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ABSTRACT
The purpose of this study was to explore distributed leadership and how
leadership practices are actualized in three selected schools in Southern
California. This qualitative, multiple case study used survey research and
interviews to assess how distributed leadership was practiced in three selected
elementary schools located within one school district in Southern California.
The major findings of this study are (a) teacher leadership emerges from
principal leadership and influences the way distributed leadership is practiced
and experienced, (b) teachers view their school as a decentralized model as
opposed to a distributed model, and (c) teacher leadership is the outcome of
multiple leaders needed. I collected survey data and interview data to explore,
analyze, and triangulate, and my research method consisted of open coding,
specifically breaking concepts, the interview data, and the survey data into
categories, pieces, chunks, and dimensions to create “building blocks of theory”
to lead to the major themes. The findings from this study can guide educational
leaders to increase, spread, and develop leadership systems at the elementary
school level.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION
Educational organizations are facing demands for improvement and
sustainability. The demands create a need for new leadership perspectives and
frameworks to help leaders meet the evolving requirements imposed on schools.
As Harris (2008) stated, these new demands and evolving challenges are
increasing in the complex world of education, and diverse types of leadership will
be required to meet these demands. Distributed leadership is one type of
leadership practice that can have an impact on the effectiveness of school
leadership.
Providing an introduction to and overview of this dissertation, Chapter 1
begins with the background of the problem, which is followed by a review of the
challenges presented to leadership in the age of rapid educational reform and of
the goals of distributed leadership. This chapter introduces the problem
statement and the purpose for the research, significance of the study, definitions
of key terms, and study limitations. This chapter concludes with an overview of
the proposal.
Background of the Problem
Demands for educational reform initiated by social, political, and cultural
pressures have increased, resulting in greater complexity in the role of a school
leader (Elmore, 2000; Fullan, 1993b; Gronn, 2009; Gutiérrez, 2006; Hallinger &
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Heck, 1996; Harris, 2008; Spillane & Kim, 2012). The complexities of school
leadership in the 21st century have shifted the focus away from leadership roles
toward meeting mandates and standards. The principal’s position is one key role
in school leadership, but as Lambert (1998) observed, the principal’s role
“demands a more sophisticated set of skills and understanding than ever before”
(p. 24). Several researchers contend that the profession requires principals who
can deal with the pressures associated with high-stakes accountability and who
can tightly couple their leadership with the core of instruction: teaching and
learning (Elmore, 2000; Spillane, 2006). These imperatives drive researchers to
explore new frameworks for understanding leadership that align closely with the
objectives and demands of changing educational policies (Bennett, 2003; Duif,
Harrison, van Dartel, & Sinyolo, 2013; Elmore, 2000; Fullan, 2000; Gronn, 2003;
Hallinger & Heck, 2010; Harris, 2013a; Lumby, 2013; Spillane, 2006; Spillane &
Diamond, 2007; Tian, Risku, & Collin, 2015; Muijs, & Harris, 2003).
The rapidly changing educational climate complicates the role of the
school principal, creating more challenging and complex tasks (Spillane, 2006).
The principal’s role is to seek solutions to complex dilemmas associated with
leading a school in an era of high-stakes accountability (Cuban, 2001; Elmore,
2000; Spillane & Diamond, 2007). These dilemmas and responsibilities
transcend managerial roles (Leithwood & Jantzi, 1999), encompassing such
tasks as developing relationships with stakeholders, building teaching and
learning capacity, and facilitating the resolution of problems and dilemmas within
school leadership (Hallinger, 1992; Spillane, 2006). Harris (2011a) states that the
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principal’s role as actualized in 20th-century leadership practice would not
sustain the complex educational structure that is required for 21st-century
leadership. Caldwell (2006) added that the principal’s role must adapt to address
problems, share information, and join a network with many other leaders to
manage complex school environments.
The wave of educational policy change in 2014 and 2015 is driven by the
implementation of the newly adopted national Common Core State Standards
(CCSS), which will add to the complexity of instructional needs (Tian et al.,
2015). Leaders who adapted under the mandates of No Child Left Behind
(NCLB) must reevaluate expectations and practices to prepare for the new
policies. The impact of the newest policy change will not be evident for several
years; however, school leaders must transition to the new dynamic requirements
while simultaneously leading and motivating teachers and students.
A leadership practice called distributed leadership emerged in the early
2000s from leadership research across various fields. Organizational approaches
that decentralize practices and integrate a multiple-participant model of
leadership deviate from traditional practices of school leadership that focus on
interacting: accepting a position in school leadership without distributing
assignments, without distributing tasks, and without collaborating school-wide
(Harris, 2012b; Spillane, Halverson, & Diamond, 2004). Harris (2004) stated,
“Distributed leadership is first and foremost about leadership practice; it is the
result of the interactions between all those who contribute to the life of a school—
teachers, governors, classroom assistants, support staff, parents and students”
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(p. 8). These decentralized school practices are designed to improve student
achievement. This study explores the concept of distributive leadership in relation
to current demands on schools.
Problem Statement
Researchers approve of the paradigm shift away from the traditional
bureaucracy of top-down models that focused on heroic leadership practice and
toward a team approach (Csoka, 1997; Harris, 2005; Leithwood, Louis,
Anderson, & Wahlstrom, 2004; Spillane, 2006). As Manthey (2004) stated,
“Leadership that matters is leadership that is sustained. Sustaining leadership
requires a plan for distributing it to others” (p. 13). Because of the complexities of
today’s schools, researchers have promulgated the concept of a new and
decentralized practice in a distributed leadership model (Elmore, 2000; Gronn,
2003; Harris, 2008; Leithwood & Jantzi, 2009; Spillane, 2006).
Mayrowetz (2008) noted that very few empirical studies actually have
used the distributed perspective as a theoretical lens. Spillane concludes,
“Regrettably, the empirical knowledge base on the aspect of distributed
leadership is thin” (2006, p. 57). Timperley’s 2005 study addressed the need for
additional empirical research on distributed leadership at the elementary level.
He is specifically concerned with how leadership is distributed and the
advancement of a distributed leadership framework. Harris (2008), and Spillane
(2006) agree with Timperley that “empirical work on how leadership is distributed
within more and less successful schools is rare” (2005, p. 395). Empirical studies
of distributed leadership practice in schools are scarce and still emerging.
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According to Gronn (2003), “Researchers’ attention needs to be focused on
interactions or conservative action” (p. 35).
The problem that this study addresses is how the 21st-century principal
deals with a multitude of responsibilities in a complex teaching and learning
environment. Analysis of this problem requires reviewing both leadership theory
and leadership in practice. This study focuses on how distributed leadership is
actualized at the elementary setting, specifically how distributed leadership is
enacted and practiced through interactions with leaders and followers and the
ways interactions shape the practice of those involved.
Purpose Statement
The purpose of this qualitative, multiple case study was to analyze how
distributed leadership is practiced in three selected elementary schools located in
a school district in Southern California. Researchers, practitioners, and
educational leaders are seeking a better understanding of the enactment of
distributed leadership practice as an alternative to existing models rather than a
new approach to the old models. The findings from this study can guide
educational leaders to increase, spread, and develop leadership systems at the
elementary school level. This study examined the perceptions of administrators
and teacher leaders for the purpose of evaluating existing leadership
frameworks.
Research Questions
To accomplish the purpose of this study, my research focused on
perception and practice. Two questions guided this qualitative research:
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1.

What are the perceptions of principals, teacher leaders, and
teachers regarding the effectiveness of distributed leadership as a
model, which is being implemented in three elementary schools in a
Southern California district?

2.

How is distributed leadership actualized in the three selected
elementary schools involved in this study?
Significance of the Study

