sadker & Sadker (2005) found that the 

chance to make a difference is a major reason an individual chooses to become a 

teacher. Teachers who lead extend their influence beyond their individual 

classrooms. Danielson (2006) saw this desire to expand influence as paramount to 

teacher leadership. Teacher leaders can change schools for the better. A willingness 

to assume a greater degree of responsibility allows a teacher leader to function as a 
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school’s conscience (Ackerman & Mackenzie, 2006). Fulfilling this moral purpose, 

in turn, raises teacher’s levels of contribution and multiplies their possible impact 

(Fullan, 1993). When teachers recognize that leading increases their overall 

difference-making ability, they will be more inclined to seize the chance to serve in 

this capacity.  

Phelps (2008) stated that even if willing to lead, a teacher may not see or 

seize the opportunity. Many teachers perceive that leadership responsibility rests 

solely with administrators. To change this view, principals should invite teachers to 

lead by making them aware of where the greatest needs exist.  

Danielson (2006), provided a helpful framework for understanding teacher 

leadership, which presents three areas of teacher leaders’ influence: (a) school wide 

policies and programs, (b) teaching and learning, (c) communications and 

community relations. Practicing teachers can be asked to make recommendations and 

share ideas within these three areas. 

Liberman & Miller (2004), emphasized three roles that teacher leaders can 

fulfill. Roles include: advocates, innovators, and stewards. Advocates speak up for 

what is best for student learning. They exhibit a keen ability to frame and reframe 

issues so that students and learning remain the central focus. Advocacy can take 

place in one-on-one encounters as well as in whole-group settings. Innovators act as 

change agents to transform schools. Unafraid to try something new, they make 

suggestions and implement new practices. Innovators are creative doers, not just 

thinkers. Stewards are staunch supporters of the teaching profession, serving as 
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models of continued improvement. Grounded in reflection, the actions of each 

teacher will bring about positive change.  

School Culture  

Helping teachers become leaders involves the cultivation of certain 

knowledge, skills, and dispositions (Phelps, 2008). The knowledge base of teacher 

leadership consists primarily of the concepts of educational change and school 

culture (Barth, 2001; Danielson 2006; & Fullan, 2001). Changing the existing school 

culture is often considered taboo by those closely involved with it; school culture is 

often seen as static (e.g. This is how we do things here). There may be a number of 

nondiscussables- important issues not talked about openly (Barth, 2006). Critically 

examining the dimensions of a school’s culture such as its values, beliefs, attitudes, 

and rituals can lead to valuable insights e.g. Why do we always do things that way? 

Is there a better approach (Phelps, 2008) Additionally, becoming a teacher leader 

means being aware of reform recommendations and/or laws e.g. NCLB.  

Teachers can develop skills such as collaboration by working together in 

teams. Inviting educators to pose meaningful questions is a way for them to sharpen 

that skill. To shape more teachers into leaders, educators must recognize and 

appreciate those who model leadership. For example, teachers who show initiative 

should receive appreciation and reinforcement. Danielson (2006), noted that possibly 

the most important aspect of a school’s culture from the point of view of 

encouraging teacher leadership is professional inquiry. To foster a culture of inquiry, 

principals can set up teacher-led study groups on issues of specific concern, for 



  Texas Tech University, Randy D. Baiza, December, 2011  
  

38 
 

example, ability grouping, alternative assessment, or curriculum integration, 

(Danielson, 2006). When teachers feel it is safe to share ideas, raise questions, and 

seek answers, their leadership skills improve and their schools become better places.  

Trying different instructional methods is the mark of a school that is 

improving. To be teacher leaders, Barth (2001) suggested posing this penetrating 

question: “How much are you prepared to risk of what is familiar, comfortable, safe 

and perhaps working well for you in the name of better education for others?” 

(p.186). Confronting this question may motivate teachers to become more effective 

supporters of improved student learning.  

Leadership Capacity  

Feeney (2009) looked at leadership capacity of department leaders in a high 

school from the perspective of what an individual does to promote continuous 

learning and innovation through collaboration. He sought to find out how department 

leaders practice leadership to improve student learning. A closer look at the role and 

function of department leaders in this high school reveals an absence of teacher 

leadership necessary to promote broad based leadership capacity that results in 

student achievement.  

Feeney cited Elmore’s (2000) study which stated that current leaders in 

education are not equipped to effectively solve the challenges posed along the road 

to school improvement. Instead of meeting the challenges of broad scale 

improvement in the face of prevailing external forces and increasing demands that 

accompany standards based reform in public education, school leaders have 
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attempted to guide schools through narrow reforms that have not produced large 

scale improvement in teaching and learning. A major challenge then is to change the 

way public schools define and practice leadership (Elmore, 2000).  

Feeney (2009) described that within the last decade, there have been 

significant shifts in the conceptualization and definition of leadership (Ackerman, 

Donaldson, & Van Der Bogert, 1996; Conzemius & O’Neill, 2001; Harris, 2003; 

Spillane, Halverson, & Diamond, 2001). One common characteristic of the 

redefinition of teacher leadership is the location of leadership in processes among 

people, rather than in the particular skills or dispositions on one leader (Lambert, 

2003). In this definition, Feeney (2009) stated that school leadership practice focuses 

on leadership activities generated through collaboration, instead of zeroing in on a 

particular leader and his or her actions. This paradigm, known as distributed 

leadership holds that the thinking and work of teacher leaders exists organically in a 

web of activity. This web comprises the interaction of leaders and followers, and the 

context in which they interact give leadership activity its ultimate form (Spillane, 

Halverson, & Diamond 2004). Defined in this way, leadership provides a sense of 

purpose that pulls teachers into the work of leadership as a form of learning with 

others to improve the practice of teaching and learning (Lambert, 2003). 

Feeney cited Lambert’s (2003) study to describe a new framework that has 

emerged for school improvement known as leadership capacity. Leadership capacity 

can be described as broad based skillful participation in the work of teachers as 

leaders in which they are invited, supported, and appreciated. Five critical features of 
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a school exhibiting high leadership capacity are cited from Harris & Lambert’s 

(2003) study. The critical features can be summarized as follows:  

1. Broad based skill involvement in the work of leadership. 

2. Inquiry based decisions and practices 

3. Roles and responsibilities that exhibit broad involvement and collaboration 

4. Reflective practice and innovation as the norm 

5. Steady increase in student achievement (p.313)     

Feeney stated that these features are part of an evaluation of leadership 

capacity that supports successful school improvement and initiatives. Feeney’s 

(2009) case study found that each department leader described their role in terms of 

managerial responsibilities (e.g. bring forward concerns of department members, 

order supplies, and deliver information to answer teachers’ questions and concerns. 

The focus was on activities department leaders did for teachers and administrators, 

not with them. In this school, opportunities for cooperative learning were scant, and 

department leaders did not know how to work in a way that reflected broad 

involvement and collaboration. Feeney’s study supported the idea that establishing a 

goal of distributing leadership can provide a sense of purpose to guide and support 

leaders. The focus of leadership must shift away from a managerial orientation and 

move toward establishing a culture of learning in schools.    

Obstacles to Teacher Leadership 

Teachers must understand the existence of possible barriers and work to 

overcome them. The constraints of limited time and heavy responsibilities are 
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obvious impediments to leadership. Having a clearly defined vision is a way to 

operate within these constraints. Because having a vision makes it easier to focus on 

what is most important, distractions are less potent. There are also self-imposed 

constraints to leadership, mainly a lack of self-confidence. A supportive environment 

can help to build teachers’ confidence. 

Barth (2001) suggested that colleagues can often be the greatest obstacles to 

change. They can oppose new ideas, hamper enthusiasm, block discussions, and 

discourage problem solving. Improved collegial relationships may result from 

understanding the Jack and Jill phenomenon in schools in which Jill is a superhub or 

the go to person and Jack is a negative, toxic hub (Reeves, 2006). Both teacher types 

powerfully influence school improvement efforts. Open discussions about this 

challenging reality can lead to a deeper comprehension on how school culture 

impacts change. Reeves stated that principals and teacher leaders can offer more 

frequent interaction opportunities with Jill than with Jack and seek out occasions to 

enlist Jack’s input and support.  

Teachers’ who do not become leaders are typically satisfied with the status 

quo, easily discouraged, sometimes cynical, perhaps burned out, and may engage 

minimally in professional development activities. They lack the necessary 

knowledge, skills, and dispositions that comprise teacher leadership (Reeves, 2006).  

Roby (2008) studied teacher leadership skills from the perspective of 

communication apprehension. Those involved in the study were teachers pursuing 

graduate degrees in teacher leadership. Roby’s premise was that school 
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administrators must acknowledge the talents and gifts of teaching faculty, and their 

potential positive influence in the school will gain insight on one very important 

teacher leadership skill – communication. Roby reviewed a research study by 

Heningsen & Heningsen, (2004), where it was discovered that group decision 

making was more successful when they considered group members cognition, social 

desirability, and apprehensiveness to communicate. Sharing information in group 

discussions led to more openness for all members to share, thus reducing 

communication apprehension and increasing the frequency of communicating. Roby 

(2008) cited a study by Bartoo & Sias, (2004), which identified a positive 

relationship between supervisor communication apprehension and the information 

load reported by employees. As the information load from supervisors increased, 

apprehensiveness to communicate increased. Too much information tended to lower 

the chances of verbal communication between employees and supervisors.    

Dealing with Emotions 

A common theme in the literature of school reform is the wide array of 

emotions experienced during school improvement (Blankstein, 2004; Bredson, 1993; 

Evans, 1996; & Fullan, 2001). Leaders must learn to “address emotional as well as 

conceptual work” (Heifetz & Linsky, 2002, p.116). Emotions can be intense, 

disruptive, de-motivating, motivating, exhilarating, positive, and negative and can 

challenge the leadership abilities of any person (Moore, 2009). In his study, Moore 

described those who are skillful in dealing with emotions are referred as to having 

high emotional intelligence. Palmer (2003) suggested that “emotions are not just 
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something that we feel; they are a source of information”, (p.6). With emotional 

information, leaders can build trust and cooperation, display empathy to employees, 

display social awareness, develop collaboration, understand the loss that people 

experience during the change process and display skill in addressing issues and 

solving problems. Effective leaders possess the ability to understand and manage 

moods and emotions in self and in others (George, 2000). Wheatley (1999) wrote in 

her epilogue from Leadership and the New Science:  

Once I understood the nature of the work, it helped me relax and be more 

generous. I learned that people get frightened if asked to change their world view: 

And why wouldn’t they? Of course people will get defensive, of course they 

might be intrigued by a new idea, but then turn away in fear. They are smart 

enough to realize how much they would have to change if they accepted that idea. 

(p.176)  

Being aware of the emotions and moods of staff members during school 

reform initiatives or while leading change, will enable the principal to support and 

coach teachers during the change process.  

Paradigm Shift  

Chubb & Moe (1990), Evans (1996), & Fullan (2001) discussed the need for 

school reform and systemic change. These researchers also reported the importance 

of handling emotions (Cherniss, 1998; Fullan, 2001, Williams, 2008). Moving 

teachers from isolation to collaboration, changing the focus from teaching to student 

learning, implementing structures and processes that systematically monitor student 



  Texas Tech University, Randy D. Baiza, December, 2011  
  

44 
 

learning and increase accountability, and distributing leadership is a huge paradigm 

shift for most American schools (Moore, 2009). Moore emphasized that it will be a 

daunting task and will take an emotional toll on teachers, students and principals. 

Moore pointed out that for school leaders to think that they can make such a cultural 

shift without resistance, conflict and emotions, is to say that the leaders have not 

been well educated in the research of leading change. Leaders not skilled in dealing 

with such resistance and emotions will experience much personal stress and will not 

be able to sustain or endure the change process.  

Williams (2008) studied the leadership characteristics of urban principals that 

were identified as outstanding. Williams discovered emotional and social 

intelligence competencies that significantly differentiated outstanding principals 

from typical principals. The competencies were (a) self-confidence, (b) self-control, 

(c) consciousness, (d) achievement orientation, (e) initiative, (f) organizational 

awareness, (g) developing others, (h) influence, (i) analytical thinking, (j) 

leadership, (k) teamwork/collaboration influence, (l), change catalyst, and (m) 

conflict management.  

School reform efforts empower teachers to become active participants rather 

than just spectators (Ashton & Webb, 1986), but many principals do not have the 

skills required to support, coach, listen, and to balance patience and persistence 

during such a transformation (Moore, 2009). Sarason (as cited in Dufour & Eaker, 

1998) stated that “the turmoil associated with school reform cannot be avoided, how 

well it is coped with separates the boys from the men and the girls from the women”, 
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(p.49). Without leaders who understand, accept, and work with the emotions 

associated with school reform, the intellectual, collaborative and social capacities of 

students and teachers may never reach their full capacities. Many students and 

teachers will forever be limited by the current archaic educational systems in which 

they function (Moore, 2009). 

High Poverty Schools and Student Achievement  

Working conditions and administrator support are among the top reasons 

why teachers leave (Darling-Hammond, 1997; Ingersoll, 2000). Teachers who teach 

in challenging schools should have a certain underlying disposition that allows them 

to fit within that school setting. Teachers should have access to competent, caring, 

and capable principals and skilled colleagues (Berry, 2008).  

The principal is key to influencing working conditions by improving the 

school culture (Deal & Peterson, 1990; Sergiovanni, 1999). A large study of how 

principal leadership can impact working conditions and increase teacher retention 

found that good teachers want to work in high-poverty schools where principals; 

demonstrate strong risk taking leadership, build relationships; advocate for teachers; 

include teachers in decision-making; empower staff; build leadership capacity in the 

school; provide opportunities for teachers to grow; be accessible to teachers; provide 

individual and team planning time; and ensure a mix of novice and expert teachers 

within teams (Charlotte Advocates for Education, 2004).  

Greenlee & Brown Jr. (2008) conducted a study with teachers enrolled in the 

educational leadership program at the University of South Florida. Survey data 
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exploring teachers perceptions on principal behaviors suggested that school 

principals must be able create work environments where teachers can thrive. When 

asked to identify principal behaviors that would be most effective as a reason for 

remaining at school with high numbers of disadvantaged students, teachers said they 

wanted a principal that created a positive culture (41%); created conditions that 

enhanced the staff’s desire and willingness to focus energy on achieving educational 

excellence (37%); demonstrated integrity and well-reasoned educational beliefs 

based on an understanding of teaching and learning (19%); and provided 

opportunities for teachers to think, plan and work together (19%).  

Greenlee & Brown Jr. cited Berry’s (2008) study which found that high 

poverty schools provide unique set of challenges. Teachers in high poverty/minority 

schools needed more autonomy over curriculum, a positive school culture, and a 

principal who operated with integrity and knows pedagogy. Teachers in this study 

said that in order to stay in difficult schools they needed principals who: maintained 

a positive school culture; created conditions that enhance the staff’s desire and 

willingness to focus energy on achieving educational excellence; and facilitate the 

development and implementation of a shared vision that places student and faculty 

learning at the center. These functions of the school principal define and shape the 

work of the collective (Greenlee & Brown Jr.,2009).  

It is apparent that school leadership of this nature recognizes that a 

fundamental change of school culture may only be accomplished in communities of 

practice created by the sustained pursuit of a shared goal (Wenger, 1998). Greenlee 
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and Brown Jr. summarized that the problem for teachers in challenging schools are 

not the student characteristics, but the school’s leadership and working conditions. 

Leadership behavior and organizational structures that improve working conditions 

are elements that seem to have the most impact.  