This research can make a significant contribution to educational
leadership because it expands the knowledge base associated with the
implementation of distributed leadership theory and practice. This study provides
practical knowledge for school leadership practice. Researchers Gronn (2003),
Hartley (2007), and Spillane et al. (2004) indicate that prior research provides
scant information on the practices of distributed leadership at the elementary
level of school education. This study contributes to filling this gap and is
significant because it explores distributed leadership practice specifically at the
elementary school level. This research was also beneficial to me as an educator
who is highly invested in a Southern California school. In addition, this research
can be beneficial for administrators to shape their leadership practice in a climate
of policy changes and demands to improve student achievement.
Scope of the Study
In this multiple case study I analyzed survey data and interviewed teacher
leaders and school principals face to face. Six participants were interviewed
using the research questions to guide the data collection.
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Assumptions of the Study
An assumption of this leadership study is that participants are involved in
a democratic type of leadership practice. Also, the questions in the interview
protocol and survey protocol encouraged the participants to respond honestly
regarding their knowledge and skills pertaining to effective leadership practice,
and it is assumed that their answers were candid and complete. The study also
assumes that distributed leadership is practiced and should be practiced by
elementary school principals.
It is assumed that all principals and teacher leaders in this study are highly
qualified, highly trained educators and that all participants contribute to a
professional learning community at the school and district level. A final
assumption is that principals create the environment allowing others to lead by
fostering, empowering, and mobilizing people in some capacity.
Study Delimitations
Because of time and resource constraints, delimitations for this case study
included interviewing not entire staffs or student populations at the school level
but only those instructional leaders and teachers attached to making school
decisions.
Another delimitation was sticking within the parameters of this case study
that deal only with a population of principals and teachers in a professional
learning setting. I chose to review only empirical evidence that contains
leadership practices and distributed leadership elements to best support the case
study.
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Study Limitations
Limited to the participation of each instructional leader’s time and setting, I
depended on the cooperation, forthrightness, and truthfulness of each participant
during the interviews and in answering the survey items.
Using two protocol instruments, I attempted to capture a glimpse of reality
in the context of leadership practice in this small sample. My instructional
leadership experience, empirical evidence for distributed leadership, and bias
influenced the types of questions asked for the interviews and survey. Further,
my bias regarding the instructional leadership may have affected the participants’
responses. I was actively looking, asking questions, and engaging in dialogue
with participants to find any relevant information that may inform this study of
distributed leadership at the elementary level. A final limitation is the specific
context and the willingness of principal participants to be completely open with
me, given that I am an outsider.
Definitions of Key Terms
Definitions of terms, abbreviations, acronyms, and expressions associated
with distributed leadership are included in this section, as are explanations of
their multiple meanings and clarification of how meaning is being used in this
study.
Centralization. As defined by Lauglo (1997), centralization is a central,
top-down, top-governance approach to authority in decision-making on a wide
range of matters of the organization.
Decentralization. Decentralization is identified as shifts away from power,
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specifically “a shift in the authority distribution away from the central ‘top’ agency
in the hierarchy of authority. Different forms of decentralization are diverse in
their justifications and in what they imply for the distribution of authority” (Lauglo,
1997, p. 3).
Descriptive approach. In this study, a descriptive approach was used to
develop a framework and a set of analytical tools to identify how leadership is
distributed (Timperley, 2005; Harris, 2005b).
Distributed leadership. Spillane (2005) defines distributed leadership as
“first and foremost about leadership practice rather than leaders or their roles,
functions, routines, and structures” (p. 144). Harris (2008) adds that distributed
leadership practice “is the result of the interactions between all those who
contribute to the life of a school—teachers, governors, classroom assistants,
support staff, parents and students” (p. 8).
Leadership. Yukl (2006) defined leadership as “the process of influencing
others to understand and agree about what needs to be done and how to do it,
and the process of facilitating individual and collective efforts to accomplish
shared objectives” (p. 8).
Leadership team. In defining a leadership team, Katzenbach and Smith
(1993) assert, “The essence of a team is shared commitment. Without it, groups
perform as individuals; with it, they become a powerful unit of collective
performance. The best teams invest a tremendous amount of time shaping a
purpose that they can own. The best teams also translate their purpose into
specific performance goals. . . . A team strives for something greater than its
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members could achieve individually. In short, an effective team is always worth
more than the sum of its parts” (1993, p. 111).
Normative approach. The assumption that distributing leadership across
the organization is desirable and has the potential to empower and develop
professional capital of teachers is referred to as a normative approach (Camburn,
Rowan, & Taylor, 2003).
Professional learning communities. Teams engaged in continual
interactions, reflective dialogue, and collaboration about improvement and
student data are called professional learning communities (PLCs) (Dufour, 2003;
DuFour & Eaker, 1998).
Policy. Haddad (1995) defines policy as “an explicit or implicit single
decision or group of decisions which may set out directives for guiding future
decisions, initiate or retard action, or guide implementation of previous decisions”
(p. 18).
Shared leadership. Shared leadership requires sharing power, sharing the
decision-making processes, and allowing everyone the right, responsibility, and
ability to participate as a leader (Blase & Blase, 1999; Lambert, 2003).
Teacher leadership. Teachers who influence, empower, and take risks
beyond their own classrooms and can have an impact on school-wide leadership
activities are demonstrating leadership (Fullan, 2001).
Organization of the Dissertation
In Chapter 1 I provided context regarding the background of the problem,
defined the problem and purpose of this study, and discussed the significance
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and scope of the study and provided definitions for key terms. Chapter 2
presents a critical review of the literature pertaining to the research questions.
Chapter 3 contains the research design, including data collection and analysis
methods. Chapter 4 presents the study’s findings, and in Chapter 5, I discuss
conclusions, interpretations, and recommendations for policy and practice.
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CHAPTER 2
REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE
The purpose of this study is to explore distributed leadership and how
leadership practices are actualized in three selected schools in Southern
California. Chapter 2 begins with the theoretical foundation of the literature
review, followed by the conceptual framework, which is divided into three
sections: (a) the evolution of school leadership, (b) the complexities of leaders’
roles in 21st-century school leadership, and (c) distributed leadership as a
leadership model. The chapter concludes with a chapter summary.
Theoretical Foundation
This qualitative study is framed within a pragmatic worldview. This
pragmatic approach directly relates to the day-to-day work of school leaders in
leadership practice. According to Dewey (1938), theory is an instrumental tool,
such as methods that shape practices, especially in the day-to-day work of
practitioners; he refers to theory as the “tool of tools” (p. 134). Therefore, this
research explores leadership practice, specifically considering how distributed
leadership is enacted in elementary schools, which at a pragmatic level might
help schools in the development of leadership practice. Approaching leadership
practice from a pragmatic worldview means including Dewey’s democratic
approach to a social system of development, growth, and application (Dewey,
1916). Schools and education leaders serve a purpose in society by building,
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educating, and molding people from a pragmatic point of view of creating social
progress. Dewey focused on the purpose of education and how social function
perpetuates conditions to transform education democratically. This theoretical
framework is associated with and dependent on routine work of leaders in
practice and, specifically, in how leadership is distributed across the school
community.
Review of the Scholarly Empirical Literature
This section covers the empirical evidence and the conceptual framework
on distributed leadership in sections: Evolution of School Leadership,
Complexities of Twenty-First-Century School Leadership Roles and Distributed
Leadership as a Model for Schools.
Conceptual Framework
The literature review focuses on the theories and definitions of distributive
leadership framed by the pragmatic view. Included in the conceptual framework
are theories from multiple perspectives and empirical research on leadership. A
review of the existing literature identifies the gaps that this research addresses.
The conceptual framework for this study is grounded in and organized around
three bodies of literature: the evolution of school leadership, complexities of
leaders’ roles in twenty-first-century school leadership, and distributed leadership
as a leadership model for schools.
Evolution of School Leadership
The evolution of school leadership moves through several theories and
paradigms. This section reviews organizational leadership in general and school
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leadership specifically. First, an overview of centralized and decentralized
organizational structures leads into theories on school leadership. School
leadership is presented by reviewing traditional leadership theory and practice
that support the “hero” paradigm. Finally, organic school leadership is reviewed
by focusing on teacher leadership and shared leadership concepts as a way to
introduce the new structure of distributed leadership.
Organizational structure and leadership. A review of organizational
structures frames distributed leadership infrastructures in practice. Theories of
centralized and decentralized structures, systems, and leadership are salient to
understanding the literature on distributed leadership (Harris, 2008; Spillane &
Hopkins, 2013). Spillane et al. (2004) argue that “investigating leadership
practice is essential to understanding leadership in organizations” (p. 5).
Centralized and decentralized leadership refers to opposing concepts. In
simple terms, centralization involves a leader and decentralization involves many
leaders within an organization making decisions. In school leadership,
centralization and decentralization influence how the structure is formed (Elmore,
1990; 2000). A challenge for school leaders is leveraging a climate that employs
both centralization and decentralization. Leaders form a climate by
“experimenting with school choice and greater autonomy to build all students’
enthusiasm for learning, as well as standardization and school accountability to
ensure all students’ mastery of core content” (Caldwell & Spinks, 1992, p. 7).
Caldwell and Spinks (1992) have identified 10 “megatrends” in school
education. One of their megatrends speaks to formulating goals, including the
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centralized and decentralized leadership roles. In addition, Caldwell and Spinks
(1992) encourage creating goals of a collaborative system that has a place for
many leaders, including women in positions of leadership. Caldwell and Spinks
(1992) expressed concern with how structures support students’ mastery of
content, specifically related to temporary trends in a school system.
Centralization. A centralized organizational structure is one in which one
individual makes the decisions for the entire organization, as opposed to a
decentralized structure, which involves a team and autonomy for many people to
participate in making decisions (Hanson, 1998). Centralization refers to a
mechanistic approach, whereas decentralization is most related to an organic
approach (Donaldson, 2001). Weber (1968) stated that centralization is
mechanistic in terms of decision-making and most often appears in roles that are
hierarchal in nature. Cooper and Ketleen (1997) state that the primary purpose of
centralization is to regulate all aspects of a system, including those relevant to
students, teachers, funding, and facilities. It gives one-way power mainly to local
authorities for routine management as a form of control coming from the center.
A centralized system offers a narrow, tightly bound, one-way approach to
leadership. Furthermore, centralization is a closed-system approach, going from
the top to the bottom. Cuban (2004) argued that the demands of NCLB are too
linear and centralized and that they created a high level of uniformity. Leithwood
et al. (2004) noted that central agents lead schools but that the demands of
NCLB were too extensive for a single leader to manage. Caldwell and Spinks
(1992) state that centralized management is appropriate in only a few uniform
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school tasks, not for the greater needs of teaching and learning. Yukl (1999)
posits that centralized structures present a practice that revolves around heroic
leadership, with the linear guidance of one leader as the central agent.
Gronn (2003) associates centralized, authoritarian views of leadership
with power and control. In Finnigan and Stewart’s (2009) case study of 10
schools, they concluded that central authority dominates the role of the leaders
and is described as a top-down practice of leadership. Furthermore, Fenech
(1994) stated that the traditional authority of school leaders and principals is
exercised under a highly centralized education system with limited levels of
power and autonomy.
Decentralization. Decentralized leadership refers to “the transfer of
decision-making authority, responsibility, and tasks from higher to lower
organizational levels or between organizations” (Hanson, 1998, p. 112). Within
decentralized leadership lie three practices: deconcentration, delegation, and
devolution. Each practice entails a unique approach. For example, “deconcentration involves shifting management responsibilities from the central to
regional or other lower levels so that the center retains control” (Paqueo &
Lammert, 2000, p. 4). Delegation includes leaders temporarily lending authority
to another. More specifically, “delegation occurs when central authorities lend
authorities to lower levels of government, or even to semiautonomous
organizations, with the understanding that the authority can be withdrawn”
(Paqueo & Lammert, 2000, p. 4). Devolution includes “the transfer of authority
over financial, administrative, or pedagogical matters” (Paqueo & Lammert, 2000,
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p. 5).
Hage (1965) and Pennings (1992) have stated that a decentralized
structure is organic and evolves naturally; it includes many people in the
decision-making processes. An organic structure does not control either through
specialization or formalization (Donaldson, 2001). Cooper and Ketleen (1997)
describe decentralization as a system that exercises power at the local level,
mainly “to move decision-making away from the center and closer to the users of
the service” (p. 2).
A decentralized structure engages the skills of multiple leaders (Spillane et
al., 2004). Multiple leaders with decentralized structures create an environment
of autonomy where instructional leaders can make decisions. Hargreaves,
Halasz, and Pont (2007) suggest that a decentralized environment distributes
leadership to create complex environments adaptive to state demands.
Distributed leadership is part of a decentralized approach to school leadership
and practice.
Another form of decentralization is radical decentralization. This means
too much autonomy given to educators (B. Fuller, 2002). Radical decentralization
exists and can be found in charter school structures. Fuller (2002) critically
explored this phenomenon of radical decentralization by comparing centralized,
decentralized, and radically decentralized structures and their opposing
perspectives on how leadership is and should be practiced in charter schools.
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A more extreme or still-evolving concept of decentralization is a selfmanaging school. Caldwell and Spinks (1992) describe a self-managing school
as follows:
A self-managing school is a school in a system of education in which there
has been decentralized a significant amount of authority and responsibility
to make decisions related to the allocation of resources within a centrally
determined framework of goals, policies, standards and accountabilities.
Resources are defined broadly to include knowledge, technology, power,
material, people, time, assessment, information and finance. (pp. 4–5)
The educational environment is in a state of transition, with emerging
decentralized models challenging traditional centralized structures.
Traditional practice. Historically, schools have been hierarchal in nature,
and leadership practice has focused on the individual leader’s characteristics,
behaviors, and work (Weber, 1968). However, evolving practices have
challenged this notion of “heroic” leadership, shifting toward a collective
approach to school management (Harris, 2008). From the early 1900s to the
1950s, analyses of school leadership focused on the individual characteristics of
leaders and followers (Burns, 1978; Fullan, 2008; Harris, 2008; MacBeath, 1998;
Spillane, 2006; Weber, 1947; Yukl, 2006).
Weber’s charismatic leadership theory (1947), for example, focused on
how charisma, or extraordinary attributes, brings followers to a leader. Traditional
models concentrated on the power and authority of a single person (Sallis, 1996).
Yukl (2002) presents a variety of definitions between 1950 and 1999 that assume
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that “leadership is a process whereby intentional influence is exerted by one
person over others in order to guide, structure and facilitate organizational
activities and relationships” (p. 7). This streaming of power, decisions, and
people shifts the distributed leadership perspective through a redistribution of
power and realignment of authority (Muijs & Harris, 2005).
Traditionally, the practice of school leadership has involved a top-down
approach in which leaders lead, solve problems, address school issues, make
critical decisions, motivate others, and inspire their followers as single-person
orchestrators (Yukl, 2006). Bolden, Petrov, and Gosling (2009) explain that this
top-down approach represents a “devolved” approach versus an “emergent,”
bottom-up view of leadership. In top-down leadership practice, the mandates,
policies, and procedures rule the school system. Lindahl (2008) states that the
basic structure or landscape of public K–12 school leadership has remained
heavily hierarchical, and school leaders have struggled with new concepts of
distributed leadership. The 21st-century educational structure needs to be
adaptable and to nurture emergent practice, whereas traditional concepts lack
the flexibility required to sustain complex environments (Harris, 2012b).
The traditional leadership practices, which center on structures and
routines overseen by a single leader, cannot keep pace with the current wave of
educational reform (Elmore, 2000; Harris, 2012b; Spillane, 2006; Davis, 1998).
To help school leaders meet the high expectations placed on them and maintain
mandated levels of achievement, researchers have explored new frameworks
and more effective leadership methods. Donaldson (2006) suggests that the
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focus of leadership should be on “the mobilization of people to adapt to a
school’s practice and beliefs so that it more fully achieves its mission with all
children” (p. 2). This call for mobilization marks an evolution in school reform.
Spillane (2006) and Harris (2008) assert that researchers must develop a new
leadership framework to meet the demands of high-stakes testing and the
standards set by the NCLB Act. The following section presents the hero
paradigm and the shifts from the classical “heroic” leadership to the organic
teacher leadership practices.
The hero paradigm. Gronn (2003) states, “The hero paradigm derives
from the assumption that effective performance by individuals, groups and
organizations depends on ‘leadership by an individual with the skills to find the
right path and motivate others to take it’” (p. 17). Traditionally, the leader-centric
model has driven leadership practice from a Western, individualistic, heroic point
of view (Scribner, Sawyer, Watson, & Myers, 2007). However, modern leadership
practitioners have been exploring leadership theories and avenues that support
complex school structures, especially those that relate to the ways leadership is
practiced (Elmore, 2000; Gronn, 2003; Harris, 2008; Lambert, 2005; Leithwood et
al., 2007; Scribner et al., 2007; Spillane, 2006).
Spillane (2006) referred to “heroics of leadership” as the lure of one leader
and his or her gallant efforts from the center of the stage while others watch. A
shift away from this paradigm entails the belief that everyone is a leader (Harris,
2012b; Spillane, 2006). The hero paradigm differs from distributed leadership in
practice: the hero paradigm highlights a one-person orchestrator, whereas the
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distributed leadership paradigm highlights a collective approach, using teacher
teams and democratic influences that contribute to the decision-making process.
Another significant perspective relates to leading from the top versus from the
side. Leading from the side means the leader has established shared
governance that encompasses empowering teachers, developing teacher
leaders, and collaborating (Blase & Blase, 1999; A. Hargreaves, 2002). This
practice includes many teachers in school decisions and instructional practices
versus not including any and directing via a single leader.
Organic leadership. A shift from the classical heroic leadership to organic
leadership involves the leaders’ positioning themselves in a level of power similar
to that of other participants and sharing power with them. In contrast, the hero
paradigm keeps the power in the hands of the leader, who is the expert with skills
and vision along with control of the practice (Harris; 2008; Spillane, 2006; Yukl,
2006).
Evolving education systems in the 21st century urge a more inclusive and
open distribution of power, but the traditional one-person type of leadership is still
apparent in many schools (Spillane, 2006). This kind of practice tends toward the
hero paradigm; however, no single definition encompasses leadership (Bass,
1995; Burns, 1978; Spillane et al., 2001; Yukl, 2006). Yukl (2006) claims that all
definitions of leadership involve “the intentional influence exerted by one person
over others to guide, structure and facilitate activities in a group or organization”
(p. 8). According to Yukl (2002):
An alternative perspective [to the heroic single leader] that is slowly
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gaining more adherents is to define leadership as a shared process of
enhancing the individual and collective capacity of people to accomplish
their work effectively. Instead of a heroic leader who can perform all
essential leadership functions, the functions are distributed among
different members of the team or organization. (p. 432)
The shift from heroic education leadership and teacher teams requires
that leadership functions be performed by the many, with a collective set of
participants involved in school decision-making. According to Mayrowetz (2008),
when studying educational leadership practice, it is important to distinguish the
shifts, compare them, and consider their important applications.
Bass (1995) defined leadership as “the interaction between two or more
members of a group that involves the structuring or restructuring of a situation,
and the perceptions and expectations of members” (p. 19). Burns (1978) claimed
that leadership is about leaders inducing followers to act or “stimulating followers
to reach certain goals that represent the values and motivations held by the
leader and follower” (p. 216). This definition applies to the concepts of teacher
leadership and shared leadership.
Teacher leadership. Devaney (1987) lists six ways in which teachers can
lead: (a) continue to teach and build mastery of teaching, (b) be involved in peer
reviews, (c) build capacity in knowledge in curriculum, (d) participate in making
school decisions, (e) participate in and lead professional development
workshops, and (f) be involved in current research, planning, and reflecting.
Smylie (1995a) adds that one way for teachers to influence their own
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effectiveness is to engage in leadership practices within distributed leadership.
Frost and Durrant (2003) state that empowering teachers is “not just a matter of
delegation, direction or distribution of responsibility, but rather a matter of
teachers’ agency and choice in initiating and sustaining change whatever their
status” (p. 174). Empowering teachers and developing educational instruction is
critical to evolution of distributed leadership (Spillane, 2006; Harris, 2008).
Shared leadership. Pearce and Conger (2003) defined shared leadership
as “a dynamic, interactive influence process among individuals in groups for
which the objective is to lead one another to the achievement of a group or
organizational goals or both” (p. 1). Bligh, Pearce, and Kohles (2006) said,
“Shared leadership thus offers a concept of leadership practice as a team-level
phenomenon where behaviors are enacted by multiple individuals rather than
solely by those at the top or by those in formal leadership roles” (p. 305).
Within shared leadership are multiple layers and elements that affect its
practice. Carson, Tesluk, and Marrone (2007) state that “shared leadership is
facilitated by an overall team environment that consists of three dimensions:
shared purpose, social support, and voice” (p. 1222).
In a similar way, PLCs relate to shared leadership concepts and resemble
a collective approach to practice. Lambert (2003) describes shared leadership as
follows:
(a) Everyone has the right, responsibility, and ability to be a leader.
(b) How leadership is defined influences how people will participate.
(c) Educators yearn to be more fully who they are—purposeful,
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professional human beings. (d) Leadership is an essential aspect of an
educator’s professional life. (pp. 38–39)
Shared leadership is the formulation of a collective capacity in the ways people
participate, opening the doors for leaders to emerge. Shared leadership builds
human capacity in a collective action and moves toward whole-group goals
rather than focusing on formal authority by one person (Mayrowetz, 2008).
From the hero paradigm to shared leadership practices, distributed
leadership serves as a framework for studying leadership practice. From a
distributed perspective, Harris and Spillane (2008) stated that “distributed
leadership is not a panacea or a blueprint or a recipe” (p. 15), but a framework
where practitioners can diagnose leadership practice (Spillane, 2012). Distributed
leadership is framed in the interactions of school leaders in formal and nonformal roles.
In the empirical research the definitions have overlapping defining
elements of teacher and shared leadership. However, the distributed perspective
is a leaping difference (Mayrowetz, 2008; Spillane, 2006; Timperley, 2005). The
next section covers this new structure of distributed leadership in further details.
Distributed leadership. A new organizational structure for schools entails
reconfiguring the roles within the leadership structure, specifically the practice
coming from parallel members—teachers, principals, and superintendents—and
flattening the hierarchy of leadership practice. Harris (2005a) states, “Both lateral
and vertical forms of leadership will be needed to meet the changing
developmental demands of schools working together in larger, more diffuse
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units” (p. 6). Hargreaves (2009a) states that a flatter organizational structure
includes an even decision-making process. Elmore (2000) contends that
although schools should be more congruent with working conditions in
educational systems, leaders could not implement necessary reforms without
distributing tasks to others.
Lindahl (2008) states that distributed leadership represents a fresh
practice that struggles with the traditional hierarchical leadership structure of
public education. Spillane (2006) states that a distributed leadership model
entails a flat leadership structure in which many people are involved in a high
level of interaction. This collective exercise in management and leadership relies
on willing participants within organizational structures (Yukl, 2002).
Harris (2008) states, “Distributed leadership is . . . a way of getting under
the skin of leadership practice differently and illuminating the possibilities for
organizational transformation” (p. 33). Scholars have argued that the principal’s
role is shifting and that leadership is being redefined and distributed as the
organization becomes decentralized (Elmore, 2004; Hallinger & Heck, 1998;
Leithwood et al., 2004; Spillane, Halverson, & Kaplan, 2001). Elmore (2000)
proclaims a structural change away from centralization, moving toward a
distributed leadership practice that incorporates, advocates, and embraces “a
clearer set of design principles to guide the practice of large-scale improvement”
(p. 35).
Finnigan and Stewart (2009) state, “The unwillingness to decentralize
authority or control may stem from the threat conditions resulting from the high
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stakes associated with accountability policies” (p. 610). Twenty-first-century
schools are dealing with an era of over centralization mandates based in
unrealistic measures for schools. Uzzell (2005) quotes Matthew Ladner from the
Heartland Institute and the author of the book States Lower Accountability, who
asserts that centralization “is based on unrealistic political assumptions. The
teachers unions are the 800-pound gorilla; they are able to influence the
accountability process itself” (as cited in Uzzell, 2005, p.16). Ladner (2004)
concludes that “so far the public schools have been able to get away with
distorting measurement of their results, and they will continue to get away with it”
(p. 16).
The purpose of centralization is to control and to regulate, yet the effects
do not foster or create an instrumental and appropriate design for education
reform. Decentralization is more in line with leaders’ participating and making
decisions. Several researchers have explored the shift from centralized to
decentralized leadership structures and hierarchies and the division of labor
among school leaders (Caldwell, 1992; Donaldson, 2001; Elmore, 2000; Fuller,
2002a; Gronn, 2000, 2003; Hargreaves, 2007a; Spillane, 2006). Some
researchers (e.g., Cuban, 2001; Fullan, 2008; Harris, 2008; Spillane, 2006) agree
that the levels of constraints on a school principal overload the capacity of any
leader; they claim that it is necessary to explore an adaptable, flexible learning
system wherein leadership and structure work together for the betterment of all
children.
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Complexities of 21st-Century School Leadership Roles
Leaders’ roles in the 21st century have changed from many of the
traditional elements on which school leaders focused. The change is represented
in more complex problems, the increasing pressure of school administrator’s
policy mandates, and lack of leadership skills. The principal role has continued to
expand as the principal position becomes the financial manager, professional
development leader, instructional leader, supervisor, and motivator in addition to
maintaining the vision of the school.
The complexities of 21st-century-changes in educational policies have
resulted in demands on school leaders to manage and sustain a viable
educational structure for increasing student achievement. Fullan (2001) observes
that “the more complex society gets, the more sophisticated leadership must
become” (p. ix). School leaders, researchers, and educators must continue to
explore new leadership models to meet the needs of a rapidly changing
environment and student population (Donaldson, 2006; Gronn, 2003; Harris,
2008; Spillane et al., 2004). Complicating the situation even more is the effect of
shifts in educational policy.
Changing educational policies. One key focus of 21st-century school
leadership is the intense demand for academic improvement and sustainability.
Within evolving and rapidly changing school environments, school principals
must juggle the many priorities placed on schools. The level of complexity rises
with a continuous movement of improvement, constantly changing as leaders are
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constantly adapting. The school leader’s role by nature is complex, so the
addition of demands on top of demands complicates the position even further.
Success in the principal role demands a change from a bureaucratic to a
collaborative model. Delegation, centralization, and authority can be a
transformed to a collaboratively shared approach that enables school leadership
to meet policy changes associated with NCLB or CCSS.
The goal of NCLB was to ensure that “all children will have a fair, equal,
and significant opportunity to receive a high-quality education and reach, at a
minimum, proficiency on challenging state academic achievement standards and
state assessments” (No Child Left Behind Act, 2002, p. 3). In response, Schoen
and Fusarelli (2008) pose a valid question: “How can we create schools in which
all of our students demonstrate content mastery on standardized measures of
achievement?” (p. 190). Over the past decade, researchers and education
leaders have been grappling with NCLB’s federally mandated policies.
NCLB compelled states, districts, and schools to design a structure and
leadership environment that can sustain the accountability system based on
federal mandates. The NCLB Act of 2001 was essentially a reauthorization of the
1965 Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA), which tied federal
money to accountability (Owings & Kaplan, 2012). NCLB was the first attempt to
govern and hold states, districts, and schools accountable for balancing uneven
achievement in subgroups of students, such as English language learners and
students with disabilities (Owings & Kaplan, 2012). The law mandated that
schools with students in all subgroups must perform at proficient levels in reading
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and math by the end of the 2013–2014 school year (Hoyer as cited in Galloway,
2004). NCLB placed an enormous amount of political pressure on assessments
and accountability results—pressures that affect the role of instructional
leadership practices on a daily basis.
According to Simpson, LaCava, and Graner (2004), “The No Child Left
Behind (NCLB) Act was potentially the most significant educational initiative to
have been enacted in decades” (p. 67). As states face significant pressure to
improve education, school systems view school principals as central agents of
change in school performance (Leithwood et al., 2004; Marks & Nance, 2007).
School leaders are tasked with researching and finding effective leadership
resolutions lest they fall short of meeting the needs of schools, and their schools
could even face restructuring by federal mandates if not successful. In this policy
climate, a principal must have the agility to maneuver, manage, and lead.
Principals fail to exercise adequate leadership when they attempt to lead
singlehandedly in heroic roles (Harris, 2008, Spillane, 2006). The use of
distributed leadership presents an alternative leadership pathway that allows
educational leaders to address significant demands (Elmore, 2004).
Prior to the enactment of NCLB, state governments had greater control
over public education. With the passage of NCLB, the federal government’s
power has escalated, allowing it to exercise a stronger role in defining quality
education in public schools. The result has been an unprecedented amount of
stress on all states and local school districts. This places additional pressure
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directly on school leaders to maintain, facilitate, and find methods by which to
succeed in an era of policy changes, state testing, and accountability.
Implementation of CCSS produces similar leadership challenges,
especially as Common Core introduces a new set of standards and instructional
approaches to math, language arts, science, and social studies. Common Core
standards present new frameworks and challenges to teachers and school
leaders.
Expanding leadership roles and responsibilities. The role of the school
leader has become increasingly complex and diverse, leading to the demand for
a “miracle worker” to lead a school. More than two decades ago Evans (1995)
described the modern school leader:
Wanted: A miracle worker who can do more with less, pacify rival groups,
endure chronic second-guessing, tolerate low levels of support, process
large volumes of paper and work double shifts (75 nights a year out). He
or she will have carte blanche to innovate, but cannot spend much money,
replace any personnel, or upset any constituency. (p. 29)
The description still applies. In an era of standards, accountability, highstakes testing, and a shift toward the CCSS, educational leaders are forced to
manage complexity at its highest level (Fullan, 2008; Harris, 2012a; Ravitch,
2007). This peak of involvement and shift in depth of complexity involve
individuals who are shaping education systems, teaching practices, and student
learning, and molding leadership practice. As many have pointed out, education
in the 21st century is too complex and rapidly evolving for one leader to hold sole
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authority (Cuban, 2001; Evans, 1995; Fullan, 2008; A. Hargreaves, 1998; Harris,
2012a; Leithwood et al., 2007).
Pearce and Conger (2003) offer a number of reasons the role of the
school leader is so complex: Cross-functional teams demand a more creative
facilitator to manage the school (Pearce & Conger, 2003). The role of facilitator
involves a give-and-take relationship between teachers and principals in which
people interact, work, and collaborate to achieve a common goal. Another
challenge is that school leaders are given the task to lead change in a convoluted
environment that changes on a daily basis. The school environment comprises
student educational individual plans, instructional supervision, professional
development, local and state accountability, and in some cases, the supervision
of more than 100 staff members at one site—a span of control that can easily be
out of control for a single individual to manage, let alone lead.
Harris (2012a) and Spillane (2012) agree that leading change in any
environment is a complicated process. Spiro (2011) says, “Leading change
effectively means accomplishing your goals in spite of opposition” (p. 53).
Facilitating change entails teacher buy-in and participation. In some cases,
principals are faced with the challenge of managing teachers who are not willing
to change. According to Fullan (1993a) all people in leadership positions are
“stakeholders-as-change-agents” and play significant roles in facilitating change.
Hall and Hord (2001) call these agents facilitators and state “the facilitator’s job is
to facilitate, which means to assist others in ways relevant to their concerns so
that they become more effective and skilled in using programs and
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procedures” (p. 11).
Rapid demands and the need for change in a complex school environment
often overburden principals who are already bombarded with a plethora of
challenging tasks (Fullan, 1998; Harris, 2008). These challenging tasks are the
day-to-day assignments of meeting the needs of students, parents, and teachers.
As a result, the principal’s role involves a complicated environment with
intensified overloads. Principals as an instructional leaders face problems that
contest and compound their leadership practice (Spillane, 2006).
In this evolving and complex environment, the school leader must adapt,
just as “organizations must increase their complexity to the level of the
environment rather than trying to simplify and rationalize their structures”
(Leithwood et al., 2007, p. 6). To summarize, the educational system contains
many intricate interactions, tasks, unpredictable events, and environmental
alterations that complicate the principal’s job. The complex environment of
schools and the nature of NCLB and shifts to CCSS call for an alternative
approach to lead effectively and to display distributed leadership well suited for
the complex, erratic, and interdependent environments in schools today.
Complex social systems. A handful of researchers (Cilliers, 1998, Kurtz
& Snowden, 2003; Midgley, 2000) have further explored complexity of schools,
explaining the key ingredients of the social system that a principal must address
and the emergent social interactions and outcomes of the social system involved.
Cilliers (1998) details a specific set of characteristics associated with this type of
system: (a) the interactions of humans are constant; (b) humans interact in a vast
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array and high level of nonlinear interactions; (c) interactions are brief and
dominated by proximity; (d) interactions are symmetrical and power can shift,
skew, and hinder interactions; (e) human systems need a constant flow of
emergent energy to adapt and survive in complex climates; and (f) social
systems are interconnected and individuals influence each other directly and
indirectly (Cilliers, 1998).
Being aware of these characteristics of school behaviors can help school
principals, allowing them to operate, plan, and lead in any complex environment.
A compounded environment complicates the role of the principal and increases
the level of interactions required to perform and maintain a school. Stacey (2003)
shares ways to nurture interactions and relationships that emerge within complex
environments. He posits that, because of the complexity and dynamics of the
agents moving in schools, relationships overlap and cross over in a network. The
school environment is a dynamic displacement of energy between people
shifting, adapting, and moving information back and forth and simultaneously
interacting with the environment.
Essentially, leaders engage in social networks and facilitate the
learning that takes place in social interactions (Cilliers, 1998, Kurtz &
Snowden, 2003; Midgley, 2000; Stacey, 2003). As noted, the dynamic of
any school environment is complex and rapidly changing so the role of the
principal entails a high level of interaction. Dinham’s (2005) case study
disclosed that leadership practice involves a high level of awareness in the
school atmosphere and the ability to position one’s role in a wider
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environment and to engage in many high-level interpersonal skills.
Collaboration. Twenty-first century leadership reflects a high level of
collaborative elements, including increased interactions with teachers,
parents, and other instructional leaders. This entails having the appropriate
skills and knowledge and a strong sense of direction in building effective
relationships (Harris, 2012a). Effective leaders have a clear direction for the
entire group they lead, focusing on helping, empowering, and supporting
the capabilities of others (Harris, 2012b). Spillane (2006) stated that the
shift from one leader to many leaders begins with recognizing the new role
that principals assume in the 21st century. This will require them to look at
leadership from the perspective of creating a team rather than operating
unilaterally. Harris (2008) also states that traditional organizational
structures of schooling simply do not fit the requirements of learning in the
21st century; today’s schools are more sophisticated. The sophistication
calls for collaboration, networking, and multiagency working with responsive
leadership approaches.
Given the complex nature of school systems, researchers have
investigated new leadership perspectives, addressing accountability of
educational school leaders within this climate. Harris (2008) stated that “in the
increasingly complex world of education, more diverse types of leadership will be
required that are flexible enough to meet changing challenges and new
demands” (pp. 13-14). One flexible approach to explore is distributed leadership.
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Distributed Leadership as a Model for Schools
Timperley’s (2005) 3-year investigation showed that disbursement of
leadership tasks increased student achievement. A study by Blase and Blase
(1999) found that a team approach with shared governance helps develop
instructional leadership, adaptable procedures, and strategies rather than rigid
policies and methods of practice that focus on teacher development over
evaluation.
Distributed leadership shifts away from authority and centralization
initiatives; it is an open form of practice for participation by many leaders involved
in group practice or shared governance (Blase & Blase, 1999; Camburn et al.,
2003; Spillane & Diamond, 2007; Spillane et al., 2004; Timperley, 2005). Storey
(2004) states,
The fundamental premise advanced by proponents of the concept of
distributed leadership is that leadership activities should not be left into the
hands of a sole individual but, on the contrary, they should be shared
between a number of people in an organization or team. (p. 252)
Distributed leadership best aligns with delegated, democratic, and
dispersed practices, such as bottom-up practices that move away from the
traditional top-down approach (Blase & Blase, 1999; Camburn et al., 2003;
Spillane, 2006, Spillane & Diamond, 2007; Timperley, 2005). Terms associated
with this practice include decentralized, collaborative, participative, equitable,
democratic, shared, and teachers’ teams or multiple leaders (Leithwood et al.,
2004). In Blase and Blase’s (1999) grounded theory study, the authors explored
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and described exercises, thoughts, and feelings concerning a collective approach
with principals confronting the challenges of school restructuring. They share that
decision-making processes motivate and empower teachers to participate
voluntarily in a committee or task force, which encourages educators to represent
themselves and their colleagues at shared governance school meetings.
Defining distributed leadership. Definitions of distributed leadership
have evolved from 2000 to 2014. Broadly speaking, distributed leadership has
overlapping definitions (Harris, 2008; Tian et al., 2015). In 2000, Elmore stated:
The basic idea of distributed leadership is not very complicated. In any
organized system, people typically specialize, or develop particular
competencies, [that] are related to their predispositions, interests, prior
knowledge, skills, and specialized roles. . . . It is the “glue” of a common
task or goal—improvement of instruction—and a common frame of values
for how to approach that task—culture—that keeps distributing leadership
from becoming another version of loose coupling. (pp. 14-15)
Elmore (2000) argues that the leadership practices in place are not able to meet
current standards-based reforms. He states, “Public schools and school systems,
as they are presently constituted, are simply not led in ways that enable them to
respond to the increasing demands they face under the standards-based reform”
(p. 2).
In 2003, Elmore articulated five foundational principles of distributed
leadership: (a) maintain a tight instructional focus over time; (b) routinize
accountability of practice and performance through face-to-face relationships; (c)
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reduce isolation and open practice up to direct observation; (d) exercise
differential treatment based on performance, not on volunteerism; and (e)
devolve increased discretion based on practice and performance. Elmore
claimed that “instructional improvement requires that people with multiple
sources of expertise work in a concert around a common problem; this
distributed expertise leads to distributed leadership” (2003, p. 10). Instructional
improvement revolves around the technicalities of student learning and
achievement.
In 2003, Bennett, Wise, Woods, and Harvey said, “Distributed
leadership . . . is group activity that works through and within relationships, rather
than individual action” (Bennett et al., 2003, p. 3). A year later, Spillane and
colleagues defined the distributed leadership practice perspective as follows:
“Distributed leadership is viewed as leadership practices distributed over leaders,
followers, and their situation where it incorporates the activities of multiple groups
of individuals” (Spillane et al., 2004, p. 11). The mobilization of people entails a
certain type of practice, a practice that has shared meanings in those
relationships. For instance, Kouzes and Posner (1995) define distributed
leadership as “the art of mobilizing others to want to struggle for shared
aspirations” (p. 30).
In contrast to mobilizing others under the same goals, researchers claim
that the delegation of tasks, such as assigning responsibilities, is not distributed
leadership (Gronn, 2003; Harris, 2008, 2012a; Leithwood, Mascall, & Strauss,
2009; Leithwood et al., 2007; Spillane, 2006; Timperley, 2005; Watson &
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Scribner, 2007). Watson and Scribner (2007) state that distributed leadership
includes “responsibilities without passing on the accompanying authority
traditionally invested in those who perform such duties” (p. 457). Distributed
leadership is about a practice without centralization initiatives, yet it is an
invitation for the participation of many leaders involved in a collective practice
(Harris & Spillane, 2008). Distributed leadership has nothing to do with
distributing assignments, distributing tasks, or distributing the roles of leadership;
it is about leaders interacting and taking a position on the work of school
leadership. Spillane (2006) refers to leadership practice that takes shape in the
interactions of leaders and followers coming forward willingly to participate in
school leadership activities.
As distributed leadership emerges and evolves beyond its infancy stage,
researchers contribute to the practice (Timperley, 2005). In 2009, L. Hargreaves
(2009a) listed five components that are required in shifting toward a distributed
leadership practice: (a) a flatter, decentralized, less hierarchical approach to
power in a staff structure; (b) distributed leadership with many leaders in place;
(c) student leadership from all levels; (d) leadership development and
succession; and (e) participative decision-making processes. As a framework,
distributed leadership is a model of democratic practice in school structures,
often compared with shared leadership and collective leadership (Leithwood et
al., 2009). Tian et al. (2015) state that there have been 61 studies in distributed
leadership practice from 2002 to 2013 and that there is no one way of defining
distributed leadership. Spillane’s definition states, “Distributed leadership is first
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and foremost about leadership practice rather than leaders of their roles,
functions, routines, and structures” (Spillane, 2005, p. 144). Thus, the “practice is
viewed as a product of the interactions of school leaders, followers, and their
situation” (Spillane, 2005, p. 144).
History of distributed leadership. The history of distributed leadership
began in 1954 with the work of Gibbs, an Australian psychologist who studied the
processes that influence work in formal and informal groups, such as committees
and non-committee groups. According to Gibbs, “Leadership is probably best
conceived as a group quality, as a set of functions which must be carried out by
the group.” (as cited in Gronn, 2000, p. 324). This view called for the creation of
more leaders in a collective movement:
This concept of “distributed leadership” is an important one. If there are
leadership functions that must be performed in any group, and if these
functions may be “focused” or “distributed,” then the leaders will be
identifiable both in terms of frequency and in terms of the multiplicity or
pattern of functions performed. Such a precursory conception appears to
accord well with the needs of contemporary research in this area. (Gibbs,
1954, p. 884)
Gibbs’s perspective reflects power and authority as a collective approach,
specifically by making objectives, goals, and purposes a collective activity. This
collective activity was distinctly new and foreign to traditional practices of
leadership (Leithwood et al., 2007); the traditional practice of school leadership
asserts that the individual principal leader makes decisions as a single agent.
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Historically, distributed leadership was formally defined in 1954, yet the
practice has evolved from half a century ago to 21st-century education
leadership. From the early stages of distributed leadership practice to recent
studies, the fundamental premise of team leadership and shared practices
remain visible.
Distributed leadership in the 1980s and 1990s. In 1984, Murgatroyd
and Reynolds stated, “Leadership can occur at a variety of levels in response to
a variety of situations and is not necessarily tied to possession of a formal
organizational role” (as cited in Law & Glover, 2003, p. 37). In the early 1980s,
ideas were explored in teacher teams and with teacher leaders, and the
perspectives developed there were among the first facets of distributed
leadership formation.
Even as collaborative leadership became more focused on people leading
people and managing a group or organization, school leadership often remained
limited to a single practitioner (Cuban, 1988; Spillane, Camburn, & Pareja, 2007).
In the early 1990s, certain terms were associated with the practice of distributed
leadership, such as “boss-less team” and “self-managed team” (Barry, 1991, p.
761). Barry’s (1991) study of organizational leadership suggested that
“distributed leadership is a collection of roles and behaviors that can be split
apart, shared, rotated and used sequentially or concomitantly” (as cited in Harris,
2008, p. 174).
By the late 1990s, distributed leadership began to transform itself in the
most visible forms of practice, such as decision-making. Blase and Blase (1999)
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introduced shared governance as a set of guidelines and principles for making
school choices. More specifically, the involvement of teachers and leaders
became a school-wide decision-making activity. The investigations of Blase and
Blase (1999) disclosed that teachers’ involvement in shared governance
developed from an advisory role into decision-making participation and focused
on the critical role of the principal “backing off” or “letting go” of authority and the
centralization of the school community.
Teachers in the late 1990s began making decisions and becoming
involved in collective activities, which originated in activity theory as first
developed by Karl Marx and involved human activity as a focus of study. In the
19th century, Marx connected dualism, materialism, and idealism when
examining human activity. Engeström (1999) broke activity into a conceptual
framework that included practice, agency, and structure, effectively introducing
activity theory as an essential tool with which to frame how distributed leadership
is practiced. Engeström redefined the term “leading,” taking it from the behavior
of one person to a collective activity. This collective activity leads to
interdependent engagement and work using tools, rules, objects, and, most
importantly, the division of leaders’ labor.
Gronn (2000) used activity theory to point to the division of labor as the
most important element in allocating roles and responsibilities in relation to
schoolwork. This information is significant because educational leadership works
best as “activities tied to the core work of the organization that are designed by
organizational members to influence the motivation, knowledge, affect, or
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practices of other organizational members” (Spillane, 2005, p. 11).
Distributed leadership in the 2000s. By the early 2000s, a growing
number of studies began to focus on the approach. Researchers agreed and
believed this was fueled by the problem that the instructional leader cannot serve
an entire school without a collective effort of other teachers involved and
participating in leadership (Elmore, 2000; Lambert, 1998; Spillane, 2006;
Supovitz, 2000).
A growing number of empirical studies on distributed leadership began to
surface during the 2000s. More than 60 studies were conducted in a decade.
Young (2013) states that 61 studies in distributed leadership practice were
conducted from 2003 to 2011. However, most researchers in the field of
distributed leadership practice went beyond the practice and formulated concrete
frameworks and contributed definitions and empirical studies. Elmore (2000)
states that behind the idea of distributed leadership is the operation of experts in
a network of shared instructional practices—stretched across roles—rather than
an operation based on a top-down approach.
Spillane, Halverson and Diamond (2001) argue that the “stretched-over”
concept, involving multiple people and tools, is advantageous in understanding
school leadership practice. Harris (2008, 2013a) states that the stretched-over
idea implies the social distribution of multiple leaders, especially in the number of
individuals interacting to accomplish the leadership task. The intent is that
participants engage in a theme across work complexities in a stretched-over
position of organizational participants in leadership with two or more leaders
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(Rogoff, 1990). The term stretched over means to unpack and distribute leaders
and followers in practice (Salomon & Perkins, 1998; Spillane et al., 2004). To
unpack means to analyze the interdependencies among multiple school leaders
practicing together (Spillane et al., 2004).
Spillane, Halverson, and Diamond (2001) also shared that “school
leadership is best understood as a distributed practice, stretched over the
school’s social and situational contexts” (p. 23). An important part of Spillane,
Halverson, and Diamond’s (2001) study is that leadership is spread into parts—
therefore leadership is “more than the sum of each individual’s practice” and is
about the entire school leadership team (p. 25).
Spillane contributed another early piece of distributed leadership in 2001
in his in-depth analysis and framework. He states, “The interdependence of the
individual and the environment shows how human activity, as distributed in the
interactive web of actors, artifacts and the situation, is the appropriate unit of
analysis for studying practice” (Spillane, Halverson, & Diamond, 2001, p. 23).
The practice of the interactive web is the enactment of conversation among
instructional leadership, including the many teachers and specialists in a situation
of dialogue, reflection, and democratic participation. Spillane, Halverson, and
Diamond’s (2001) research involved a 4-year longitudinal study, specifically
analyzing distributed leadership practice in an elementary setting. Researchers
concluded that leaders work separately yet interdependently in pursuit of a
common purpose.
In 2001, Spillane, Halverson, and Kaplan (2001) asserted that distributed
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leadership is a “practice distributed over leaders, followers and their situation and
incorporates the activities of multiple groups of individuals” (p. 20). This
distribution of leaders, teachers, and specialists became more aligned with
Spillane and colleague’s (2006) distributed perspective framework. This
framework focuses on moving away from individual leaders and toward an
organizational leadership approach, with leadership exercised by a wide range of
participants (Harris, 2002).
In 2003, Bennett et al.’s (2003) work was built on Gronn’s (2000) and
Spillane’s (2006) foundation, sharing the idea that distributed leadership is based
on three premises:
1.

Distributed leadership highlights leadership as an emergent
property of a group or network of interacting individuals.

2.

Distributed leadership suggests openness of leadership
boundaries.

3.

Distributed leadership entails the view that varieties of expertise are
distributed across the many, not the few. (Bennett et al., 2003)

Bennett et al. (2003) suggests that distributed leadership is oriented to the
leadership practice of inviting others to lead. Harris (2008) and Lambert (2002)
agree that advancing teachers through building leadership skills develops
schools’ capacity for change.
In 2003, Pearce and Conger formally introduced a practice called shared
leadership, which is different from distributed leadership yet still relevant. This
was a significant movement in leadership practice. Shared leadership shifted
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from the single leader to a lateral, collaborative structure. Pearce and Conger
(2003) found “shared leadership to be significantly related to citizenship behavior
within the teams and networking behavior of team members” (p. 296). A focus on
shared leadership, group behavior, and attitudes was “a better predictor of social
integration between members of the team than measures of vertical leadership”
(Pearce & Conger, 2003, p. 296). These ideas of shared, democratic, and
dispersed leadership were often used to distinguish perspectives of school
leadership.
In 2004 and 2005, distributed leadership continued to evolve, with
significant contributions to the perspective coming from Spillane, specifically
those from an organizational standpoint. Spillane et al. (2004) states, “The
distributed leadership perspective is a tool that can enable change in leadership
activity” (p. 5). This activity is “a distributed perspective on leadership—for
investigating leadership practice” (Spillane et al., 2004, p. 4). In 2005, Timperley
stated that this 21st-century perspective on leadership practice is in its infancy,
so many questions will continue to arise.
In 2006, Spillane continued to build on the leadership perspective
involving a conceptual framework on how to examine leadership practice using
tools and considering two aspects: the leader-plus and the leadership practice
aspects. Spillane introduced the distributed perspective that focused on
leadership practice because he posited this frame to examine practice. He further
explained that this framework is about what leaders do and how and why they
apply the practice. Furthermore, he claimed that the application of this frame
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revolves around the question of how leadership practice is enacted. The
following section will cover the distributed leadership perspective lens, the
definitions of distributed leadership, Spillane’s conceptual framework, the leaderplus aspect, and the leadership practice aspect.
Distributed Leadership as a Perspective Lens
Spillane (2006) brought the distributed leadership perspective to life in his
book Distributed Leadership, claiming first and foremost that the distributed lens
is about leadership practice. Second in importance is capturing the “how” in
leadership practice. These ideas together refer to what Spillane (2006) termed
methodological tools, which reveal the interactions that exist, emerge, and shape
the practice of leadership between leaders and followers, as well as the context
of improving teaching and learning.
Viewing leadership in this perspective entails examining leadership in
practice with a focus on the interactions that emerge and shape the practice of
leadership among leaders and followers. Spillane (2006) examined a school from
the distributed leadership perspective and noted multiple examples of
collaboration among school leadership. Spillane states, “Leaders work in
interaction not just with followers but also with aspects of the situation, including
routines and tools” (p. 17).
Spillane et al. (2004) state that this “lens” is one way of viewing practice
but not necessarily the only or best way to view practice. He adds, “Thinking
about leadership in terms of interactions rather than actions offers a distinctly
different perspective on leadership practice. Actions are still important, but they
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must be understood as part of interactions” (p. 8). In addition, Bennett et al.
(2003) assert, “Distributed leadership is an important analytical tool for thinking
about leadership and re-orienting thinking about its nature” (p. 7). Spillane and
Diamond (2007) saw it “as a conceptual or analytical lens for investigating school
leadership” (p. 1). Murphy, Smylie, Mayrowetz, and Seashore (2009) state that
distributed leadership is “a tangible reform that could lead to school
improvement” (p. 178). Looking at leadership practice through the distributed
lens assists practitioners in seeing leadership from a different position, not from
the top or the bottom but from an analytical perspective revolving around
interactions among school leaders.
Three Aspects of the Distributed Leadership Perspective
According to Spillane et al. (2004), “Frameworks for studying leadership
activity are scarce, and those that exist tend to focus chiefly on either individual
agency or the role of macro-structure in shaping what leaders do” (p. 4).
Therefore, the main goal of Spillane et al. (2004) was to develop a conceptual
framework for investigating leadership practice from the distributed lens
perspective. Spillane et al. (2004) illustrated that “by framing an analysis of
leadership practice—and developing rich case studies of that practice—the
distributed leadership perspective is a tool that can enable change in leadership
activity” (p. 5). According to Spillane (2006), Elmore (2000), Harris (2008), and
Gronn (2000), enabling change in leadership activity begins with interactions
among many individuals participating in leadership practice.
Spillane, Halverson and Diamond (2001) identifies the distributed
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leadership framework as a tool and a flexible set of lenses through which to
guide and examine practice for practitioners. Duignan (2007) states, “The
language of distributed leadership may actually provide practitioners with the
comfortable and comforting sense that if they distribute duties, tasks and
responsibilities, the leadership density, capacity and quality of their organization
will be greatly strengthened” (p. 2). Spillane and Diamond (2007) illustrate an
easy-to-follow road map of the distributed perspective, saying that it serves as a
“conceptual framework for examining how school leadership and management
unfolds through the day-to-day actions of school leaders” (p. 65).
After developing his distributed leadership theoretical framework and
perspective in 2001, Spillane shifted from research to practice. One of his first
attempts was at Adams Elementary in 2006. In Spillane’s (2006) 5-year
longitudinal study at Adams Elementary School in Chicago, he explored
leadership as instructional improvement, using the distributed perspective. The
study involved examining day-to-day practice of leadership; the results
demonstrated that leadership functions involve many leaders and many
interactions among leaders and followers poised in a system of interactive
dialogues. A large portion of these dialogues (interactions between followers and
leaders) includes the distributed perspective.
The intent of this framework view is to analyze, investigate, and
understand “how leading and managing practice involves more than the actions
of the school principal” (Spillane et al., 2007, p. 87). Researchers have
suggested trying to understand perspectives of leading and managing as well as
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those of leadership and management. The intent of this section is to illustrate the
framework and the three aspects of Spillane et al.’s (2004) distributed
perspective: the leader-plus aspect (who), the leadership practice aspect (how),
and interactions.
Spillane (2006) claimed that school leaders influence teachers, specialists,
and many others who transform practice, primarily in relation to the instructional
core of teaching and learning. In context, schools can be influenced by the
leadership’s practices, which are fundamentally important to the progression of
school leadership. This distributed leadership perspective and practice is a
framework; it is not a blueprint or rigid handbook but rather is an approach that
can be used to focus on teaching and learning (Harris, 2008). Furthermore, this
leadership framework is an exploration of an area of school leadership as a
practice, not as a set of rules or as authority, power, or control (Spillane, 2006).
In an interview with the educational leadership in Scotland, Spillane shared his
distributed perspective and problem that educational principals face. Spillane
(2012) commented on this evolving change:
A savvy principal will say, “I can’t do all of this on my own—that’s
impossible. So, unless I engage other people, or unless other people are
involved, I’m not going to succeed.” The interpretation of a distributive
perspective that it involves “throwing out the principal with the proverbial
bath water” is completely foolish. The Head—the school principal—is still
critical. If you can imagine a principal in a school who says, “It’s my way—
this is how it’s going to be,” but they distribute responsibility in a very tight
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way. I think the job has become too difficult. “It’s a job too big for one” is
one of those phrases that’s thrown out there a lot and I think if we don’t
acknowledge that, either as practitioners or as people who work on
leadership development, we’re going to create a situation where we find it
difficult to get people to take on the role of Head.
In the voice interview with Scotland, Spillane shared his distributed perspective
on how leadership practice is shifting to the multiple-leader framework. Harris
(2004) refers to distributed leadership as a perspective instead of a prescription
to practice and “rushing to normative action” (p. 9). These ideas are at the heart
of this dissertation, particularly in the ways distributed leadership is carried out.
Mayrowetz (2008) notes the following:
One universal usage of distributed leadership may never be achieved, and
perhaps it is unadvisable to seek it given the proliferation of definitions that
have emerged. Instead, as distributed leadership initiatives in schools and
empirical research continue to flourish, the field will benefit from
scholarship that clearly articulates what is meant by distributed leadership
in studies and in action that are both responsive to central problems of
practice and anchored in relevant theory. (p. 433)
Harris (2008), Spillane (2006), Gronn (2000), Elmore (2005) and
Leithwood et al. (2007) stated that much broader distributed leadership relies on
the use of shared, collaborative, democratic, team view, and unfolding leadership
practices. However, leadership may be viewed in more robust terms (Fullan,
2008; Gronn, 2002; Harris, 2004 Leithwood et al., 2007; Spillane, 2006; Spillane
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et al., 2004). These robust terms were brought into focus in Spillane’s (2006)
distributed leadership framework, which offers a comprehensive approach to
distributed leadership for school leaders.
Leader-plus aspect (who). The leader-plus aspect distinguishes and
embraces the many individuals leading, managing, and governing schools.
Spillane et al. (2007) refer to the leader-plus aspect as an element of the
analytical framework of distributed leadership, particularly focusing on who is
involved (p. 108). The leader-plus aspect stands for one leader plus other
leaders involved (Spillane et al., 2004). In practice, the leader-plus piece of
leadership entails the participation of many individuals, including those with
informal roles, such as non-leaders, teachers, parents, and non-specialists.
Spillane and Diamond (2007) state, “People in formally designated positions and
those without any such designations can and do take responsibility for leading
and managing in the schoolhouse” (p. 7). Spillane and Diamond (2007) make it
clear that those in formal and informal roles can assume leadership responsibility
and that doing so helps create a fuller, more practical, and more fluid
understanding of practice.
Additionally, in practice, the leader-plus perspective provides a steppingstone toward the framework, including which people are involved in the
distribution of leadership responsibilities across the school and the organization.
In addition, the leader-plus aspect incorporates a decentralized activity; it is
neither a top-down nor a bottom-up practice. This practice involves many
participants in diverse roles, and as Spillane (2006) states, “It presses us to
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examine who does what in the work of leadership” (p. 13). Spillane et al. (2007)
claimed that the “leader-plus aspect recognizes that leading and managing
schools can involve multiple individuals. Moreover, school leadership and
management potentially involves more than the work of individuals in formal
leadership positions—principal, assistant principal, and specialists” (p. 191).
Finally, this aspect does not state that people or roles are not important; rather, it
asserts that “all individuals who have a hand in leadership” are the leadership
(Spillane & Diamond, 2007, p. 7).
Leadership practice (how). The leadership practice aspect addresses
how leaders practice. The focus is on how leaders distribute the actions to others
and how leadership is enacted (Spillane et al., 2004). The actions and enactment
are what this piece of the framework entails: looking at “actions” involving
practice in the context of followers and leaders interacting and taking part in
leadership tasks (Spillane, 2006). Spillane notes that it is interactions revolving
around actions that cause practitioners to rethink, reanalyze, and explore
interactions as shaping leadership practice (Spillane et al., 2004).
In their study, Spillane et al. (2006) drew on the data of two separate
projects; however, both studies explored organizational routines and how leaders
shape leadership practice. Both studies included two major aspects of Spillane’s
(2006) distributed leadership practice: the leader-plus aspect—which recognizes
that school leadership involves multiple individuals, positional leaders, and
others—and the practice aspect, which emphasizes that leadership practice is
the “product” that takes shape in the interactions between teachers and leaders.
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Murphy, Smylie, Mayrowetz, and Seashore Louis’s 2009 study revealed
the leader-plus aspect with the key role of the principal leading, distributing, and
building capacity school wide, most importantly, how the role of the principal in
“shaping leadership” is critical to maneuvering, inviting, shunning, or
overpowering teachers’ involvement in leadership practice. Murphy et al. (2009)
stated that “these formal leaders are in a critical position to move initiatives
forward or to kill them off quickly through actions or slowly through neglect” (p. 4).
In other words, how the leader distributes leadership is critical to the outcome of
participation. Effective principals have the skills and leadership practice
knowledge to create a systemic environment for participation. Murphy et al.
(2009) posited that:
It is difficult to imagine that principals will develop the sense of security
that is a necessary ingredient in the distributed leadership formula. This is
challenging work, but principals who do not begin here are not likely to be
effective in making distributed leadership a reality in their schools. (p. 16)
Shaping leadership is about shaping the environment to fit the complexity
of 21st-century leadership. Timperley (2005) stated, “As the environments in
which school leaders must operate have evolved and become more complex, so
have our conceptualizations of leadership and what it means to be effective” (p.
546).
Leadership practice as an “action perspective sees the reality of
management as a matter of actions” (Eccles & Nohria, 1992, p. 13). Spillane
introduced three parts of this practice—functions, context, and leadership tasks—
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as a set of actions and distribution of tasks that revolve around interactions
between leaders and followers (Spillane & Diamond, 2007).
Context is about what activities leaders undertake in the environment and
where they perform them (Brown, Collins, & Duguid, 1989; Lave & Wenger,
1991). Practice refers to what is included in the “actual doing of leadership in
particular places and times” (Spillane & Diamond, 2007, p. 6). Spillane and
Diamond illustrated that these interactions in the context of a social setting are
not extracted from the environment (they emerge naturally) and that interactions
are a result of distributed cognitive theory conversations between followers and
leaders. The challenge is to find, identify, and connect school practices and to
forge a relationship between the specific task, the leaders, and the followers with
school leadership practice. Bennett et al. (2003) stated that it is about the parts
done to the group, the members within the organization that contribute to the
whole and through which leadership emerges. According to Spillane et al.
(2001a), this approach of distributed leadership allows practitioners, researchers,
and others to distinguish and contrast schools’ official theories with the realities
of school practice.
The leadership functions rely on patterns associated with the formally
designated leadership position (Spillane et al., 2004). For example, the school
principal focuses on management functions and supervision, while the
instructional literacy coach focuses on professional development in practical
content. MacBeath’s 2005 case study explored what distributed leadership would
look like in practice using the functions of leadership practice and leader-plus
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aspect, in addition to seven distribution types (formal, pragmatic, strategic,
incremental, opportunistic, cultural, and distributed). MacBeath (2005) concluded
the following:
Distribution clearly implies an ability to relinquish one’s role as ultimate
decision maker, trusting others to make the right decisions. A belief in the
potential and authority of others, listening with the intent to understand,
negotiation and persuasion are the levers that allow trust to gain a
foothold and leadership to be assumed and shared. This means having
information, advice and support. (p. 355)
Interactions. From a distributed perspective, combining the leader-plus
aspect and the leadership practice aspect is insufficient; it is complete and
framed only when both produce the interactions of school leaders, followers, and
aspects of their situation (Spillane et al., 2004; Spillane & Kim, 2012). By 2004,
Spillane and his colleagues had finalized and fully developed his framework,
using the following principles:
(a) Leadership practice is the central and anchoring concern; (b)
leadership practice occurs through interactions with followers and a
“situation,” with each element serving an essential function in leadership
practice; and (c) the situation defines and is defined by leadership
practice. (p. 4)
Spillane (2006) argues that leadership not only involves what a principal knows
or does but also is a complex arrangement of interactions among individuals and
situations. Spillane (2006) states that it is important but not mandatory for leaders
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to interact when they work together, meaning that each individual needs to have
a dialogue with another individual, but each can function independently. Spillane
describes this practice through an illustration depicted in Figure 1, which shows
the triangles in order, overlapping each other and symbolizing a time period.
Each individual angle of the triangle represents the interactions of the situation,
followers, or leaders at one time. In simpler terms, each triangle demonstrates
the distributed activity between leaders and followers. Spillane (2006) states,
“The critical issue, then, is not whether leadership is distributed but how is
leadership distributed” (p. 15).

Figure 1. Leadership practice from a distributed perspective. From Distributed
Leadership (p. 3), by J. Spillane, 2006, San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass.
Copyright 2006 by Jossey-Bass. Reprinted with permission.
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Spillane (2006) explains that this triangle system illustrates a framework
for practice and a perspective on distributed leadership. Figure 1 involves a
leader in formal and informal roles, such as principal or teacher, interacting with a
follower. A follower can be a parent, teacher, or specialist interacting with and
being influenced by the formation and the practice of stretching multiple leaders
in the particular situation (Cuban, 1988; Dahl, 1961; Harris, 2008; Spillane,
2006). In other words, teachers and participants and leaders are all involved in
disseminating responsibilities. This area of distributed leadership is critically
important because a teacher’s involvement contributes to the whole organization.
The last triangle of Figure 1 represents the situation in which this activity
takes place, such as the work environment related to teaching and learning.
Spillane (2006) referred to the situation as a routine, noting the tools that enable
educators, principals, and district leaders to perform an act of leadership. For
instance, a tool such as the Internet or a graphic organizer is an “integral
element(s) that constitutes leadership practice” (Spillane, 2006, p. 19).
At the heart of this framework is the concept that interactions shape
leadership practice (Elmore, 2002; Gronn, 2000 Harris, 2012a; Leithwood et al.,
2009; Maxwell, Scheurich, & Skrla, 2009; Scribner, Sawyer, Watson, & Myers,
2007; Spillane, 2006; Spillane & Diamond, 2007; Spillane et al., 2001a). In other
words, a distributed model includes the circulation of a high level of interactions.
The challenge that arises is how to examine these interactions. In considering
this challenge, researchers Spillane et al. (2004) argue that “the research
challenge in understanding leadership practice is to reconstruct . . . the links
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between the macro-functions and micro-tasks,” and also to “move beyond the
identification and analysis of tasks to explore their enactment” (p. 14).
Spillane and Diamond (2007) state, “In efforts to understand the practice
of leading and managing schools, we must pay close attention to the interactions,
not simply the actions” of people (p. 6). Examining leadership practice from the
distributed perspective offers a different view on leaders, teacher leaders, and
leading schools (Elmore, 2000; Harris, 2008; Leithwood et al., 2009; Spillane,
2006). Bennett al. (2003) communicated something similar:
Distributed leadership is not something “done” by an individual “to” others,
or a set of individual actions through which people contribute to a group or
organization. . . . Distributed leadership is a group activity that works
through and within relationships, rather than individual action. It emerges
from a variety of sources depending on the issue and who has the
relevant expertise or creativity. (p. 3)
The challenge is to find, identify, and connect school practices and to forge a
relationship between the specific task, the leaders, and followers with school
leadership practice. Spillane (2006) and Gronn (2003) argue that distributed
leadership should focus on the interactions among educators and on the
contextual factors that play a central role in the distributed leadership framework.
To further triangulate and completely reveal the whole picture on
distributed leadership studies, the 10 studies discussed below elaborate on
interactions shaping practice. Empirical research dealing with interactions has
developed in the past century and spread into many types of cases and
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associations. For instance, researchers looked closely at the interdependencies
among activities and interactions as to whether the connections are pooled,
sequential, or reciprocal (Mintzberg, 1979; Smylie, Conley, & Marks, 2002;
Spillane et al., 2004). Through these connections, individuals engage in dialogue,
and socially distributed leadership becomes focused on interactions and
collaborations that employ democratic participation in leadership (Harris, 2008;
Spillane, 2006).
Scribner et al.’s (2007) case study involved teacher teams and three
constructs that emerged from distributed leadership practices—specifically, the
interactions within the teacher teams. From these interactions emerged dialogue
and communication; in addition, a significant principle (autonomy) and patterns of
discourse were identified as organization conditions. Multiple researchers have
agreed that within a distributed leadership perspective, interactions between
teachers and leaders are salient to socially distributed leadership (Blase & Blase,
1999; Maxwell et al., 2009; Scribner et al, 2007; Spillane, 2006; Spillane &
Diamond, 2007).
The following studies focus on mobilization of people and the interactions
of leaders and followers. Maxwell et al.’s 2009 study concluded that the
interactions of a custodian in a school are another way that distributed leadership
can exist. The findings revealed three main concepts: leadership task, leadership
and interactions, and leadership and trust. As a custodian, “Mr. John” was
entrusted with the school’s confidential items. He was also trusted by kids and by
the district’s superintendents; in fact, he created relationships and interacted with
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everyone daily. Overall, the interactions informed a narrative researcher that “Mr.
John” was a school leader (Maxwell et al., 2009). Maxwell et al. (2009) state that
his effective personality facilitated interactions with everyone in the district, which
resulted in a visible form of distributed leadership practice. Similarly, Spillane et
al. (2001) study found that distributed leadership is an exercise in a connected
development of leadership activities, such as interactions bridging across people.
Spillane, Halverson, and Diamond (2001) interpret this type of leadership
practice as the “practice distributed over leaders, followers and their situation and
[that] incorporates the activities of multiple groups of individuals” (p. 20).
Interestingly, these “interactions” are visible in several types of distributed
leadership studies: grounded theory, case studies, and narrative analysis (Blase
& Blase, 1999; Copland, 2001; Diamond et al., 2004; Maxwell et al., 2009;
Scribner et al., 2007; Skrla, McKenzie, & Scheurich, 2009; Spillane & Diamond,
2007).
Many researchers have agreed that interactions shape leadership practice
(Blase & Blase, 1999; Copland, 2004; Elmore, 2000; Gronn, 2000; Harris, 2008,
2012; Leithwood et al., 2009; Spillane, 2006; Spillane & Diamond, 2007).
Spillane (2006) and Harris (2008) claim that distributing leadership to others is
enacted through multiple players and is a logical practice of interactions.
Spillane, Parise, and Sherer (2011) describe the interaction effect perspective
this way:
A distributed perspective frames practice in a particular way, not simply as
individual actions but rather as a product of the interactions among school
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leaders, followers and aspects of their situation. . . . The practice of
leading and managing is stretched over the work of two or more leaders
and followers. Interactions, not just actions, are central to investigating
practice. (p. 161)
Again, interactions play a dynamic part to shaping leadership practice. An
area in which leaders and followers—teachers and principals—interact is in
PLCs. Collaboration is the arena in PLCs in which educators dialogue, reflect,
effect change, and create modifications for student learning, yet barriers surface
within this practice of teachers’ leading (Binney & Williams, 1997). Binney and
Williams (1997) state:
You can disempower somebody but you cannot empower them. They will
really begin to change, take initiatives, take risks, provide real feedback,
learn from mistakes and accept responsibility for what they’re doing when
they feel sufficiently confident to do so and are provided with a clear
framework. . . . Achieving this type of relationship is not easy. It requires
much effort, openness and willingness to learn—and some humility. It
feels uncomfortable, particularly for leaders in organizations where this
style is not the norm. It requires a high degree of self-belief and a
willingness to try. (p. 69)
Hallinger and Heck (2010) state that collaboration is a driving force of
student improvement and within these collaborations are interactions. This type
of leadership practice is “strategic schoolwide actions directed toward
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improvement in student learning that are shared among teachers, administrators,
and others” (Hallinger & Heck, 2010, p. 228).
Collaboration is the starting point for educators to begin thinking about
collective leadership. Harris (2002) states, “Collaboration is at the heart of
distributed leadership, as it is premised upon change that is undertaken
collectively. For distributed leadership to be most effective, it has to encompass
mutual trust, support and enquiry” (p. 3). The premise of collaboration is to
engage teachers in dialogue about teaching and learning. Distributed leadership
fosters this forum of interactions and communication, where collectively the
group participates.
According to Harris (2002), “Distributed leadership] challenges the ‘cult of
individualism’ and confronts the impulse for privacy and idiosyncratic institutional
practice. Instead, it offers a model in which organizational change and
improvement are a collective rather than an individual concern” (p. 7).
Strengths and Weaknesses of Distributed Leadership
Maxcy and Nguyen (2006) warn about distributed leadership practices,
stating the following:
Those attracted to discussions of distributed forms of leadership as a
more democratic alternative to conventional leadership would be well
advised to look closely at whose interests are served by particular
distributions, the challenging of leadership to particular ends, and the
ways in which actors redistributed leadership based on the power and
resources available. (p. 189)
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The implication for the researchers was that leadership could be depoliticized.
Other researchers have found that teachers become overwhelmed and stressed
with the decision-making process when distributed leadership is in place
(Mayrowetz, 2008).
In contrast to the dangers and weaknesses of distributed leadership,
Harris and Muijs’s (2004) study asserts that distributing leadership has a positive
influence on student learning outcomes and on the effectiveness of the school.
Furthermore, Harris and Muijs (2004) state “school improvement is more likely to
occur when leadership is distributed and when teachers have a vested interest in
the development of the school” (p. 42). Hargreaves (2009), Hopkins (2001), and
Harris and Muijs (2004) agree that a body of empirical evidence supports the
belief that teachers become leaders through empowerment and involvement.
Spillane et al. (2004) found that a teacher’s responsibility is deeply
connected to achievement and expectations. He argues that “teachers’ sense of
responsibility for student learning is connected with their beliefs about students’
academic abilities through a set of organizationally embedded expectations
regarding what is possible for students from particular backgrounds” (p. 76).
Chapter Summary
The distributed perspective serves as a lens for considering leadership
because it draws attention to a particular dimension of school leadership while
framing studies of school leadership (Spillane, 2006; Spillane et al., 2004).
Additionally, this type of approach assimilates a number of key elements:
“leadership is enacted by multiple players” (Spillane, 2006), not just the principal;
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it is not a perspective of leadership that embraces a top-down or centralized
approach. It is a framework for practice that arises via people’s interactions, with
individuals coleading in distinct forms. There is “interdependence among leaders,
followers, and the situation” (Spillane, 2006).
The literature represents many perspectives of distributed leadership and
views of leadership practice. The common view among many researchers is that
distributed leadership is not about dividing, enforcing, or assigning tasks and
duties among teachers and individuals; rather, distributed leadership involves the
interactions between the participants or leaders and followers and empowering
them that shapes leadership practice (Harris, 2008; Maxwell et al., 2009;
Scribner et al, 2007; Spillane et al., 2004; Timperley, 2005). Distributed
leadership contributes to leaders’ practice by involving, coaching, and
empowering others (Harris and Mujis, 2004; Spillane, 2004; Timperley, 2005;).
Timperley (2005) explains the need for qualitative research studies, in
particular to determine how leadership is practiced. Empirical research is
paramount to the success of school leaders who deal with pressing and complex
school structures. In addition, the findings of Timperley’s research emphasize the
importance of distributed leadership practice, exploring how various conditions
affect the reform of school practices. Overall, Chapter 2 covered the conceptual
framework, the evolution of school Leadership, followed by the complexities of
twenty-first-century school leadership roles and finishing with a historic timeline
of the distributed Leadership. Researchers agree, that there is a gap within the
empirical evidence of distributed leadership, specifically studies at the
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elementary level. (Spillane, 2006; Timperley, 2005). Chapter 3 will present the
research methodology and research design for this study.
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CHAPTER 3
RESEARCH METHODOLOGY
The problem that this study addresses is how the 21st-century principal
addresses a multitude of responsibilities in a complex teaching and learning
environment. Analysis of this problem requires reviewing both leadership theory
and leadership in practice. This study addressed how distributed leadership is
actualized at the elementary setting, specifically how distributed leadership is
enacted and practiced through interactions with leaders and followers and the
ways interactions shape the practice of those involved.
This study analyzed how distributed leadership is practiced in three
selected elementary schools located in a school district in Southern California by
examining the perceptions of administrators and teacher leaders. Research
focused on perception and practice. Perceptions of principals and teacher
leaders in three selected elementary schools were gathered to evaluate how
leadership is perceived and practiced. Specifically, this research sought to study
how actualization of the distributive leadership model takes place.
Chapter 3 describes the research design used in this multi-case study. It
includes discussions of (a) the selected methodology; (b) the research design,
including the research questions that guided the study; (c) researcher methods,
the participants, sample, and population; (d) the role of the researcher as an
instrument of the study; (e) the instrumentation, including data collection and
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ethical considerations; (f) the data analysis, procedures, and limitations; and (g)
the validity of the instruments used. The chapter concludes with a
comprehensive summary.
Qualitative Methods Research
This study sought to understand the phenomenon of distributed leadership
in a real-world setting with a focus on social interactions. According to Creswell
(2009), a qualitative case study explores individual and social problems with
depth in a particular setting. Merriam (1998) states that qualitative research
“helps us understand and explain the meaning of social phenomena with as little
disruption of the natural setting as possible” (p. 5). Using a qualitative approach
to leadership interactions within the context of the study helped me understand
how “reality is constructed by individuals interacting with their social worlds”
(Merriam, 1998, p. 6).
While there are many qualitative designs, Creswell (2007) considers a
case study most suitable for investigations within an organic setting. In this study
the organic setting is exploring the interactions in the original environment, as the
most fitting qualitative design paradigm. Researchers agree a real-world
phenomenon in its most natural state fits the qualitative approach (Denzin &
Lincoln, 2005, 2011; Saldana, 2011; Stake, 1995). This study follows Creswell’s
(2007) definition of a case study:
Case study research is a qualitative approach in which the investigator
explores a bounded system (case) or multiple bounded systems (cases)
over time, through detailed, in-depth data collection involving multiple

68
sources of information (for example, observations, interviews, audiovisual
material, and documents and reports), and reports a case description and
case-based themes. (p. 73)
Specifically, this multicase study evaluates three elementary schools in
their natural settings and includes the collection of in-depth data related to the
phenomenon being studied in a bounded system (Creswell, 2007). Within this
study, this bounded system will involve analysis of surveys, interviews, and
documents.
Yin (2003) has stated that a case-study approach is most appropriate
when asking how and why in research questions. Yin (1984) notes “the preferred
strategy of ‘how’ or ‘why’ questions are posed when the investigator has little
control over events and when the focus is on a contemporary phenomenon within
some real-life context” (p. 1). This study examines how distributed leadership is
practiced in the context of three elementary schools.
Yin (2003) notes the case-study approach involves looking at a
phenomenon that the researcher cannot manipulate, influence, or change. Yin
(2003) describes the two elements of case-study research that motivated and
confirmed the selection of this case-study exploration of distributed leadership:


A case study is an empirical inquiry that investigates a
contemporary phenomenon within its real-life context, especially
when the boundaries between phenomenon and context are not
evident.
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A case study copes with situations in which there will be many
more variables of interest than data points and, as a result, relies
on multiple sources of evidence. This data must converge in a
triangulation of the conclusion, and as a result, case studies benefit
from the prior development of theoretical propositions to guide data
collection and analysis (p. 13-14).

This study explores research using guiding questions that are relevant and
aligned to the purpose of the study. Creswell (2007) states, “The best studies
have a strong inquiry procedure” (p. 27). Building this case with guiding
questions was an exploratory procedure that emerged from the contextual
findings regarding distributed leadership. To accomplish the purpose of this
study, research focused on perception and practice. Two questions guided this
qualitative research:
1. What are the perceptions of principals, teacher leaders, and
teachers regarding the effectiveness of distributed leadership as a
model, which is being implemented in three elementary schools in a
Southern California district?
2. How is distributed leadership actualized in the three selected
elementary schools involved in this study?
Research Design
This research design will involve a cross-case analysis of school sites A,
B, and C and will include a thematic interpretation of phenomena. This research
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design reflects a suitable approach within a multicase study. Creswell (2007)
expands this concept and gives the stages of a multicase study as follows:
First provide a detailed description of each case and themes within that
case, called a within-case analysis, followed by a thematic analysis across
the cases, called a cross-case analysis, as well as assertions or an
interpretation of the meaning of the case. (p. 75)
A cross-case analysis consists of comparing the commonalities and
differences in activities, processes, and events within all the cases (Allport,
1962). The cross-case approach seeks to find a combination of information to
construct why one case is similar to and/or distinct from one another (Allport,
1962). This approach allows the researcher to compare the context of the
environment, people, and interactions related to the research topic. Thematic
relationships are analyzed across the cases to contribute to new knowledge. This
new knowledge produces meaningful connections to the study.
Research Methods
This section describes the specific research methods utilized to apply to
multiple case study design. An overview of key components of qualitative
research is presented, focusing on the setting, sample, data collection and
management, instrumentation, data analysis, and steps taken to ensure validity
or trustworthiness. This section concludes with an examination of the role of the
researcher and a chapter summary.
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Setting
This study explores the social and educational leadership practice in its
most natural setting: three elementary schools in a Southern California school
district. The instructional culture of all three settings includes an established
system of PLCs within each grade level. The PLC is a norm in all three schools
and visible in all grade levels, as each school schedules a given day and time to
collaborate in this PLC model.
All three schools are elementary schools with similar programs,
organizational systems, and protocols for services to the community.
Organizationally, the most notable connection of all three schools is the
implementation of CCSS. All three schools are high-performing elementary
schools. High performing means that these schools have received an Academic
Performance Index of 750 or higher in the California State Testing exam STAR.
Table 1 illustrates a holistic view of the settings—schools A, B, and C—in
context. The labels A, B, and C were selected for order purposes and for
confidentiality. All the school information was derived from each school principal
and the public School Accountability Report Card.
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Table 1
Setting and Description
Schools

Context

1 School A

High-performing elementary school:
1 elementary principal, 1 teacher leader
32 fully credentialed elementary teachers
623 students, a K-5 school

2 School B

High-performing elementary school:
1 principal, 1 teacher leader
39 fully credentialed elementary teachers
923 students, a K-5 school

3

High-performing elementary school:
1 principal, 1 teacher leader
45 elementary teachers
1007 students, a K-8 school

School C

Sample
The voluntary participants in this study include the principal, an
instructional teacher leader, and all K-5 teachers at each of the selected
elementary sites. Participants were purposefully selected because of their role
and experience within each setting. The process began by building a relationship
with the leading principal, then gaining access to the school setting. Principals
have direct access to and engagement with teachers and students and, most
importantly, with teachers who are involved with making decisions for the school.
In addition, teacher leaders were purposefully selected because of their
leadership activities and their role. The elementary school principals were
selected because of their years of experience in the current setting. All three
school leaders have received leadership trainings in PCLs.
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Table 2 Illustrates the principal training and professional development
courses attended.
Table 2
Principal Training
Administrator

Professional Development
Professional Learning Communities (Summer of 2013 in
Southern California)
Implementation of Common Core State Standards
(Summer of 2014)

1 Principal for
School A

Continuum of Student Support Services (Summer of
2014)
Summer Professional Development (Summer of 2012 in
Boston Massachusetts)
Common Core Professional Developments (Summer of
2014)
Professional Learning Communities (Summer of 2013 in
Southern California)
Implementation of Common Core State Standards

2 Principal for
School B

Continuum of Student Support Services (Summer of
2014)
Summer Professional Development (Summer of 2012 in
Boston Massachusetts)
Common Core Professional Developments (Summer of
2014)
Professional Learning Communities (Summer of 2013 in
Southern California)

3

Principal for
School C

Implementation of Common Core State Standards
Continuum of Student Support Services (Summer of
2014)
Summer Professional Development (Summer of 2012 in
Boston Massachusetts)
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Common Core Professional Developments (Summer of
2014)
Each of the three teacher leaders has served in that role from five to ten
years. The intent of this study is to further explore each principal’s and teacher
leader’s perceptions of distributed leadership and how these perceptions inform
their work as teacher leaders.
These three principals each have had a similar exposure to leadership
training in PLCs that were designed by the school district. In the summer of 2012
and 2013, the district implemented whole-day training by the Richard DuFour
Team, better known as the PLC model approach. In sum, the PLC ensured that
leadership understood the three “big ideas”:
Big Idea #1: Ensuring that students learn
Big Idea #2: A culture of collaboration
Big Idea #3: A focus on results
These three big ideas promoted a PLC, better defined as teams engaged in
continual interactions, reflective dialogue, and collaboration about improvement
and student data (DuFour, 2003).
This study employed a voluntary survey of the teachers of these school
leaders as a method to reveal their perceptions of distributed leadership theory
and practice. This participation by the teachers was voluntary and only used for
distributed leadership research purposes. The intent of this survey design was to
provide a nonthreatening view of the reality and perceptions of distributed
leadership practice from the perspective of classroom teachers within Schools A,
B, and C.
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I have ensured protection and confidentiality for all participants by using
an appropriate consent form (Appendix D and E) that details the rights of the
participants and the purpose, protections, benefits, and risks of the study, as well
as proving full disclosure of the process. The schools were assigned individual
pseudonyms to protect the sites and participants (School A, School B, and
School C).
Access to the participants started by sending a formal letter to the current
practicing superintendent of ABC/XYZ district to gain access to the school sites.
Next, a consent form was sent to the participating teacher leaders and principals
of the elementary schools. The informed consent explained how confidentiality is
maintained. Table 3 outlines the confidentiality protocols used in this study.
The informed consent allowed participants to decide in a conscious,
respectful, and deliberate way whether to participate in this study. These
participants reserved the right to withdraw any part of their answers with no
ramifications at any part of the process.
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Table 3
Confidentiality Implemented
Confidentiality Technique

Rationale

1 Principal and teacher
leader consent form

The form explains the rights of the
participants, the purpose of the study, the
protections offered by the study, the benefits
of the study, the risks of the study, and full
disclosure of the process and is signed by the
researcher.

2 School pseudonyms

The schools will have individual pseudonyms
to protect the schools and participants (e.g.,
School A, School B, School C).

3

The data management methods will consist of
keeping confidential, electronic data in a
database by participant and by site. The
electronic storage will be stored in passwordprotected audio and text files. The archive of
these files will be color coordinated into a
Google Drive database from the Cal State
Fullerton, University.