Jesse, Davis, & Pokorny (2004) conducted a study to examine the 

characteristics of middle schools in which Latino students from low-income families 

made substantial achievement gains. Nine schools in Texas were selected. Data were 

collected during a two-day visit from onsite interviews, focus groups, and documents 

reviewed for evidence of 57 characteristics of effective schools. The results obtained 

support the importance of school leadership. The authors’ noted a diverse array of 

leadership styles. Two principals facilitated a highly collaborative approach to 

decision making. Some were excellent at delegating; others wanted direct 

involvement in a broad range of decisions themselves. Support for teachers and a 

climate of mutual respect between principals and teachers existed at all sites. This 

reflected the care with which principals listened to teachers, included them in leading 

change, and backed them in interactions with parents and students. Jesse et al., 

(2004) pointed out that in addition to characteristics generally associated with 

effective urban schools, the schools they studied were unusual if four respects: “(a) 

they established collaborative relationships with parents and community, (b) they 

included faculty in collaborative school governance, (c) they developed caring and 

consistent interactions with students, and (d) they employed advocacy-oriented 
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assessment practices that reduced the likelihood that LEP students would be 

identified as deficient or subject to reduced expectations” (p.37-38).        

Limitations to School Effectiveness 

Caldas (1999) examined student, school, and district-level effects on 

academic achievement. In his study Caldas, described the school effectiveness 

movement as being a sort of reaction to both the resources and the student input 

models of education. Caldas stated that the school effectiveness movement implicitly 

discounted the centrality of either mere material factors or student family 

backgrounds as important determinants of student academic achievement. Caldas 

cited (Phillips, 1997) which described the school effectiveness movement as having 

developed into essentially two major competing wings, termed the communal 

organization and the academic press model. The communal organization consists of 

governance structures within schools and are described as enhancing academic 

achievement. The academic press variation of the effective schools movement 

stresses that educational expectations of school personnel play a key role in elevating 

student achievement outcomes. Caldas stated that both camps tacitly agree that the 

most important factors that raise academic achievement levels are process factors. In 

other words, they believe that the chief determinants of academic outcomes are those 

factors over which schools have control. 

Caldas (1999) cited recent literature which has cast doubt over the relative 

importance of process factors in raising academic outcomes. This research has 

demonstrated how much students benefit academically by simply attending schools 
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dominated by students from advantaged family backgrounds, and by contrast, how 

much they can suffer academically by attending schools dominated by students from 

disadvantaged backgrounds (Bankston & Caldas, 1996, 1998a, 1998b; Caldas & 

Bankston, 1997). Their research which controlled important school-level and 

district-level process factors concluded that school family structure has much more 

influence on school academic outcomes than either the poverty level of schools or 

the racial make-up of schools. These findings implied that many of the concerns of 

contemporary reform may be misplaced or overemphasized. The call for greater 

accountability from teachers and administrators, for example assumes that teachers, 

administrators, or resources make some schools significantly more effective than 

others. Caldas’ research places into question the tenets of effective schools, strong 

leadership, high expectations, stable climate, positive faculty-student relations to the 

family structure found in school.  

Top Down Conceptions  

Graczewski, Knudson & Holtzman (2009), conducted a study to evaluate the 

relationship between the practice of site-based instructional leadership and the 

professional development that teachers received in the context of a district-wide 

reform effort in San Diego City Schools. Case studies along with teacher interviews 

were conducted in nine schools over a two year period. When describing principal 

capacity and in particular leadership content knowledge, the authors’ cited Stein & 

Nelson (2003) to explain that expertise can reside in various individuals, but that 

leaders must identify these sources of expertise and arrange environments that 
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facilitate interactive learning. The content knowledge of a principal, peer coach, or 

other leadership team member impacts his or her ability to be a leader for instruction. 

San Diego City School’s core beliefs was that instructional leadership can only be 

carried out effectively if principals and other instructional leaders have the 

knowledge and skills for the role (Schnur & Gerson, 2005). Essentially, San Diego’s 

was a top down model of leadership in which direction and guidance came from the 

principal.  

Graczewski et al. (2009) summarized that as a result, a conscious distribution 

of leadership responsibilities to classroom teachers was not characteristic of San 

Diego’s approach. Under such a system, schools were vulnerable to turnover and 

loss of designated leaders. Because teachers primarily played the roles of the 

students in professional development at the school site, few were prepared to step up 

and take the roles of instructional leaders when a staff member left.  

Gaczewski et al. (2009), described an additional tension in the theory of site-

based instructional leadership which relates to personal relationships. Specifically, 

the intense focus on instruction at all levels of leadership in the district carried with it 

a de-emphasis on management of a school’s internal and external environments. An 

approach that focused on students and the classroom, absent a conscious effort from 

school leaders to forge relationships with the instructors themselves, marginalized 

adults; so might the devaluing of prior knowledge and teacher input.  
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Benefits of Teacher Involvement 

Leithwood et al.  (2004), provided research which offered several 

perspectives about why it is important for teachers to participate in decisions. Two 

relate to compliance and morale and may address the logistical elements of 

leadership. One perspective promoted gaining teacher compliance and building 

teacher loyalty to supervisors. The exclusion of teachers in many decisions bred 

tension and distrust, undermining much of what the district tried to do (Quick, 

Birman, Gallagher, Wolman, Chaney & Hikawa, 2003; Stein, Hubbard & Mehan, 

2002).  

Another perspective focused on enhanced job satisfaction, morale, and 

feelings of professional self efficacy, avoiding “feelings of powerlessness and 

workplace alienation, both of which can lead to stress and burnout” (Leithwood et 

al., 2004, p.53). The authors’ summarized that an effort to improve instruction at the 

school site is wise to consider ways to involve teachers in the process, achieve buy-

in, and benefit from their expertise. Furthermore, attempts to build capacity of the 

teaching staff as leaders might encourage the sustainability of such an effort and 

many members of the learning community will be equipped to move the work 

forward regardless of staffing changes or other influences. By distributing leadership 

among many qualified individuals, principals can lessen their own burden and 

establish a long term approach toward improving classroom instruction.  
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Collaborative Professional Culture 

Strahan (2003), examined the dynamics of school culture in three elementary 

schools that have beaten the odds in improving low-income and minority student 

achievement. From 1997 to 2002, student scores on state achievement tests rose 

from less than 50% proficient to more than 75% proficient at these three schools. 

Strahan underscored the importance of cultures of collaboration among teachers. 

Citing Hargreaves’ (1997) study, Strahan noted that successful schools encourage 

teacher risk-taking, learning from errors, and sharing of good ideas in ways that lead 

to increased self-efficacy, higher expectations and improved learning.  

Strahan (2003) described how professional learning communities affect the 

culture of a school through the construct of collective efficacy. Defined by Goddard, 

Hoy & Hoy (2000), collective efficacy is anchored by school staff’s beliefs that they 

can work collaboratively to bring about change. This process occurs as teachers 

discuss their work with each other over time. As teachers hear about their 

colleagues’ successes as well as those of other schools, they incorporate these into 

their beliefs in positive outcomes. Teachers and administrators fostered collaborative 

planning sessions that improved shared teaching practices and reviewed student 

progress. 

Nelson (2008) analyzed professional learning communities (PLC) as a 

structure for improving teaching and learning. In describing PLC’s, Nelson cited 

(Eaker, DuFour, & DuFour, 2002; Garet, Porter, Desimone, Birman, & Yoon, 2001) 

which stated that  PLC’s are an approach which facilitates teacher learning through a 
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structure that fosters collaboration, dialogue, and inquiry over an extended time 

period. Among other characteristics of PLC’s include: 

 provide sustained opportunities for teachers to engage dialogically as 

learners and build pedagogical and disciplinary knowledge; 

 are grounded in reflection, inquiry, and action related to teachers’ work 

and students’ learning; 

  are supported by strong leadership that is distributed across teachers and 

school administrators; 

 provide a collaborative environment for developing a shared vision of 

student learning; and  

 focus on collaborative actions to improve student learning by closely 

examining relationships between teaching and learning ( Blankstein, Houston, & 

Cole, 2008; Darling- Hammond & McLaughlin, 1996; DuFour & Eaker, 1998; 

Huffman, Hipp, Pankake, & Moller, 2001; Little, 2003; Louis, Kruse, Bryk, 1995; 

McLaughlin & Talbert, 2006), (p.550). 

Challenges and Opportunities with Professional Learning Communities 

Nelson’s (2008) study summarized that sustained critical inquiry in practice 

is not a common characteristic of school culture. Nelson cited Wilson’s & Berne’s 

(1999) work which reflected that teachers have very little experience engaging in a 

professional discourse that is public and critical of their work and the work of their 

colleagues. Fullan’s (2000) study argued that if schools are to move toward the 
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formation of learning communities, a reculturing must occur that involves 

examination and potential change in the collective norms, values, and beliefs that 

comprise the school’s persona.  

Reculturing involves teachers in the use of student data to examine links and 

gaps between teaching and learning. This shifts the core work of teachers from an 

isolated focus on the adaptation of classroom activities and individual student 

achievement to a collective examination of common teaching practices and patterns 

of student learning (Louis, 2008). Nelson (2008) pointed out that schools where 

learning communities develop an inquiry stance, practice is deprivatized as teachers 

and administrators work collectively to understand how to improve learning for all 

students.  

Mullen & Hutinger’s (2008) research described the principal’s role in 

fostering collaborative learning communities through faculty study group 

development. During the process of analyzing research Mullen & Hutinger (2008) 

defined study groups as faculty members who gather to discuss student work, 

instructional strategies, and school wide goals or initiatives. Researchers confirmed 

that because study group processes also require that teachers assume leadership and 

make decisions about important matters, participation places them at the center of 

their teaching and learning environment (Roberts & Pruitt, 2003).  

Mullen & Huttinger (2008) stated that principals who democratically address 

teacher development and study group implementation apply some version of 

distributed learning. This helps to ensure that teachers will assume responsibility for 
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their own learning and that of their colleagues. Principals must determine how much 

authority can be given to a professional learning community member(s) while 

devising strategies for distributing instructional and managerial responsibilities.  

Mullen & Huttinger cited Gupton’s (2003), work which asserted that even 

while fulfilling their supervisory function, principals should distribute leadership 

responsibilities to promote collective interactions among leaders, followers, and their 

situation. They stated that principals are in a unique position to mobilize professional 

talent and resources to maximize human learning and organizational development.    

Dewey Revisited 

Wood (2009) explored how teacher learning communities offer the 

opportunity to recapture a Deweyan approach to teacher professionalism, one that 

involves systematic observations and analyses of classrooms and student work and 

ongoing collegial dialogue. At the heart of the author’s argument is a vision of 

teachers not only as users of pedagogical knowledge, but also as creators, 

disseminators, and preservers of it.  

Wood (2009) described a resurgence of interest in what Dewey (1922) 

imagined years ago- a laboratory model for schools where teachers engage in 

collective inquiry in order to weigh their practices and innovations against empirical 

evidence and critical dialogue. Built on his broad conception of science and 

empirical data, Dewey’s approach included systematic observations and analyses, 

conducted by teachers, of learning and teaching in classrooms. Dewey argued that 

teaching ought to include focused professional conversations among colleagues, 
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which in turn stimulate innovation and further inquiry. This spiraling process would 

culminate in ongoing construction of knowledge from practice.  

Senge, Cambron-McCabe, Lucas, Smith, Dutton, and Kleiner (2000), painted 

vivid scenes of teachers intellectually invigorated by shared goals and collective 

inquiry. Current literature abounds recommending collegial communities of teachers 

who learn together for the sake of improving student learning (Calderwood, 2000; 

DuFour & Eaker, 1998; McDonald, 2003). These arguments offer a vision of 

teachers not only as users of pedagogical knowledge, but also as creators of it.  

Hargreaves (1994) claimed that knowledge societies, like our own, need 

schools that are sites for knowledge construction with teachers placed at the center of 

that effort. Similarly, Schon’s (1983) call for reflective practitioners asked teachers 

to be far more than technicians implementing others’ ideas. Instead, they must be 

thinkers, inquirers, and conceptualizers.  

Cochran-Smith & Lytle (1999) laid out a taxonomy of the types of 

knowledge necessary for the complex art of teaching: knowledge for practice 

emanating from outside experts; knowledge in practice built unconsciously as 

teachers go about their work; and knowledge of practice which is a deliberate 

construction of knowledge by communities of teachers drawing on both outside 

experts and inquiry into daily practice.  

Contemporary reform literature calling for learning communities (Cochran-

Smith & Lytle, 1999; DuFour & Eaker, 1998; Lieberman & Wood, 2003) builds on 

the idea of knowledge of practice. Wood (2009), described that teacher learning 
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communities, such as professional networks, critical friends groups, study groups, 

and teacher research collaboratives, provide settings for teachers to learn and build 

knowledge together. Teachers are not simply constructed as learners; they also 

become knowers. Learning communities offer opportunities to tap teachers’ tacit 

knowledge, (Elbaz, 1983; Schon, 1983) described as knowledge gained from 

experience or as a practitioner.  

Dewey (1922) wrote about appreciating hard won knowledge of the best 

teachers and on what happens when schools do not operate this way: 

successes of excellent teachers tend to be born and die with them: beneficial  

consequences extend only to those pupils who have personal contact with the  

teachers. No one can measure the waste and loss that have come from the fact 

that the contributions of such men and women in the past have been thus 

confined. (p.10)  

Wood’s research (2009) pointed out that in one school teachers were 

alternately asked to contribute their thinking and then told what they ought to be 

doing. At no point did the process actually draw on teachers’ professional expertise 

or judgment. Whereas, teachers at a different school studied, knowledge was built 

upon as they questioned their practices. They consulted outside expertise (an article 

from the principal) but also reflected on what they learned from experience. They 

openly aired classroom struggles and asked colleagues for help. There was a clear 

link to demands of everyday practice, and a common topic for investigation arose 

from group discussion. Teachers were described as primary agents for necessary 
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changes in teaching and learning. Together they shouldered responsibility to 

systematically inquire into present practice, consult outside expertise, reflect on what 

they had learned from experience, and engage in searching conversations with one 

another.  

Collaborative Inquiry Not The Norm In School Settings  

Nelson, Deuel, Slavit & Kennedy (2010) described the differences between 

congenial and collegial conversations which teacher leaders can use to develop 

collaborative inquiry groups. The researchers pointed out that engaging teachers in 

substantive and specific dialogue about teaching and learning is uncommon in U. S. 

schools. They state that teachers in the United States have little time to engage in 

professional dialogue; times when teachers do come together are most commonly 

staff meetings, professional development events, and hurried lunch breaks. Nelson et 

al., (2010) stated that in these venues, information may be shared and ideas elicited, 

but dialogue about the connections between the specifics of teachers’ practices and 

what students know and can do is not typical.  

Citing Lieberman & Miller, (2008), Nelson et al. (2010) distinguished 

congenial school cultures as preserving the status quo. Norms of privacy, long 

established as part of school culture are protected when teachers avoid asking each 

other questions that probe into the nature of what students learn as a result of specific 

instructional practices. Probing another’s ideas and actions reveals differences in 

beliefs and values and can lead to personal and emotional conflicts. Other 

researchers stated that these conflicts are nonproductive and can generate mistrust 
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and fear that fosters resistance to collaborative inquiry (Uline, Tschannen-Moran, & 

Perez 2003). Grossman, Wineburg, & Woolworth (2001), identified congenial 

conversations as deliberately avoiding fault lines- those fundamental differences 

amongst any group of people that can be ignored when conversations remain 

pleasantly general but are eventually exposed as people try to understand the 

meaning of others’ words or actions.  