Data management

4 Survey protocol instrument

A confidentiality agreement is included in the
survey protocol instrument. I will inform the
participant the confidentiality, the purpose of
the study, the importance of their participation
and address any questions.

Data Collection Procedures and Management
This section consists of three subsections addressing (a) instrumentation,
(b) procedures for data collection, and (c) data management strategies.
Instrumentation. For the data collection and management I developed
two instruments: an interview protocol and a survey.
Interview protocol. Interviews are an essential form of capturing the
experiences and information for a qualitative study (Creswell, 2007). “The

77
primary way a researcher can investigate an educational organization, institution,
or process is through the experience of the individual people, the ‘others’ who
make up the organization or carry out the process” (Seidman, 2006 p. 10). I
performed the interviews at all three elementary settings using an interview
protocol.
The interview protocol (see Appendix B) served as the instrument with
which to gather and organize face-to-face interview responses from school
principals. The intent of this interview protocol was to follow a systematic
approach to collecting information, eliciting responses, and capturing and
tracking the information essential to this study.
The interviewees included the three principals and three teacher leaders
(instructional leaders) from the selected sites. These one-on-one interviews were
conducted at a suitable, quiet place, where the participant could feel calm and
safe. Each participant was interviewed for 30 to 60 minutes with their consent
(Creswell, 2009). Each interview had a general set of open-ended questions that
allowed the participants to create opinions and voice their perceptions,
experiences, and perspectives on leadership practice. All interview information
was recorded on an electronic device, and I provided transcription and analysis
of the interview.
Creswell (2009) states that using semistructured and unstructured sets of
interviews is common practice for a multicase study. Yin (2003) agreed that this
type of data collection during interviews could provide an in-depth and holistic
analysis. The interview series included structured, semistructured, and
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unstructured sets of questions to capture all participants’ perceptions of
leadership practice (Appendix C).
The interview plan, according to Creswell (2003, 2007, 2009), involves an
interview protocol consisting of preparing for the interview, constructing effective
research questions, and implementing the interview. Creswell (2008) suggests
that an interviewer should stay flexible when using a protocol and explore
questions further when necessary. This set of procedures serves as a guideline
for successfully gathering participants’ data and contributes to the creation of the
bounded system of organized questions.
Survey protocol. The survey was used to compare principals’
perceptions of leadership practices at their school sites with teacher perceptions.
Each school site with teachers received the same survey with the set of
questions derived from the distributed leadership empirical literature. The data
derived from the survey will contribute to understanding the perceptions and
practices of each school. The questions from the survey emerged from the
literature of distributed leadership.
The survey was administered to classroom teachers only and included
questions on leadership practices within each site. The survey questions were
essential to supporting the integration of distributed leadership practice in its
most natural context and within each case of this multiple case study. The survey
asked questions about distributed leadership practices and revealed the
perceptions of distributed leadership.
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Documents. I sought documents that are related to leadership practices
used at each of the three schools. Documents include agendas, instructional
tools, curriculum plans, and professional development items that pertain to the
school site. According to Creswell (2009), a good practice is to ask for
permission to obtain public and private documents and to keep confidential
documents in a safe place. These organizational instruments were tracked and
recorded in a document checklist of items necessary to accurately complete the
protocols of the study. The purpose of these instruments was to inform the
practices that are happening at the site and inform what leadership approaches
can inform the study.
Procedures for data collection. I began this qualitative analysis with the
interview protocol instrument. All six face-to-face interviews with principals and
teacher leaders were audio recorded independently and separately. The
rationale was to capture the participants’ perceptions in person and capture the
perceptions of teachers only on a survey.
Permission to survey the teaching staff was initially obtained from the
participating principal. Teachers at the schools were then invited to participate in
the study after the confidentiality protocols were explained. Participants were
informed about the purpose of the study and the importance of their participation,
and any questions they had were addressed. I distributed the survey via e-mail in
a digital link, using the Qualtrics online survey creator. This process was
repeated for each individual site or case. All the collected data was organized in
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a chart and graphed for further analysis and served to validate principal
leadership practices.
After all data was fully collected, I had the data transcribed. Data
transcription manages and organizes information into text and categories. I
simultaneously analyzed the data by member checking with the participants, and
I “chunked” the emerging themes into categories. In recursive steps, I had data
transcribed and then I coded and analyzed the transcribed data and broke it into
larger sections for interpretation and triangulation purposes. My goal was to be
very organized and accurate with the data, so the data connects with theory and
practice. Finally, I connected and triangulated the emerging themes with the
empirical evidence.
Data management. The data management methods consisted of keeping
confidential, electronic data in a database organized by participant and by site.
The electronic storage are protected and stored in password-protected audio and
text files. The archive of these files has been color coordinated into a Google
Drive database from California State University, Fullerton.
The data, interviews, documents, and audio recordings have been stored
and saved electronically on a secure, password-protected external hard drive.
This secure hard drive stores all digital and transcribed interviews and audio
recordings, including documents. I organized the data by participants, by date
and by theme. This organized data supported my filtering relevant information to
begin a coding system to make categories, themes, and cross-case analyses.
Table 4 illustrates the data collection technique and a rationale.
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Table 4
Data Collection
Data Collection Technique

Rationale

1 Semistructured interviews with
principals and teacher leaders

Data aims to collect the perceptions of
leadership practice using the interview
instrument protocol

2

The survey protocol instrument aims to
gain data, dealing with perceptions of
teachers

Teacher survey

3 Collection of documents

Data to substantiate evidence of policies,
procedures and leadership practices.

Data Analysis and Interpretation
This inquiry will explore how leadership is practiced and experienced. I will
seek to capture leadership practice as an inductive process. McMillan and
Schumacher (1993) define this inductive process as “organizing data into
categories and identifying patterns (relationships) among categories” (p. 479).
This qualitative focus is designed to interpret and explore the themes that
emerge. Merriam (1998) states that “the decision to focus on qualitative case
studies stems from the fact that this design is chosen precisely because
researchers are interested in insight, discovery, and interpretation rather than
hypothesis testing” (p. 123). I am interested in looking at key themes associated
with distributed leadership practice in the context of these three elementary sites.
This section is broken into recursive steps explaining how the data
analysis will be coded, transcribed, and broken into themes for interpretation.
Creswell (2007) suggests keeping a simple design that is organized and grouped
into chunks because the data becomes most useful and themes emerge. This
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process begins with analysis by coding, coding in phases, and identifying the
emergent themes suggested by the distributed leadership literature.
In further detail, these emergent themes from the interview transcriptions
and the survey results will be further analyzed in recursive steps, specifically
looking at correlation from the interviews and the data from survey results.
Validity. In this study, I triangulated the responses from the interview
questions and validated the surveys and documents. This included member
checking and application of findings from empirical literature on distributed
leadership. The purpose was to use multiple forms of data, such as the survey
protocol instrument, interview protocol instrument, and documents to enhance
the validity of this study.
Triangulation means redundancy in reading, writing, transcribing, coding,
and analyzing information to assure there is a full picture of the cases (Creswell,
2007). According to Stake (2006), triangulation assures “that the right information
and interpretations have been obtained” (p. 35). In order that biases, favoritism,
and false inclinations are shunned, triangulation supports the identification of
multiple realities and the validity of the research. Merriam (1998) states,
“regardless of the type of research, validity and reliability are concerns that can
be approached through careful attention to a study’s conceptualization and the
way in which the data were collected, analyzed, and interpreted, and the way in
which the findings are presented” (1998, p. 199-200). This study used
triangulation to carefully make interpretations of the phenomena.
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Validity was also sought by member checking with the participants of the
study. According to Creswell and Miller (2000), member checking is a technique
to establish believability and accuracy. I initially collected the data in the
interview, then made interpretations to confirm accurate conclusions with the
participants. I worked with the participants in tandem to analyze the raw data and
maintain the consistency of the themes and patterns.
A final piece of validation consists of adding rich, thick descriptions.
Providing rich, thick descriptions entails looking closely at the details of the case
study (Holloway, 1997; Lincoln & Guba, 1985). This means I described the social
relationships in great detail and made interpretations of the contextual
phenomena, looking closely at the distinctive attributes and the layers that play a
factor in the context of the study. Most important, I illustrated the possibilities
available from the data, field notes, and survey to interpret each layer in context
(Holloway, 1997; Lincoln & Guba, 1985).
Role of the researcher. As researcher, I served as an outside observer,
viewing leadership practice through the lens of distributed leadership. I support
distributed leadership practice and believe distributed leadership is how
leadership should be practiced. This distributed perspective is not the same as
shared leadership or team leadership but a major focus in a collective system
involving the interactions of leaders and followers in a given situation.
My intent was to actively investigate all data regardless of my biases; in
other words, I sought to counteract my own biases and actively look for evidence
not supportive of distributed leadership practice. The process of gathering data
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and gaining access began with establishing relationships with the participants. I
have had prior relationships with each of the current school leaders; this created
the opportunity to complete the study. To further build on this trust with the
principals, I disclosed the process, goals, and objectives of the study to the entire
staff, which included being transparent about all the data collected and analyzed.
According to Denzin and Lincoln (2000), a researcher “speaks from a
particular class, gender, racial, cultural, and ethnic community perspective” (p.
18). Therefore, I was transparent in the process of revealing all biases, personal
information, and criteria of study dealing with description, analysis, and findings.
All data collected was openly disclosed and explained in detail to the all the
people involved in this study.
I am a 35-year-old male who has been involved in education for 15 years
at the elementary level. I have not worked at any of the sites where the research
was conducted. However, I have worked in this district in the past and am aware
that these schools were selected because I believe that they are exemplars of
the interactions, situations, and leadership practices that are suitable for this type
of study. This study is grounded in my passion and efforts to improve public
education by disclosing the distributed leadership research in the context and
perspective from a high school vice principal.
Assumptions. According to Merriam (1991), researchers play a
significant role in their research. Thus, Merriam introduced six basic assumptions
to help qualitative researchers explore the planning process. Merriam (1998)
points out that the first step is concerned with the process rather than the
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outcome. In other words, the process is a set of steps that are individual
experiences, and within each experience is a collection of pieces that contribute
to the process coming together. Wolcott (1994) agreed and claimed, “Students
must learn to ‘think backward’ from an intended end product to guide their
thinking about the data they will need and how they will want to use it” (p. 387). I
collected pieces, asked questions and reflected on what was collected.
During the process I assumed that participants were honestly revealing
the context of the leadership practice in both the interview protocol and surveys. I
understand that there were items that went untested and some were simply
untestable, such as basic values, worldviews, and beliefs of education.
The second assumption is looking for meaning in the study (Merriam,
1998). This concerns the purpose of the study and the alignment of questions
that will allow participants to disclose emerging information attached to the
purpose of the study, giving it meaning. In simple words, the data revealed has a
significance amount of information related to the context of the site and research
of leadership practice. In this particular study I was highly influenced by the
values, theories, and empirical evidence favoring distributed leadership.
However, I remained focused on the purpose of the study and research
questions.
The third assumption involves the human as the primary instrument for
collecting and analyzing the data (Merriam, 1998). As the primary instrument, I
have been immersed and involved in multiple perspectives, including direct
interactions with participants. The intent of interacting with participants is to
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reveal and investigate multiple realities and uncover the phenomena to interpret
the results. It is assumed that the data collected is for the purpose of analysis
and interpretation and that I have accurately reported the perceptions and input
of the study participants.
The fourth assumption involves the fieldwork and aligning the information
to be disclosed in its most natural form (Merriam, 1998). By allowing the fieldwork
to take its most natural course, or most organic position, the researcher remains
open to emerging data.
The fifth assumption is using a descriptive lens to view the process and
understand the context, participants, and activities as a single phenomenon
(Merriam, 1998). The descriptive lens includes looking at the context of the
environment by acknowledging the details within the environment. Furthermore,
the descriptive lens looks at the particulars of the participants in context.
The sixth assumption includes an inductive approach, meaning that the
primary purpose is to build concepts, hypotheses, and theories rather than
challenge existing theories. This approach adds to the field of distributed
leadership from a distributed perspective that observes leadership practice in its
most natural context. It is assumed that I focused on the meaning of the data as
it emerged and did not distort the meaning to make it conform to preexisting
theories and findings.
Chapter Summary
Chapter 3 outlines the research design employed to capture perceptions
of leadership practice. The qualitative method explores social phenomenon and
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leadership practice in its most genuine, natural setting. The interview and survey
protocol were design to elicit relevant information about the leadership to
illuminate the perceptions and the reality of this leadership practice.
The goal is to explore distributed leadership in its more natural setting and
gather the data in recursive steps, explaining how the data analysis will be
coded, transcribed, and broken into themes for interpretation. The process is
instrumental to ensuring the validity of the study. As the researcher, my intent
was to actively investigate all data regardless of my biases, actively use the
process and instruments selected, and disclose the significant, emerging
information.
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CHAPTER 4
FINDINGS
This qualitative multiple case study was designed to examine how
distributed leadership is practiced in three selected elementary schools in
Southern California. A multiple case study approach was used to explore two
theoretical frameworks from Dewey (1938) and Spillane (2006). Dewey’s theory
is an instrumental tool, crafting the methods that shape practices, especially in
the day-to-day work of practitioners; he referred to theory as the “tool of tools” (p.
134). Spillane also focused on the day-to-day practices of leadership, specifically
the leadership functions that involve many leaders and many interactions among
leaders and followers poised in a system of interactive dialogues. These
interactions are at heart of Spillane’s framework, which includes three aspects of
his distributed perspective: the leader-plus aspect (who), the leadership practice
aspect (how), and interactions. The intent of this framework view is to analyze,
investigate, and understand “how leading and managing practice involves more
than the actions of the school principal” (p. 87).
This study addresses two overarching questions relating to the most
salient components of distributed leadership claimed by the study participants
and attempts to connect specific perceptions within and among three school
sites. The two research questions focus on perceptions and actualization of
distributed leadership as defined by the study participants:
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1.

What are the perceptions of principals, teacher leaders, and
teachers regarding the effectiveness of distributed leadership as a
model, which is being implemented in three elementary schools in a
Southern California district?

2.

How is distributed leadership actualized in the three selected
elementary schools involved in this study?

The findings are organized into two emergent themes, teacher leadership
and distributed leadership. These two themes were deemed the most salient and
noteworthy of exploring according to the conversations, survey data, and
interview data. The themes of collaboration and school structure were also
acknowledged but were not dominant conversations in the interviews and survey
data; therefore, the bulk of these data was moved to the appendixes for possible
future research studies.
The themes of teacher leadership and distributed leadership emerged
from the survey results, interview results, and cross-case analysis with a
concluding statement. The data analysis involved a cross-case analysis of school
sites A, B, and C as well as the survey results with teachers only, interview
results with school principals and teachers only, and a concluding statement for
each theme.
Chapter 4 will be organized to present (a) a summary of the background of
the study participants; (b) a presentation of the findings, including the two
dominant themes related to Research Questions 1 and 2; (c) the findings from
Schools A, B, and C on Theme 1 (teacher leadership, including the survey and
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interview results), (d) the findings from Schools A, B, and C on Theme 2
(distributed leadership including the survey and interview results); and (e) the
chapter summary.
Background of Study Participants
This study focused on perceptions and practice. Teachers were surveyed
to reveal their perceptions of the practice in three selected elementary schools to
evaluate how leadership was perceived and practiced. The criteria for selecting
teachers were their roles and experience and their direct relationships with
teacher leaders and with the leading principals for Schools A, B, and C. The
intent of this study was to survey teachers and interview principals and teacher
leaders concerning their perceptions of distributed leadership and how these
perceptions informed their work at three selected schools. Interviews specifically
sought information on how actualization of the distributive leadership model took
place. The study participants selected for this study worked directly with teacher
leaders and current principals in their respective schools. Therefore, the survey
protocol was sent only to teachers and staff who directly reported to their teacher
leader and current principal.
Presentation of Findings
The research question regarding perceptions of the effectiveness of
distributed leadership led to one emergent theme that warranted explanation and
discussion: teacher leadership.
Table 5 shows all the teachers in Schools A, B, and C who participated in
the survey protocol. Out of 90 teachers in Schools A, B, and C, 67 teachers
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participated. Table 5 shows the exact details and percentages of how many
teachers participated per school. The survey protocol was sent only to teachers
and staff who worked directly with the teacher leader and the current principal in
their schools and for that school year. Sixty percent of the eligible study
participants participated in School A, 66% of the eligible study participants
participated in school B, and 97% of the eligible study participants participated in
School C.
Table 5
Teacher Participation Survey Results by School
Teachers

School A

School B

School C

K

4

2

3

1

1

4

3

2

2

3

3

3

2

3

2

4

3

5

4

5

2

4

3

6

0

0

3

7

0

0

3

8

0

0

3

Other: Intervention, Teacher on
Special Assignment

1

2

0

Special Education

0

0

3

Total

15

23

29

Number of teachers at school site

25

35

30

Percentage of survey participation

60

66

97
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Teacher surveys entailed teachers’ answering a set of questions created
for teachers in that role. The intent of this anonymous survey was to capture the
perceptions of teacher leadership and distributed leadership practices at their
sites. This chapter reveals and breaks down the findings in Schools A, B, and C
dealing with teacher leadership.
This chapter begins with a definition of teacher leadership, followed by the
survey results from Schools A, B, and C and a closing statement. This is followed
by a comparison of interview results with Teacher Leaders A, B, C and Principals
A, B, and C only. The chapter compares and contrasts perceptions across
schools between teachers, principals, and teacher leaders and thereby includes
cross-case analysis. The established coding system discussed in Chapter 3
(Creswell, 2007) suggests keeping a simple design that is organized into chunks
because the data become most useful that way and themes are encouraged to
emerge. Additionally, including member checking and triangulating the data in
writing, transcribing, coding, and analyzing information assures there is a full
picture of the multiple cases (Creswell, 2007).
First Research Question
Research Question 1 asked, What are the perceptions of principals,
teacher leaders, and teachers regarding the effectiveness of distributed
leadership as a model, which is being implemented in three elementary schools
in a Southern California district? This research question on perceptions of the
effectiveness of distributed leadership led to an emergent theme on teacher
leadership.
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Teacher Leadership
This section will reveal and break down the findings in Schools A, B, and
C dealing with teacher leadership. The section begins with a definition of teacher
leadership, followed by the survey results from Schools A, B, and C and a closing
statement. This is followed by a comparison of interview results with Teacher
Leaders A, B, and C and Principals A, B and C only. The section closes with a
concluding statement, including a cross-case analysis.
Emerging from the research findings was the concept of teacher
leadership. The literature has defined teacher leadership as the ability and
willingness of teachers to influence, empower, and take risks beyond their own
classrooms and in turn have an impact on school-wide leadership activities
(Elmore, 2000, 2001; Fullan, 2001; Harris, 2008, Spillane, 2006). As shown in
Chapter 2, the literature has clarified that teachers are instrumental to leadership.
By helping this study to capture the perceptions and actualizations of these
teachers, the participants from Schools A, B, and C contributed to significant and
noteworthy findings. The literature has noted that teacher participation and
engagement are paramount to distributed leadership practices (Harris, 2008;
Spillane, 2006). Smylie (1995) added that one way for teachers to influence their
own effectiveness is to engage in leadership practices within distributed
leadership. The goal of the survey was to find similarities and differences
between what the participants said and what the literature has said to be teacher
leadership.
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Researchers A. Hargreaves (2002), Fullan (2001), Frost and Durant
(2003), Harris and Muijs (2004), Harris (2013b), and Devaney (1987) have stated
that teacher leadership and the development of teacher leaders have many
facets to explore and by which to determine their existence. Frost and Durant
discussed a major area of teacher leadership, empowering teachers, and
described it as “not just a matter of delegation, direction or distribution of
responsibility, but rather a matter of teachers’ agency and choice in initiating and
sustaining change whatever their status” (p. 174). The survey questions for
teachers below only analyze and align the survey perceptions of teacher
leadership and reveal what is actually happening at the sites.
Survey results. Table 6 reports School A’s teacher survey results and the
perceptions of teacher leadership there. School A produced 15 teachers for the
survey, including one teacher leader. As Table 6 shows, 95% (14 of 15) of
teachers at School A agreed or strongly agreed with survey questions 2 and 3.
However, answers to questions 1–5 reveal a disagreement over teachers’ being
recognized as formal leaders, feeling empowered, and feeling stretched across
teachers who see them as leaders. Less than 3% of the total population of
teachers surveyed disagreed with the existence of teacher leadership at
School A.
Table 6 also shows the perception of involvement of teachers at School A.
For example, answers to questions 1–5 reveal a culture of teachers who are
given power, recognition, and opportunities to become formal leaders at this
school. When asked if the opportunity had been given, 100% of teachers strongly
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agreed or agreed. Distributed leadership in practice highlights the importance of
multiple participants in key roles—specifically teacher leaders informally and
formally (Harris, 2008; Spillane, 2006).
Table 6
School A—Teacher Leadership Survey Results on Perception of Teachers
Strongly
Agree

Agree

Disagree

Strongly
Disagree

Total
Responses

1. Teachers are often recognized
as formal leaders at my school,
not just school administrators.

2

9

2

1

14

2. Teachers at my school site are
encouraged to take on leadership
roles in developing and
implementing school improvement
initiatives.

5

9

1

0

15

3. Teachers at my school site are
given the opportunity to take on
leadership roles.

5

10

0

0

15

4. When I take on a leadership
role at my school, I feel
empowered.

3

9

2

0

14

5. When I take on a leadership
activity, I am stretched across
people.

1

11

1

0

13

Question

Table 7 illustrates the reports from School B’s teachers. School B
produced 23 teachers for the survey, including one teacher leader. Survey
results reveal the perceptions of teacher leadership at that site. Four teachers
disagreed with question 5, “When I take on a leadership activity, I am stretched
across people,” while 19 teachers agreed or strongly agreed. However, 100% of
teacher respondents at School B agreed or strongly agreed with questions 1, 2,
3, and 4. Teachers perceived that they were recognized as formal leaders when
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taking on a school activity. Answers to questions 1–5 revealed marginal
disagreement with teachers’ being recognized as formal leaders, being given
opportunities to become leaders, and feeling empowered as leaders. This is less
than 5% of the population of teachers in the survey. Overall, School B’s results
strongly favor the perception of a culture of teacher leadership agreement in
opportunity and recognition for teachers as formal and informal leaders.
Table 7
School B—Teacher Leadership Survey Results on Perceptions of Teacher
Leaders
Strongly
Agree

Agree

Disagree

Strongly
Disagree

Total
Responses

1. Teachers are often recognized
as formal leaders at my school,
not just school administrators.

8

15

0

0

23

2. Teachers at my school site are
encouraged to take on leadership
roles in developing and
implementing school improvement
initiatives.

14

9

0

0

23

3. Teachers at my school site are
given the opportunity to take on
leadership roles.

16

7

0

0

23

4. When I take on a leadership
role at my school, I feel
empowered.

8

15

0

0

23

5

14

4

0

23

Question

5. When I take on a leadership
activity, I am stretched across
people.

Table 8 represents the largest participation of teachers at School C in the
teacher survey. School C produced 28 teachers for the survey, including teacher
leaders. The findings show that 92% or more of teacher respondents at School C
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agreed or strongly agreed with questions 1–3. Teachers perceived that they were
recognized as formal leaders when taking on a school activity. However, the
results in Table 8 show that 3% or less of teachers disagreed with questions 1–5.
Another finding is that 14% of School C’s teachers disagreed with
question 1, “Teachers are often recognized as formal leaders at my school, not
just school administrators.” School C provided the largest sample of teachers for
the survey and the greatest disagreements. In sum, survey results for School C
showed the fostering of teacher opportunities for leadership informally and
formally.
Table 8
School C—Teacher Leadership Survey Results on Perceptions of Teachers
Strongly
Agree

Agree

Disagree

Strongly
Disagree

Total
Responses

1. Teachers are often recognized
as formal leaders at my school, not
just school administrators.

9

17

2

0

28

2. Teachers at my school site are
encouraged to take on leadership
roles in developing and
implementing school improvement
initiatives.

13

15

1

0

29

3. Teachers at my school site are
given the opportunity to take on
leadership roles.

16

11

1

0

28

4. When I take on a leadership role
at my school, I feel empowered.

8

15

5

0

28

7

19

2

0

28

Question

5. When I take on a leadership
activity, I am stretched across
people.
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Closing Statement for Teacher Survey Results
In Schools A, B, and C, the majority of teachers’ perceptions showed
agreement that opportunities for leadership existed at their site. Survey results
indicated a cultural structure that was open for teachers to be a part of a
committee, team, or other leadership group.
As shown in Table 9, answers to questions 1–5 indicated that teachers
were encouraged to lead at their sites with a comparison of the percentages of
those who agreed or strongly agreed. In Schools A, B, and C, none of the sitecombined results went below 78% for any of the questions.
Table 9 shows that teachers identified roles that included more than a
classroom educator, with all questions and all schools presented side-by-side.
School B has the most aligned outcomes, while Schools C and A fluctuate in
agreement.
Commonalities in all schools. The common finding in the teacher survey
results in Schools A, B, and C is that teachers were given the opportunity to lead
(Table 9, question 3). Another commonality is that the majority of teachers (78%
or more) at Schools A, B, and C have indicated an agreement with questions 1–
5. Overall, survey results indicate agreement that the leading principal shares
power and empowers teachers (Table 9, questions 1–5).
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Table 9
Cross Case Analysis of Schools A, B, and C—Highlighted Outcomes
(Combined Strongly Agree and Agree Responses)
Highlighted Outcomes

School A

School B

School C

1. Teachers are often recognized as formal
leaders at my school, not just school
administrators.

78%

100%

92%

2. Teachers at my school site are encouraged
to take on leadership roles in developing and
implementing school improvement initiatives.

95%

100%

96%

3. Teachers at my school site are given the
opportunity to take on leadership roles.

100%

100%

96%

4. When I take on a leadership role at my
school, I feel empowered.

85%

100%

82%

5. When I take on a leadership activity, I am
stretched across people.

92%

82%

92%

Differences in all schools. School C had the most teachers who
disagreed with survey questions 1–5 (Table 9), while School B had the most
consistent results of teachers in agreement, with 100% for questions 1–4 and
82% for question 5. Another finding, shown in Table 10, is that schools had
different levels of participation. School C had the highest percentage of teachers
who participated, though not the highest numbers of teachers. In Table 10, the
total means the collective participation of teachers per site. Out of 90 teachers for
these three sites, 67 actually completed the survey.
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Table 10
Participation of Schools A, B and C
Highlighted Outcomes

School A

School B

School C

Total

15

23

29

Number of teachers at school site

25

35

30

Percentage of survey participation

60

66

97

A common outcome for Schools A, B, and C is the perception of a culture
of opportunity for leadership. This is evident from the results of question 3 at all
schools. “Teachers at my school site are given the opportunity to take on
leadership roles” had the largest agreement among teachers at all three schools
(A 100%, B 100%, C 96%). The teachers’ perceived that leadership was
distributed and available. Distributed leadership is about followers and leadership
informally and formally bound in teacher leadership activity (Spillane, 2006).
Interview results. This section outlines the interview results concerning
teacher leadership from the perspectives of principals and teacher leaders at
Schools A, B, and C. An interview question from the interview protocol opened
the conversation with Principals A, B, and C on the topic of teacher leadership:
“Do you have any teacher leadership at your site? If so, can you elaborate on
what that means to you (e.g., power, decisions, tasks)?”
Principals from Schools A, B, and C all agreed that teacher leadership
existed at their sites. Each principal had at least one main teacher leader at each
school site. However, it is noted in the interview responses that each teacher
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leader functioned differently at each site. Principal A further elaborated how
teacher leadership was developed:
Teacher leadership has to be built because we have a number of teachers
who have great talent in different areas, and they’re afraid to share it. And
so you have to know who has the talent, in what area they have that
talent, and what support you can give them to get them to step out of their
comfort zone. (Personal communication, November 17, 2014)
Principal A shared that teacher leadership is about creating a climate in which
teachers feel empowered to build trust. To build trust, principals and teacher
leaders need to communicate, interact with teachers, visit classrooms, and
become involved in determining teachers’ needs. Once trust is built, Principal A
found that talented teachers led others:
For example, I have a teacher here who does a very, very good job at
literacy circle and centers, and while she’s with this group, the other kids
are doing other things, and the district came to me and asked, “Do you
have anybody that could do a training or do some kind of sharing on this
topic?” I said I had the perfect one. (Personal communication, November
17, 2014)
Principal B shared how teacher leadership is developed:
So, teacher leadership is leading by example. I’ll do anything it takes to
benefit these students, and I think the teachers see that and know that,
wow, the principal’s that dedicated to the students; we want to do that as
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well because we see the benefits it creates for our students. (Personal
communication, October 24, 2014)
Repeatedly, this principal shared that he took stances on leadership
opportunities if it benefited the students. Principal B shared that modeling and
taking on initiatives without hesitation motivated others to take on leadership
roles.
Principal B took the time to know the teachers and allowed them to share
their strengths. Initially, the principal observed that teachers’ strengths emerged
in certain areas, such as through teaching reading, having a passion for math, or
expertise in cross-curricular areas. Second, the principal had conversations with
teachers, providing praise and acknowledgment, thereby creating an open
conversation and invitation to lead. Principal B explained that trust was built from
those conversations, opening up further development. This principal encouraged
teachers to get more involved and praised the teachers’ strengths. For example,
if a teacher had a passion for literacy, the principal supported that passion and
encouraged further development. The principal shared that the challenge was not
finding a talented teacher, because all are talented in some form, but finding a
teacher who wanted to lead others.
Principal C also noted how teacher leadership is developed:
I see the teachers who are doing something well; I intentionally hook them
up with other teachers who can commit and watch what they're doing.
That way they're leading more from within, and it's not leading in front of a
whole group all the time. But I will—because I'm in the classrooms—I do
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formal and informal observations, and I can see where teachers need
support, or they'll come to me and ask me for certain areas of support.
(Personal communication, September 14, 2014)
In other words, Principal C shared how teachers empowered each other, while
the principal created this leadership activity by highlighting a teaching practice
with other teachers’ modeling. This coaching model of teaching evolved to a
teacher’s leading teams and committees. Principal C elaborated on this
approach:
So, it's a type of leadership capability to hook them up, to talk about
someone where I have seen this happening and someone who has the
skill set in an area that another teacher might need, and I'll hook them up
or by letting them come in and observe in a classroom. (Personal
communication, September 14, 2014)
Furthermore, after a skilled teacher had evolved, this teacher was perceived to
be able lead in the classroom and lead outside the classroom. Principal C,
elaborated, “I give them opportunities to lead. Some of that is leading our student
study team, so they're in the eyes of the staff, they can see them, they're
perceived as leaders and they're having some leadership responsibility”
(Personal communication, September 14, 2014).
A second leading question continued the conversation with Principals A,
B, and C on the topic of teacher leadership: “What does Teacher Leadership
mean?” Principals A, B and C had different perspectives on sharing their
perceptions and understanding to teacher leadership. It was implied that this was
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a good thing for schools. However, what teacher leadership meant was
described differently.
Principal A shared:
I think it changes over time. I was a teacher on special assignment, then
an assistant principal first before I came to a middle school, before I came
here. So the leadership role was really the principal, and I just played a
part of that. And my leadership role there was to do what the principal
needed me to do when they needed me to do it. So as far as the
leadership part there, I was given certain sections. For example, SIPSA
plan might be on my side, budget might be on their side, and then it
evolved into more of a co-leadership, you know, after I got my feet wet
and kind of figured out what I was doing and where I was going. It was
much more of an equalizer, I think, at that time. (Personal communication,
November 17, 2014)
Again, as with Principal A’s first response, this leader stated that leaders need to
be built step-by-step. Each level of leadership capacity and experience is another
layer of leadership as described by Principal A. From supporting teachers to
supporting the principal, teacher leadership was described by this leader as an
outcome of encouraging a great teacher to step out and lead other teachers.
Principal B elaborated on his response to “What does teacher leadership
mean?” by stating:
Teacher leadership to me is teachers just take being part of the school
culture, I mean, wanting to be a part, and again, getting their buy-in. I think
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when they see these different events happening, I know it’s extra work
and it’s hard, but . . . we have an amazing group of teachers, and they see
the benefits of these parent groups’ coming in and of the different activities
that go on; so it buys that buy-in. And with that buy-in, I think it creates
leadership, where they want to step up and then promote different
activities. (Personal communication, October 24, 2014)
Principal B shared that teacher leadership needs to be a part of the culture of the
school and getting teachers to “buy-in” is being a part of more than just teaching
in their classroom.
Principal C also elaborated on what teacher leadership means:
We have a formal leadership team, and these are set up, again, by the
district. The leadership team is a stipend position. The way that we do our
leadership team at the school, I leave it up to the grade levels to choose
their leader. (Personal communication, September 14, 2014)
Principal C leveraged this type of paid stipend for years and invested time in
trainings for teacher leaders and entire grade levels to build leadership capacity.
Principal C believed in providing formal teacher leadership training for teachers
interested in leading. However, the process of teacher leadership could be
complicated:
Our leadership teams went to the county. We took the training, and it was
really very formal and really good. It was outstanding leadership training
for our leaders. But what would happen then is we’d make decisions as a
leadership team, and then the job was the leader would go back and say,

106
“Hey, here’s what we’re going to do.” I noticed that the teachers didn’t
want to take on that role because they’re in trouble if their team members
don’t want to do it. . . . Again, what happened is, when they would come
back and face their team members, even though as a team we were
strong, when you’re hanging out there on your own with your little team,
they would be kind of intimidated, and some of it would break down a little
bit. And then the staff started feeling like everything was going through the
team leaders, that I was removed from this, that it wasn’t going from me to
them; it was going through this middleman person. (Principal C, personal
communication, September 14, 2014)
Principal C shared that teacher leadership was very formal: their site as
worked by formal means, setting up departments chairs and grade-level leaders.
The principal shared that he intentionally created grade-level leading positions
within the school. By building a leadership team, the principal delegated the work
and allowed grade-level leaders to make school decisions. However, in the
principal’s experience, teacher leaders still wanted direction and guidance, and
they wanted to hear directly from the principal. For instance, Principal C noted:
It became very clear through surveys that the teachers wanted to hear
from me directly on an individual basis, said there was something they
needed to as an individual. That’s why everything that’s required of our
teachers as an individual . . . comes out in our means of communication.
(Personal communication, September 14, 2014)
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Furthermore, Principal C encouraged those specific teachers who showed talent,
interest, and passion to lead.
Closing Statement for Principals
The perceptions about teacher leadership from the principals were aligned
with the commonly defined characteristics for principals regarding teacher
leadership (Devaney, 1987; Frost & Durant, 2003, Fullan, 2001; A. Hargreaves,
2002; Harris, 2013b; Harris and Muijs, 2004)
The results from Schools A, B, and C reveal opportunities for teacher
leadership to exist. A second principal perception was that a teacher leader
should be a talented and competent classroom teacher through exposure to
different experiences.
In Table 11, this development of teacher leadership is explained.
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Table 11
Interview Results—Comparison of Principals
Interview Questions
1. Do you have any teacher
leadership at your site? If
so, can you elaborate on
what that means to you
(e.g., power, decisions,
tasks)?”