Nelson et al., (2010) differentiated productive collaborative inquiry as 

characterized by a willingness to investigate teaching-learning connections and to 

identify and negotiate differences and similarities in beliefs about what constitutes 

good teaching and meaningful learning. Skilled leaders can facilitate groups in the 

use of collaborative norms, protocols, group-generated sets of questions that builds 

the groups capacity for using conflicting views as starting points for developing 

shared meanings. The researchers noted that when teachers approach conflict as an 

intellectual challenge rather than an affective or emotional event, differences 

generated deeper inquiry and professional learning as opposed to threats to 

professional identity.  

Blue Ribbon Schools 

Blue Ribbon Schools and Student Achievement 

The Blue Ribbon Schools Program honors public and private K-12 schools 

that are either academically superior in their state or that demonstrate dramatic gains 

in student achievement. Each year, since 1982, the Blue Ribbon Schools process 

culminates in a recognition ceremony in Washington D.C. This celebratory event has 
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often included White House participation and on several occasions the ceremony 

was held at the White House.   

Under the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) of 2001, the Blue Ribbon 

Schools Program focused more explicitly on schools in low-income neighborhoods, 

requiring states to nominate at least one-third of their schools from those 40% or 

more of their students from disadvantaged backgrounds (i.e. eligible for free or 

reduced price meals). By highlighting schools that beat the odds, the NCLB Blue 

Ribbon Program, directly addresses equity issues.  

The NCLB Blue Ribbon Program also paid much close attention to academic 

outcomes, making test scores on state achievement tests the primary indicator of 

eligibility. High achieving schools must be in the top 10% of their state’s schools as 

measured by state assessment in both reading and mathematics. Dramatically 

improved schools must have at least 40% of their students from disadvantaged 

backgrounds, show improved student performance over the last five years, and be in 

the top 40% of schools in their as measured by state assessments in both reading and 

mathematics. All public schools must also make Adequate Yearly Progress, an 

NCLB educational benchmark, during the school year in which they are nominated. 

Schools no longer nominate themselves to their state liaisons; today the state liaisons 

and state accountability officers coordinate the nomination of high-achieving schools 

that are in the top 10% and the dramatically improved schools in the top 40%. Blue 

Ribbon Schools continue to be beacons of school effectiveness and school leadership 
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and the effect of the award on schools and local communities remains powerful 

(Blue Ribbon Schools website & Texas Education Agency website). 

Distributed Leadership Theory 

Distributed cognition describes a theoretical perspective closely aligned to 

distributed leadership. Brown, Collins, and Duguid, (1989) and Lave (1991) defined 

this perspective as working teams that are viewed as living, evolving communities 

defined largely by their practices and the tools they use to carry out their practices. 

Practices refer to group activities as regulated, explicitly or implicitly, by rules or 

standards called norms.  Tools include intangible tools such as shared concepts and 

language conventions, as well as tangible and technological ones, such as computer 

systems, and are believed to play important roles in shaping a community’s thoughts 

and actions (Derry, DuRussel, & O’Donnell, 1998).  

Groups function within broader contexts-cultural, institutional, and physical-

that form and constrain their development (Derry et al, 1998). In fact, most of a 

group’s thought-shaping tools will be cultural and institutional artifacts, which have 

evolutionary histories and may be strongly entrenched at a higher than group level. 

Also evolved and possessing history are established norms and institutional 

structures that influence and constrain group practice (Derry et al).  

From this perspective, both language and knowledge development in groups 

are driven by a process characterized by Lave (1991) and others as negotiation. 

Negotiation is necessary because different members bring to the group their own 

cognitive histories, and these unique perspectives cause members to understand and 
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interpret work-related problems in significantly different ways. Negotiation 

describes communication processes that help align language and understandings 

among community members. Negotiation appears to start with team members’ 

finding boundary concepts (Wenger, 1990) or common voices (Wertch, 1991). Both 

terms refer to finding perspectives and language that are already shared to some 

extent by team members from different disciplinary cultures.  

Among the many different conceptions of leadership distribution in the 

literature (Gronn, 2002; McBeath, 2009; and Spillane, 2006), a distributive lens 

developed by Leithwood, Mascall, and Strauss (2009) was closely aligned with this 

study. Leithwood et al. (2010) described four patterns of leadership distribution 

observed most in schools: 

 Planful Alignment. In this pattern, leaders’ task and functions result from 

prior planful thought by organizational members, and functions are rationally 

distributed in ways comparable to Gronn’s (2009) holistic notion of 

institutionalized practice.  

 Spontaneous Alignment. In this pattern, leadership tasks and functions are 

distributed with little or no planning, and tacit or intuitive decisions determine 

who should perform which leadership functions. Fortuitous, positive, short term 

working alliances evolve.  
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 Spontaneous Misalignment. Here there are disjunctions among leadership 

functions, causing unpredictable outcomes and negative effects on short- and 

long-term organizational effectiveness and productivity.  

 Anarchic Misalignment. This pattern is similar to the condition Hargreaves 

and Fink (2006) described as anarchy: members of the organization reject or 

compete with one another in making claims of leadership regarding decisions, 

priorities, and activities. (p.169) 

Leithwood et al. (2010) described distributed leadership as one that evolves 

strategically (planned and aligned with school goals), which produces a self 

sustaining culture that is collaborative and productive. When leadership distribution 

is neither planned nor aligned, then the self-sustaining culture drifts, gradually loses 

its collective sense of vision and purpose, and becomes increasingly balkanized; 

each teacher focuses on his or her classroom, works in relative isolation from 

colleagues, and takes responsibility only for his or her own work. The result is an 

ineffective organization of neglect and anarchy, where student achievement may 

remain unchanged, or even deteriorate. 

Summary 

Distributed leadership is conceptualized as an organization wide 

phenomenon (Ogawa & Bossert, 1995) in which organizational structures are flatter 

and leadership is distributed over multiple people, and roles are advocated as 

solutions to school dilemmas. Leithwood et al. (2009) argued that distributed 

leadership enhances opportunities for the organization to benefit from the capacities 
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of more of its members. Through increased participation in decision making, greater 

commitment to goals and strategies which lead to student achievement may develop. 

Moving teachers from isolation to collaboration, changing the focus from teaching to 

student learning, implementing structures and processes that systematically monitor 

student learning and increase accountability, and distributing leadership is a huge 

paradigm shift for most American schools (Moore, 2009). Moore emphasized that it 

will be a daunting task and will take an emotional toll on teachers, students and 

principals. Moore pointed out that for school leaders to think that they can make 

such a cultural shift without resistance, conflict and emotions, is to say that the 

leaders have not been well educated in the research of leading change. Leaders not 

skilled in dealing with such resistance and emotions will experience much personal 

stress and will not be able to sustain or endure the change process.  
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CHAPTER THREE 

METHODOLOGY 

Introduction 

Qualitative research methods are used to understand social phenomena from 

the perspective of those involved to contextualize issues in their socio-cultural 

political milieu (Glesne, 2006). Qualitative researchers seek to understand and 

interpret how various participants in a social setting construct the world around 

them. Hymes (1982) stated that much of what we seek to find out in ethnography or 

qualitative research is knowledge that others already have. One method of qualitative 

inquiry is the case study approach. Stake (2000) described case study as a choice of 

what is to be studied. Stake (1995) stated that another important facet of case study 

as research being bounded in time and context. The exploratory nature of qualitative 

research is useful when the researcher does not know the important variables to 

examine as is the case with this research on distributed leadership.  Although there is 

much hope and hype about distributed leadership, the theory and subsequent 

leadership style is still in its infancy as to determination of variables, impact on 

student learning, and enhancement of teacher leadership.This study will utilize the 

instrumental case study approach as this approach allows the researcher to provide 

insight, redraw a generalization and facilitate our understanding of something else 

(Stake, 2005).  
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This chapter describes the methodology utilized in this case study. A rationale for 

the qualitative study, research design, research questions, participant selection, data 

collection, and data analysis are presented. 

Rationale for Qualitative Study 

In sum, the purpose of this study was to investigate the interactions between 

the principal, superintendent, and teachers within a school which lead to the 

development of distributed leadership routines and tools that reinforce student 

achievement. This was best done through case study. That is the strategy or research 

design most suited for this topic of interest because Diamond and Spillane (2007) 

stated that most frameworks tend to focus chiefly on either individual agency or the 

role of macrostructure in shaping what leaders do, but downplay the day-to-day 

practice of leadership. Investigations of work practices in general require the 

development of new conceptual frameworks, “frameworks built out of concepts that 

speak directly to practice” (Pickering, 1992, p.7).  Case study as Stake (2005) 

indicated allows research of choice and exploration bounded by time and context.   

Advantages and Disadvantages of Qualitative Research and Case Study  

From a theoretical perspective or paradigm, the constructivist approach 

outlined by Denzin and Lincoln (2005) described a paradigm which assumes a 

relativist ontology (there are multiple realities), a subjectivist epistemology (knower 

and respondent cocreate understandings), and a naturalistic (in the natural world), set 

of methodological procedures. Guba and Lincoln (2005) added that they do not 

believe that criteria for judging either reality or validity are absolutist (Bradley & 
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Schaefer, 1998); rather, they are derived from community consensus regarding what 

is real, what is useful, and what has meaning for action and further steps. These 

researchers emphasized that a goodly portion of social phenomena consists of the 

meaning-making activities of groups and individuals around those phenomena. The 

meaning-making activities themselves are of central interest to social 

constructionists/constructivists, simply because it is the meaning-

making/sense/making/attributional activities that shape action or inaction.  

Guba and Lincoln (2005) further describe the constructivist approach as 

tending toward the antifoundational. Antifoundational is the term used to denote a 

refusal to adopt any permanent, unvarying or foundational standards by which truth 

can be universally known. They argue that truth, and any agreement regarding what 

is valid knowledge, arises from the relationship between members of some stake-

holding community (Lincoln, 1995). Agreements about truth may be the subject of 

community negotiations regarding what will be accepted as truth (Guba & Lincoln, 

1989). Or agreements may eventuate as the result of a dialogue that moves 

arguments about truth claims or validity past the warring camps of objectivity and 

relativity toward a communal test of validity through the argumentation of the 

participants in a discourse, (Bernstein, 1983; Polkinghorne, 1989; Schwandt, 1996).  

Denzin and Lincoln (2005) pointed out that both qualitative and quantitative 

researchers “think they know something about society worth telling to others, and 

they use a variety of forms, media, and means to communicate their ideas and 

findings” (Becker, 1986, p.122).  
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Qualitative research differs from quantitative research in significant ways, all 

involve different ways of addressing the same set of issues and return always to the 

politics of research and to who has the power to legislate correct solutions to social 

problems. Denzin and Lincoln (2005) provide several examples of differences, one 

of which described the acceptance of postmodern sensibilities. The use of 

quantitative, positivist methods and assumptions has been rejected by a new 

generation of qualitative researchers who are attached to post-structural and/or 

postmodern sensibilities. These researchers argue that positivist methods (reality can 

be studied, captured, and understood), are but one way of telling stories about 

societies or social worlds. These methods may be no better or no worse than any 

other methods; they just tell different kinds of stories. Other qualitative researchers 

reject positivist and postpositivist (relying on multiple methods as a way of capturing 

as much reality as possible), criteria when evaluating their own work. These 

researchers see these criteria as irrelevant to their work and contend that such criteria 

reproduce only a certain kind of science, a science that silences too many voices. 

Instead, they seek alternative methods for evaluating their work, including 

emotionality, personal responsibility, an ethic of caring, political praxis, multivoiced 

texts, and dialogues with subjects  (Guba & Lincoln, 2005).   

Case uniqueness traditionally has not been a choice ingredient of scientific 

theory (Stake, 2005). Case study research has been constrained even by qualitative 

methodologists, who grant less than full regard to study of the particular (Denzin, 

1989; Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Herriott & Firestone, 1983; Yin, 1984). These and 
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other social scientists have written about case study as if intrinsic study of a 

particular case were not as important as studies intended to obtain generalizations 

pertaining to a population of cases (Stake, 2005). Case study method has been too 

little honored as the intrinsic study of a valued particular, as it is in biography, 

institutional self study, program evaluation, therapeutic practice, and many lines of 

work (Stake, 2005).  

Stake (1994) pointed out that “insistence on the ultimacy of theory building appears 

to be diminishing in qualitative social science” (p.238) but states that he is now not 

so sure. Damage occurs when the commitment to generalize or to theorize runs so 

strong that the researcher’s attention is drawn away from features important to 

understanding the case itself (Stake, 2005).  

Other disadvantages to qualitative research and case study in particular is that 

the research is subject to the Hawthorne effect (Berg, 2001) which stated that 

changes occur in a subject’s behavior are as a result of being the subject of a study. 

The Hawthorne effect can be minimized by making the subject feel safe, 

emphasizing that there are no right nor wrong answers and that you are to observe all 

that is good about the school.  Furthermore, Glesne (2006) reported that establishing 

boundaries for your research may be continuously difficult. Social interaction does 

not occur in neat isolated units; however boundary decisions are also an interpretive 

judgment based on one’s awareness of data and possibilities.  
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Research Design 

Case study allow the researcher to explore in-depth a phenomenon  including 

a program, an event, an activity, or a process including one or more individuals. 

Case study is defined as an “in-depth study of instances of a phenomenon in real-life 

settings and from the perspective of the participants involved in the phenomenon” 

(Gall, Gall, & Borg, 2007, p. 634). Stake (2000) identified an instrumental case 

study as the study of a particular case to “provide insight into an issue or redraw a 

generalization” (p.437). Stake (2005) cited Patton (1990), Vaughan(1992), and 

Yin(1989), who emphasized that achieving the greatest understanding of the critical 

phenomena depends on choosing the case well. Because the critical issues are more 

likely to be known in advance and to follow disciplinary expectations, such a design 

can take greater advantage of already developed instruments and preconceived 

coding schemes.  

This instrumental case study of distributive leadership in a secondary school 

is looked at in depth, its contexts scrutinized and its ordinary activities detailed, but 

all because this helps pursue the phenomenon of distributed leadership and how it 

helps  student achievement. Although other types of typologies of case study have 

been offered as case researchers seek out both what is common and what is 

particular about the case, however, the end product of the research portrays more of 

the uncommon (Stouffer, 1941), drawing all at once from  

1. the nature of the case, particularly its activity and functioning;  

2. its historical background; 
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3. its physical setting; 

4. other contexts, such as economic, political, legal, and aesthetic;  

5. other cases through which the case is recognized; and  

6. those informants through whom the case can be known (Denzin & 

Lincoln, 2005, p.447). 

Research Questions 

The research questions listed below will help establish boundaries in the data 

collection:  

1) In what ways is distributed leadership practiced at a Blue Ribbon school? 

2) From experience with distributed leadership, in what ways do principals 

and teachers at a Blue Ribbon school find evidence for increased student learning that is 

attributed to distributed leadership?  

IRB 

The IRB proposal letter was submitted after the proposal defense and it was 

approved by the Texas Tech University Protection of Human Subjects Committee on 

April 18, 2011. The approval letter to conduct the research is in the appendix.  

Context of the Study 

This study was conducted on a secondary school campus in Texas in which 

the demographic make-up of school children is predominantly low socio economic. 

The secondary campus has a student count of 304 with 42.8% of its students 

economically disadvantaged. Also 51% of the student body is at-risk of failing to 



  Texas Tech University, Randy D. Baiza, December, 2011  
  

72 
 

complete a K-12 education as compared to state percentages for the State of Texas 

which are 59% economically disadvantaged and 47% At-Risk.    

The instructional setting was designated as an Exemplary campus by the 

Texas Education Agency (TEA). This designation illustrates high academic 

achievement among its students. Additionally, this school has been designated a Blue 

Ribbon school. Schools with this designation meet national criteria standards in 

reaching commended performances among all subgroups. This setting was 

appropriate because of the nature of case study research to get up close to explore 

processes, activities and events which occur among its participants. 

Data Sources 

Glesne (2006) emphasized that since most research situations are too vast to 

interview everyone or to observe everything, one will need to devise a selection 

strategy by which to choose people, events, and times. The logic of purposeful 

sampling leads to information rich cases for study in depth of the phenomenon. For 

this study, purposive sampling is utilized, building in variety and acknowledging 

opportunities for intensive study. Stake (2005), described this approach as one where 

the researcher examines various interests in the phenomenon, selecting a case of 

some typicality but leaning toward those cases that seem to offer opportunity to 

learn. Stake (2005) directed the researcher to choose that case from which one can 

learn the most. That may mean taking the one most accessible or the one where more 

time can be spent. Potential for learning is a different and sometimes superior 

criterion to representativeness.  
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Participants.   

The participants in this study are the principal or administrative team, lead 

teachers, and members of the site based decision making team at the secondary 

school. Texas Education Code – Section 11. 253 requires all school districts to 

maintain current policies and procedures to ensure that effective planning and site-

based decision-making occur at each campus to direct and support the improvement 

of student performance for all students. Selection of this team to participate in the 

study was essential because the campus level committee, per policy, shall be 

involved in the areas of planning, budgeting, curriculum, staffing patterns, staff 

development, and school organization. Also according to code, a school principal 

shall regularly consult the campus-level committee in the planning, operation, 

supervision, and evaluation of the campus educational program. Moreover, 

individuals who assume these roles have been shown to have the greatest leverage in 

effecting programmatic change and instructional improvement (Leithwood & Duke, 

1999).   

Data Collection Methods 

Three data gathering techniques were used in this qualitative study: 

participant observation, interviewing, and document collection.  

In participant observation, the researcher is the one who carefully observes, 

systematically experiences, and consciously records in detail the many aspects of a 

situation. Glesne (2006) stated that a participant observer must constantly analyze 

his or her observations for meaning and for evidence of personal bias.  As a 
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participant observer, one consciously observes the research setting; its participants, 

and the events, acts, and gestures that occur within them. In the process, Glesne 

emphasized to note what you see, hear, feel and think. 

Fontana and Frey (2005) summarize that many have argued convincingly 

(Atkinson & Silverman, 1997; Fontana, 2002; Hertz, 1997b; Holstein & Gubrium, 

1995; Scheurich, 1995), that interviewing is not merely the neutral exchange of 

asking questions and getting answers. They emphasize that two or more people are 

involved in this process, and their exchanges lead to the creation of a collaborative 

effort called the interview. The key is the active nature of this process (Holstein & 

Gubrium, 1995) that leads to a contextually bound and mutually created story- the 

interview. Some have highlighted the problematics of the interview. Atkinson and 

Silverman (1997) drew attention to the asymmetric nature of the interview and to the 

fact that the final product is a pastiche that is put together by fiat (Fontana & Frey, 

2005). Scheurich (1995) described that the interviewer is a person, historically and 

contextually located, carrying unavoidable conscious and unconscious motives, 

desires, feelings, and biases – hardly a neutral tool. Scheurich maintained, “The 

conventional, positivist view of interviewing vastly underestimates the complexity, 

uniqueness, and indeterminateness of each one-to-one human interaction” (p.241).  

Archival documents are an important part of data collection in a qualitative 

study.  Documents corroborate observations and interviews (Glesne, 2006). 

Documents may also raise questions about your hunches and thereby shape new 

directions for observations and interviews. Documents also provide you with 
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historical, demographic and personal information that is unavailable from other 

sources. Letters, memoranda, graffiti, notes, newsletters, newspapers and computer 

accessed bulletin are all potentially useful documents. Glesne (2006) described 

graffiti, murals, notes, and songs as measures of accretion, or things people have 

created. Measures of erosion represent things people have worn away such as paths 

across the grass or the shine on handrails.  

Observation  

The level of involvement during observations was closely aligned to what 

Angrosino (2005) described as reactive observation, associated with a controlled 

setting, in this case a public secondary school, where the participants were aware that 

they were observed and amenable to interacting with the researcher in response to 

the elements of the research design.  A minimum of one meeting for each of the 

following was observed: the site based decision making committee, a professional 

learning community meeting, a classroom observation and a faculty meeting.  

Observational research utilized what Angrosino (2005) described as three 

procedures for increasing the level of understanding of distributed leadership. They 

include: (a) descriptive observation, (b) focused observations and (c) selective 

observation. Elements of particular interest are the development and implementation 

of routines and tools that reinforce school improvement viewed through the lens of 

distributed leadership.  
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Interview 

Specific to this study, a structured approach as described by Fontana and 

Frey (2005) was utilized to interview the principal, the superintendent and lead 

teachers. Interviewing is one of the most common and powerful ways in which we 

try to understand our fellow humans (Fontana & Frey, 2005). These researchers 

describe that interviewing includes a wide variety of forms and a multiplicity of 

uses. The most common form of interviewing involves individual, face-to-face 

verbal interchange, but interviewing can also take the form of face-to-face group 

interchange and telephone surveys. Interviews may be structured, semistructured, or 

unstructured.  

Fontana and Frey (2005) stated that both qualitative and quantitative researchers tend 

to rely on the interview as the basic method of data gathering whether the purpose is 

to obtain a rich, in-depth experiential account of an event or episode in the life of the 

respondent or to garner a simple point on a scale of 2 to 10 dimensions. The 

researchers added that there is inherent faith that the results are trustworthy and 

accurate and that the relation of the interviewer to the respondent that evolves during 

the interview process has not unduly biased the account (Atkinson & Silverman, 

1997; Silverman, 1993).   

Documents 

Categories and descriptions which explore the relationships of student 

achievement to concepts such as distributed leadership and professional learning 

communities were explored. Documents of special interest included Academic 
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Excellence Indicator System (AEIS); Texas Assessment of Knowledge and Skills 

(TAKS,) results; newspaper commendations, and/or issues highlighting school 

success.    

Smith (1974, 1990) and Atkinson and Coffey (1997) described that much of 

social life in modern society is mediated by written texts of different kinds. They 

described that modern health care would not be possible without patient records; the 

legal system would not be possible without laws and other judicial texts and leisure 

would not be possible without newspapers, magazines, and advertisements. Texts of 

this kind provide an abundance of materials for qualitative researchers. Perakyla 

(2005) detailed that in many cases, qualitative researchers who use written texts as 

their materials do not try to follow any predefined protocol in executing their 

analysis. She points out that by reading and rereading their empirical materials, they 

try to pin down their key themes and thereby draw a picture of the presuppositions 

and meanings that constitute the cultural world of which the textual material is a 

specimen.  

Data Collection 

Qualitative researchers use helpful strategies to aid in the collection of useful 

data such as protocol forms designed specifically for the researcher’s purpose 

(Creswell, 2003). Careful planning of the data was recorded during the study and 

maximized the researcher’s effective use of time (Berg, 2001; Bogdan & Bicklen, 

1998; Ely et al. 2001; Glesne, 1999; Patton, 2002; Wolcott, 2001). This study 

included participant interviews, observations, responses, and document collection.  
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To facilitate data collection, the researcher designed protocols and protocol 

forms for use in this study. These forms aided in the management and organization 

of data. All protocol forms (see Appendix A), used for observations, interviews and 

document resources were created to organize and manage large amounts of data 

effectively (Creswell, 2003; Ely & Vinz, 2001; Glesne, 1999; Patton, 2002; Wolcott, 

2001).  

Interview Protocol Form  

The interview protocol form was divided into three columns: column one was 

used for data analysis; column two to document questions to be asked along with 

interviewee responses; and column three for memoing after the interview. Questions 

specific to distributed leadership were written prior to interview. Open ended 

questions maximized effective interview process. Also an audio recording device 

was utilized to capture live discussions during individual and group interviews. 

Transcripts of recorded sessions were referenced throughout the data analysis.        

Observation Protocol Form  

The observation protocol form was divided into three columns: column one 

to be used for coding during the data analysis stage, column two for taking 

description notes during observations and column three for memoing after leaving 

the area of study. Information including time, date and setting of the observation and 

subject area being observed were noted on each form. 
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Archival/Document Protocol Form 

The archival/ document protocol form facilitated the recording of written, 

audio, and visual documents reviewed during the study. Data relevant and of 

significance to the topic of study was written on the form. An organized approach to 

documentation of research experiences made management and organization of 

collected data possible.  

Data Analysis 

Data alone are insufficient; they must be telling and must answer theoretical 

questions (Chamaz, 2005). The data analysis approach of this study incorporated the 

management of coding, and categorization of files from interviews, documents and 

observations as organized through the use of NiVivo 9 by QSR International. Assistance 

of software usage was facilitated through webinars, toll free numbers and ongoing 

technical support. This qualitative software facilitated creation of codes, categories and 

collation of research material that aided in the analysis of data.   

Glesne (2006) stated that analysis does not refer to a stage in the research process. 

Rather it is a continuing process that should begin just as soon as your research begins. 

For example, interviewing is not simply devoted to data acquisition. It is also a time to 

consider relationships, salience, meanings, and explanations. Glesne (2006) described 

coding as a progressive process of sorting and defining and defining and sorting scraps of 

collected data (i.e. observation notes, interview transcripts, memos, documents, and notes 

from relevant literature). Creating an organizational framework is putting like-minded 
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pieces together. Eventually, one places the various data clumps in a meaningful sequence 

that contributes to the chapters or sections of your manuscript.  

Wolcott (1994) discussed description, analysis, and interpretation as three means 

of data transformation, or of moving from organization to meaning. Description involves 

staying as close to data as originally recorded. Analysis is the identification of key factors 

and the relationships among them. Comparison to a standard, data displays and patterned 

regularities are useful in analysis. Data interpretation includes extending the analysis 

using theory to provide structure, connecting with personal experience and exploring 

other means to present data. Snow (2001) pointed that much of life is routine and 

proceeds without explicit interpretation. Dewey (1922) viewed habits as patterned 

dispositions that enable individuals to respond to their situations with economy of 

thought and action: people can act while focusing attention elsewhere (Clark, 2000; 

Cutchin, 2000). But it must also be noted that analysis is not always full proof.  Charmaz 

(2005) stated that much of what we social scientists say, much of human behavior does 

not reflect explicit strategies.  

Trustworthiness 

A record of each participant’s interviews as well as detailed transcripts 

helped to ensure trustworthiness. Using question stems designed to elicit open ended 

responses provided an avenue of acceptance to any response. Participants’ true 

perceptions emerged as individuals were asked to describe how they worked with 

colleagues to promote student achievement. Through the use of experience complete 

stories from the research participants developed in relation to student achievement 
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and distributed leadership. In order to ensure conclusions developed were 

trustworthy a validation of data was completed. Copies of synthesis for participants’ 

interviews were sent to each participant for review and examination. This review and 

examination process allowed the research participants to approve the transcription, 

or request to have corrections, additions, or modifications to their information. 

Validity was of primary importance in all research (Glesne, 1999; Merriam, 1998). 

Glesne (1999) described validity as research findings being in tune with reality and 

reflecting what it was intended to measure. 

Triangulation 

 Multiple methods such as observations of principal and teacher meetings, 

structured face to face interviews, telephone interview for follow up information, 

verification of student achievement from the state and federal assessment such as the 

Academic Excellence Indicator Systems (AEIS), and the Adequate Yearly Progress 

(AYP), tables served as triangulation strategies to ensure validity of this study. 

Member checks which involved taking the data and interpretation back to research 

participants to ensure the data collected is objective and represent participant ideas 

accurately (Glesne, 1999) also served as a source of triangulation. 

Denzin and Lincoln (2005) cited Flick’s (2002) description of triangulation 

as an attempt to secure an in-depth understanding of the phenomenon in question. 

These researchers stated that objective reality can never be captured and we know a 

thing only through its representations. Flick (2002) described triangulation not as a 

tool or a strategy of validation, but an alternative to validation. “The combination of 
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multiple methodological practices, empirical materials, perspectives, and observers 

in a single study is best understood then as a strategy that adds rigor, breadth, 

complexity, richness and depth to any inquiry” (pp. 226-227). Denzin and Lincoln 

(2005) viewed triangulation as a simultaneous display of multiple, refracted realities. 

Each of the metaphors works to create simultaneity rather than the sequential or 

linear. They describe that readers and audiences are then invited to explore 

competing visions of the context, to become immersed in and merge with new 

realities to comprehend. Stake (2005) acknowledged that no observation or 

interpretation are perfectly repeatable, triangulation serves also to clarify meaning by 

identifying different ways the case is being seen (Flick, 1998; Silverman, 1993). The 

qualitative researcher is interested in diversity of perception, even the multiple 

realities within which people live. Through the use of triangulation strategies listed 

in this section this study sought to capture and describe multiple realties of 

distributed leadership and student achievement.   

Transferability 

Transferability referred to the degree to which the perception of distributed 

leadership and its relationship to student achievement can be generalized or 

transferred to other school settings. Any school setting that was organized and lead 

by principal whose practices included distributed leadership potentially lent itself to 

the possibility of positively impacting student achievement. Berg (2001) 

summarized, “When case studies are properly undertaken, they should not only fit 

the specific individual, group, or event studied, but generally provide understanding 
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about similar individuals, groups and events” (p.232). Through the use of originality 

and credibility which increases resonance, usefulness, and subsequent value, this 

case study hopes to create a new knowledge that will supplement current research on 

distributive leadership and student achievement.  

Summary  

Qualitative methodology was utilized during this study, researching principal 

and teacher perceptions of distributed leadership and its relationship to student 

achievement. The district superintendent’s perception regarding distributed 

leadership and student achievement was researched as well. The knowledge of the 

superintendent, the principal and members of his faculty created a functional case 

study to conduct this research. Results from this study reflected information 

collected through observations of the principal and lead teachers, in-depth interviews 

and conversations, review of student achievement data and the researchers own 

experiences.   
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CHAPTER FOUR 

RESULTS 

Introduction 

This chapter presented an analysis of case study research, which attempted to 

answer two original research questions: (1) In what ways is distributed leadership 

practiced at a Blue Ribbon school and (2) From experience with distributed 

leadership, in what ways do principals and teachers at a Blue Ribbon school find 

evidence for increased student learning that is attributed to distributed leadership? 

The aim of this analysis was to examine distributive leadership practices and its’ 

relationship to student achievement within a high performing Blue Ribbon school. 

Specifically, through data analysis, I attempt to identify if distributive leadership is 

utilized by the principal and teachers to increase student learning.  

The results are presented in three major sections. The first represented the 

data collected from in-depth, face to face interviews with each participating teacher 

as well as the school principal and the school superintendent. This information 

included a list of predetermined questions regarding distributive leadership and 

student achievement. In this section the interviewees revealed their true responses to 

classroom and school life. The second section represented the data gathered from the 

observation of classrooms and in particular the data room within the secondary 

school. A detailed account with varying perspectives of the data room is provided by 

the teachers and the principal. The third section represented data gathered from an in 

depth analyses of archival data which included recognition reports listed on the 
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school website, newspaper articles, reports found on the Texas Education Agency to 

include: Academic Excellence Indicator System (AEIS) and the Adequate Yearly 

Report (AYP) as well as the United States Department of Education (USDE) listing 

of Blue Ribbon schools.  

Methodology Summary  

This qualitative study focused on one Texas public secondary school with a 

majority minority student composition, which received a Blue Ribbon designation. 

Principal leadership behaviors, campus improvement team perceptions with regard 

to distributed leadership ideals served as a primary focus. More specifically, the 

purpose of this case study was to explore in depth relationships exhibited in an 

exemplary, Blue Ribbon school as identified by the Academic Excellence Indicator 

System (AEIS) that enabled or constrained distributed leadership ideals central to 

this study. Capturing essential features such as the character of the leader, leadership 

styles, follower’s viewpoints and values that define curricular goals and the 

contextual rituals or processes used to communicate continuous improvement 

towards student success provided additional understanding. Multiple sources of 

information to provide a detailed in-depth picture, including observations, 

interviews, documents and reports were used as criteria for data collection (Creswell, 

1998).    