2. What does teacher
leadership mean?

Principal A

Principal B

Principal C

Yes

Yes

Yes

(How: Build trust,
create a climate,
empowerment,
create culture)

(How: Lead by
example, find
teacher strengths,
build trust, build
relationships)

(How: Find a
skilled teacher,
empowerment,
emergent
coaching model)

Emergent,
creating a culture
and getting
teacher buy-in,
leading by
example

Formality,
departments,
creating formal
leadership teams
and training for
teachers

Emergent, growth
and experience,
building trust and
building by
opportunities

Commonalities among principals. Principals A, B, and C agreed that
teacher leadership existed at their schools. How the principals developed leaders
varied. The principals all felt they needed to connect with teachers by building
relationships and finding the strengths of teacher leaders. A common perception
regarding teacher leadership was that such leaders must excel as classroom
teachers.
It was implied that teachers who had a role in leadership could lead a
professional development workshop, coteach other teachers, or show others a
skill set.
All the principals dispersed power to teacher leaders and allowed them to
take leadership roles. However, Principals A and B shared a more emergent
approach, whereas Principal C had a more formal approach for leadership
development. All school principals provided opportunities for teachers to lead,
and all believed a teacher leader should support other teachers. Principals A, B,
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and C also agreed on empowerment and teacher development as common
practices.
Differences among principals. In direct conversations with Principals A,
B, and C, differences were evident in how each principal was using teachers as
leaders. Principal A was highly focused on building strong relationships with
teachers. Principal B was concerned with creating a culture with teachers’ buy-in
into the school culture prior to becoming a teacher leader. Principal C was more
concerned with providing formal training for teachers to become leaders. Overall,
all principals had a system with opportunities for multiple leaders to lead.
Interview results with teacher leaders. The next section covers the
interview results for teacher leaders at Schools A, B, and C. Teacher Leader A
from School A commented on what teacher leadership means:
My view of leadership is actually the more you become a leader, the more
you need to become of service. . . . Teacher leadership, you’re trying to
move the boat forward. You’re kind of like the rudder in a sense of moving
the boat. However, there’s a person on the boat, and they’ve got to want
to go in the same direction. So I don’t know; it’s kind of more like a
shepherd with sheep. (Personal communication, November 17, 2014)
Teacher Leader A also elaborated on teacher leadership:
Another way of being a teacher leader, I go down to lunch tables, and I
watch the lunch tables so that my principal . . . you know, so that there can
be that kind of shared responsibility at that point. I’ve also gone into
classrooms with teachers, and they’ve asked for my help; for example, last
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week I was working with the kindergarten group explaining to them how
you use “Step Up to Writing” at the kindergarten level because I’m trained
in “Step Up to Writing.” (Personal communication, November 17, 2014)
Teacher Leader B from School B shared that teacher leadership means a
person who able to take risks. Teacher Leader B elaborated:
I’m usually seeking out, risk taking, and trying new things, I guess, to put it
simply. I was involved this summer in a module writing with a Common
Core math. But I think possibly, although, because usually in everything
there's technology, there's teaching strategies with different, and usually I
do a little bit extra, and I usually get excited about it and share it with our
people. (Personal communication, November 20, 2014)
Teacher Leader B explained that teacher leadership is being able to lead others:
It means leading the teachers to growth. Sometimes the growth is change,
and it's hard. Some personality types of change and being interested in it,
and I think it’s just as motivating as it is. Sometimes it's not just them
knowing about it, it's them motivated to want to change. I think it is the
buy-in, but it's also modeling for them what it would look like. (Personal
communication, November 20, 2014)
Teacher Leader C from School C shared what teacher leadership meant at
School C:
Technically, as team lead, I just kind of help coordinate our PLC, keep
track of the meetings, do some of the bigger planning, the longer range
planning, just because I have more experience with it and have all the
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materials available. And I kind of try to push people a little bit with my
background because I've done more work on grants than the others in my
grade level, so I try to bring things in (Personal communication, November
27, 2014)
Teacher Leader C also shared how their experience evolved from being a
participant to a teacher leader:
I was just a participant. I became kind of a leader in that group where a
few of us who had been in it were asked to help with professional
development when they started doing more outreach to other teachers. So
I started doing professional development then, and then I moved on into
doing more as we got into the math and taking another role. (Personal
communication, November 27, 2014)
Closing Statement for Teacher Leaders
In the interviews, teacher leaders shared their experiences and
perceptions. They all had the opportunity to play leadership roles at their site.
The perception among all three teacher leaders was that they are all providing
professional development for teachers. They all were selected by their principal
as talented teachers who could support and coach other teachers. Table 12
provides a comparison of teacher perceptions.
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Table 12
Interview Results—Comparison of Teacher Leaders
Interview
question

What does
teacher
leadership
mean?

Teacher Leader A

Teacher Leader B

Teacher Leader C

Modeling lessons for
teachers

Supporting teachers
with instruction

Math instructional
support

Provide support and
professional
development, “Step Up
to Writing” and site and
district, lead grade
levels

Provide professional
development at site
and district, lead
grade level

Provide
professional
development at
site and district

A presenter for the
Summer District
Professional
Development

A presenter for the
Summer District
Professional
Development

A presenter for the
Summer District
Professional
Development

Commonalities and differences among teacher leaders. These teacher
leaders were all identified as talented teachers by their school principals.
Furthermore, they were identified by the district as a selected group of highly
qualified teachers who could provide professional development to their school’s
teachers, which means being involved as a presenter in summer trainings and
planning for district-wide professional development.
All of these teacher leaders also accepted multiple responsibilities, as well
as multiple roles and tasks to support their site. It is these multiple roles that
developed them from classroom teachers to teacher leaders.
Table 13 shows comparisons of the responsibilities of teacher leadership
at Schools A, B, and C, according to the teacher leaders’ responses. Table 13
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reports the roles and activities teacher leaders were involved in at Schools A, B,
and C. Teacher A did not have classroom students all day and had a main role of
supporting the principal. Teacher A seemed to support more teachers and
committees and to take on leadership tasks. Teacher Leaders B and C were
classroom teachers with more limited opportunities as teacher leaders.
Table 13
Significant and Noteworthy Findings in Teacher Leadership Roles
Site teacher comparisons

Roles

1. Teacher Leader A

Intervention teacher (main role)
Leads ELAC
Leads student success team meetings
Leads intervention group
Supports principal as admin designee
Leads K-5 PLCs
Member of leadership team
District Common Core presenter
District math program

2. Teacher Leader B

Second-grade teacher (main role)
Leads second grade-level meetings
Leads math modules for district office
Leads reading literacy night
Leads PLC meetings
Member of the leadership team
District Common Core presenter
District math program

3. Teacher Leader C

Third-grade teacher (main role)
Leads third-grade-level meetings
Leads grade-level PLCs
Leads reading literacy nights
Member of the leadership team
District Common Core presenter
District math program
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The immense amount of exposure for Teacher Leader A, who served in
several roles, was noted and often expressed in the interview. She led the Read
180 program, coordinated the student success team (SST), facilitated the English
language learner program, served as the Gate Program coordinator, and
supported the California English Language Development Test. In addition,
Teacher Leader A shared that her main role was to be an intervention teacher
who supported the principal. Given the multiple roles and assignments, this
teacher leader was spread across multiple people. Spillane (2006) referred to
multiple leaders as a type of distributed teacher leadership called being
“stretched across people” (p. 6).
From data gathered, I was able to discern the following seven subthemes
within the theme of teacher collaboration, as shown in Table 12: encouraged,
empowered, and supported were claimed to be most salient in effective teacher
leadership by the study participants, as were formal leaders, opportunity, multiple
leaders and being stretched across people.
Based on the evidence, the teachers were a collective group of gradelevel teams. Schools A, B, and C have grade-level teams and leadership
committees with the majority of participants’ being teachers. The literature has
noted several similar practices, such as Scribner et al.’s (2007) case study, which
involved teacher teams and three constructs that emerged from distributed
leadership practices, particularly the interactions within the teacher teams.
Second Research Question
Research Question 2 asked, How is distributed leadership actualized in
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the three selected elementary schools involved in this study? This section is
framed by one dominant emergent theme worthy of further explanation,
distributed leadership. The data collected on this research question revealed the
leadership practices occurring in the day-to-day actions of the leaders at these
schools. The analysis focuses on the principals and teacher leaders of Schools
A, B, and C and how distributed leadership is actualized.
Distributed Leadership
This section reports the findings in Schools A, B, and C regarding
distributed leadership. The section begins with a definition of distributed
leadership, including the distributed leadership framework, followed by the
findings, survey results, interview results, and a cross-case analysis with a
concluding statement.
Using the established coding system and the raw data gathered, I was
able to observe the subthemes listed in Table 14 for the theme of distributed
leadership.
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Table 14
Distributed Leadership Subthemes
Subthemes

Summary

1. Who—Multiple leaders are
stretched across many roles

A common theme that emerged from the
data was that teacher leaders and teachers
are stretched across many roles.

2. Interactions

A common theme that emerged from the
raw data and field notes was the number of
interactions and the types of interactions in
Schools A, B, and C.

3. How—Leaders lead

A common theme that emerged from the
data was that Schools A, B, and C
accomplished distributed leadership in
different ways.

Note. Reflects three subthemes with raw data supportive of each theme.
Distributed leadership has been best defined by Spillane et al. (2004) as
“leadership practices distributed over leaders, followers, and their situation where
it incorporates the activities of multiple groups of individuals” (p. 11). The
mobilization of people entails a certain type of practice that has shared meanings
in those relationships. For instance, Kouzes and Posner (1995) defined
distributed leadership as “the art of mobilizing others to want to struggle for
shared aspirations” (p. 30). Researchers have noted that distributed leadership
practices at any site refer to what is included in the “actual doing of leadership in
particular places and times” (Spillane & Diamond, 2007, p. 6).
The purpose of this section is to reveal the findings and practices from the
perspectives of the principals, teacher leaders, and teachers at Schools A, B,
and C. The focus will be on the survey and interview results viewed, investigated,
analyzed, and understood through Spillane’s (2006) framework of “how leading
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and managing practice involves more than the actions of the school principal” (p.
87). Through the lens of Spillane’s (2006) distributed perspective, the
investigation includes the three aspects of his framework: (a) the leader-plus
aspect (who), (b) the leadership practice aspect (how), and (c) interactions at
Schools A, B, and C. Most important is disclosing the findings of how distributed
leadership is actualized in Schools A, B, and C.
Survey results. This following section reports the findings in Schools A,
B, and C regarding distributed leadership, including teacher survey results.
School A survey results. Table 15 shows the survey results for School
A. Fifteen teachers from School A responded to the section on distributed
leadership. Answers to question 18 show that 100% of teachers agreed or
strongly agreed that the distribution of leadership roles and tasks in schools
enhanced teacher job satisfaction. Answers to question 19 show that 100% of
these teachers strongly agreed or agreed that distribution of leadership activities
were encouraged at their school site. Answers to question 20 demonstrate that
92% perceived that distribution of leadership roles were encouraged at the
teachers’ schools. Answers to question 21 show that distributed leadership
practice was seen in more than two individuals at School A.
Based on the evidence, Table 16 shows that answers to question 22 (A,
B, D, G, H) reveal that 14 of 14 or 100% of participants strongly agreed or agreed
that distributed leadership led to a structured school, positive climate, positive
social network, and democratic school.

118
Table 15
School A—Teacher Survey Results for Distributed Leadership Actualization
Strongly
Agree

Agree

Disagree

Strongly
Disagree

Total
Responses

18. Distribution of leadership
roles and tasks in schools
enhances teacher job
satisfaction.

4

11

0

0

15

19. Distribution of leadership
activities are encouraged at my
school site.

3

12

0

0

15

20. Distribution of leadership
roles are encouraged at my
school site.

1

12

1

0

14

21. At my school, leadership
practice is seen in more than
two individuals.

4

9

2

0

15

Question

Table 16
School A—Teachers’ Survey Results for Distributed Leadership Practice
Strongly
agree

Agree

Disagree

Strongly
disagree

Total
Responses

A. Structured school

2

12

0

0

14

B. Positive school climate

9

5

0

0

14

C. Safe school

5

8

1

0

14

D. Positive culture

9

5

0

0

14

E. Positive school
organization

4

8

2

0

14

F. Positive communication

6

6

1

0

13

G. Positive social network

4

10

0

0

14

H. Democratic school

8

5

0

0

13

Question 22

For School A, Table 17 shows the survey results for the average of 15
teachers who responded to the section on distributed leadership practice. These
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actualization questions supported the subthemes for the section. Answers to
question 23 demonstrate that 67% agreed that the current leadership
consistently supported teachers, whereas 33% of teachers disagreed. Answers
to question 24 show that 66% of these teacher respondents agreed or strongly
disagreed that the faculty had an effective process for making group decisions
and solving problems. Answers to question 25 illustrate that 100% agreed that
the administration maintained high expectations for staff and students alike
through the actions and interactions of the administration and instructional staff.
Table 17
School A—Teacher Survey Results for Leadership Practice
Strongly
Agree

Agree

Disagree

Strongly
Disagree

Total

23. The school leadership
consistently supports
teachers.

0

10

5

0

15

24. The faculty has an
effective process for
making group decisions
and solving problems.

2

8

4

1

15

25. Administration
maintains high
expectations for staff and
students alike through the
actions and interactions of
the administrators and
instructional staff.

1

14

0

0

15

Question

As shown in Figure 2, a question was posed to all teachers in School A:
“Approximately how many interactions do you have on a daily basis that are
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related to making decisions on instruction?” The highest number of average
interactions for this survey was 5.5 for interactions among teachers.

Number of Interactions

Figure 2. School A—Survey results for 15 teachers on daily interactions.
School A teachers were asked the question, “How many interactions do
you have on a daily basis that are related to making decisions and instruction?”
Figure 3 shows how the 15 teachers responded regarding daily interactions with
other staff members on instruction and decision-making. Teachers mostly
interacted with other teachers rather than with the principal or teacher leaders.

Number of Interactions
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Figure 3. School A—Survey results for 15 teachers on distributed leadership
practice.
Table 18 displays the survey results for School A and the types of
interactions ranging from negative to positive. The survey results for the teachers
who responded to the section on types of interactions reflect a positive climate,
with positive interactions with the principal and teacher leaders; 93% of teachers
shared that interaction with the principal is positive or very positive. Table 18 also
shows that the largest number of positive and very positive interactions were
between administrators and teachers.
Table 18
School A—Teacher Survey Question: “What type of interactions do you have
with teachers on a daily basis?”
Very
Negative

Negative

Positive

Very
Positive

Total Responses

Classroom Teacher

0

0

8

7

15

Special Education
Teacher

0

1

5

5

11

Intervention Teacher

0

0

8

4

12

Teacher on Special
Assignment

0

0

3

2

5

Principal/
Administrator

0

1

11

3

15

Question

Table 19 illustrates the kinds of interactions from support to demand.
Table 19 shows that most teachers engaged in dialogue with other teachers and
the administration as their main kind of interaction rather than seeking a request,
support, or demand.
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Table 19
School A—Teacher Survey Question: “What kind of interactions do you have with
teachers on a daily basis?”
Question

Request

Support

Dialogue

Demand

Total

Teacher on Special
assignment

0

4

1

0

5

Special Education
teacher

0

4

6

0

10

Intervention teacher

0

5

6

0

11

Principal/Administrator

2

2

10

0

14

Classroom teacher

0

4

10

0

14

School B survey results. Table 20 shows that 22–23 teachers
responded with their perceptions of distributed leadership at School B. Starting
with question 18, the table shows that 90% of teachers agreed or strongly agreed
that the distribution of leadership roles and tasks in schools enhanced teacher
job satisfaction. Answers to question 19 show that 94% of these teachers
strongly agreed or agreed that distribution of leadership activities was
encouraged at their school. Responses to question 20 show that 92% perceived
that distribution of leadership roles was encouraged at their school, and answers
to question 21 show that 90% of teachers saw leadership practice in more than
two individuals at School B.
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Table 20
School B—Teacher Survey Results for Distributed Leadership
Strongly
Agree

Agree

Disagree

Strongly
Disagree

Total

18. Distribution of
leadership roles and tasks
in schools enhances
teacher job satisfaction.

8

13

2

0

23

19. Distribution of
leadership activities is
encouraged at my school
site.

8

14

1

0

23

20. Distribution of
leadership roles is
encouraged at my school
site.

9

11

2

0

22

21. At my school,
leadership practice is seen
in more than two
individuals.

10

11

2

0

23

Question 22

For School B, Table 21 shows that 22 teacher respondents mostly agreed
on what distributed leadership leads to. The most agreed-upon category is a
positive school climate, with 100% of teachers strongly agreeing. There was also
100% agreement on a positive culture. An overwhelming majority strongly agreed
or agreed that distributed leadership led to a structured school.
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Table 21
School B—Teachers’ Perceptions of What Distributed Leadership Leads To
Strongly
Agree

Agree

Disagree

Strongly
Disagree

Total
Responses

A. Structured school

10

12

0

0

22

B. Positive school climate

15

7

0

0

22

C. Safe school

11

11

0

0

22

D. Positive culture

14

8

0

0

22

E. Positive school
organization

13

9

0

0

22

F. Positive communication

13

7

2

0

22

G. Positive social network

12

9

1

0

22

H. Democratic school

14

7

1

0

22

Question

Table 22 shows the survey results for the average of 20 teachers who
responded to the section on leadership practice for School B. Answers to
question 23 show that 94% of teachers agreed or strongly agreed that the current
leadership consistently supported teachers, while 4% disagreed with the
statement. Results from question 24 show that 90% of these teacher
respondents agreed or strongly disagreed that the faculty had an effective
process for making group decisions and solving problems. Answers to question
25 show that 95% agreed or strongly agreed that the administration maintained
high expectations for staff and students alike, as demonstrated through the
actions and interactions of the administration and the instructional staff.
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Table 22
School B—Teacher Survey Results for Leadership Practice
Strongly
Agree

Agree

Disagree

Strongly
Disagree

Total
Responses

23. The school leadership
consistently supports teachers.

10

10

1

0

21

24. The faculty has an effective
process for making group
decisions and solving problems.

6

12

2

0

20

25. Administration maintains high
expectations for staff and students
alike through the actions and
interactions of administrators with
the instructional staff.

10

9

1

0

20

Question

The next question asked about the number of interactions with teachers
on a day-to-day basis for School B, as shown in Figure 4. Out of 21 respondents,
the average teacher had five interactions with his or her colleagues on a daily
basis. Teachers at School B had an average of 2.5 interactions with their gradelevel team leader.

Number of Interactions

Figure 4. School B—Survey results for daily interactions between teachers.
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Relevant to Figure 4 is question 27, which asked, “How many interactions
do you have on a daily basis that are related to making decisions and
instruction?” Figure 5 shows that, according to 21 respondents at School B,
teachers mostly interact with other teachers rather than with the principal and
teacher leaders. The average value shows that teachers interacted primarily for
purposes of making decisions and instruction.

Number of Interactions

Figure 5. School B—Survey results for interactions between teachers and staff.
Table 23 shows the survey results for the 20 teachers at School B who
responded to the section on the types of interactions. The table reflects a positive
climate and positive interactions with the principal and teacher administrator, with
100% of teachers sharing that interaction was positive or very positive with the
principal. Table 23 also shows that 20 out of 20 teachers claimed to have had a
positive or very positive interaction with the intervention teacher.
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Table 23
School B—Teacher Survey Question: “What type of interactions do you have
with your teachers on a daily basis?”
Very
Negative

Negative

Positive

Very
Positive

Total
Responses

Teacher on Special
Assignment

0

0

0

2

20

Special Education
Teacher

0

1

5

5

11

Intervention Teacher

0

0

6

12

18

Principal/Administrator

0

0

6

14

20

Classroom Teacher

0

0

6

14

20

Question

Table 24 shows the most relevant kind of interactions from the perspective
of the School B teachers. In Table 24, the most interactions total to 20 for support
from the principal and administrator. The least amount of interaction types are
with the teachers on special assignment at School B.
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Table 24
School B—Teacher Survey Question: “What kind of Interactions do you have
with teachers on a daily basis?”

Question

Request

Support

Dialogue

Demand

Total Responses

Teacher on Special
Assignment

0

2

0

0

20

Special Education
Teacher

3

5

3

0

11

Intervention Teacher

2

6

10

0

18

Principal/Administrator

1

15

4

0

20

Classroom Teacher

1

6

13

0

20

School C survey results. Table 25 shows the average response from 28
teachers from School C giving their views on distributed leadership. Starting with
question 18, the table shows that 85% of teachers agreed or strongly agreed that
the distribution of leadership roles and tasks in schools enhanced teacher job
satisfaction. Answers to question 19 show that 84% of these teachers strongly
agreed or agreed that distribution of leadership activities was encouraged at their
school site, whereas answers to question 20 show that 84% perceived that
distribution of leadership roles was encouraged at their school site. Responses to
question 21 show that 81% of teachers saw leadership practice in more than two
individuals at School B.

130
Table 25
School C—Teacher Survey Results for Distributed Leadership
Strongly
Agree

Agree

Disagree

Strongly
Disagree

Total
Responses

18. Distribution of leadership
roles and tasks in schools
enhances teacher job
satisfaction.

7

17

4

0

28

19. Distribution of leadership
activities is encouraged at my
school site.

5

19

4

0

28

20. Distribution of leadership
roles is encouraged at my
school site.

5

19

4

0

28

21. At my school, leadership
practice is seen in more than
two individuals.

6

16

5

0

27

Question

Table 26 shows that 26 teacher respondents mostly agreed on to what
distributed leadership leads. The largest category that teachers agreed on was a
positive school climate, with 92% of teachers strongly agreeing. There was also
92% teacher agreement on a positive culture. An overwhelming majority strongly
agreed or agreed that distributed leadership led to a democratic school.
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Table 26
School C—Teachers’ Survey Indicating where Distributed Leadership Leads
Strongly
Agree

Agree

Disagree

Strongly
Disagree

Total
Responses

A. Structured school

14

11

2

0

27

B. Positive school climate

17

8

2

0

27

C. Safe school

16

9

1

0

26

D. Positive culture

16

9

1

0

26

E. Positive school
organization

15

11

1

0

27

F. Positive communication

16

9

1

0

26

G. Positive social network

14

11

1

0

26

H. Democratic school

16

8

3

0

27

I. Structured school

15

10

2

0

27

Question

Table 27 shows the survey results for the 28 teachers who responded to
the section on leadership practice for School C. These actualization questions
helped develop the subthemes for the section on distributed leadership practice.
In Table 27, responses to question 23 show that 81% of teachers agreed or
strongly agreed that the current leadership consistently supported teachers, while
17% disagreed. Responses to question 24 show that 80% of these teacher
respondents agreed or strongly agreed that the faculty had an effective process
for making group decisions and solving problems. Answers to question 25 show
that 92% of teachers agreed or strongly agreed that the administration
maintained high expectations for staff and students alike, as evidenced through
the actions and interactions of the administrators and instructional staff.
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Table 27
School C—Teacher Survey Perceptions of Leadership Practice
Strongly
Agree

Agree

Disagree

Strongly
Disagree

Total
Responses

23. The school leadership
consistently supports
teachers.

6

17

5

0

28

24. The faculty has an
effective process for
making group decisions
and solving problems.

5

17

4

1

27

25. Administration
maintains high
expectations for staff and
students alike through the
actions and interactions
of administrators with the
instructional staff.

14

12

2

0

28

Question

Figure 6 shows the results for the interview question, “Approximately how
many interactions do you have with your teachers on a day-to-day basis?” Out of
29 respondents in School C, teachers had an average of 5.25 interactions with
their colleagues or teachers on a daily basis. As reflected in Figure 6, teachers at
School C had an average of 2.5 interactions with other teachers or classroom
teachers. The lowest number of interactions was with teachers on special
assignment.
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Number of Interactions

Figure 6. School C—Interactions: How many do you have with your teachers on
a day-to-day basis?
Figure 7 reveals the responses to question 27, which asked, “How many
interactions do you have on a daily basis that are related to making decisions
and instruction?” Figure 7 reflects how many interactions 21 respondents
identified between them and other types of teacher when making instructional
decisions. As shown in Figure 7, teachers mostly interacted with other teachers
as opposed to the principal or teacher leaders to make instructional decisions.
Support staff also interacted with teachers on a daily basis, averaging 1.75
interactions, as shown in Figure 7.
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Number of Interactions

Figure 7. School C—Survey results for leadership practice.
Table 28 shows the survey results for the 20 teachers at School C who
responded to the section on types of interactions. The table reflects a positive
climate with positive interactions with the principal and teacher administrator;
100% of the teachers shared that interaction was positive or very positive with
the principal. Table 28 also illustrates that 20 out of 20 teachers had healthy,
positive, or very positive interactions with the intervention teacher.
Table 28
School C—Teacher Survey Question: “What type of interactions do you have
with your teachers on a daily basis?”
Very
Negative

Negative

Positive

Very
Positive

Total
Responses

Teacher on Special Assignment

0

0

0

2

20

Special Education Teacher

0

1

5

5

11

Intervention Teacher

0

0

6

12

18

Principal/ Administrator

0

0

6

14

20

Classroom Teacher

0

0

6

14

20

Question
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Table 29 further illustrates the kinds of interaction, ranging from support to
demand. Table 29 shows that among the 24 teacher responses from School C,
the most relevant kind of interaction from the perspective of the teachers was
dialogue with other teachers.
Table 29
School C—Teacher Survey Question: “What kind of interactions do you have
with teachers on a daily basis?”
Request

Support

Dialogue

Demand

Total
Responses

Classroom Teacher

1

6

17

0

24

Special Education Teacher

0

11

11

0

22

Intervention Teacher

1

5

14

0

20

Teacher on Special
Assignment

1

3

4

1

9

Principal/ Administrator

1

13

7

0

21

Question

Closing Statement for Survey Results
Based on all the survey data from Schools A, B, and C, Table 30 shows
the results of a cross-analysis of the survey results and open-text responses that
are applicable. For Table 30, questions 18–21 were selected because of what
the literature has considered to be distributed leadership in theory and in
practice. In simple terms, question 18–21 are the relevant questions associated
with distributed leadership theory and practice. For example, distribution of
leadership shifts away from authority and centralization initiatives; it is an open
form of practice for participation by many leaders involved in group practice or
shared governance (Blase & Blase, 1999; Camburn et al., 2003; Spillane &
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Diamond, 2007; Spillane et al., 2004; Timperley, 2005). Storey (2004) has stated
that
The fundamental premise advanced by proponents of the concept of
distributed leadership is that leadership activities should not be left in the
hands of a sole individual but, on the contrary, they should be shared
between a number of people in an organization or team. (p. 252)
Distributed leadership best aligns with delegated, democratic, and
dispersed practices, such as bottom-up practices (Blase & Blase, 1999; Camburn
et al., 2003; Spillane, 2006, Spillane & Diamond, 2007; Timperley, 2005). I used
key terms associated with this practice, including decentralized, collaborative,
participative, equitable, democratic, shared, and teachers’ teams or multiple
leaders, to best pose the questions for distributed leadership practices
(Leithwood et al., 2004).
Therefore, in Table 30, questions 18–21 were selected because they
concern distributed leadership. Schools A, B, and C all show that over 85% of
teachers strongly agreed or agreed that distribution of leadership roles and tasks
in schools enhanced teacher job satisfaction. One teacher from School C
elaborated on how distributed leadership affected the job: “I believe that
distributed leadership will help teachers to feel invested in the school site as well
as being able to collaborate together on how to effectively implement and teach
the Common Core standards” (Survey results).
As shown in Table 30, question 19 prompted an interesting finding. The
large majority of teachers in Schools A, B, and C agreed that distribution of
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leadership activities was encouraged at their site, yet they offered different
percentages, with School A at 100% (15/15), School B at 94% (23/24), and
School C at 85% (24/28). A different finding is to be found in the results of
question 21, as teachers at Schools A, B, and C saw distributed leadership
practice in more than two individuals, with School C with 81% (22/27), School A
with 86% (13/15), and School B with 91% (21/23).
Table 30
Cross-Case Analysis of Schools A, B, and C in the Teacher Survey Results
Question and Percentages

Analysis

Q18: Distribution of leadership roles and
tasks in schools enhances teacher job
satisfaction. (Strongly Agree & Agree)
School A—100% (15/15)
School B—91% (21/23)
School C—85% (24/28)

Question 18 illustrates the satisfaction of
teachers due to distribution of leaders.
Schools A, B, and C have 85% or better
agreement that distribution of leadership roles
enhanced teacher job satisfaction.