For this study, purposeful sampling was utilized, building in variety and 

acknowledging opportunities for intensive study. The superintendent, campus 

principal and teachers who were employed in this 2A district in the state of Texas 
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were participants. Extensive face-to-face interviews were utilized for the collection 

of data in this qualitative study. Specific to this study, a semi-structured approach as 

described by Fontana and Frey (2005) was utilized to interview the research 

participants. See Appendix A for a list of questions which served as a springboard 

for interviewing. 

Predefined questions were asked leaving as much freedom as possible for the 

interviewees to talk. These interview questions were drafted prior to conducting the 

interview, and obviously were constructed around the research questions themselves; 

however, a portion of the questions came directly from the observations of 

classrooms in particular the data room. The research participants had varied 

experiences and attitudes towards leadership and student achievement and the 

research attempted to have these detailed depictions revealed in the interview.  

Participants 

The participants in this study are the campus principal, and lead teachers 

which served on the site based decision making team at a secondary school in Texas. 

Because the superintendent served as a member on the site-based decision making 

team, this provided an impetus to include him in the study. Through the assistance of 

the campus principal, five lead teachers were chosen for this study. Although most of 

these faculty members described themselves as veteran teachers with many years of 

experience some of the teachers selected were new or fairly new to the campus. Four 

of the five teachers were female. All but one were in charge of a preparing students 

for content tested on the Texas Assessment of Knowledge and Skills (TAKS) tests.  
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Results  

In order to answer the research questions: (1) In what ways is distributed 

leadership practiced at a Blue Ribbon school and (2) From experience with 

distributed leadership, in what ways do principals and teachers at a Blue Ribbon 

school find evidence for increased student learning that is attributed to distributed 

leadership, data were recorded for each of the three data analysis sections. These 

sections were listed as principal and teacher interviews, classroom observations and 

information gathered from archival data.  

Results of Participant Interviews 

Seventy-eight pages of transcripts were analyzed utilizing NVivo 9 software 

by QSR International. The face to face interviews revealed that the teachers’ tenures 

ranged from five years to 32 years total teaching experience. The campus principal 

had three and one half years of administrative experience with 24 years total as a 

counselor and a teacher/coach. The superintendent of schools was completing his 

fourth year as a superintendent. Themes or nodes were utilized to create categories 

as data was analyzed. Four themes made up of the following guided the research 

process. They included: (1) student success (2) professional learning community, (3) 

goal setting and school reform, (4) school climate and culture.  

Student Success 

When asked why students have done so well academically over the past 

several years each of the teacher participants as well as the principal and 

superintendent agreed on the following key points; experience teaching and teacher 
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and student efficacy played significant roles. Everyone was expected to give their 

personal best, most importantly focusing on what was in the best interest of students. 

Also because a culture of teacher and student efficacy was the norm, student 

discipline issues were held to a minimum.  Teacher (B), who had the least amount of 

teaching experience at the campus, but was nonetheless an experienced teacher with 

many years at another district responded to the question of student success in this 

manner: 

I think the students are pretty studious, I think the teachers engage them, so a 

combination of a little teacher accountability and a little bit of student 

accountability. There also not many discipline problems, so there is not a lot of 

interruptions. The school is actually set up to handle discipline problems very 

quickly and very easily. It’s consistent among all the classrooms. We have A101 

so it doesn’t matter what they are doing, they know if they get a pink-slip that 

they go, it’s consistent, every teacher does the same thing. So there is no slowing 

down for discipline problems.  

Teacher efficacy was described as having developed through many years of 

hard work and was evident from elementary school all the way up to high school as 

described by the research participants. The high school principal added that this 

culture of student success has multiple common threads; one being that teachers care 

about kids. He elaborated on this ethic of care by stating that kids know if you care 

about them, and that without it the kids will not work for you. Another thread was 

his description of his staff as a blue collar crew that he has slowly cultivated and 
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nurtured through the years. He added that his group is not afraid to make kids work. 

It is through this constant push to achieve that students’ and teachers have developed 

a confidence level that he is most proud of. The principal described faith in his staff 

as a final thread. He stated that because of their daily efforts he has developed faith 

in his staff to do what is right by kids. The campus principal noted that because of 

this long-standing relationship with them, he supports his staff decision making 

100%.  

The superintendent added goal setting and team building as key to student 

success. He worked on building staff buy- in to improving student achievement from 

the moment he arrived. He understood that team building would be the key for his 

staff to develop collaboratively, open to dialogue and dedicated to assisting one 

another all the while moving in the direction of improving student achievement. He 

described ropes training and ongoing dialogue with his cabinet as crucial team 

building efforts.    

Basically when I came in… of course I had my goals and I knew we could get to 

where we needed to get to but it is always that buy in. You got to work on that 

buy in and you also have to work on getting all your soldiers together per se. One 

was let’s focus on where our goals are and our needs are for our students. We did 

some ropes training to begin with. And so I took the administrative team and the 

department heads to a ropes training out there in Possum ranch. We had this 

group, and after that you go in and debrief, that was the most powerful part of the 

ropes training. We talked about emotional intelligence and what happened was a 
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lot of people started to reveal themselves. We had some crying and my curriculum 

director said I was very afraid because I heard that the new superintendent knows 

curriculum very well. So I was afraid that he was going to know more and maybe 

I wasn’t that familiar. But after visiting with him and sharing what I knew and he 

shared what he knew and where he wanted to go, I felt a whole lot more 

comfortable and my stress level dropped. She said she wasn’t sleeping at night. 

So it did help out knowing where we were all coming from and where we all 

needed to go.  

Professional Learning Community 

When asked if teachers work with colleagues to promote student 

achievement, responses from the teachers, principal and superintendent agreed on 

key attributes. Chief among these were the following: people sharing ideas and 

putting ideas into action, individual and group instruction was essential to target 

areas of student weakness, ongoing teacher and administrator staff development, and 

celebrating or recognizing student and staff accomplishments. The campus principal 

provided additional insight into this process as he described the implementation of 

the data room after attending a professional learning community conference with his 

team of teachers.      

We have as you know a staff that is just like a classroom. You have a lot of 

different personalities and it’s funny cause politically in some of those it’s very 

apparent. You know right and left and it’s a friendly whatever but I got to watch 

them. Um… but professionally, because they are here for the kids, because they 
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are here for excellence, they celebrate each other. You know if I’ve left somebody 

out, not on a birthday so much but just a recognition, other people come in that 

you wouldn’t think cared. Mr. Principal, you realize today on announcements you 

talked about the band but not baseball, do you realize, oh wow… and so we take 

care of each other. that set the tone for now myself and two of my other leaders, 

one of which we talked about went to a big a plc conference out of state. She 

probably didn’t tell you because she doesn’t see it, but it had such a huge impact 

because we came back and that’s where we got the ideas. At first we both were 

like you’re crazy but once we looked at it, how could we do that? That’s a great 

idea, let’s look at it. Came back and set up our data room. Did you hear about 

that? The data room in and of itself is not magical, lot of people have them. That’s 

where for the first time our teachers sat down and we were realistic and said I 

don’t think we can do this, and said let’s look at what we got; we got some other 

training that was valuable. You know let’s look at this. You know this is telling us 

and giving us a short cut to understanding what we need to do as opposed to 

figuring that out. It’s not just another thing to do. But you have the best people 

sharing ideas and putting things in place and that’s how we came to where we are 

at right now. It’s a teacher made, inspired thing. You hear it all the time, it’s 

cliché, I’ve just been a conductor of we are going to do it in the morning, you all 

are in the front lines; you want to succeed, I want to give you structure where kids 

can most easily help get it done. You know it’s just not how kids succeed but how 

can I help you. 
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The school superintendent emphasized that providing the tools that the staff 

needed to promote conversations about student success was critical. He described 

examples of professional development which allowed for the acquisition of new 

knowledge. Examples discussed were curriculum and assessment processes and 

methods such as Data Management Assessment and Curriculum  (DMAC), and a 

curriculum initiative designed to align core content area standards (CSCOPE). As he 

described these new initiatives, he emphasized the need to keep the school board 

aware of what was being implemented. Because anything new has the potential to be 

met with resistance which was the case with CSCOPE, the school superintendent 

stated that essential to their success was keeping the school board aware of these 

changes. He described during the first year of CSCOPE implementation you kind of 

heard the rumblings. And the board heard the rumblings; you tell the board ahead of 

time, this is what we are doing. The superintendent reiterated to his board that he 

was bringing in a new program but to hang on, everything was going to be alright. 

And so the training occurred without a hitch.  He also encouraged his staff to seek 

out and attend seminars and sessions related to their content areas. Staff members 

were also directed to go and observe other districts with similar student 

demographics and bring back to their campuses new ideas in the areas of pedagogy 

and instructional resources.   

An area of special interest presented itself when participants were asked to 

describe how they shared or supported one another when it was determined that a 

team member was not following through with lesson presentation and resulted in 
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poor student performance on previous TAKS tests, and/or daily work and 

benchmarks. This was an area that highlighted controversy in the research. The 

research as discussed in chapter 2, described this controversy as a chief determinant 

as to why so few schools systems have effective professional learning communities. 

One of the difficulties in developing leaders among teachers is that the idea of one 

teacher calling out another teacher for poor performance if not handled in a 

professional manner leads to hurt feelings, mistrust and alienation. Because of the 

lack of training in handling confict, most teachers are averse to being critical as 

professionals and leave the school administration to sort out poor performance 

issues. The research participants’ responses to this question fell right in line with the 

research findings. Teacher (D), who in addition to being a department chair in 

science, was also the district science coordinator. He described his approach to this 

question this way.         

There’s not a whole lot of that. Ah… which you know maybe that’s not exactly a 

good thing but I don’t know that even though I am the district coordinator, I 

would feel uncomfortable telling another teacher that your scores are lagging, 

what’s going on? Now I offer help all the time. As a district coordinator, I feel 

like it is my job to help a teacher, whether it be ordering supplies… Also I don’t 

think the teachers here, since we are fairly small and close knit, we don’t have a 

problem asking each other for help. You don’t have to offer because people ask. 

And we are resources for each other.  
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Goal Setting and School Reform 

Research participants responded to questions about goal setting in relation to 

improving student achievement. Responses revolved around two competing themes: 

a bottom up or teacher led initiative and a top down or principal, superintendent 

directed. Several teachers described the attainment of exemplary performance as a 

top down initiative, directed primarily by the superintendent and principal. Whereas 

a few teachers described high student achievement as a personal goal and/or campus 

goal. Teacher (C) described this top down approach in this manner.  

Oh yeah, the goal has always been exemplary. It’s always been there. The district.  

By the superintendent. It’s been very clear, at inservice it’s been clear that that’s 

what we are going to get and by golly you need to get it. Yeah. We look at TAKS 

scores up on the big screen, everybody’s up there. (She states that the 

superintendent shows the scores.) Well it is important to us. Cause it rolls down 

hill so and it is important to him. Then it comes to us. But when you are sitting 

there and with your TAKS scores up there you know and it always hasn’t been 

pleasant, because I think everybody works hard at what they do. Especially here, I 

know the people and you know not all kids are the same. You are going to get a 

group and they are just tough and like 10
th

 graders this year they are tough. And 

so you are sitting there and you basically hear negativity about that score and you 

know you worked hard.  

The campus principal added that he was aware that the school board was 

looking to hire a superintendent who could take them to the next level of 
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achievement. The school board would be looking for a skilled individual who had 

the tools to make their district exemplary. Once the superintendent was hired, the 

campus principal described being sold to the idea of exemplary performance when 

the superintendent spoke to him, his staff and the rest of the district. As a result of 

these meetings the high school principal described his staff as taking his goal of 

exemplary performance as an instructional challenge. The principal described one of 

the first meetings with the superintendent in this manner. 

 As I told you earlier, he came in and the first words out of his mouth are we can 

be an exemplary district. Let me show you how close we were. Here’s the data. 

And here is what I want. Here is what is expected. It occurs on the first time he 

ever speaks at inservice to the whole district. And I know he said it coming in, but 

just right off and he came to our campus and introduced the new principal, who 

had just come in town. Oh by the way, look how close you were? Wow and he 

pointed out, math and science just missed it, people were  hurt. Ours responded. 

You know what, you want to see exemplary, okay. 

The school superintendent added that the idea of goals and expectations 

was to provide the campus staff with the necessary training and tools to make 

school instruction more data driven. He described sending all campus leadership 

to an assessment conference during which school leaders visited high achieving 

campuses. In addition, the superintendent added that campus staff were sent to 

study two school districts who had established data rooms. He emphasized that 

one of his requirements for all campuses would be to establish and utilize data 
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rooms. Data rooms were a place within which student assessment performance 

was charted on the walls. Teachers and administrators met in this room to discuss 

student performance with the goal of making each other aware of the data and to 

develop a sense of urgency as well as to look for ways to provide assistance to 

one another. 

School Climate and Culture 

Research participants were asked to describe the climate and culture of the 

high school. All agreed that school climate was very supportive and positive, 

teachers generally liked each other which facilitated discussions about student 

performance, principal had an open door policy, somewhat resistant to change due 

to the success experienced during the last several years, and effective discipline. 

During the conversation teacher (D) reflected on the question as he attempted to 

identify why this school was commended and the next school not. Although he 

felt that they were doing a lot of good things he also felt they had a lot of room for 

improvement. He was concerned about the emphasis on sports, the loss of time to 

pep rallies and as a result, the underlying message sent to students that maybe 

sports was more important than academics. He described this as a challenge for 

his school and pointed out that he had shared his concerns with the campus 

leadership.  

The campus principal described an episode during which parents had 

recently come to his office stating that they wanted to file a sexual assault offense 

against another student who attended school. He mentioned feeling like he wanted 
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to quit after an incident like that but that what helped him get through difficult 

issues like this was being able to call on the superintendent for help. Feeling 

confident that the superintendent has been through it before and has learned how 

to deal with it successfully, the campus principal appreciates the support provided 

by the superintendent. He also describes being able to call on fellow 

administrators from other campuses to ask for their assistance. Finally the campus 

principal looks to key people within his own school who assist him when stress 

presses down on him. He describes these people as being supportive, and 

emphasizing all that they have accomplished.  

Next the superintendent elaborates on the climate of learning. He 

attributes student success because of the steps he has taken to make leaders, where 

they can stand on their own. He adds that he feels very secure about himself as a 

superintendent and that hopefully one day the campus leadership will take the role 

of the superintendency. He adds that’s what you want! The superintendent states 

that key to this success is trust among his staff, communication and ongoing 

professional staff development. The superintendent describes it this way.  

I mean as superintendents you will be here one day and the next day gone 

and I want somebody that can step in here. All three of my principals can 

do that. I can say they are data driven, great leaders, they’ve gotten the 

tools, to do what they need to do, but most of all I got their back because 

in some places where you do make changes, especially the principal starts 

making changes and then he, or the superintendent may get heat from the 
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board members or the community, they back off. Therefore you lost that 

trust between the principal and the superintendent. So we have very good 

trust, we communicate a lot, if the principal tells me he wants to do this 

and I tell them go ahead and do it, I mean I am going to take the heat, if 

something comes down I am the one telling him to do it. And even though, 

he wants to do it, I still will support the principal because I mean that’s the 

only way you are going to learn and grow. I also tell them you are going to 

make mistakes, I know you are. That’s the first thing I told the principals, 

all of you are going to make mistakes. Their job is to pick up that phone 

and tell me what you made, what kind of mistake you made and let’s 

correct it and move on and learn from it. A lot of times just like new 

teachers they don’t want to go and talk to the principal because they don’t 

want to seem weak. And principals’ don’t want to seem weak in front of 

their superintendent. If you have that communication, if a middle school 

principal called me, said uh… Dr. Superintendent uh… your wearing an 

awesome tie, I really like that tie you are wearing. That’s her way of 

telling me I messed up. Laughs.          

Observations 

Data Room 

I found this component to be unique to this campus and collected data by 

observing what was displayed in the data room. This room was centrally located 

near the main office. I spent time inside the data room with the principal looking 
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at what was displayed and listening to him describe what the data room 

represented. Although the room was half the size of an ordinary classroom, it was 

kept locked and was inconspicuous to a passerby. Once inside the room long 

sheets of computer printed paper were displayed on each of the four walls. At first 

the data presented appeared jumbled since of the sheets had fallen to the floor. As 

the principal walked, he leaned over and picked one sheet up. As he looked 

around, I realized that he was trying to determine where the sheet had fallen.  

I listened to the school principal point out data from specific points of 

references, for example, he would illustrate how groups of student data were 

displayed by grade level, content area and from highest to lowest in descending 

order. He added that the data was useful in setting up tutorials and fantastic 

Fridays (an activity used to individualize instruction). Results from last year’s 

TAKS reports by objective and state standard tested were evident on the printed 

sheets. Magnets with names of students had been used to add ongoing 

benchmarks results next to the TAKS results. It was evident that he and his staff 

were using this data to track student progress. The school principal explained this 

data was also used to inform elective teachers such as the Spanish and Social 

Studies teachers areas of weakness and to help them identify how they might be 

able to relate their instructional lessons to a weak objective. Finally he pointed out 

that although they had not met in there recently, he had made it a priority to meet 

three to four times during the first semester. Most of these meetings occurred after 

school.  
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Most of the research participants saw some benefit to the use of the data 

room. Teacher (C) added that she was very appreciative of the fact that the 

campus principal had limited the number of times that they had met in the data 

room. She added that she was aware of that fact that the middle school staff had 

met many more times this year. However it became evident early on that there 

was a strong current of resistance that had built up during the course of the year. 

Most of the staff felt that they had access to the data via their computer, and in 

their classroom, adding that it took too much time away from classroom 

preparation. Teacher (D) described the data room as a waste of his time. His 

preference was to look at spreadsheets on his computer screen. He continued with 

stating that he makes lists and based on the data calls in students for tutoring. He 

added every good teacher should be looking at the data for their students. He 

conceded that if the data room is something that helps you as a teacher, great.  

However, in his opinion, he believed that the data room was a top down mandate.  

But for me magnets on a board is not the way I am going to look at it. I 

think it is kind of a top down thing. I feel like if I were to stand up and say 

look, I’m calling out this data room , it’s not doing anything for me and 

yet I am having to spend all this time writing names on magnets. But on 

the other hand that may just cause more drama than what it would be 

worth.  I do what I’m supposed to do and I don’t ever go back in that room 

again. I do as I’m told to not make waves, you gotta pick your battles and 

that is not a battle I’m going to pick.  



  Texas Tech University, Randy D. Baiza, December, 2011  
  

101 
 

Academic Excellence Indicator System (AEIS) 

The Texas Education Agency rated A+ High School as an exemplary 

campus. In order to meet the exemplary standard, student categories which meet the 

minimum student count criteria (30 or more) such as the all students, economically 

disadvantaged, white and Hispanic subgroup must have 90% of its student count 

meet minimum expectations on the Texas Assessment of Knowledge and Skills 

(TAKS) tests in each of the areas tested: Reading/English Language Arts (ELA), 

Mathematics, Science, and Social Studies.  Results from the AEIS report the 

following: reading/ELA = 97%, mathematics = 95%, science = 90%, social studies > 

99%. In addition to the student passing rates on the TAKS tests, A+ High School had 

a graduation rate of 92.1%. Although not a criteria for the exemplary rating, gold 

performance acknowledgements are also listed on the AEIS. Gold performance 

awards acknowledge high levels of achievement versus only meeting minimum 

standards. A+ High School received the following acknowledgements: College-

Ready Graduates, Recommended High School Program, and Commended on Social 

Studies (Texas Education Agency, AEIS, 2009-2010).  

Children At Risk Report 

One of the news commendations that the campus principal shared was a 

school rankings data report. Included in the report is a listing of 5,800 schools in the 

state that have been ranked. Using some of the same data that the Texas Education 

Agency discloses, the non-profit advocacy and research organization, Children At 

Risk, ranks schools from top all the way to the bottom. This news release suggested 
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that spotlighting low-performing schools proved to be a tremendous advocacy tool 

for parents. They can ask, Why isn’t my school better? The report researchers noted 

that at first district superintendents were angry with them, arguing this was not the 

right way to measure, but they stated the superintendents have gotten away from 

that. Criteria used to rank schools include: using the percentage of students scoring 

at the commended levels, and the use of student actual scale scores on the test: the 

underlying numbers- representing the proportion of questions answered correctly – 

used to place those students in performance categories. A+ High School, according 

to the criteria provided by the report was at Campus Academic Rank: 231 of 1018 

schools (Texastribune.org)  

Texas Blue Ribbon School Designation 

On January 31, 2011, A+ High School was honored as a 2011 Texas Blue 

Ribbon School. The Texas Education Agency recognized all Texas Blue Ribbon 

Schools during the Superintendents Midwinter conference held at the state capital. 

A+ High School was recognized for dramatic improvement in reading and 

mathematics during the last five years. A+ High School’s principal, along with 

several members of his staff, were present to receive their awards during this 

exciting event. The Blue Ribbon Schools program honors public and private 

elementary, middle and high schools that are either academically superior or 

demonstrate dramatic gains in student achievement for disadvantaged students. The 

program is part of a larger U.S. Department of Education effort to identify and 

disseminate knowledge about best school leadership and teaching practices. Since its 
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inception in 1982 by the Secretary of Education, Terrel H. Bell, the U. S. 

Department of Education’s Blue Ribbon Schools Program has honored many of 

America’s most successful schools. A Blue Ribbon School flag waving overhead has 

become a mark of excellence, a symbol of quality recognized by everyone from 

parents to policy-makers in thousand of communities. The program recognizes and 

presents as models elementary, middle, and secondary schools that meet either of 

two assessment criteria:  

High performing schools 

Schools that are in the top 10 percent of schools in their state as measured by state 

tests in both reading (English language arts) and mathematics. 

Dramatically improved schools: 

Schools that have at least 40 percent of their students from disadvantaged 

backgrounds and that have dramatically improved student performance to high levels 

in reading (English language arts) and mathematics on state assessments for five 

consecutive years (U.S. Department of Education, 2010). 

Site Based Decision Meetings 

Although multiple attempts were made to collect additional data such as 

minutes from team meetings, site-based decision making meetings, emails… 

documents at the high school were not shared. These requests were made on 

different days to several research participants to include teachers and the campus 

principal. These documents would have provided more insight on which to base 

practices associated with distributed leadership. The absence or lack of these 
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documents left me wondering how a coordinated effort to communicate effectively 

resulted without written documents.    

Distributed Leadership Theme 

In sum, the purpose of this study was to investigate the interactions between 

the principal, superintendent, and teachers within a school which led to the 

development of distributed leadership routines and tools that reinforce student 

achievement. Routines and tools which the research participants described most 

beneficial to improving student achievement included the following: teachers were 

encouraged and directed to implement new processes such as the data room, which 

was used to track student achievement. Although the implementation of the data 

room appeared to be in its infancy, a sustained effort and the development of 

rationale for all the nay-sayers might prove to be beneficial. Intervention strategies 

such as tutorials and fantastic Fridays encouraged all staff members to participate in 

providing assistance to students most in need. It was evident that a true team effort 

was in full swing while I was at the school site. While I was interviewing one 

research participant, in the school cafeteria, I noticed that a group of students were 

being tutored in mathematics. I was told by the interviewee that the person assisting 

with tutorials was a retired teacher, much valued and respected.  

A supportive, open and collaborative environment was exhibited by all 

research participants. Students appeared excited about being in school. Smiles were 

displayed by all staff. Although the school was over forty years old, a sense of pride 

was evident, since the school was tidy, clean and well light. Despite this outward 
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appearance, one got the sense that teacher and student efficacy was high. Students 

and teachers were in their classrooms by the start of the day. Walking into some of 

the classrooms, I noticed students on task, and teachers engaged assisting students. 

Classrooms displayed student work as well as charts displaying content. During class 

changes, I was privy to a quick discussion regarding content presentation between 

the department chair biology teacher and a chemistry teacher. Both seemed happy to 

be there.  

A willingness on the part of the superintendent to train his leadership staff to 

learn new tools such as managing and improving data was evident. The 

superintendent encouraged his leadership staff to call on each other and solve 

problems on their own and to take care of each other. He would encourage his 

principal group to go and eat together and solve problems. Also principals new that 

they could call on him to help if needed. This approach was most appreciated by the 

high school principal.   

Professional development took on a whole new feel at this campus. At the 

encouragement of the superintendent, staff members engaged in ropes training 

courses, professional learning communities workshops, as well as visit and observe 

high performing campuses. Research participants appeared excited to share what 

they had accomplished. As part of their new found success many celebrations 

occurred. Research participants described having attended a seminar for Blue Ribbon 

Schools at Walt Disney World in Florida. The purpose behind this seminar was to 

share best practices with other schools and districts. They were so excited to get to 
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attend and share. Although the staff was resistant to the CSCOPE curriculum, the 

superintendent made concessions if his teaching staff presented information 

supporting their stance. One of the concessions was to allow the math department to 

use other resources besides CSCOPE.      

Expectations or goal setting were supported by the data. The superintendent 

was informed about student progress in his district. This allowed for conversations 

related to student achievement, and the attainment of exemplary performance, as a 

goal that was attainable if efforts were made to close student gaps. The principal and 

his staff were excited that the superintendent knew his stuff and was willing to 

contribute to their success.  

Summary 

In summary, this chapter illustrated participants’ experiences and perceptions 

of distributed leadership and its impact of student achievement. The detailed 

transcriptions of the in-depth interviews, as well as data from the Academic 

Excellence Indicator System (AEIS), the U.S. Department of Education’s Blue 

Ribbon report provide insight into the participants’ perspectives on distributed 

leadership and student achievement. The experience especially revealed their 

understanding of how a true team effort, colleagues rallying to help one another 

impacted student achievement. The questions that guided the study were (1) In what 

ways is distributed leadership practiced at a Blue Ribbon school; and (2) From 

experience with distributed leadership, in what ways do principals and teachers at a 

Blue Ribbon school find evidence for increased student learning that is attributed to 
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distributed leadership? The final chapter of this study addressed the above questions, 

in defining the relationship between distributed leadership and student achievement. 

The final chapter sought to provide insight on information gathered from the 

literature review, and interview information, as well as possible future research 

needs on salient findings of this study.  
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CHAPTER FIVE 

INTERPRETATIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

Introduction 

This case study was designed to investigate the interactions between leaders 

who practice distributive leadership and followers within a school which lead to the 

development of routines and tools that reinforce student achievement. By observing 

the principal and lead teachers in action, as well as interviewing the principal, lead 

teachers and the superintendent, I focused on behaviors and distributed leadership 

ideals that enabled student achievement. For more than three decades, reform 

proposals have recommended the inclusion of teachers in shared leadership roles. 

Recent policy discussions (within, e.g. the Education Commission of the States, the 

Council of Chief State School Officers, and teacher professional associations) 

suggest broad support now for expanding teachers’ participation in leadership and 

decision-making tasks. These discussions are compatible with findings from some 

research which suggests that increasing teacher influence may improve schools 

significantly (Leithwood et al. 2007; Leithwood et al. 2008; Mayrowetz & Smylie 

2004; Spillane, Halverson & Diamond 2004).  

The strategy or research design most suited for this topic of interest is case 

study. Diamond and Spillane (2007) described theoretical and conceptual 

frameworks for studying leadership practice as scarce, and such frameworks tended 

to privilege individual actions. Any attempt to understand practice must identify 

explicitly the conceptual tools it brings to bear. If, for example, we see leadership 
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practice- what leaders do and how they do it- as chiefly a function of individual 

knowledge and expertise, then that has implications for how we approach the 

collection and analysis of data. Diamond and Spillane (2007) stated that most 

frameworks tend to focus chiefly on either individual agency or the role of 

macrostructure in shaping what leaders do, but downplay the day-to-day practice of 

leadership. Investigations of work practices in general require the development of 

new conceptual frameworks, “frameworks built out of concepts that speak directly to 

practice” (Pickering, 1992, p.7).  

The results of this study illustrated participants’ experiences and perceptions 

of distributed leadership and its impact on student achievement. The detailed 

transcriptions of the in-depth interviews, as well as data from the Academic 

Excellence Indicator System (AEIS), the U.S. Department of Education’s Blue 

Ribbon report provided insight into the participants’ perspectives on distributed 

leadership and student achievement. The experience especially revealed their 

understanding of how a true team effort, colleagues rallying to help one another 

impacted student achievement. The questions that guided the study were (1) In what 

ways is distributed leadership practiced at a Blue Ribbon school; and (2) From 

experience with distributed leadership, in what ways do principals and teachers at a 

Blue Ribbon school find evidence for increased student learning that is attributed to 

distributed leadership? The final chapter of this study addressed the above questions, 

in defining the relationship between distributed leadership and student achievement. 

This chapter sought to provide insight on information gathered from the literature 
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review, and interview information, as well as possible future research needs on 

salient findings of this study.     

Summary of Results 

In this study the research participants had varied experiences and perceptions 

towards distributive leadership and student achievement as detailed through the 

interview transcriptions. Although many perspectives are noted, of interest are 

similarities and differences most evident amongst the teaching and the administrative 

staff. These similarities and differences are detailed below within the themes 

identified in chapter four. These themes speak directly to answering the questions 

that guided the study by illustrating practices and processes linked to distributed 

leadership. Examples of increased student learning attributed to distributed 

leadership are presented as well.     

Student Success  

When asked about student success, in describing why students have done so 

well academically, all of the teachers attributed it to: good old fashion hard work, 

experience, little to no discipline problems and love for the content area. Whereas 

the principal attributed student success to knowing and caring for kids making kids 

accountable for completing tasks or assignments. The superintendent of schools 

described student success as having teacher and administrative buy-in.  He also 

described a constant sharing of goals oriented toward student success and building 

his leadership team through ropes training and ongoing staff development which 

focused his team on student success.  
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Early on through the interview process, I was concerned with what if this 

school did not practice distributive leadership, what direction would it take? I soon 

found out that all staff members interviewed provided evidence of ongoing practices, 

routines and tools associated with distributive leadership. Among the most evident 

were professional learning communities (plc’s) which is closely aligned to 

distributive leadership. They had either heard about plc’s, attended training, and 

were in the process of implementing some of the strategies associated with 

professional learning communities. Research participants were asked to describe 

how they worked with each other to promote student achievement. All staff members 

discussed the use of tutorials and fantastic Friday’s as processes used to capture 

additional one on one time with struggling students. All were quick to point out the 

need to have a carrot extended for students to exit these programs as a reward for 

their hard work. Most staff members discussed the use of a data room in a positive 

light, while two staff members felt like it was a top down initiative which was just 

not worth the time spent. These staff members believed that their time was better 

spent preparing lessons and emphasized the information found in the data room was 

available on line or via the student data base. In general though all staff members felt 

it was necessary to collaborate with their staff even it just allowed one to vent off a 

little steam, which in one staff member’s mind was not necessarily a bad thing.  