Q19: Distribution of leadership activities is
encouraged at my school site. (Strongly
Agree & Agree)
School A—100% (15/15)
School B—94% (23/24)
School C—85% (24/28)

Question 19 focuses on leadership activities’
being encouraged at Schools A, B, and C.
School A had 100% agreement among
teachers, whereas School C was at 85%. At
School B, 94% of the teachers strongly agreed
or agreed that they were encouraged to lead
activities.

Q20: Distribution of leadership roles is
encouraged at my school site. (Strongly
Agree & Agree)
School A—92% (13/14)
School B—90% (20/23)
School C—85% (24/28)

Question 20 deals with the distribution of
leadership roles’ being encouraged at school
sites A, B, and C.
At School A, 92% of teachers agreed that
leadership roles were encouraged. School B
had 90% of the population agree, while 85% of
the population strongly agreed or agreed at
School C.

Q21: At my school, leadership practice is
seen in more than two individuals. (Strongly
Agree & Agree)
School A—86% (13/15)
School B—91% (21/23)
School C—81% (22/27)

At School B, 91% saw leadership practice in
more than two individuals. At 81%, School C
had the largest population of teachers who saw
leadership practice in more than two individuals.
School A had the smallest population, but still 13
out 15 teachers saw leadership practice in two
or more individuals.
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A noteworthy set of findings emerged from the open-ended survey
question under distributed leadership that was asked of teacher leaders only at
Schools A, B, and C: “What are your perceptions regarding distributed leadership
practice as a leadership model?”
At School A, out of 15 participants, only three responded to the openended question. Three anonymous teacher responses shared how they
perceived distributed leadership practice as a leadership model:
Teacher 1: Distributed leadership is a collaborative model. It allows
everyone to be involved and have a vested stake in our school
community.
Teacher 2: I believe that distributed leadership will help teachers to feel
invested in the school site as well as being able to collaborate together on
how to effectively implement and teach the Common Core Standards.
Teacher 3: It could be beneficial . . . OK—Or it could be one more
innovation requiring in services/staff meetings/planning and preparation
time/competition between districts/schools/administrators/teachers to
demonstrate superiority in compliance—plus surveys and records and
observations to show results. It could go either way, depending on
interpretation, personalities, and implementation.
At School B, the same question was asked of teachers only. Out of 35
participants at School B, one teacher shared that he or she perceived distributed
leadership as a practice:
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Teacher 1: Currently, I don’t feel like anyone at my site—teachers or
administration or district administration—are giving much leadership as to
what Common Core is, what it should look like, how we should be
implementing it, supporting us with direction or materials. If there was
shared leadership, maybe somebody would step up and lead us towards
what we are supposed to be doing with this Common Core. Common Core
seems like Chinese—and someone is saying we all need to speak
Chinese—but do it without materials, and look online for websites and
videos to figure out how to speak Chinese, and we will have random
workshops for one day where we will tell you how to speak Chinese, but
you make it happen on your own, with no funds or materials— just wake
up and speak Chinese please. Oh, and we will test you on your Chinese
speaking ability for 8 hours—good luck!!! Shared leadership might cause
someone to take ownership of Common Core and then educate the
masses.
At School C, the same question was asked of teachers and teacher leaders only.
Out of 29 participants in the survey, 15 teachers responded anonymously as to
how they perceived distributed leadership practice:
Teacher 1: It works to build a positive environment where everyone has a
vested interest; however, there still needs to be a top-down leadership.
Teacher 2: Through a decentralized leadership model, distributed
leadership practice promotes a shared responsibility toward a common
goal. For this model to be realized, the team must clarify the common goal
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to be attained before distributing the leadership. Effective communication
and shared responsibility for tasks are essential.
Teacher 3: It’s good. Micromanagement is ineffective.
Teacher 4: We have a team lead that will receive school news and update
the grade level groups with school business. It is effective and minimizes
the unnecessary dialogue amongst administration and each staff member.
Delegating the workload to team leaders also helps to lessen confusion of
message in general.
Teacher 5: Ideally, leadership roles should be distributed. It seems that
the distribution falls to the same group of leaders who have the assertive
personalities. Teachers who may be reflective and have good input and
valid concerns are not always part of decisions. It is difficult to be heard
over dominant, vocal or influential teachers. Many teachers finally stop
participating and back off over the years because they feel that their ideas
are unimportant and unheard.
Teacher 6: There are so many Indians running around that it is hard to find
the chief and sometimes the chief is the one who is needed to make the
decision or offer direction.
Teacher 7: I believe this collaborative form of leadership is very effective.
Teacher 8: Schools could be more effective with strong development of
teacher leaders.
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Teacher 9: I agree with this model when it is fully implemented in a
manner in which all staff members have the opportunity to participate (on
a rotation?). I feel this provides a greater buy-in for everyone.
Teacher 10: When more people have responsibility, they have more
ownership which should impact students and the school environment in
positive ways.
Teacher 11: To me Distributed Leadership is just a new word for
delegating. Good leaders delegate. This has been happening for years at
this site.
Teacher 12: It makes sense. Not everyone wants to take on leadership
roles and therefore look to those who do in order to help manage the
responsibilities associated with our interconnected teaching assignments.
Too much for one leader to do, so multiple leaders, distributing the
responsibilities, just makes sense.
Teacher 13: I am in favor of a distributed leadership model, because
people feel like they have more input or a say in decisions that are made.
Also, we can share ideas and make better decisions.
Teacher 14: Share the wealth.
Teacher 15: I truly believe that distributing the leadership in any given
situation is the best policy!
Thus, out of the 90 teachers who received the survey, 19 shared their
perception on distributed leadership. In the 19 responses, distributed leadership
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is perceived to be a model including delegating, collaboration, and involving
teacher leaders.
A final finding for this section is the saturated data on Schools A, B, and C
identifying a decentralized model. The structure of each school varied in terms of
the school culture. Leaders had created their own unique school culture with a
different set of established routines, schedules, and systems. All operated
differently, but they still had a collective and decentralized environment for
managing school business. The teachers’ perceptions best reveal what types of
practices exist at Schools A, B, and C.
The perceptions of teachers in Schools A, B, and C indicate that they are
all working in a decentralized environment. Figure 8 shows in greater detail how
top-down (centralized), shared (decentralized), and distributed leadership models
function.

Figure 8. Centralized, decentralized, and distributed school structure. Baran, P.
(1964). RAND memoranda on distributed communication. Used with Permission.
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All teachers in this study best identified with a decentralized (middle)
school-structure model versus a centralized (left) or distributed (right) model of
communication. This means that communication was still going from one person
to multiple leaders. It was best described by Principal A, who noted:
I don’t feel like I’m in the front and everybody’s following behind me. It’s
more of, I might be the hub where all the information comes in, and then
I’m the person that shares out the information to all the different factions of
the community. And then after we get all that information, decisions can
be made. (Personal communication, November 11, 2014)
Principals deliver instructional leadership, communication, and interactions as a
hub. As seen in Figure 8, the decentralized model shows that these schools’
communication was disseminated in clusters, or teams. The configuration of the
teams shaped as a collective structure resembles Scribner’s (2007) case study,
which involved teacher teams and how interactions, two- or three-way dialogues,
and multi-participant communication emerged; in addition, a significant principle
(autonomy) and patterns of discourse were identified as school structures.
One teacher from School C responded to the survey question, “What are
your perceptions regarding distributed leadership practice as a leadership
model?” with:
Through a decentralized leadership model, distributed leadership practice
promotes a shared responsibility toward a common goal. For this model to
be realized, the team must clarify the common goal to be attained before
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distributing the leadership. Effective communication and shared
responsibility for tasks are essential.
Blase and Blase’s (1999) study described collective exercises, thoughts,
and feelings concerning a collective approach as a transitional step to
confronting the challenges of schools and reforming the traditional leadership
paradigm from top-down structures to teacher teams. In all, these principal
leaders have restructured systems of communication to deal with the multitude of
responsibilities in a complex school environment.
The findings indicate the systems in place for schools A, B, and C operate
with a multitude of key players who make decisions. Equity is visible because of
the open structure set by the leadership. Researchers have stated that the 21stcentury structure is rapidly changing, so schools have adopted a more inclusive
and open distribution of power that encourages collective involvement to spread
teachers’ impact on today’s students (Spillane, 2006).
Overall, the findings within the theme of distributed leadership indicated
(a) teachers are stretched across roles given by principals; (b) teachers and
principals believe distributed leadership delegates tasks; (c) teacher leaders exist
at Schools A, B, and C; (d) teacher leadership emerges from principal leadership
and influences the way distributed leadership is practiced and experienced; (e)
interactions between teachers and leaders influence the means and forms of
leadership at Schools A, B, and C; and (f) teachers view their school as following
a decentralized model as opposed to a distributed model. Findings from the
survey support that teacher leadership is the outcome of multiple leaders.
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Interview results for Principals A, B, and C. In a semi-structured
environment and in direct conversations with the Principals A, B, and C, I
focused on asking questions about distributed leadership practices and how
these leadership practices emerged.
The following interview questions were used from the interview protocol
for Principals A, B, and C:
1.

What does leadership mean?

2.

What is distributed leadership? Are you familiar with the term
distributed leadership?

3.

So what do you think are the benefits of having a distributed
leadership at a school?

4.

What do you think are the drawbacks of distributed leadership?

5.

On a daily basis, how many interactions do you think you have with
teachers, parents, and students?

The outcomes of these questions are presented in the next section with
the most relevant emergent themes as expressed by Principals A, B, and C.
Principal A. Principal A described leadership practice as a leader who is
fluid in response to the information given. The principal described being the “hub”
of information. The leader is the person who gets input and gives the output
information to teachers. This input of information involves the district information
shared with the school site. This principal is at the center of the hub, and the
teachers receive, collaborate on, and respond to the information given.
In direct conversation, Principal A said that a lot of school information is
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always coming and going, all at once in some cases. This heavy amount of input
and output can be overwhelming, so the best strategy shared by this leader is to
disperse the information. In other words, Principal A understood that her role
entailed too much for her to deliver everything and do everything alone. Principal
A shared the leadership practice at School A and explained the process:
Surrounding yourself with other leaders, like, I can’t be the only leader on
campus. I don’t think anybody should be the only leader on campus. For
example, my Title 1 teacher, she does all of the SATs. I mean, we’re in
close communication, but she is a leader in and of herself at this school,
and if teachers have a question about a struggling student, they’ll go to
her because she’s known as that person.
Principal A elaborated that her leadership involved spreading
responsibility and having more than one person able to support teachers. For this
principal, leadership practice developed into different understandings. It evolved
as her roles and responsibilities increased. From a classroom teacher to a
teacher on special assignment to an assistant principal and now a principal, she
developed a mature understanding of leadership practice. Principal A stated:
I don’t feel like I’m in the front and everybody’s following behind me. It’s
more of, I might be the hub where all the information comes in, and then
I’m the person that shares out the information to all the different factions of
the community. And then after we get all that information, decisions can
be made. (Personal communication, November 7, 2014)
This principal explained that input and output of information were a big part of
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leadership practice. Sharing information with teachers and then collaborating
were instrumental in the process. The process was not easy but complex, but it
worked because of human interactions.
In further discussion, Principal A explained that there were uncounted
interactions with the staff. From the view of this leader, the amount of movement
was constant, erratic, and unpredictable; it was too much to be able to count the
number of people she interacted with because it was continuous throughout the
day. Principal A said:
It is over 100 interactions. And that’s probably light. . . . I’m on
e-mail until 11 at night, and then I’m back on e-mail by 5:45, 6:00 in the
morning; so communication is huge. There might be a teacher that e-mails
me at night; something’s happened. I’m not going to be able to be there on
time. So having teachers feel comfortable enough to e-mail me and say, “I
have a doctor’s appointment tomorrow. Can I leave 15 minutes early? Can
you cover it for me?” So before the day starts, you’ve already started that
communication piece. (Personal communication, November 7, 2014)
This principal has developed a comfortable system of communication with
teachers, parents, and staff in order to be constantly interacting and in
communication.
Principal A was asked, “What is distributed leadership? Are you familiar
with the term distributed leadership?” Principal A responded:
It’s another form of delegating and sharing information with other school
leaders. (Personal communication, November 11, 2015)
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Principal A shared that multiple leaders lead in School A, not just one.
Principal A elaborated that the teacher leader at this site supported the principal
and teachers with curriculum development, intervention, PLC data, and Common
Core development. Furthermore, the intervention teacher was stretched in all
directions. Principal A said, “There’s so many areas that our site support helps
with,” so the teacher leader offered support as a second administrator at the
school without a formal role. “It really just depends on the situation,” the principal
said. Each situation concerned different team players, and depending on the
situation in context, the principal led alone or with others. Principal A shared:
Different situations call for different roles. For example, if it’s a situation
that needs immediate attention, then it’s my role to step in right away and
take care of it. If it’s a situation that can have some discussion behind it or
it’s going to involve more than just myself, then my role is to kind of gather
input, get other people’s expertise involved, just depending the situation.
There are some things that a principal just has to do. Right now, there’s no
time for input, and there are some things that are evolving over time, and
so you’re constantly getting input whether it’s from kids, parents, teachers,
colleagues. (Personal communication, November 11, 2015)
Principal A also shared that there were situations where leaders had to be
involved to make decisions immediately and other times where such a decision
needed to be delegated, collaborated upon, or directed. The principal elaborated
that the role was complex, but teachers who stepped up could help share the
burden.
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This principal shared that she was in the classroom all the time,
supporting teachers, observing instruction, and allowing teachers to complete
lesson studies. Lesson studies occurred when the whole grade level of teachers
observed an instructional practice. In other words, the principal created situations
for teachers to see best practices from their colleagues as determined by the
principal. Principal A said that this “provides a couple of positives. It develops the
collaboration and the camaraderie between the teachers” (Personal
Communication, November 11, 2015). Principal A explained how this type of
support was accomplished:
I step out; I don’t go with them to do the observing and say, “Did you see
that? Did you see that?” It’s the two of them. I will take the one’s class,
and then I get the experience of being in the classroom and continuing to
teach and learn the curriculum for different grade levels and learn the
students’ names because I’m in the classroom. (Personal communication,
November 11, 2015)
In summary, the principal spent her days walking classrooms and
supporting students, teachers, and classified staff. Principal A responded to the
protocol question, “On a daily basis, how many interactions do you think you
have with teachers, parents, and students?” in this way:
Teachers I would say 25 to 30. Classified—well, I’m interacting with these
two all day, so it’s hard to put a number on what happens in the office.
Beyond the office with playground and classroom aides, I’d say 20 to 30 in
a day. Parents, it’s hard to quantify because I stand out in front and I greet
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the kids. So if parents are walking their kids to school, I’m saying hello to
every parent that walks up to the gate. So that’s kind of hard to quantify.
(Personal communication, November 11, 2015)
The finding from Principal A is that distributed leadership is associated
with multiple leaders who lead in different situations within this school site,
moving from the traditional view of one leader (principal) to numerous leaders
(teacher leaders). This principal revealed that every situation entailed different
leaders and approaches, so who was involved and how was critical.
Principal B. The interview with Principal B started with the following
protocol interview question, “What does leadership mean to you?”
Leadership to me is really leading by example. When you’re put in charge
of a school, or any, I guess, if you want to say, administrator or managerial
position, you really have to be very ethical; you have to make the right
decisions. What I think is always the best way to make the right decisions
as a principal is [that] you always put everything back on, “Is this beneficial
for the students?” That’s like the question you can ask. It’s a test for the
decision. “Is this what’s best for the students?” is the test question I
always use. If the answer is yes, then it’s something that we’re going to
want to look at and incorporate. Of course, there’s many things out there
as far as things that can be purchased that are best for students, and with
that, you definitely have to have a shared leadership and do needs
assessments because it would be great to have all these programs, but
sometimes I’ve noticed you get too many programs and you become an

151
expert at one and use it to fidelity, so use pieces of everything and piece
your own things together. But being a leader really means leading by
example. (Personal communication, October 24, 2014)
Leadership practice to Principal B was leading by modeling the type of actions
necessary. Principal B expressed an approach to leadership practice as a shared
leadership model by involving others through participation in teams and
professional learning communities.
The next question to this leader was, “On a daily basis, about how many
interactions do you have with another educator?” Principal B explained that
counting interactions was virtually impossible because his philosophy was to be
constantly going and not sitting down. Principal B elaborated on this practice:
When the school day is going, I do not like to be in this office. You can sit
in here all day, but it doesn’t get anything done. A wise individual once
said a statement when I was going and getting my admin credentials, and
I always believed in it. He said, “An administrator on their feet is worth two
in the seat.” And I’ve always believed in that even as an assistant principal
at a middle school. It really works. The things that can get done in the
office, you can do those before school starts or after. . . . An administrator
on their feet, so walking around—an administrator on their feet, going in
the classes, being around the kids, building those relationships is worth
two in the seat. And I really believe it. I really believe that walking around,
building those relationships, you’re as good as two principals just sitting in
the office. (Personal communication, October 24, 2014)
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Principal B said that staying on your feet, constantly talking to people and moving
from one place to another in continual motion, encourages interactions and
building relationships with people.
The critical statement, an “administrator on their feet is worth two in the
seat,” reveals that sitting down did not develop a high level of interaction for this
leader. Proactive leadership practice rather than reactive was deemed the best
approach to engage in a continual level of interaction.
Principal B was asked, “What is distributed leadership? Are you familiar
with the term distributed leadership?” Principal B responded:
Yeah. I think I call it shared leadership, but that’s what I’m assuming it is.
Shared leadership is like a democratic style of leadership as well, where
you’re doing just a lot of delegating. You’re delegating tasks to people,
and that’s where it’s important when you do delegate and when you build
relationships with people and you know their strengths. It’s important you
delegate; you know that individual is going to finish that job because you
don’t want to delegate something to somebody that you have any
concerns that it may not get done in its entirety, because it could not
benefit the students. If there’s an after-school program, you know, and you
delegate a teacher to that and you have any doubts, I would say no, you
need to find somebody who’s capable of that. But distributed leadership, I
would say delegating shared leadership, delegating working with your
leadership team and sharing those ideas. (Personal communication,
October 24, 2014)
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Principal B’s understanding was that distributed leadership entailed
delegation to the right people and sharing leadership in a democratic style or via
a leadership team. Principal B shared that delegating assignments to support
staff opened up opportunities to leadership. However, not everything could be
delegated to teachers; some teachers were just not ready or trained well enough.
Principal B was asked, “On a daily basis, how many interactions do you
think you have with teachers, parents, and students?” Principal B elaborated on
how challenging it was to quantify the interactions by any means or record;
however:
When the school day is going, I do not like to be in this office. You can sit
in here all day, but it doesn’t get anything done. A wise individual once
said a statement when I was going and getting my admin credentials, and
I always believed in it. He said, “An administrator on their feet is worth two
in the seat.” And I’ve always believed in that even as an assistant principal
at a middle school. It really works. The things that can get done in the
office, you can do those before school starts or after. (Personal
communication, October 24, 2014)
Again, the number of interactions was impossible to capture in this interview;
however, this principal shared that he was on his feet all day, interacting and
building relationships with people. In further detail, Principal B said:
An administrator on their feet, so walking around—an administrator on
their feet, going in the classes, being around the kids, building those
relationships, is worth two in the seat. And I really believe it. I really
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believe that walking around, building those relationships, you’re as good
as two principals just sitting in the office. I mean, especially with behavior,
classroom management, you can sit here in the office all day and wait for
the students to come to you; they’ll come all day with behavior. But if you
identify who those students are and do a lot of checking so you know, hey,
these couple of kids have been having some behavior problems, so
instead of waiting for them to come to me and now they’re leaving class,
missing instruction, I’m just going to be—as I’m walking through my class
doing my observations—those informal observations. (Personal
communication, October 24, 2014)
Principal B was thus proactive, on his feet, and interacting with students,
teachers, and staff.
Another question from the interview protocol was posed: “What do you
think about the benefits of distributed leadership?” Principal B responded:
I think the benefits of distributed leadership include buy-in from everyone
involved. Because if you sit there and just make it very top-down and
make every decision without distributed leadership, you won’t have that
buy-in. I also think the importance of it is I’m surrounded by experts here,
you know. I think we’re all experts. If I just sat here all day and just went
off what I thought was best, we could really miss out on some great ideas
that other people have. But if they didn’t have those opportunities to get
those ideas out, those plans, those things we want to do to make our
school better, without distributed leadership, if that’s not the culture, those
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ideas may never come out, and therefore that plan or idea won’t come to
fruition because it was never brought forward because people may not
have felt comfortable because that wasn’t the culture. But I think when you
have that distributed leadership or shared leadership, people feel
confident to share their ideas, and you come up with a lot of great ideas to
help your students out. (Personal communication, November 7, 2014)
This principal shared that he avoided top-down leadership approaches in
decision-making and involved teachers in leading and making collective
decisions. This type of leadership by Principal B entailed changing the culture of
School B.
A final interview question led the last segment of this face-to-face
interview with Principal B: “Any drawbacks from distributed leadership?” He
responded:
There can be, again, when you start delegating things, you really get to
know your people. I really kind of think, get the right people in the right
seats in the bus. One drawback—if you’re delegating a lot of things and
the leadership is two-shared and the person is not in the right seat on the
bus and you delegate something to them that they’re not capable of doing,
that could kind of slow the system down, and you know, not having it
completed as good as it could, or having to go back and maybe fix
whatever hiccups could have occurred because of that. I would say that
would be the only drawback. But if you have trust in your people and you
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have good people in place and the people in the right seats on the bus,
you’re good to go. (Personal communication, November 7, 2014)
Based on the interviewee field notes with Principal B, distributed leadership can
have drawbacks when sharing leadership with a teacher who is not capable of
doing the assignment or who might slow down the process. In sum, from the
perspective of this principal, it is important to identify the talented teachers, which
of them can be involved in distributed leadership, and how it can be
accomplished.
Principal C. The interview with Principal C started with the protocol
interview question, “What does leadership mean to you?”
I believe school leadership means how either a small group of people, or
one person—it’s how a group is moved, really, just basically where you sit
towards achieving goals. Part of the leadership is to perhaps have the
vision of where we want to go and then to work with others in the group on
how we’re going to get there, and some of the questions of the PLC, “How
will we know when we’ve arrived?” And all of that goes along with it. So it’s
moving a group of individuals in a common direction toward a common
goal, common vision. (Personal communication, September 30, 2014)
This principal shared that it was important for the group to move in the same
direction. Moving in the same direction, developing capacity, and moving the
team together were Principal C’s beliefs. Principal C elaborated on this approach
to leadership practice:
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There needs to be a vision, so somebody has to have something in mind
about where you want to go. There’s a lot to be said about a shared
vision—let’s all decide together what it is that we want this organization to
be. I kind of think it still starts with a one-person leadership vision. I think
that it’s not something to be manipulated, but I believe that you have to
have something in mind so that you can help a group even work together
to come up with a collective idea of what they want the organization to
represent, where they want the organization to head. And so from there,
it’s not just a one-person leadership. Then you’re developing leadership
capabilities, capacities within your organization here. Organization, of
course, is the school vision. (Personal communication, September 30,
2014)
Principal C pointed out that the group as a collective agency developed the
organization and direction of the school. As an organization, as a group of
educators working together, a vision could be accomplished; however, Principal
C stated clearly that one leader was to introduce the vision and everyone else
was to follow, support, and develop that vision.
This principal believed in building capacity, so many leaders can lead.
Principal C shared that to move a vision forward, many leaders must support and
participate, so that everyone is involved in the vision of the school, not just the
principal. For instance, “If the principal’s the only one leading, not much gets
done, not much moves forward. I see that as an ineffective leadership. It is
developing leadership capacity, capability within your teachers” (Personal
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communication, September 30, 2014). Building capacity was important to
Principal C to move the group forward. By building capacity, more people could
be a part of the decision-making.
This principal shared that it was challenging to move everyone forward
without teachers who were capable of leading. Principal C elaborated:
My role over the years [has been] to help them develop that capacity,
even just at that communication level for their team. No, absolutely, if you
don’t have people, if you don’t develop leadership capability, one person
trying to move everybody along, it just doesn’t work. It’s how we make
decisions together. And then when things go wrong with the decision, well,
we together back up and say, “It didn’t work out the way that that we
thought it would. How can we tweak this?” And then there isn’t any one
person to blame, nor is there one person to celebrate. It’s about
everybody being part of those decisions and moving forward and taking
the praise for the successes as well as, if something goes wrong, OK, we
back up, we tweak it a little bit, and then we’re all part of it and feel
responsible for it. And I think shared leadership is really great. (Personal
communication, September 30, 2014)
In practice, this principal involved multiple leaders in making decisions together,
creating accountability among everyone if the right or wrong decision were made
collectively. In other words, everyone was a part of a good or bad decision.
Principal C was asked another leadership question from the interview
protocol: “How many interactions do you think you have a day with an educator
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on site?” Principal C responded, “I couldn't even count . . . because there are
interactions by e-mail; there are interactions in formal meetings; there’s people
that are waiting out there in between the formal meetings” (Personal
communication, September 30, 2014). Principal C struggled with the question
because it was challenging to quantify how many interactions occurred in a day,
in an hour, or a week. The principal shared that it was more a case of, “I see just
an explosion of individual interactions,” and that was more what the day looked
like.
The principal shared that interactions within the structure of PLCs were
rich collaborations. These collaborations occurred more often than on a weekly
basis and were continual.
Principal C was asked, “What is distributed leadership? Are you familiar
with the term distributed leadership?” Principal C said:
Well, distribution means that it’s not all held in one place, that it’s shot out
there. So I’m going to assume that you’re shooting out the leadership
whether it’s capability, whether it’s empowerment, whether it’s all the
things that you can distribute in leadership. (Personal communication,
September 30, 2014)
In further conversation, Principal C shared an occasion when leadership spread
a task to a teacher:
One of the tasks was our leader for English learners, the person who
would attend district meetings and the person who would coordinate the
efforts here at the site, would not attend to all of the details, such as going
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in and looking at the strategies, doing walk-throughs. The person couldn’t
do that part of it, but they were the site leader who would bring back the
information from the district, who would look over some of the
management parts, so it’s a management leadership position. They would
look at how we were keeping our files for our students, how we were
keeping all the intake and the annual notifications of their progress on the
self-test, so that became a leadership position. (Personal communication,
September 30, 2014)
This leadership task evolved by the principal’s finding a passionate, capable
teacher who could commit. The process entailed asking the staff. He stated,
I just asked somebody that I saw had a passion for it, and one of the
teachers is a bilingual teacher, and it was based on her passion and her
willingness to do it. That was one example. In the past we’ve had those
who have coordinated the GATE program. Now we do kind of a divide and
conquer. (Personal communication, September 30, 2014)
In the context of School C, only the principal perceived the school as leadership
being dominated by teams. For example:
I see teams of people that will take on something. And that comes out of
just teams that work really well together at things. The fourth-grade team,
very solid, very eager to lead themselves in the Common Core math.
They’ll talk with teachers at other schools; they’ll make sure that they're in
district committee. (Personal communication, September 30, 2014)
Based on the raw data from the interview notes, Principal C set up teacher teams
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to work together on evolving tasks, standards, and school activities.
Principal C was asked, “On a daily basis, how many interactions do you
think you have with teachers, parents, and students?” The principal elaborated
that there are too many to count and said, “Because there are interactions by email; there are interactions in formal meetings; there’s people that are waiting out
there in between the formal meetings,” and it was too many in a day to count.
Principal C felt interactions were constant in the role of principal.
When asked, “So what do you think are the benefits of having a distributed
leadership at a school?” Principal C responded:
Well, what little I understand of distributed leadership, what I’m making up,
basically, that it’s much stronger than—the benefits are you have more
people leading, more can get done, you’re empowering people, you’re
building capacity, capability in them. And where they have increased
capability and capacity and generally there’s a deeper job satisfaction,
they become more than just somebody who feels they have control, and
we all, one of our basic needs, is control. So you’re putting power and
control back in the hands of people. That’s a basic need, and they feel
good about that, so I’'s some job satisfaction that can come from that and
feeling part of something, not being directed by somebody but truly feeling
part of a movement and having an important role in that. So I think those
are some of the positives to it. (Personal communication, September 30,
2014)
Based on the responses of Principal C, delegating power, multiple people being
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involved, and empowerment led to job satisfaction and school movement.
A final interview question led the last segment of this face-to-face
interview with Principal C. “Any drawbacks from distributed leadership?” The
principal responded:
Some of the negative is that I think leadership involves good
communication, and the larger the organization, the more difficult that
becomes. And no matter how much we say, “We’ve told you in every way
possible; we’ve tried to get this out in every way possible,” communication
is key, and not everybody has the skills or not everybody understands
that, or we have a lot of different personalities who are now out there
leading, and sometimes there are some principles of leadership that are
helpful for people to know. So there’s some training involved. Some
human interaction, communication principles, so distributed leadership is
also building the capability to lead. There’s a responsibility to do that, to
help people know how to lead. Not everybody innately knows how to
lead. They have areas of expertise that they—but that’s not exactly
leadership. So, you know, unless you have time to develop that and train
and teach and help people know how to lead, then it isn’t always as
effective as it could be. So that might be a drawback. But I wouldn’t let that
drawback get in the way. I think it’s better to share that leadership role, to
build capacity, to have leaders from within, and then everybody in the
organization or people in the organization are perceived more as being
part of it, not being in something where you’re just told what to do and go
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forth and do it. They're truly part of it. I think that’s a greater, deeper
satisfaction. I believe the organization can have the ability to reach a
vision. (Personal communication, September 30, 2014)
In the eyes of this principal, not everyone was innately able to lead unless given
the proper training, capacity, and opportunity. So, unless there were a platform of
proper training or a proper way of dealing with communication going back and
forth, there could be a drawback to shifting and allowing multiple leaders to be a
part of distributed leadership.
Closing Statement for Interview Results
Table 31 offers a comparison of responses from Principals A, B, and C.
Principals shared their understandings of a shared leadership model, including a
few target areas of distributed leadership and what drawbacks distributed
leadership might have.
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Table 31
Interview Results—Comparison of Principals
Interview
Questions

Principal A

Principal B

Principal C

1. What is
Leadership?

Shared Leadership
“leadership is to
spread the
responsibility and
have more than
one person able to
support teachers”

Shared Leadership “by
involving others through
participation in teams and
professional learning
communities”

Shared Leadership
“it’s moving a group
of individuals in a
common direction
toward a common
goal, common
vision”

2. What is
distributed
leadership?
Are you
familiar with
the term
distributed
leadership?

Delegating tasks,
multiple leaders
leading, different
situations call for
different roles

Delegating responsibilities,
democratic style of
leadership, where you’re
doing just a lot of
delegating.