Much of the literature on distributive leadership illustrates the fact that 

professional learning communities are not a common occurrence in schools. The 

research suggests that teaching is such a personal act, closely aligned to a person’s 
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belief and values that challenges to or criticism’s about one’s teaching is not 

typically discussed. Citing Lieberman & Miller, (2008), Nelson et al. (2010) 

distinguished congenial school cultures as preserving the status quo. Norms of 

privacy, long established as part of school culture are protected when teachers avoid 

asking each other questions that probe into the nature of what students learn as a 

result of specific instructional practices. Probing another’s ideas and actions reveals 

differences in beliefs and values and can lead to personal and emotional conflicts. 

Other researchers stated that these conflicts are nonproductive and can generate 

mistrust and fear that fosters resistance to collaborative inquiry (Uline, Tschannen-

Moran, & Perez 2003).  

Grossman, Wineburg, & Woolworth (2001), identified congenial 

conversations as deliberately avoiding fault lines- those fundamental differences 

amongst any group of people that can be ignored when conversations remain 

pleasantly general but are eventually exposed as people try to understand the 

meaning of others’ words or actions.  

Nelson et al., (2010) differentiated productive collaborative inquiry as 

characterized by a willingness to investigate teaching-learning connections and to 

identify and negotiate differences and similarities in beliefs about what constitutes 

good teaching and meaningful learning. Skilled leaders can facilitate groups in the 

use of collaborative norms, protocols, group-generated sets of questions that builds 

the groups capacity for using conflicting views as starting points for developing 

shared meanings. The researchers noted that when teachers approach conflict as an 
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intellectual challenge rather than an affective or emotional event, differences 

generated deeper inquiry and professional learning as opposed to threats to 

professional identity.  

 One of the interview questions prompted research participants to describe 

how teachers assisted one another when it was determined his/her students were not 

meeting expectations.  Research participants were asked to discuss instances where 

suggestions were offered during a team session to colleagues who had kids that were 

not performing well. Teacher D’s response which was in line with current research 

findings summarized what his colleagues described:  

 There’s not a whole lot of that. Ah… which you know maybe that’s not exactly a 

good thing but I don’t know that even though I am the district coordinator, I 

would feel uncomfortable telling another teacher that your scores are lagging, 

what’s going on? Now I offer help all the time. As a district coordinator, I feel 

like it is my job to help a teacher, whether it be ordering supplies… Also I don’t 

think the teachers here, since we are fairly small and close knit, we don’t have a 

problem asking each other for help. You don’t have to offer because people ask. 

And we are resources for each other.  

The principal’s take on student success described his staff as having many 

personalities very much like a classroom. Although he stated he had to watch them 

suggesting  difficulties experienced in the past between some… he quickly 

summarized that his staff are here for the kids and for excellence and noted that the 

celebrate each other. He described recognizing staff during announcements 
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acknowledging accomplishments on the field of sports as well as academics. He 

emphasized that during ropes training, the trainers described his group as liking one 

another. In summary, I got the sense through his daily interactions with others 

including students, that his counseling background played a key role in establishing a 

culture that takes care of one another. He went on to say that student achievement 

was promoted by finding and hiring the best teachers as well as attending 

professional learning communities (plc) staff development with his core team. 

Communication, team building and buy in were key concepts in promoting 

student achievement as articulated by the superintendent. Supporting each other as 

building principals was important in helping principals solve problems but I also got 

the sense that he was always there for them when trouble arose and he could be 

called on to help. His demeanor was one that was no nonsense businesslike yet 

available for his leadership team. He stated that he wanted to be the best district 

around, on the cutting edge and willing to spend money to send his staff, wherever 

they needed to go to learn and study from others. He also held them responsible for 

reporting back their findings and pushed his leadership team to present at service 

centers and educator sessions. He provided an example of leadership style as he 

described adopting a new curriculum program. When faced with implementing 

CSCOPE, a district wide scope and sequence along with lesson and assessment 

piece, he knew it would cause anxiety and heartburn. He described allowing teachers 

time to grieve and giving them time, a period of one year, to learn and study the 

program prior to implementation. He stated that he had to communicate with the 
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board about the rumblings and asked them to hold on and that everything was going 

to be alright. I also realized that during the interview session he was in the midst of 

promoting a bond package for a new high school. It would fail as it came to a vote 

later in the spring. 

Goal Setting and School Reform 

All of the research participants discussed striving for exemplary student 

performance based on a personal goal or campus led initiative. They describe 

campus collaboration occurring within content areas identifying student needs and 

looking for ways to meet these needs. Through collaborative efforts which occurred 

weekly, they developed a team effort. Teachers would assist each other, looking for 

ways to reach students throughout the year. However, a striking contrast came out as 

the interview process progressed. Teacher (C), along with the principal placed a laser 

focus on describing the goal of exemplary performance as not only a personal or 

campus initiative but more of a district and superintendent mandate. Teacher (C) 

stated:       

It’s been very clear, at inservice it’s been clear that, that’s what we are going to 

get and by golly you need to get it. Yeah. We look at TAKS scores up on the big 

screen, everybody’s up there. (She states that the superintendent shows the 

scores.) Well it is important to us. Cause it rolls down hill so and it is important to 

him. Then it comes to us. But when you are sitting there and with your TAKS 

scores up there you know and it always hasn’t been pleasant, because I think 

everybody works hard at what they do. Especially here, I know the people and 



  Texas Tech University, Randy D. Baiza, December, 2011  
  

116 
 

you know not all kids are the same. You are going to get a group and they are just 

tough and like 10
th

 graders this year they are tough. And so you are sitting there 

and you basically hear negativity about that score and you know you worked hard.  

The campus principal was asked about the importance of goal setting. He 

added that the school board had sought a superintendent who could move the district 

from acceptable to exemplary. He stated that the first words out of the 

superintendent’s mouth were we could be an exemplary district. He described the 

superintendent as saying this the first time he ever speaks at inservice to the whole 

district. He added that the superintendent came to the high school and shared data to 

describe how close they were to reaching this district goal. The superintendent’s 

actions seemed to cement the goal of exemplary student performance in the mind of 

the campus leader and teachers as one that was attainable.  

School Climate and Culture 

All of the teaching staff interviewed described school climate as positive, 

open and student achievement oriented. Teacher (A) stated that most teachers are 

very comfortable talking to the principal. She also stated that most teachers get 

along. Teacher (B) added that because of the experience and success some of the 

staff had been resistant to change. Teacher (C) pointed to the campus being very 

positive and that prior to her arrival a few years back this was not the case as she 

recalled conversations she had with her husband who has worked at the school for a 

number of years. She attributed that to a lack of discipline. She described things as  

more consistent now and so the climate has gotten better. Teacher (D) was more 
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reflective with his response as he stated that he wondered why his school was 

commended and the next school not? He added that like any other school in Texas, 

sports are over emphasized and academics take a back seat to sports. He indicates 

frustration with pep rallies cutting into instructional time and indicates that the 

campus administration is aware of his concerns and is trying to remedy them. 

Teacher (D)’s comment led me to believe that conversations that lead to high 

achievement had not been held or were agreed upon among all campus staff.   

When asked about school climate and culture, the campus principal used this 

opportunity to share a sexual assault incident that occurred just prior to my arrival. 

As I learned more about the incident I realized that he was in the middle of working 

through the issue. A planned focus group meeting with members of his staff and I 

planned for later that week would not occur as a result of parents and police 

investigations of incident. However, he added what was really good about issues 

such as the one mentioned was that he was able to go to the superintendent and ask 

for advice. He describes gaining so much confidence from knowing his boss 

supports him. He believed that the superintendent had been through it all before and 

learned how to deal with it successfully. 

  The superintendent shared that when he was hired the board of trustees were 

not happy with just an acceptable performance in academics. They wanted UIL and 

sports and they wanted a great band program. He attributed the success of his school 

district and in particular the high school to his principals and teachers. He described 

the principals as being data driven and as having received the training and support 
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needed to make effective changes. He described trust as being a key component to 

success between the principals and superintendent. He stated:  

We have very good trust, we communicate a lot, if the principal tells me he wants 

to do this and I tell them go ahead and do it, I mean I am going to take the heat, if 

something comes down I am the one telling him to do it. And even though, he 

wants to do it, I still will support the principal because I mean that’s the only way 

you are going to learn and grow. I also tell them you are going to make mistakes, 

I know you are. That’s the first thing I told the principals, all of you are going to 

make mistakes. There job is to pick up that phone and tell me what you made, 

what kind of mistake you made and let’s correct it and move on and learn from it. 

A lot of times just like new teachers they don’t want to go and talk to the principal 

because they don’t want to seem weak. And principals’ don’t want to seem weak 

in front of their superintendent. If you have that communication, if a middle 

school principal called me, said uh… Dr. Superintendent uh… your wearing an 

awesome tie, I really like that tie you are wearing. That’s her way of telling me I 

messed up. Laughs… And then she’ll say this is what happened, and I will say 

okay, let’s do this and call the parent back and tell them this and that. On the 

teaching side, we try to hire the best teachers that we can. We also try to get the 

teachers that are open-minded. When you get those and you train them more so 

that they can catch up. 

As described in chapter four, most of the observations conducted occurred in 

the data room. Early in the interview process, I heard about the data room from 
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teachers and principal interviews. I found this component to be unique to this 

campus and collected data by observing what was displayed in the data room. This 

room was centrally located near the main office. I spent time with the campus 

principal looking at what was displayed. Although prior interview responses 

described the data room as being a component of the professional learning 

community, I was interested in understanding how important this was to the 

leadership, members of the staff and student learning.  

Question presented to interviewees was as follows. Do staff members talk 

about student achievement? How does the principal get involved in these meetings? 

Teacher (B) described it this way.  

A lot of times he is in the meetings with the benchmarks. You know he looks at, 

we have a database, where all that goes through and he looks at them. Talks to us 

about where they are going and what they are doing. He is the one that set up 

tutorials at lunch, I don’t know if you are aware of that. So he kind of monitors 

that and makes sure that everything is going smoothly. We have fantastic Fridays, 

which is another big support. He is pretty involved, looking at the data and talking 

to us about it. He is involved but he is not a micromanager. That is his strength, he 

is very flexible. He is willing to try new programs and things, new ideas. 

While teacher (D) had this to say about the data room: 

If we are meeting with Mr. Principal, we do meet in there. And uh… my thing on 

the data room is that if it is something that helps you as a teacher great. And I 

could see how maybe some teachers could get something from it. We have all the 
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kids’ names on magnets and we write their benchmark scores on the magnets and 

put them up on the board. And then we kind of group them and arrange them in 

different groups to see who failed this benchmark and who is improving or not 

improving. And that’s all well and good, that’s data the teachers need to be 

looking at. And I do look at that data. I look at it on a spreadsheet on a computer 

screen. And I make lists and I say who needs more help on this topic and I go 

through and I make a list of names and I call them in for tutoring. Uh… that’s 

more efficient for me. It’s good data that’s hanging up on those walls, I think. 

Every good teacher should be looking at that data for their students. But for me 

magnets on a board is not the way I am going to look at it. I think it is kind of a 

top down thing. I feel like if I were to stand up and say look, I’m calling out this 

data room , it’s not doing anything for me and yet I am having to spend all this 

time writing names on magnets. But on the other hand that may just cause more 

drama than what it would be worth.  I do what I’m supposed to do and I don’t 

ever go back in that room again. I do as I’m told to not make waves, you gotta 

pick your battles and that is not a battle I’m going to pick.  

Although multiple perspectives were present from the research participants 

regarding the effectiveness and use of the data room resistance by two lead teachers 

was present. Conversations with the principal indicated that he was aware of the 

resistance and did everything he could to support it. Questions about the 

effectiveness of the data room remain among the staff. I think teacher (D) said it 

best, it is a top down thing since the data room was a requirement initiated by the 
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superintendent and therefore supported by the principal. In discussing the data room 

the principal stated:  

 When I made it concrete, she made this data, she took one to her room and she 

said she looked at it. They said I’m busy, I know what it is but then I bring in my 

elective teachers and I say I want to see your roll on the kids you have, I want you 

to pick a teacher, pick a subject area, that you can now take your lessons that you 

know relate to what they are doing. And don’t try to be the math teacher, say 

here’s what you are doing in this class and here is how it relates in this class. And 

give it value. So now they see. And now those people have a vested interest and 

it’s very formal that way. And everybody talks about it, but once you do 

something like this and it goes back to that peer pressure thing. Dr. 

Superintendent sees the value in this, it’s a natural I want to be the best. The 

teachers are competitive. But in some situations, I can see where someone would 

say, dang here is my data, my fellow science teacher is doing great right here and 

mine stink. Man I gotta pick up the pace. You know it is another way to put it out 

for all to see. 

Academic Excellence Indicator System (AEIS) 

The Texas Education Agency rated A+ High School as an exemplary 

campus. In order to meet the exemplary standard, student categories which meet the 

minimum student count criteria (30 or more) such as the all students, economically 

disadvantaged, white and Hispanic subgroup must have 90% of its student count 

meet minimum expectations on the Texas Assessment of Knowledge and Skills 
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(TAKS) tests in each of the areas tested: Reading/English Language Arts (ELA), 

Mathematics, Science, and Social Studies.  Results from the AEIS report the 

following: reading/ELA = 97%, mathematics = 95%, science = 90%, social studies > 

99%. In addition to the student passing rates on the TAKS tests, A+ High School had 

a graduation rate of 92.1%. Although not a criteria for the exemplary rating, gold 

performance acknowledgements are also listed on the AEIS. Gold performance 

awards acknowledge high levels of achievement versus only meeting minimum 

standards. A+ High School received the following acknowledgements: College-

Ready Graduates, Recommended High School Program, and Commended on Social 

Studies (Texas Education Agency, AEIS, 2009-2010).  

U.S. Department of Education’s Blue Ribbon Schools 

On January 31, 2011, A+ High School was honored as a 2011 Texas Blue 

Ribbon School. The Texas Education Agency recognized all Texas Blue Ribbon 

Schools during the Superintendents Midwinter conference held at the state capital. 

A+ High School was recognized for dramatic improvement in reading and 

mathematics during the last five years. A+ High School’s principal, along with 

several members of his staff, were present to receive their awards during this 

exciting event. The Blue Ribbon Schools program honors public and private 

elementary, middle and high schools that are either academically superior or 

demonstrate dramatic gains in student achievement for disadvantaged students. The 

program is part of a larger U.S. Department of Education effort to identify and 

disseminate knowledge about best school leadership and teaching practices. Since its 
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inception in 1982 by the Secretary of Education, Terrel H. Bell, the U. S. 

Department of Education’s Blue Ribbon Schools Program has honored many of 

America’s most successful schools. A Blue Ribbon School flag waving overhead has 

become a mark of excellence, a symbol of quality recognized by everyone from 

parents to policy-makers in thousand of communities. The program recognizes and 

presents as models elementary, middle, and secondary schools that meet either of 

two assessment criteria:  

High performing schools: 

Schools that are in the top 10 percent of schools in their state as measured by state 

tests in both reading (English language arts) and mathematics. 

Dramatically improved schools: 

Schools that have at least 40 percent of their students from disadvantaged 

backgrounds and that have dramatically improved student performance to high levels 

in reading (English language arts) and mathematics on state assessments for five 

consecutive years (U.S. Department of Education, 2010). 

Discussion of Results  

The implications of this study’s findings are significant. This case study adds 

further evidence to support research on distributive leadership and its relationship to 

student achievement. The research participants in particular the school district 

superintendent, and the school principal did not simply delegate tasks but practiced 

governance over the school’s social and situational contexts. Through the sharing of 

intellect and opinion, acknowledging and maximizing expertise, teachers were called 
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on to share their expertise in instruction as well as providing opportunities or time, to 

dialogue, to share insights regarding students and the curriculum. Working together 

to improve student instruction created shared roles pulling their expertise and 

initiative directed toward increasing student achievement.  

Student Success 

As noted in the research, one common characteristic of the redefinition of 

teacher leadership is the location of leadership in processes among people, rather 

than in the particular skills or dispositions on one leader (Lambert, 2003). In this 

definition, Feeney (2009) stated that school leadership practice focuses on leadership 

activities generated through collaboration, instead of zeroing in on a particular leader 

and his or her actions. This paradigm, known as distributed leadership holds that the 

thinking and work of teacher leaders exists organically in a web of activity. This web 

comprises the interaction of leaders and followers, and the context in which they 

interact give leadership activity its ultimate form (Spillane, Halverson, & Diamond 

2004). Defined in this way, leadership provides a sense of purpose that pulls teachers 

into the work of leadership as a form of learning with others to improve the practice 

of teaching and learning (Lambert, 2003).  

Despite objections from some of the detractors, in particular as it related to 

the use of the data room, one got the sense that if this helped others to focus on 

student achievement then support or follow through was exhibited. Although the 

instructional staff wanted student achievement to reach high levels, it reached a 

tipping point, developed into a viable vision and a plan was created to ensure it 



  Texas Tech University, Randy D. Baiza, December, 2011  
  

125 
 

occurred. This tipping point was directly related to the board of trustees hiring a new 

superintendent.   

Goal setting and school reform 

Leithwood and his colleagues have conceptualized a typology that offers a 

more general theoretical framework for exploring the distribution of leadership in 

organizations (Leithwood & Beatty, 2007). The framework grounded in a research-

based definition of leadership identifies four categories of core leadership functions: 

setting directions, developing people, redesigning the organization, and managing 

the instructional program (Leithwood & Riehl, 2005; Leithwood, Louis, Anderson & 

Wahlstrom, 2004 & Leithwood & Jantzi, 2006).  

It became evident that this superintendent was quite successful in leading a 

school organization. From the onset he embraced the goal of exemplary performance 

as established by the school board of trustees and began to articulate this to his staff. 

He began about the process of developing leaders within each school, directing them 

to take ownership and research best practices which would lead to the development 

and implementation of new instructional pedagogy and programs. He empowered his 

staff to take risks and encouraged reorganization of their school setting as long as its 

focus was to improve student success. Examples which illustrate this approach 

include: fantastic Fridays, lunch tutorials and the use of the data room. These efforts 

provided visible evidence of actions that were taking place to improve the 

instructional program. Leithwood et al., (2010) described patterns of leadership 

distribution evident among the highest achieving schools as a hybrid composed of 
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autocratic  (influence rises with hierarchical level) and polyarchic (high levels of 

influence for all) prototypes. They noted that this hybrid could serve as a best case 

scenario and called it intelligent hierarchy, to reflect the opportunities this hybrid 

approach affords to ensure that organizations take advantage of the capabilities and 

strengths of most of their members while at the same time ensuring careful 

coordination of effort in a common direction.    

School climate and culture  

Evidence of professional learning communities (plc’s) as a structure for 

improving teaching and learning was utilized at A+ High School. Early on in the 

interview process, all research participants directed my attention to this process. 

Strahan (2003) described how professional learning communities affect the culture 

of a school through the construct of collective efficacy. Defined by Goddard, Hoy & 

Hoy (2000), collective efficacy is anchored by school staff’s beliefs that they can 

work collaboratively to bring about change. This process occurs as teachers discuss 

their work with each other over time. As teachers hear about their colleagues’ 

successes as well as those of other schools, they incorporate these into their beliefs in 

positive outcomes. Teachers and administrators fostered collaborative planning 

sessions that improved shared teaching practices and reviewed student progress. This 

was a school that involved teachers and administrators in the use of student data to 

examine links and gaps between teaching and learning. This process required that 

teachers assume leadership roles and make decisions about important matters since 

participation places them at the center of their teaching and learning environment. As 
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a result of their ongoing efforts, this was the only high school to be recognized both 

as an exemplary campus as well as a Blue Ribbon campus in the state of Texas.    

Summary Statement 

In summary, this chapter illustrated participants’ experiences and perceptions 

of distributed leadership and its impact of student achievement. The detailed 

transcriptions of the in-depth interviews, as well as data from the Academic 

Excellence Indicator System (AEIS), the U.S. Department of Education’s Blue 

Ribbon report provide insight into the participants’ perspectives on distributed 

leadership and student achievement. The experience especially revealed their 

understanding of how a true team effort, colleagues rallying to help one another 

impacted student achievement. Future research implications are discussed in the next 

section. 

Implications for Further Research 

There were several recommendations for further research. This research 

looked at seven key research participant’s actions and perspectives regarding 

distributive leadership and student achievement. The findings of this study helped 

current practitioners in the field of educational leadership to consider that the 

concept distributive leadership has the potential to impact student achievement in a 

positive way. However, a more robust or realistic view is needed for further 

exploration and understanding. One qualitative case study cannot explain all 

phenomena, since there is very little research exploring all aspects of distributive 

leadership and student achievement.  
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Second, both qualitative and quantitative studies are appropriate to further 

examine the implications that distributive leadership has on student achievement. 

Because school systems are under intense pressure to improve student performance, 

distributive leadership is thought to play a key role and therefore warrants further 

study. Additional case studies should be used to examine multiple perspectives and 

the dynamics of relationships between all staff in a school as well as among multiple 

schools. Other areas of school management should be reviewed. For example, 

reviewing the dynamic relationship between the superintendent and the school board 

is thought to play a key role in establishing goals for the school system as a whole. 

Yet another area of importance is to look at the relationship between all of the 

central office administration and determine what impact it has on the campuses 

ability to improve student achievement.  Finally, a comparison of rural and inner city 

schools would help the researcher to develop a more salient understanding regarding 

the use of distributive leadership and its relationship to student achievement.  

Brown, Collins, and Duguid, (1989) and Lave (1991) defined distributed 

leadership theory as working teams that are viewed as living, evolving communities 

defined largely by their practices and the tools they use to carry out their practices. 

Practices refer to group activities as regulated, explicitly or implicitly, by rules or 

standards called norms.  Tools include intangible tools such as shared concepts and 

language conventions, as well as tangible and technological ones, such as computer 

systems, and are believed to play important roles in shaping a community’s thoughts 

and actions (Derry, DuRussel, & O’Donnell, 1998). Although this case study 
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attempted to study distributive leadership, additional research is needed to study 

group function within broader contexts- cultural, institutional, and physical- that 

form and constrain their development.  

Implications for Practice and Recommendations 

This study examined distributed leadership and its relationship to student 

achievement. This discussion on practice recommendations, although purely 

speculative, provided a rational approach to this study’s impact on student 

achievement. This study revealed that distributive leadership has the potential to 

positively impact student achievement. However, the researcher recognizes the fact 

that current research in the field indicates that this type of leadership is uncommon in 

today’s school systems. Educational leadership training programs should develop 

distributive leadership course work or programs to assist future leaders in 

understanding the potential for student achievement. Second, state and national 

education service centers and agencies should provide ongoing training to support 

the development of concepts and skills associated with distributive leadership. Last, 

incentives from state and national agencies should be provided to school systems 

which have experienced student success and conduct mini-conferences or open 

schools for other district employees to observe and learn. 

Relationship of Results to Theory 

A distributed perspective is a conceptual framework for thinking about and 

studying school leadership and management. As an analytical tool, it can be used to 

frame research on school leadership and management. It also can be thought of as a 
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diagnostic tool for practitioners and interventionists. Like any analytical framework, 

it foregrounds some aspects of the phenomena under consideration and backgrounds 

others. A distributed perspective involves two aspects- the leader plus aspect and the 

practice aspect (Diamond & Spillane, 2007).  

The Leader Plus Aspect 

A distributed perspective acknowledges that the work of leading and 

managing schools involves multiple individuals. Leadership and management work 

involves more than what individuals in formal leadership positions do. People in 

formally designated leadership and management positions and those without any 

such designations can and do take responsibility for leading and managing the 

schoolhouse (Diamond & Spillane, 2007). In this way, leading and managing 

transcend formal positions (Frost, 2005; MacBeath, 2006). A distributed perspective 

then acknowledges and takes account of the work of all the individuals who have a 

hand in leadership and management practice. Looking at who performs what 

leadership and management functions, a distributed perspective cautions against 

investigating school leadership and management by focusing chiefly on what 

formally designated leaders do (Diamond & Spillane, 2007). 

The Practice Aspect  

A distributed perspective foregrounds the practice of leading and managing. 

A distributed perspective frames this practice in a particular way; it frames it as a 

product of the interactions of school leaders, followers, and aspects of their situation. 

This distributed view of leadership shifts focus from school principals and other 
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formal and informal leaders to the web of leaders, followers, and their situations that 

gives form to leadership practice (Diamond & Spillane, 2007).  

This case study looked at the interactions and practice among selected 

research participants. Teachers at this campus were empowered to take leadership 

roles albeit informal ones as they collaborated, developed and implemented 

procedures to improve their school instructional program. It was also evident that 

because of the principal’s and superintendent leadership style which included 

flexibility and openness to new ideas a synergy was created district wide to develop 

into a team district wide. Leaders and followers were intent on doing whatever it 

took to assist one another towards the improvement of student achievement.  A 

purposeful activity, student achievement, encouraged the development of people 

working in collaborative efforts to complete complex tasks. From a distributed 

perspective, leadership practice took shape within the interactions of leaders, 

followers, and their situation.    

Limitations  

There were certain uncontrollable elements that were identified as 

limitations. A limitation was part of the study that the researcher had not control over 

and may have a negative impact on the study. Obviously, the research participants’ 

honesty in answering questions in conducting an interview cannot be controlled as 

some people could be reluctant to be open and honest about their interactions with 

one another in the school work place. Also a desire of all research participants to 

fully participate in interviews cannot be controlled since interviews and meetings 
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take time away from their daily responsibilities. This study had several limitations 

that may affect its generalizability. The study was limited to a small group of 

research participants at one school. Their experiences and perceptions may not 

represent those of all educators in the school setting. In addition, a limited amount of 

time was made available for this study to take place. Also, a universally accepted 

definition of distributed leadership remains abstract and conceptually incomplete at 

best. Future use of these research results must note these factors to maintain 

objectivity of their studies.  

Charmaz (2005) cited (Denzin, 1994; Morse, 1999; Schwandt, 1994, 2000) who 

summarized that no analysis is neutral - despite research analysts’ claims of neutrality. 

We do not come to our studies uninitiated. What we know shapes, but does not 

necessarily determine, what we find. Charmaz pointed out that rather than abandoning the 

traditional positivist quest for empirical detail, she argues that we advance it- without the 

cloak of neutrality and passivity enshrouding mid-century positivism. She added that by 

making systematic recordings, we also gain comparative materials to pinpoint contextual 

conditions and to explore links between levels of analysis. By seeking empirical answers 

to emerging theoretical questions, we learn about the worlds we enter and can increase 

the cogency of our subsequent analysis (Charmaz, 2005). She emphasized that data needs 

to inform our theoretical sensitivity. Data alone are insufficient; they must be telling and 

must answer theoretical questions.  
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Conclusion 

In conclusion, this study was an attempt to investigate the relationship 

associated with distributed leadership and student achievement. Understanding key 

concepts of distributive leadership should benefit all educators and administrators in 

their quest to improve student achievement. As this distributive leadership becomes 

more qualitatively and quantitatively researched; school leaders will see the value 

and significant role it can play in improving student achievement.  

This study revealed how a true team effort was developed, where colleagues 

rallied together to help one another impacting student achievement. This team led by 

the superintendent and administrative staff utilized intelligent hierarchy, which 

enabled them to look for avenues whereby everyone’s personal best was maximized. 

Directed by a common goal, high student achievement, all staff directed their 

activities to improve student learning. As the nation and states increase student 

accountability, and school systems look for ways to improve student achievement 

among all students, distributive leadership has the potential to play a larger role in 

the educational environment of tomorrow.   
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Appendix A 

 

Protocol for Principal Interview 

 

Please identify three or four teachers who have been especially successful in 

promoting student achievement over the past two years. Primary criteria are 

1. Teachers whose students have made gains on the TAKS tests that exceed the 

school’s average for at least two years. 

2. Teachers with these characteristics: 

 Demonstrate beliefs that every child can learn  

 Show they are able to get through to difficult students 

 Demonstrate confidence they will be able to motivate their students 

Interview questions: 

About teachers: 

1. Tell me about the teachers you have identified. 

2. What do they do that makes them so successful? 

3. How do they show that they believe that every child can learn? 

4. How do they show that they are able to get through to difficult students? 

5. How do they show confidence that they can motivate their students? 

6. How do they interact with their colleagues? 

About accountability and school reform: 

1. What do you see as the school’s major accomplishments over the past few 

months? 

2. What are the district’s expectations for your school on this year’s TAKS tests? 

3. How do you translate those mandates for your teachers (that is, how do 

communicate expectations to them? Promote conversations about 

accountability?)? 

4. How do you work with teachers who do not seem to be on target to meet 

expectations? 

5. How do you encourage teachers to believe that they are responsible for all 

students’ learning, not just the students within the walls of their classroom? 

6. How do you encourage teachers’ awareness of their own instructional practices, 

and those of their colleagues? 

7. How do you encourage common purposes and actions in the school environment 

(promote conversations about learning)? 

8. How do you challenge teachers to think innovatively about their teaching 

practices? 
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9. I would like to sit in on one of your meetings with your SBDM committee. Would 

you please help me schedule a time to do that? 

10. When I observe this meeting, what will I see and hear? 
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Appendix B 

 

Protocol for Interviews with Teachers 

Nominated by Principals 

 

Questions to accompany observations 

About student success: 

1. Your principal has suggested that your students have done well on the TAKS tests 

over the past few years. Why do you think that your students have done so well? 

2. How do you encourage students to achieve? 

About the learning community: 

1. How do you work with your colleagues to promote achievement ( to learn new 

ways to teach better, to support each other?)? 

2. (With a large sheet of blank paper) Please help me understand the relationships 

among teachers and principals in promoting achievement. Please list the names of 

the people you work with most closely. Is there any way you could diagram the 

relationships among these people in promoting achievement? 

3. When you work with these people, what do you talk about? 

4. How do you establish your goals for instructional collaboration? 

5. I would like to sit in on one of your meetings with your colleagues. Would you 

please help me schedule a time to do that? 

6. When I observe this meeting, what will I see and hear? 

About your classroom: 

1. Tell me a little more about your classroom. What are your most frequent teaching 

practices? 

2. How do you encourage all students to be active learners? 

3. What are the major things you think about when you plan? 

4. Please select one topic or unit that you have taught recently. As you planned this 

unit, what are the major things you expected students to learn and be able to do? 

5. What about students who do not seem to understand the first time through? 

6. What else should I know before I come to observe your class? 
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Appendix C 

Interview Protocol Form  

Interviewee’s Code____________________________Grade/Subject Taught__________ 

Years at Blue Ribbon School___Years in Education______Other___________________ 

____________________________________________________________________

____ 

Coding Interview Question 

Number 

Memoing 
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Appendix D 

Observation Protocol Form  

Observee’s Code______________________________Grade/Subject Taught__________ 

Years at Blue Ribbon School___Years in Education______Date____________________ 

Time of Visit_____________Place_______________Duration_____________________ 

____________________________________________________________________

____ 

Coding Observation Field Notes Memoing 
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Appendix E 

Archival Data Protocol Form  

Archival 

Document________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________ 

Coding Description Memoing 
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