Delegating,
leadership not all
held in one place

Stretching people
wide, as a Teacher
on Special
Assignment

“If person is not in the right
seat on the bus and you
delegate something to
them that they’re not
capable of doing, that
could kind of slow the
system down”

Not everybody
innately knows how
to lead

3. Any
Drawbacks to
distributed
leadership?

Commonalities among principals. The common practice among
Principals A, B, and C was spreading the responsibilities to teachers and teacher
leaders within their professional learning communities. Principals A, B, and C
stated they were highly involved in participating and interacting with their
teachers on a weekly basis about instruction and how to support their grade-level
teams. Principals A, B, and C had a common approach to practice shared
leadership practice. In face-to-face interviews, the principals shared that they
were involved in weekly PLCs at their school sites. During these PLCs, principals
allowed teachers to make decisions and be leaders. The research results show
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that these types of shared leadership practices involved sharing power, sharing
the decision-making processes, and allowing everyone the right, responsibility,
and ability to participate as a leader (Blase & Blase, 1999; Harris, 2008; Lambert,
2003; Spillane, 2006).
Another commonality among the principals was how they defined
distributed leadership as theory and practice. Principals A, B, and C responded
to the interview questions: “What is distributed leadership? Are you familiar with
the term distributed leadership?” The universal understanding among all three
principals was that distribution of leadership meat delegating tasks, power, and
responsibilities. Principals A, B, and C disclosed a common practice of including
many teachers as a part of decision-making. All three principals shared that it
was their normal practice to involve grade-level teachers and support staff in
making school-wide decisions on instructional improvement.
A frequent and noteworthy finding is the similarity in practices and beliefs
of Principals A and B. Both focused on “building trust” and having “trust with
teachers.” Principals A and B shared a heavy focus on building relationships and
trust with teachers. Principal A focused on building trust by talking to teachers,
knowing what their strengths were, and delegated those items to capable
teachers daily. Principal B was more concerned with building relationships and
growing conversations before allowing the teacher to lead.
A prevalent issue shared by Principals A and B was how they attended to
teachers’ needs. Both had a proactive approach. Principal A’s approach was to
walk the classrooms and communicate constantly and daily. This principal
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referred to her position as the “hub” of communication, constantly getting
information and constantly sharing it with teachers as a form of input and output.
Principal B asserted that “An administrator on their feet is worth two in the seat,”
meaning his leadership practice approach was to walk about the school, interact,
and build relationships among the teachers.
Differences between principals. Conversations with Principals A, B, and
C revealed two significant differences. The first concerned how these leaders
were leading and why they led in their chosen ways. Principals A and B had
similar approaches that were more organic and emergent, whereas Principal C
was more formal and linear in making decisions. In other words, decisions with
Principal C had to be made with the leadership team, while Principals A and B
were more organic when making decisions and less formal in making decisions
with leaders in specific roles.
Interview Results for Teacher Leaders
In a semistructured environment and in direct conversations with teacher
leaders of Schools A, B, and C, I focused on the following leadership interview
questions:
1.

What does leadership mean to you?

2.

What is distributed leadership? Are you familiar with the term
distributed leadership?

3.

So what do you think are the benefits of having a distributed
leadership at a school?

4.

What do you think are the drawbacks of distributed leadership?
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5.

On a daily basis, how many interactions do you think you have with
teachers, parents, and students?

The outcomes of these questions are presented in the next section, with the most
relevant emergent themes expressed by Teacher Leaders A, B, and C.
Teacher Leader A
The interview with Teacher Leader A began with a conversation about
how the leadership practice was actualized at this school and especially looking
at how the leadership across the school was spread. Teacher Leader A was
asked, “What does leadership mean to you?” Teacher Leader A responded:
So my view of leadership is actually the more you become a leader, the
more you need to become of service. And what that looks like for me,
school leadership to me, is working with my principal, working with the
principal and kind of looking at what her vision is, where she would like the
school to go, but at the same time I provide input as well. (Personal
communication, December 13, 2014)
From this teacher leader’s perspective, leadership practice meant working with
the school principal. There needed to be a team effort in making decisions, and
collaboration was a must. Teacher Leader A said, “It isn’t just, OK, a top-down
kind of approach; it’s kind of, we’re all a team” (Personal communication,
December 13, 2014). A collective effort was clearly the practice of leadership at
School A.
Teacher Leader A said the team approach began with PLCs, where
Teacher Leader A got to maximize interactions with the team. In brief, this
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teacher leader explained an example of how to maximize such interactions:
So, on a weekly basis, I have between third, fourth, and fifth, I have a
pretty active role just telling, “Teachers, where are our students at?” I see
them walking in the hall with others. Kids usually—you know, it’s on-thespot kind of interaction, but more focused and critical [than it] would be
once a week. (Personal communication, December 13, 2014)
According to Teacher leader A, interactions were more tailored to areas in
professional learning communities. Interactions between teachers and leaders
were more about instruction and teaching in PLCs than about just input and
output. Teacher Leader A shared:
For example, last week the kindergarten PLC provide[d] information. A lot
of times with [a] student study team, often we have it twice a month, so I
guess that’s even more, because that provides interaction with several
teachers who come in for the team. And then often I’m on text. I have
everybody’s phone number, and they text me throughout the day, and
that’s how it works. (Personal communication, December 13, 2014)
Teacher Leader A felt the primary role was to support teachers by empowering
them and building professional capital. In PLCs and even in group texts, all were
part of the constant interactions that are involved in the position. This teacher
leader took the approach of constant interaction without reservation.
Teacher Leader A was then asked, “What is distributed leadership? Are
you familiar with the term distributed leadership?” Teacher Leader A said, “Well,
distribute means to send out, so I’m assuming distributed leadership means not
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housed in one person; it’s spread out” (Personal communication, December 13,
2014). Teacher Leader A expressed what distributed leadership literally means.
Later in the same conversation, this teacher leader said a “distributed
perspective would be that you have the mentality of leadership doesn’t reside in
one position, that leadership is, you know, distributed among everyone”
(Personal communication, December 13, 2014). Teacher Leader A said that
distributed leadership meant to disseminate people and to divide the leadership
among school leaders. Teacher Leader A was then asked, “So what do you think
are the benefits of having a distributed leadership at a school?” The teacher
leader responded:
Simply because—my job isn’t as time-consuming because, you know,
because I think you get more ideas out of sharing versus being your own
island. Human research says better movements come from collaboration;
more minds can solve more problems. (Personal communication,
December 13, 2014)
A fourth question followed in this same conversation: “Any drawbacks of
distributed leadership?” Teacher Leader A said:
Yeah. I would say it’s not really a drawback, but it’s more of a . . . I’m a
person who likes more definition of my role. And the drawbacks could be if
there—depending on who the leaders are, that can be—I mean, it can be
like negative in terms of you may have a team leader because this person
isn’t a team leader, but she’s still the leader in a negative way. So
because you’re providing all, you know, you want everybody’s input, you
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also need to include that input—not include that input, but you take it into
account maybe, per se, and so distributed leadership for me, the negative
would be, there are a lot of cooks in the pot and eventually the food has to
be made. (Personal communication, December 13, 2014)
In all, this teacher leader’s perception was that distributed leadership can lead to
collaboration movements to solve problems. Another perception was that
distributed leadership can have drawbacks by having too many leaders leading.
This teacher leader credited the principal with how teacher leader
development occurred in the process of the distribution of roles and situations. In
brief, Teacher Leader A said:
She is definitely good at bringing out or making it safe for myself and other
teacher leaders to really explore the whole area of leadership. She’s very
supportive, and she—I don’t know. She’s really safe. She’s not egocentric;
she’s not, you know, I have to have all the power. She’s an instructional
leader. She really is a leader in the sense of she’s not a dictator. She’s a
president with a cabinet. She allows people to be experts in their particular
area and bring that expertise to the table. I don’t know how to say it more.
It’s very exciting to work with her because she likes to be on the cutting
edge of things. (Personal communication, December 13, 2014)
The perception of Teacher Leader A was that distributed leadership was implied
in the actions of supporting teachers, supporting people to grow, and leading in a
safe environment without being dictated to.
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Teacher Leader A was asked, “On a daily basis, how many interactions
do you think you have with teachers, parents, and students?” The teacher leader
responded, “Anywhere from eight and above . . . OK. So probably, at a minimum,
once; at most, three. Again, because I'm in the classroom, so many times, I lose
track of time” (Personal communication, December 13, 2014). Teacher Leader A
shared that it was more than just face-to-face interactions because with
technology one can communicate faster when working with teacher teams.
Teacher Leader A also said:
For example, last week the kindergarten PLC providing information, a lot
of times with student study team, often we have it twice a month, so I
guess that's even more, because that provides interaction with several
teachers who come in for the team. And then often -- I'm on text, I have
everybody's phone number and they text me throughout the day and that's
how it works (Personal communication, December 13, 2014)
Teacher Leader B
The interview with Teacher Leader B began with the protocol interview
question, “What does leadership mean to you?” Teacher Leader B said, “It
means leading the teachers to growth” (personal communication, November 20,
2014). In the eyes of Teacher Leader B, leadership was about supporting
teachers and encouraging them to grow in the profession.
Teacher Leader B was also asked, “On a daily basis, how many
interactions do you think you have with teachers, parents?” Teacher Leader
responded:
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I have a very challenging relationship with my team, and it’s a struggle.
I’ve almost left this site because of it, and yet you can run into it
everywhere you go. And I think part of it could be from the elements that
I’m not sure how to interact with. (Personal communication, November 20,
2014)
Teacher Leader B saw the relationship with the team as challenging. Differences
affected the team, which affected the amount of grade-level team member
interaction. However, this teacher leader did share that the relationship with the
principal was a “positive connection.” Teacher Leader B viewed leadership as
follows:
An effective principal would be one that would run a school like clockwork.
Everything was just organized, it was, you know—in the last areas of
teaching, it’s been often if your school has really showed a lot of growth,
then your principal is directing good instruction, and that in turn, means for
the students. But I really think that it’s more about instructional growth of
the teacher. (Personal communication, November 20, 2014)
This teacher leader referred to leadership as “clockwork,” consistent, and
organized, and it is measured in how much teachers grow.”
Teacher Leader B was also asked, “What is distributed leadership? Are
you familiar with the term distributed leadership?” Teacher Leader B said,
“Distributed to me is maybe sort of a delegating sense. You know, I think—I
teach first grade all day, distributive property, group, group, group” (Personal
communication, November 20, 2014).
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Teacher Leader B said that distributed leadership was delegating.
However, she faced team problems, as she said:
I have a very challenging relationship with my team, and it’s a struggle.
I’ve almost left this site because of it, and yet you can run into it
everywhere you go. And I think part of it could be from the elements that
I’m not sure how to interact with, so this might come out in the teacher.
(Personal communication, November 20, 2014)
In further conversation with Teacher Leader B, she elaborated on the
absence of the principal and explained that distributed leadership was not
happening as much as at other schools. Teacher Leader B said, “I don’t see it as
much here. I do see that [the principal] encourages the group. And I shouldn't
say—I don’t mean that I don’t see it as much; I don’t see it as direct” (Personal
communication, November 20, 2014). She said there was an absence of
distributed leadership in her school.
The drawbacks and benefits of distributed leadership were not discussed
by this teacher leader.
Teacher Leader C
The interview with Teacher Leader C began with a conversation about
how the leadership practice was actualized at School C. The leadership was
spread across the school. Many teachers had talents, but everyone was capable,
according to the perception of this teacher leader:
There’s tended to be this idea of everybody has to learn how to analyze
test data instead of just letting the people who are good at those things, do
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that and share it out. There have been very positive opportunities for
growth for the teachers, usually not—I wouldn’t say the teachers
necessarily asked for it, but they’d be involved in whatever the training
was on professional development or on these PLCs or the other things
they’ve gone to. (Personal communication, November 17, 2014)
The interview with Teacher Leader C moved to the protocol interview
question, “On a daily basis, how many times do you interact with other
educators?” The teacher leader responded:
I interact with my students and my team much more than my principal or
my vice principal or the counselor or anybody else. I actually think my
source of—the biggest power is my parent volunteers, I think, because not
only do they give feedback to me, but they give me a clue as far as how
I’m doing. It gives me a quick window into what’s going on in the rest of
the community, in the school world of the classes I don’t see, the teachers
I don’t get to see. District is probably less than that. (Personal
communication, November 17, 2014)
According to this teacher leader, the most interactions came from adults other
than teachers or administration.
The leadership practice of this teacher leader was to support the gradelevel team. Within the grade level, shared decisions were made; however, within
the structure of the leadership team, it could be different. The leadership team
had one representative per grade. This teacher expressed that in some cases,
top-down decisions were made within the leadership team. For example:
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They meet with the principal usually once a month unless somebody else
has some pressing thing coming up that they can—the teachers can call a
meeting if they want to, but usually it’s either information coming top-down
to us, or it’s us sharing and coming up with conclusions of how to solve
scheduling problems, like who’s going to be in the computer lab when, and
how are we going to use the intervention teacher best? You know, to
spread it between all of us. (Personal communication, November 17,
2014)
This teacher shared a little about how communication was relayed from
administrator to the teacher teams or from the PLCs to the administration. In this
particular order, the teachers relayed information back to the administration, or
vice versa, as expressed by Teacher Leader C:
It usually goes through the team leader. It comes up in our team PLCs,
our grade-level PLCs, and then the team leader would address it back to
the administration, and then the administration will say, “Good idea,” or
“Here’s what we need to do,” or “Here’s what we already have, [what]
we're planning; does that work with you?” (Personal communication,
November 17, 2014)
Teacher leaders played a role in communication from the administration to the
teacher teams. The leadership practice as described above was set up in teams
with one teacher leader per team. Each teacher leader from each grade level
participated in the overall leadership of the school. There was a system for how
the information was relayed back and forth from the teams to the administration
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in School C.
Teacher Leader C was also asked, “What is distributed leadership? Are
you familiar with the term or have you heard of distributed leadership?” Teacher
Leader C responded, “No, I haven’t, but just thinking about math and what I’ve
been saying for a long time—that we don’t use our assets the way we should—it
seems logical” (Personal communication, November 17, 2015). Teacher Leader
C implied that leadership skills and assets can be distributed in particular areas.
The interpretation of this teacher leader was that distributed leadership is about
finding talented people and distributing the talent. In direct conversation, Teacher
Leader C expressed the idea in this way:
If you could take the people who are good at analyzing the data, it
wouldn’t matter what grade level they’re at; they could look at everybody’s
data and tell them where to go with it. If you take the people who are good
at the culture, put them together, let them put those ideas, I can see the
value in that. (Personal communication, November 17, 2014)
This teacher leader shared that using people and their strengths to potentially
support the content areas of a school site was evident at this school site.
Teacher Leader C also responded to the question, “So what do you think
are the benefits of having distributed leadership at a school?” Teacher Leader C
said, “Within a school site, I think there could be. It would really change the
structure of how things are supported” (Personal communication, November 17,
2015). From the field notes, this teacher leader further shared that disbursement
of leaders could widely support the school climate and structure of a school.
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When asked, “Any drawbacks to distributed leadership?” Teacher Leader
C responded:
That box idea—the idea that people get pigeonholed into one area, or they
start to think they rule an area. You get somebody who gets in leadership
in an area where, even if they’re good at it and they feel like they’re better
at it than anybody else, there’s not enough room for other opinions. Then
you get stuck. Then you get groupthink going, and the organization
crumbles under its own petard. (Personal communication, November 17,
2015)
The perspective of this teacher leader was that groupthink and egos may arise,
or the power given may become more pigeonholed than productive.
In direct conversation, this teacher leader concluded that distributed
leadership could be a way of opening the door for power to be automatically
dispersed. There was a perception that administrators might say teacher
leadership was good, yet there was a fear or underlying resistance:
I think there is room for school site levels even with principals and vice
principals always worried about protecting their power for more leadership
for teachers. I think there is room to find that. We haven’t figured out how
to do it within. I don’t know if it’s the union structure or the concern about
letting other people have leadership roles, but my experience, at least with
the principals at this site, they’re not ready to have teachers be leaders to
other teachers. There seems to be some resistance to that, and I’m not
sure what it is. They seem to fear that idea of cross-coaching beyond
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grade levels. I don't know what it is. (Personal communication, November
17, 2015)
The direct face-to-face interview revealed that this school still had resistance to
teacher leadership.
Concluding Statement for Interviews of Teacher Leaders
The evidence that surfaced from the interview results is compared in
Table 32. In Table 32, Teacher Leader A, B and C have a different belief on what
leadership means by definition. The significant finding and noteworthy of
discussion is that teacher leaders agree that distributed leadership is a form of
delegating, or delegating task.
Table 32
Comparison of Teacher Leader Interviews
Teacher Leader A

Teacher Leader
B

Teacher Leader C

Working as a
team

Building capacity

Spreading
leadership

Increase in
collaboration,
more minds can
solve more
problems

Unanswered by
this teacher
leader

Benefit the
structure of how
teachers are
supported

Servant
leadership

Building capacity
in others

Unanswered by
this teacher leader

4. What is distributed
leadership? Are you familiar
with the term distributed
leadership?

Distribute, spread
out, delegate

Delegating by
groups

Delegating task, a
positive structure

5. Any drawbacks to
distributed leadership?

Having too many
leaders leading

Unanswered by
this teacher
leader

Possible
groupthink

Interview questions
1. What does leadership mean
to you?
2. So what do you think are
the benefits of having a
distributed leadership at a
school?
3. What is leadership?
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Chapter Summary
This chapter revealed all findings of an anonymous teacher survey and
face-to-face interactive interviews for this study. The intent of this chapter was to
capture the specific perceptions within and between three school sites and reveal
the findings. In addition to being focused on the perceptions and actualization of
distributed leadership at Schools A, B, and C, I offered two emergent themes,
teacher leadership and distributed leadership, along with survey results, interview
results, and a cross-case analysis with a concluding statement. The data
analysis involved a cross-case analysis of Schools A, B, and C.
Out of 90 teachers who received the survey, 19 teachers shared their
perceptions of distributed leadership. Based on the evidence, I was able to
discern four major findings. First, distributed leadership was perceived to be a
model with delegating, collaborating, and involving teacher leaders. Second,
school principals had a heavy focus on trust and saturated their responses with
phrases such as “building trust” and having “trust with teachers.” Principals
focused on building trust by talking to teachers and knowing their strengths so as
to delegate tasks to capable teachers daily.
Third, all teachers in Schools A, B, and C who participated in the study
agreed their school leadership approach most resembled the decentralized
model. In conversations with teacher leaders, the structure of each school varied
in terms of the school culture, yet each school had established routines,
schedules, and systems. The teachers’ perceptions best show Schools A, B, and
C were closely related to a decentralized model.
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Fourth, teachers and principals saw distributed leadership practice as
delegating tasks to others. Teachers and administrators did not have a researchbased understanding of distributed leadership but saw it as allowing others to be
in a position of power. However, one principal did reveal an interesting
perspective by stating that “one administrator on their feet is worth more than two
in the seat.” The teachers who belong to this school site validated that the
principal walked through the classrooms daily and was constantly interacting with
others.
The data, conversations, and survey findings lead to interpretations,
conclusions, and recommendations that will be discussed in Chapter 5. The
findings of this study will allow teacher leaders and principals to develop theory
and practice in school leadership further for the betterment of school structures
and leadership practices.
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CHAPTER 5
DISCUSSION
This study explores the concept of distributive leadership in relation to
current demands on schools. It focuses on the perceptions of administrators and
teacher leaders and on how distributed leadership has been actualized at the
elementary level in three selected schools in Southern California. This chapter
will be organized to present (a) a concise summary of the problem; (b) the
purpose statement; (c) the research questions; (d) the methodological approach;
(e) the researcher’s interpretations of the study’s results; (f) a summary of the
findings, including the strengths and potential limitations of those findings; (g)
implications for future research; (h) recommendations; and (i) a summary of the
dissertation.
The problem this study addresses is how 21st-century school principals
can manage a multitude of responsibilities in a complex teaching and learning
environment. Researchers have agreed that one instructional leader can’t serve
an entire school without a collective effort in 21st-century education (Elmore,
2000; Lambert, 1998; Olson, 2000b; Spillane et al., 2001; Supovitz, 2000).
The intent of this chapter is to present an interpretation of the findings of
the research study. The purpose of this study is to explore distributed leadership
and how leadership practices have been actualized in three selected schools in
Southern California.
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To accomplish the purpose of the study, I analyzed the research to see if
the results accomplished the stated purpose before formulating the research
questions to guide the research project:
1.

What are the perceptions of principals, teacher leaders, and
teachers regarding the effectiveness of distributed leadership as a
model, which is being implemented in three elementary schools in a
Southern California district?

2.

How is distributed leadership actualized in the three selected
elementary schools involved in this study?

The methodological approach for this study consisted of looking in depth
at the individual, collective, and social problems of the three elementary schools.
Using a qualitative approach to leadership interactions within the context of the
study helped reveal how “reality is constructed by individuals interacting with their
social worlds” (Merriam, 1998, p. 6).
The data were collected and analyzed by using teacher surveys, field
notes, and face-to-face interviews with teachers, principals, and teacher leaders.
The theoretical framework allowed analysis of this leadership practice through a
distributed lens. Spillane and Diamond (2007) and Harris (2008) have explained
that these types of work, practice, and thinking are not a program or blueprint for
school leaders to follow. From this view, a distributed perspective is descriptive
rather than prescriptive. Spillane (2006) said that “it frames our efforts, as
practitioners and researchers, to examine the phenomena of leadership and
management and offers some pointers for how we might move forward” (p. 148).
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Spillane (2006) brought this particular leadership perspective to life in his
book Distributed Leadership, claiming first and foremost that this lens is about
leadership practice. Second in importance is capturing the “how” in leadership
practice. Together, these ideas refer to what Spillane termed methodological
tools, which reveal the interactions that exist and emerge and shape the practice
of leadership between leaders and followers and affect the context of improving
teaching and learning.
The findings presented attempted to provide understanding of the
phenomenon of distributed leadership in a real-world setting, with a focus on
social interactions. Using a qualitative approach to leadership practice helped me
better understand the interactions within the context of the study; these
interactions showed how “reality is constructed by individuals interacting with
their social worlds” (Merriam, 1998, p. 6). A cross-case approach was used to
compare interactions and determine why one case was similar to and/or distinct
from another (Allport, 1962). The intent was to analyze the cases to contribute
new knowledge regarding how these dynamics work, which produced meaningful
connections to this multicase distributed leadership study.
Interpretations and Conclusions
This section will include the major conclusions associated with the findings
of the research, along with interpretations of the data as they relate to each of the
research questions. The interpretations will draw connections between the
literature and empirical research, thereby revealing the connections, strengths,
limitations, and applications related to distributed leadership research.
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The findings of this study support several arguments posed by the
advocates of distributed leadership (Harris, 2008; Lambert, 2002; Leithwood
et al., 2009; Spillane, 2006; Spillane & Diamond, 2007) that leadership not only
involves what a principal knows or does but also is a complex arrangement of
interactions among individuals and situations. Twenty-first-century education is
too complex and is evolving too rapidly for one leader to hold sole authority
(Cuban, 2001; Evans, 1995; Fullan, 2008; A. Hargreaves, 1998; Harris, 2012b;
Leithwood et al., 2007; Yukl, 2006).
A second argument supported by this study is that the principal’s role is
shifting and leadership is being redefined and redistributed as the organization
becomes decentralized (Elmore, 2004; Hallinger & Heck, 1998; Leithwood et al.,
2004; Spillane, Halverson, & Kaplan, 2001). The next section will cover the
themes and interpretations as they relate to the research questions.
While all the participants had different experiences, backgrounds, and
approaches to leadership practices, they revealed significant similarities
associated with teacher leadership and distributed leadership.
Teacher Leadership
The findings related to the first research question indicated that all
principals were strongly committed to involving teachers in the leadership
process and encouraging them to be teacher leaders. Principals began by
building trust, empowering teacher leaders, and influencing teachers to lead. The
data revealed that teacher leadership was apparent in Schools A, B, and C (see
Table 9).
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How the school principals developed and empowered teachers varied by
each principal’s approach, specifically regarding how they used teachers for
leadership practice. Principal A built strong trust with teacher leaders and then
gave them the resources so that they had the time to take on multiple roles with
teachers and used teachers to lead in multiple roles (see Table 7). Principal B
built a strong, school-wide culture that focused on teachers’ empowering each
other and used teachers in multiple roles (see Table 8). Principal C built strong
systems of formal leadership teams in which individuals were encouraged to
come forward, and he also used teachers in multiple roles (see Table 9).
This emergent theme of teacher leadership indicates that, at some point,
each principal had to create a safe, inviting climate so teachers would want to be
leaders. The literature has clarified that a decentralized structure accepts and
invites the participation of teachers in leadership (Elmore, 2000; Gronn, 2003;
Harris, 2008; Leithwood et al., 2004; Spillane, 2006). As noted in the literature
review, a multiparticipant model of leadership that deviates from traditional
practices of school leadership fosters teacher growth (Spillane et al., 2004).
Spillane (2006) referred to this practice of developing teachers and including
multiple leaders as a type of distributed teacher leadership called being
“stretched across people.” Spillane (2006) stated that being stretched across
people is simply the operation of experts in a network of shared instructional
practices (stretched across roles) rather than an operation based on a top-down
approach (Elmore, 2000).
It is critical to point out that being stretched across people has nothing to
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do with distributing assignments, tasks, or the roles of leadership; it is about
leaders interacting and taking a position on the work of school leadership
(Spillane, 2006). This is important for future principals, emerging principals, and
current educational leaders who seek to create and sustain a flatter,
decentralized, and less hierarchical approach to power with a staff that includes
many teacher leaders (D. Hargreaves, 2009; Leithwood et al., 2009; Spillane,
2006).
The literature has suggested that for a flatter approach to be
accomplished, the principal must possess a set of sophisticated skills and
understandings regarding who can effectively couple their leadership
responsibilities with the core of instruction: teaching and learning (Elmore, 2000;
Spillane, 2006).
In this study, as evidenced by Table 2, all three principals participated in
the same summer professional development programs, which included principal
leadership training for professional learning communities. This focus on
consistent professional development is a clear sign of the benefits of this
leadership practice in this particular school district.
Additionally, it is wise to look ahead at how to develop 21st-century
teacher leaders and provide them with formal opportunities for growth (Harris,
2008; Leithwood et al., 2007). Employing a cross-case analysis, Table 9
illustrates that each principal allowed teachers to take part in leadership roles;
however, there was no formal training provided.
Even so, formal training for teachers to become leaders in Schools A, B,
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and C could have served as a potential limitation. It was clear that no specific
leadership skill development or teacher training classes were set up for these
teachers to become educational leaders. Teacher Leaders A, B, and C were the
most successful from the principals’ perspectives. Each teacher’s full potential is
not clear because of the extent of this study; however, future research could look
further into districts that provide teacher leadership training.
School A. Based upon the data (see Table 6), in School A, teachers were
highly involved, and 99% of teachers were given the opportunity to lead in their
school. Given this opportunity, teachers perceived that they were empowered
when taking on a leadership role or activity.
School B. Based on the survey results (see Table 7), teachers at School
B were encouraged to lead, recognized as formal leaders, and felt empowered.
Their leadership participation stretched their role as a teacher in activities. In all,
over 82% of the teachers perceived that teacher leadership exists at School B.
School C. Based on the survey results (see Table 8), teachers at School
C were encouraged to lead, were recognized as formal leaders, and felt
empowered. In question 4 (see Table 8), five participants, or 17% percent of the
total participants, perceived that they were not empowered when leading. Overall
in Table 8, questions 1–5 show that over 85% of the teachers perceived that
teacher leadership exists at School C.
Based on the responses and the teacher survey, teacher leadership was
developed and nurtured at the schools. Support and encouragement may need
to be visible for teachers to step forward in a formal leadership role. According to
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the principals, teacher leadership should be built, modeled, and widely available
for teachers to informally become a head teacher. The teacher leaders
concurred, adding that encouragement is needed as well as support.
Based on the evidence presented in this study, multiple leaders exist in
various roles and capacities. Schools A, B, and C had multiple people in
instructional leadership roles to support teaching and learning. Each school had
a formal leader and many informal leaders. The principal served as a formal
leader, and multiple teacher leaders served as district trainers, math module
writers, and Common Core professional development presenters.
Overall, the findings within this theme of teacher leadership were that (a)
teachers were encouraged to be leaders from the principal, (b) teachers were
supported and empowered to become informal and formal leaders, (c) teacher
leader development was a process, and (d) teacher leadership emerged from
principal leadership and influenced the way distributed leadership was practiced
and experienced. Findings from the evidence in the survey questions confirm that
teacher leadership was visible and developed at Schools A, B, and C. In other
words, teachers’ perceptions correlated to the perceptions of principals at each
site.
Distributed Leadership
The findings related to distributed leadership actualized at Schools A, B,
and C varied. Principals shared how and why they approached practices to best
align their schools with the vision of the district. The beliefs, values, and
leadership practices were best illustrated with this research question.
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The research clarified that leadership practice is essential in
understanding day-to-day activities of leaders at a school (Spillane et al., 2004).
The distributed leadership practices at Schools A, B, and C referred to what is
included in the “actual doing of leadership in particular places and times”
(Spillane & Diamond, 2007, p. 6). Spillane and Diamond illustrated that these
interactions in the context of a social setting are not extracted from the
environment—they emerge naturally—and that interactions are a result of
distributed cognitive theory conversations between followers and leaders.
The major findings and interpretations related to distributed leadership
included who was involved in the leadership, how leadership was accomplished,
and the number of interactions among teachers, teacher leaders, and principals.
Table 33 illustrates the three emergent themes within distributed leadership.
Table 33
Findings on Distributed Leadership
1. Who (multiple leaders are stretched
across many roles)

A common theme that emerged from the data
was that teacher leaders and teachers were
stretched across many roles.

2. Interactions

A common theme that emerged from the raw
data and field notes was a high level of
interactions between teachers and teachers,
more interactions than teachers to teacher
leaders and teachers to principals. All schools
agreed that dialogue was the heaviest type of
interactions in Schools A, B, and C.

3. How (leaders lead)

A common theme that emerged from the data
was that Schools A, B, and C accomplished
distributed leadership in different ways.

In Schools A, B, and C, teachers were stretched across several roles to support,
implement, retrain, or lead a community. Teacher surveys and conversations with

191
participants of Schools A, B, and C revealed that teachers felt that distributed
leadership exists at their schools. For example, in the survey results, teachers
reported having leadership roles at Schools A, B, and C. The results showed that
distribution of leadership roles and tasks in schools enhanced teacher job
satisfaction. Teacher survey results supported the principals’ practices regarding
leadership. Participants from all three schools stated that a leadership role
enhanced their roles as teacher and leader. As shown in Table 30, answers to
question 18 revealed that participants agreed with this point by 100% (School A;
15/15 teachers), 91% (School B; 21/23 teachers) and 85% (School C; 24/28
teachers). It is clear that distribution of leadership assignments and opportunities
for others to participate enhanced job satisfactions. Teachers at Schools A, B,
and C enjoyed their job more with involvement in leadership.
One teacher from School C responded to the open-ended question, “What
are your perceptions regarding distributed leadership practice as a leadership
model?” with the following:
Ideally, leadership roles should be distributed. It seems that the
distribution falls to the same group of leaders who have the assertive
personalities. Teachers who may be reflective and have good input and
valid concerns are not always part of decisions. It is difficult to be heard
over dominant, vocal or influential teachers. Many teachers finally stop
participating and back off over the years because they feel that their ideas
are unimportant and unheard.
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A surprising discovery is that all 67 teachers and teacher leaders who
participated in the survey strongly agreed or agreed that distribution of leadership
roles and tasks in their schools enhanced teacher job satisfaction. Second, the
distribution of leadership activities were encouraged by the principals and
validated by the teachers, as illustrated by Table 15 (School A), Table 20 (School
B) and Table 25 (School C). Moreover, according to Table 16 (School A), Table
21 (School B) and Table 26 (School C), 67 teachers perceived that distributed
leadership leads to a (a) structured school, (b) positive school climate, (c)
positive school organization, (d) positive culture, and (e) positive communication.
A teacher from School C stated, “To me, distributed leadership is just a
new word for delegating. Good leaders delegate. This has been happening for
years at this site.” This is a misunderstanding of distributed leadership for two
reasons. One, it is a common misunderstanding that distributed leadership is just
a matter of delegating tasks to others. Two, education leaders use the term
shared leadership as a reference to distributed leadership. Distributed leadership
has a great focus on interactions that shape leadership. A major finding of this
multiple case study is that teachers and administrators did not have a researchbased understanding of what distributed leadership is. Distributed leadership was
understood by the teachers and principals as a shared practice of delegating and
involving others. However, research has made clear it is supposed to be about
interactions between followers and leaders in various situations. The distributed
perspective is first and foremost about leadership practice. Second in importance
is capturing the “how” in leadership practice.
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Together, these ideas refer to what Spillane termed methodological tools,
which reveal the interactions that emerge and shape the practice of leadership
between leaders and followers, as well as affect the context of improving
teaching and learning.
Implications for Practice
Distributed leadership is frequently confused with other models, such as
collaborative, democratic, transformational, organic, participative, and servant
leadership models (Hargreaves, 2007; Harris, 2013b; Spillane 2006). The
misconception is simple: principals and teacher leaders say they delegate tasks
and share power and conclude that this is distributed leadership. Also, too often,
distributed leadership is confused with shared leadership descriptions, such as
adding more people in a group in making decisions (Blase & Blase, 1999;
Lambert, 2003).
Distinguishing the differences between shared leadership and distributed
leadership is simple. Shared leadership focuses on “sharing” people, teams, and
behaviors of the group. Researchers have stated that “shared leadership [is]
significantly related to citizenship behavior within the teams and networking
behavior of team members” (Pearce & Conger, 2003, p. 71). In greater detail,
shared leadership is team property. The team is highly influence by team
members within the team (Gibbs, 1954). Essentially, shared leadership is also
viewed as transformational leadership (Avolio, Jung, & Sivasubramaniam, 1996).
In contrast, Harris (2004) stated, “Distributed leadership is first and
foremost about leadership practice” (p. 144). It is important to highlight how
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distributed leadership is enacted to separate one practice from the other because
distributed leadership comes to life when it is practiced through interactions with
leaders and followers, and one can see the ways interactions shape the practices
of those involved (Spillane, 2006; Spillane et al., 2004). Harris and Spillane
(2008) stated that “distributed leadership is not a panacea or a blueprint or a
recipe” (p. 15), but a framework where practitioners can diagnose leadership
practice (Spillane, 2012). Therefore, this study identified the perceptions and
practices of three principals and three teacher leaders.
It is these misunderstandings of distributed leadership, that convey
confusion over why distributed leadership it is not understood correctly with great
depth. Conversations with Principals A, B, and C all expressed sharing power
with teacher leaders and allowing their teacher leaders to lead in particular
committee’s and grade level teams.
Implications for Future Research
Distributed leadership practice has a dominant focus on the proactive
participation of school principals’ constantly interacting with teachers, students,
and school communities. (Hallinger & Heck, 2009; Hargreaves, 2007; Harris,
2008; Leithwood & Gronn, 2009; Spillane 2006). The implications for future
research on distributed leadership practices focus on principals’ interactions with
teams. Future research is highly needed in the area of distributed perspective.
Spillane (2006) and Harris (2008) have stated that interactions are a critical part
of leadership practice. Yet little research is available that focused on interactions
from a distributed perspective (Harris, 2008; Timperley, 2005).

195
Implications for future research suggest a need to focus on the following
areas of leadership development:
1.

How do principals’ interactions affect teachers, students, and
school communities?

2.

How do and can principals change the structure of teacher
development at the elementary, middle, and high school levels?

3.

What influences principals to interact and continually improve
organizational environments?

4.

How do such interactions shape principals’ and teachers’
leadership practices?

5.

What goals for approaching leadership from the distributed
perspective can be identified (Harris, 2008)?

6.

What direct practices or perspectives (if any) does distributed
leadership have in the classrooms, schools, or districts (Harris,
2008)?

7.

How does distributed leadership as a model influence principals to
lead others rather than practice micromanagement?

8.

What is the universal definition for distributed leadership (Tian et al.
2015)?

The distributed perspective begins with thinking about leadership in terms
of interactions and actions, versus the role of leader, while considering the
dynamics of multiple groups of individuals (Spillane 2006; Spillane et al., 2004).
The area of focus is the mobilization of people, which entails a certain type of
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skill set practice from principals, a practice that has shared meanings with those
relationships and how the players interact.
Researchers (Burns, 1978; Fullan, 2008; Harris, 2008; MacBeath, 1998;
Spillane, 2006; Weber, 1947; Yukl, 2006) have shown that the traditional focus
has been on one heroic leader who makes decisions, a person with charisma or
other extraordinary attributes that bring followers to the leader. However, the
current conversation has shifted toward a leader who reaches out to the
followers, serving the followers more than ever. A shift from entity to
collective/connective leadership is instrumental for school leaders’ understanding
of distributed leadership.
Recommendations
After reviewing the findings, I offer the following interpretations,
conclusions, and implications within five specific recommendations.
Teacher Leadership Development (Practice and Theory)
A recommendation for school leaders is to support teachers with a
leadership pathway. All teacher leaders said they had no formal training, just
organic experiences. There are two possible options: a mentorship model or a
formal set of trainings to train teacher leaders in the area of leadership practice
(Lambert, 2008). Embarking in this avenue of formal set trainings entails a series
of research-based approaches and classes with opportunities for practicing
school leadership. Interviews with Teacher Leaders A, B, and C revealed a need
for such professional development.
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Because of modern teaching demands, building leadership entails more
than taking a class, leading a committee, or simply having a leadership role.
Making available training for a sophisticated set of skills for leadership capacity
for school leaders can be beneficial for schools and districts and allow them to
have many leaders. Looking at school leadership practices in Spillane’s (2006)
framework includes viewing school leadership in terms of interactions that can
improve teaching and learning.
Almost all the education leaders of this study viewed leadership still in
terms of power, role, and hierarchy. However, Principal B offered an alternative
perspective related to 21st-century practice and distributed leadership practice.
Principal B said, “An administrator on their feet is worth two in the seat. And I’ve
always believed in that even as an assistant principal at a middle school. It really
works. The things that can get done in the office, you can do those before school
starts or after.” Principal B further elaborated that the day-to-day workload must
include walking the campus and focusing on connecting with people, having
interactions, and building relationships. Based upon the data, conversations, and
surveys, my recommendation is for teacher leaders and principals to develop
their theory and practice in school leadership for the betterment of the school
structure and leadership practice.
Structures, Routines, and PLC’s
The second recommendation for school site leaders is to seek a better
understanding of their school infrastructure and how its functions affect school
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leadership. Elmore (2000) stated that the day-to-day operations, systems, and
leadership approaches of an organization comprise its structures.
In direct conversations, the principals, teacher leaders, and teachers of
this study all agreed that teacher teams were a normal structure for their school;
however, the majority did not have a significant grasp of what defines a
decentralized, centralized, or distributed school structure. All stated they had the
same structural systems in place: (a) weekly PLCs for collaboration, (b) grade
level teams, and (c) a leadership team. The majority of these participants
understood and shared that their school structure most resembled a “shared
model,” which they often confused with a model of distributed leadership.
In this study, the teachers’ perceptions and beliefs were mostly aligned
with decentralized practices led by the principals. These decentralized practices
included making decisions as a group. For example, collective decisions about
professional development and Common Core practices were evident in all three
schools. Principals A, B, and C intentionally provided opportunities for teachers
to take a collective approach to making decisions about how to implement
Common Core math. As such, teams collaborated in structured professional
learning communities about student math scores and how to teach fractions.
Relevant discussions revealed that these leaders restructured the
environment by stepping back, trusting others, and allowing committees to make
choices while giving autonomy to teachers. In this way, the leaders were able to
balance the structure. Principals testified that collective choices were made
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without their being involved, and as result, a decentralized school community
became visible.
Educators should seek a better understanding of their schools’ structures
beyond the necessary weekly PLCs. All study participants displayed a good
grasp of what their role is in the school and how PLCs had an impact on their
weekly collaborations. Yet not all participants had a deep understanding of how
the infrastructure functions for their school. It is important to understand the
differences between centralized initiatives, decentralized practices, shared team
approaches, and distributed leadership perspectives.
School Vision
Another recommendation is for schools to adopt a leadership model that
best fits the school and imbeds the desired practices within the school’s vision. In
this study, there was only one participant who mentioned the vision of the school
in daily practice, Principal C, who said,
I believe school leadership means how either a small group of people, or
one person—it’s how a group is moved, really, just basically where you sit
towards achieving goals. Part of the leadership is to perhaps have the
vision of where we want to go and then to work with others in the group on
how we’re going to get there, and some of the questions of the PLC, “How
will we know when we’ve arrived?” And all of that goes along with it. So it’s
moving a group of individuals in a common direction toward a common
goal, common vision. (Personal communication, September 30, 2014)
A lack of understanding of how the vision plays a significant role in
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leadership practice must be addressed. Teacher leaders should be able to know
why they lead and for what purpose. Visions are to be carried out by the principal
and created by the community of stakeholders at the school sites (Harris; 2008;
Spillane, 2006; Yukl, 2006). In contrast, not knowing the vision of the school is
related to the hero paradigm, in which one person keeps the power in the hands
of the leader, who is the expert, with skills, vision, and control of the practice
(Harris, 2008; Spillane, 2006; Yukl, 2006). The point is that leadership in this
setting is important to consider in the vision, as a team, as is taking into account
how effective the team is in carrying the vision forward. Many researchers have
argued that team leadership is critical to the organization (Elmore, 2000; Harris,
2008; Spillane, 2006)
The recommendation is for each school to involve teachers and teacher
leaders in the creation of a vision with a leadership model included. Also, schools
must understand how the vision is to be disseminated into the actions and goals
that are embedded within the vision of the school.
Build Capacity and Provide Opportunities for Leadership
The distributed leadership literature has suggested that students,
teachers, and school leaders have been positively affected by increasing the
capacity of teachers (Harris, 2008; Leithwood et al., 2007; Spillane, 2006;
Timperley, 2005). The recommendation is for all teacher leaders and principals to
include mandatory training platforms to provide opportunities for teachers to build
leadership capacity.
The research suggests that the principals’ leading, distributing, and
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building capacity school-wide are most important (Murphy et al., 2009). How the
principal is “shaping leadership” in others is critical to maneuvering, inviting,
shunning, or overpowering teachers’ involvement in leadership practice. Murphy
et al. (2009) stated that “these formal leaders are in a critical position to move
initiatives forward or to kill them off quickly through actions or slowly through
neglect” (p. 4). In other words, how the school principal distributes leadership is
critical to the outcome of participation in teachers and to building their capacity.
My recommendation is to do an evaluation of what skills the teachers
currently possess, followed by an analysis of their strengths and potential areas
of improvement. Identifying teachers’ leadership ability gaps will be a starting
point to begin building capacity. Teachers are themselves students of their
profession and want to be given many different opportunities to show their
progress. A thoughtful process with sophisticated evaluations, routines, and
procedures will help build capacity, leadership skills, and greater trust among
leaders.
Focus on Positive Interactions
The next recommendation is for school leaders to focus on constant
positive interactions. For example, Principal B said, “An administrator on their
feet is worth two in the seat.” This principal expressed that every day, all day, the
majority of his time is spent walking classroom to classroom, talking to teachers,
talking to students, talking to support staff, and interacting with others. Such
constant visibility and interaction are worth more than two administrators sitting
inside an office.
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The literature has been saturated with this focus on “interactions” in theory
and practice. Bass (1990) said, “the interaction between two or more members of
a group involves the structuring or restructuring of a situation, and the
perceptions and expectations of members” (p. 19). A critical perspective for
school leaders is that of looking at leadership as a form of interactions between
teachers and administrators. Traditionally, school leadership has been about
power and the position. The shift from traditional to 21st-century leadership is
including, empowering, and allowing other leaders.
Burns (1978) claimed that leadership is about leaders inducing followers
to act or “stimulating followers to reach certain goals that represent the values
and motivations held by the leader and follower” (p. 216). Spillane (2005) has
stated that distributed leadership is not viewed as a product of a leader's
knowledge or skill, but rather as the interactions between people and their
situations. It is through these interactions, rather than actions, that leadership
practice is understood because these interactions inform, influence, and
construct leadership practice.
The recommendation is for the school leaders to get up and walk out of
their offices and interact in relationships that involve give and take because
distributed leadership has nothing to do with distributing assignments, distributing
tasks, or distributing the roles of leadership. It is about leaders’ interacting and
taking a position on the work of school leadership (Spillane, 2006).
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Summary of the Dissertation
Educational organizations are facing demands for improvement and
sustainability. These demands create a need for new leadership perspectives
and frameworks to help leaders meet the evolving requirements imposed on
schools. As Spillane (2006) and Harris (2012) stated, these new demands and
evolving challenges are increasing in the complex world of education, and
diverse types of leadership are required to meet these demands. Demands for
education reform initiated by social, political, and cultural pressures have
increased, resulting in greater complexity in the role of the school leader (Fullan,
1993b; Gronn, 2009; Harris, 2008, Spillane, 2006).
Evolving education systems in the 21st century are calling for a more
inclusive and open distribution of power with leaders with a more sophisticated
set of skills and understanding than ever before. To meet the challenge, research
must focus on such people’s interactions (Harris, 2012; Lambert, 1998; Spillane,
2006). A proactive leader can show that “intentional influence exerted by one
person over others to guide, structure and facilitate activities in a group or
organization” (Yukl, 2006, p. 8) is needed. School leaders must not get
overwhelmed with the multitude of responsibilities and must understand
emergent social interactions and outcomes of the social system involved (Cilliers,
1998; Kurtz & Snowden, 2003; Midgley, 2000; Stacey, 2003).
The challenge is finding leaders in 21st-century education who are
fearless, flexible, adaptable, and passionate about making day-to-day decisions
in the best interest of their students. The research has revealed that 21st-century

204
principals are dealing with many responsibilities within this complex teaching and
learning environment, and principals are failing to exercise adequate leadership
skills when they attempt to lead singlehandedly in heroic roles (Harris, 2008;
Spillane, 2006). The use of distributed leadership presents an alternative
leadership pathway that allows educational leaders to address significant
demands and a strategic plan of action toward school improvement with a core
focus on instruction, namely teaching and learning (Elmore, 2000; Gronn 2010;
Hallinger & Heck, 2010; Harris, 2008; Spillane, 2006).
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APPENDIX A
INSTRUMENT – 1
(INTERVIEW PROTOCOL)
Teacher Leaders Questions

Introduction
My name is Vidal Valdez and I am a doctoral candidate who will be
conducting the interview. This interview will be audio-digitally recorded to ensure
accuracy. My questions will focus on the perceptions of distributed leadership
and how distributed leadership is actualized.
This interview will take 45 to 60 minutes to complete. Please answer the
following questions to the best of your ability. If any of the questions are unclear,
feel free to ask for clarification. Feel free to elaborate on any of the questions.
Definition of Distributed Leadership, Framework and Perspective
Spillane (2005) explains distributed leadership is;
- A perspective, a type of leadership practices approach, a
framework, a conceptual or diagnostic tool for thinking about school
leadership.
- It is not blueprint, or a manual for effective leadership, nor a
description for how school leadership should be exercised.
- It is a central focus on what people do and how and why they do
leadership practice
Spillane (2005) shares the Distributed Leadership framework as:
- as a product of the interactions of school leaders, followers, and
their situation.
Spillane (2005) informs us of the Distributed Leadership perspective
as:
-

The practice is not viewed as a product of a leader's knowledge or
skill, but rather viewed as the interactions between people and their
situation. It is through these interactions, rather than actions, that
leadership practice is understood, as these interactions inform,
influence, and construct leadership practice.
Interaction: shared or reciprocal action; relationship that involves give
and take (Spillane, 2006)
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Section 1: Background Information
Opening: 5 minutes
1. Please tell me your name and your title? Q1
2. How long have you been in your position? Q1
3. What is your role at your school site?
a. Probe: Your principal identified you as a teacher leader.
What do you think you do that causes them to view you as a
leader? Any special leadership assignments you lead?
Section 2: Leadership Practice - Evolution of School Leadership
Leadership: leadership refers to the interaction among members of a group
that initiates and maintains improved expectations and the competence of the whole
group to solve problems or attain goals. (Bass, 1990)

Introduction questions: 10 minutes
4. What does school leadership mean to you?
a. Probe: What are your beliefs on a school leadership
practice?
b. What does leadership mean to you?
5. What Leadership functions do you perform?
6. How does your principal help you in your role as an Instructional
Leader?
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7. What have been your interactions with principals, administrators,
and directors in general, think of many other principals. Have they
been helpful?
8. Does the current formal leadership at your site allow for teachers to
take on additional leadership roles if they choose to?
9. Is there teacher leadership at your site? If so, can you elaborate on
what that means to you? (e.g., power, decisions, tasks).
10. What role do teachers and administrators have in leadership
practice within your school?
a. Probes: what are your perceptions of teachers and
administrators satisfaction with their involvement in decisionmaking activities?
11. Who makes the instructional decisions at your site?
12. What are your perceptions of teachers’ satisfaction with their
involvement in decision-making activities? Is decision-making part
of the culture of the school?
13. What obstacles might discourage or prevent teachers from taking
on leadership roles in their school?
Section 3: The Complexities of Leaders Roles in Twenty-FirstCentury School Leadership
Open-Ended Questions:
1. Can you explain the organizational climate of your school? (ex. leadership
teams, making decisions are teams, individuals, small committees’)
2. How do you see the role of the school principal?
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a. Probes: [looking for key descriptions (facilitator, sharing
responsibilities, instructional leaders, interactions) What do you
mean by______?
b. Probes: can you elaborate on that _____________?
3. How do you know if the school principal is providing effective leadership
practice? How do you measure it?

Section 4: Distributed Leadership & Interactions
Interaction: shared or reciprocal action; relationship that involves give
and take (Spillane, 2006)
1. Are you familiar with the term “distributive leadership”? What does
the term mean to you? How would you describe it?
a. Probe: What does the Distributed Perspective mean to you?
2. Based on your experience with assuming leadership
responsibilities, would you recommend that other teachers take on
leadership roles within your school? Why or why not?”)
3. Are there any systems, situations or patterns that you've noticed in
school teachers, parents stakeholders (e.g., teachers at a grade
level or teachers in a department or the leadership team)
collaborate to make improvements in instruction on the without a
directive from the principal?
4. Do you see any interactions between the Micro level of
management or Macro level of management?
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5. In context, Distributed leadership is about individuals who work at
mobilizing and guiding other teachers, principals—people. How do
you see this at your school site?
Interactions:
6. On daily basis, how many interactions do you have a day with
another educator at your site?
a. (Probe: re-read interaction definition above)
7. What part do social interactions play in the leadership of your
school?
8. Please draw a small diagram that depicts the interactions you
have with your Principal, team leaders. How do you fit in the
picture? Label yourself.
9. Where does the term “power” fit in this picture? Can you label
power?
Ending Question:
1. What do you think are the benefits of distributed leadership?
2. What do you think are the drawbacks of distributed leadership?
3. Is there anything else you would like to tell me that I have not
asked? Questions Key Related to the Research by Section
Q1 – Questions related to research question 1 (noted in blue)
Section 1 – Background Information – Roles
Section 2 – Leadership Practice
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Q2 – Questions related to research question 2 (noted in red)
Section – Complexities of principal role
Q3 – Questions related to research question 3 (noted in green)
Section – Distributed leadership
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APPENDIX B
INSTRUMENT – 2 (INTERVIEW
PROTOCOL)
Principal Questions

Introduction
My name is Vidal Valdez and I am a doctoral candidate who will be
conducting the interview. This interview will be audio-digitally recorded to ensure
accuracy. My questions will focus on the perceptions of distributed leadership
and how distributed leadership is actualized.
This interview will take 45 to 60 minutes to complete. Please answer the
following questions to the best of your ability. If any of the questions are unclear,
feel free to ask for clarification. Feel free to elaborate on any of the questions.
Definition of Distributed Leadership, Framework and Perspective
Spillane (2005) explains distributed leadership is;
- A perspective, a type of leadership practices approach, a
framework, a conceptual or diagnostic tool for thinking about school
leadership.
- It is not blueprint, or a manual for effective leadership, nor a
description for how school leadership should be exercised.
- It is a central focus on what people do and how and why they do
leadership practice
Spillane (2005) shares the Distributed Leadership framework as:
- as a product of the interactions of school leaders, followers, and
their situation.
Spillane (2005) informs us of the Distributed Leadership perspective
as:
-

The practice is not viewed as a product of a leader's knowledge or
skill, but rather viewed as the interactions between people and their
situation. It is through these interactions, rather than actions, that
leadership practice is understood, as these interactions inform,
influence, and construct leadership practice.
Interaction: shared or reciprocal action; relationship that involves give
and take (Spillane, 2006)
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Section 1: Background Information
Opening: 5 minutes
14. Please tell me your name and your title? Q1
15. How long have you been in your position? Q1
16. What is your role at your school site?
a. Probe: Any special leadership assignments you lead?
Section 2: Leadership Practice - Evolution of School Leadership
Leadership: leadership refers to the interaction among members of a group
that initiates and maintains improved expectations and the competence of the whole
group to solve problems or attain goals. (Bass, 1990)

Introduction questions: 10 minutes
17. What does school leadership mean to you?
a. Probe: What are your beliefs on a school leadership
practice?
b. What does leadership mean to you?
18. How do you approach decision-making? What is the process
implementation?
a. Probe: Describe how decisions are made.
19. Can you explain the organizational climate of your school? (ex.
Making decisions are teams, individuals, small committees’)
20. What role do teachers and administrators have in leadership
practice within your school?
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b. Probes: what are your perceptions of teachers and
administrators satisfaction with their involvement in decisionmaking activities?
21. Do you have any teacher leadership at your site? If so, can you
elaborate on what that means to you? (e.g., power, decisions,
tasks).
22. Who makes the instructional decisions at your site?
23. What are your perceptions of teachers and administrators
satisfaction with their involvement in decision-making activities? Is
decision-making part of the culture of the school?
24. As a site principal, how do you leverage the strengths of the
teachers on your campus to help you meet your school
improvement goals?
Section 3: The Complexities of Leaders Roles in Twenty-FirstCentury School Leadership
Open-Ended Questions:
10. As instructional leader, how do you create an environment where
everyone is involved?
11. As the principal, how do you create an environment where all staff
is involved in making instructional and administrative decisions?
12. How would you respond to this statement, “It’s the principal’s job to
lead, and the teachers’ job to teach?”
13. How do you see the role of the school Principal?
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a. Probes: [looking for key descriptions (facilitator, sharing
responsibilities, instructional leaders, interactions) What do you
mean by______?
b. Probes: can you elaborate on that _____________?
14. As the principal plays a chief role, what do you think is the most
important piece of that role?
Section 4: Distributed Leadership & Interactions
Interaction: shared or reciprocal action; relationship that involves give
and take (Spillane, 2006)
15. Are you familiar with the term “distributive leadership”? What does
the term mean to you? How would you describe it?
a. Probe: What does the Distributed Perspective mean to you?
16. Are there any leadership tasks that you feel that you “stretched
across” your school with other individuals involved?
17. “Based on your experience with assuming leadership
responsibilities, would you recommend that other teachers take on
leadership roles within a school? Why or why not?”)
18. Are there any systems, situations or patterns that you've noticed in
your school teachers, parents stakeholders (e.g., teachers at a
grade level or teachers in a department or the leadership team)
collaborate to make improvements in instruction on the without a
directive from the principal?
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19. Describe a time when you distributed a leadership task. How did
you select the person or persons to lead and why did you decide to
distribute this task?
20. Do you see any interactions between the Micro level of
management or Macro level of management?
21. In context, Distributed leadership is about individuals who work at
mobilizing and guiding other teachers, Staff—people. How do you
see this at your school site?
a. Probe: Any explicit examples?

Interactions:
22. On daily basis, how many interactions do you have a day with
another educator at your site? (Probe: re-read interaction
definition above)
23. What part do social interactions play in the leadership of your
school?
24. Please draw a small diagram that depicts the interactions you
have with your teachers and staff. How do you fit in the
picture? Label yourself.
25. Where does the term “power” fit in this picture? Can you label
power?
4. What do you think are the benefits of distributed leadership? Or
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a. What benefits do you think might come from teacher
participation in distributed leadership practices?
1. What do you think are the drawbacks of distributed leadership?
2. Is there anything else you would like to tell me that I have not asked
Questions Key Related to the Research by Section
Q1 – Questions related to research question 1 (noted in blue)
Section 1 – Background Information – Roles
Section 2 – Leadership Practice
Q2 – Questions related to research question 2 (noted in red)
Section – Complexities of principal role
Q3 – Questions related to research question 3 (noted in green)
Section – Distributed leadership
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APPENDIX C
QUALTRICS SURVEY SOFTWARE
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APPENDIX D
PRINCIPAL CONSENT FORM

Dear______________________________________________
You have been selected to participate in a qualitative research study entitled,
“Perceptions of Distributed Leadership in Three High Performing Elementary
Schools: An Exploratory Multiple Case Study.”
Your participation will involve participating in an interview lasting
approximately one hour and a survey. The data collected in this study will be
used toward a research study to fulfill the requirements for a doctoral dissertation
the Department of Educational leadership at Cal State University, Fullerton. Your
Identity will not be revealed and will be known only to the researcher. Research
records will be kept confidential to the extent allowed by law. All data will stored
for 3 years in digital file with only the researcher having access to collected data
then destroyed. If you have any specific questions please contact: Education
Leadership Faculty, Program Coordinator: Ron Oliver,
roliver@exchange.fullerton.edu or 657-278-2141.
It is hoped that your input and participation will contribute to theory and
improve the practices for principals and teacher leaders in an elementary setting.
The following procedures to ensure ethical guidelines will be implemented:
- I understand that all information will be kept confidential.
- I may request at any time to withdraw from the study and have any
information that I have provided to be excluded from the study at that time.
- I understand that my participation is completely voluntary.
- I will not be identified in any way in reports arising from this study without
my written permission.
- I will not receive any financial compensation for my participation.
- The researcher will not receive any financial compensation for this
research.
Signed Consent:
I, ____________________________________________have read the
information and have been informed of the nature of the study. I consent to
participating in individual interviews and a survey for this study. By signing below,
I agree that I am at least 18 years of age and agree to participate in this project.
You will be given a copy of this signed and dated consent form to keep.
Signature of Participant

Date____________________
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Researcher is requesting permission to audio / digital record the interview.
Your signature below indicates that you are giving permission to
audio/digitally your responses.

Signature of Participant

Date ________________

If you have any additional questions about the rights of human research
participants contact the CSUF IRB Office at (657) 278-7640 or irb@fullerton.edu.
Researcher Contact Information: Vidal Valdez, vidal@csu.fullerton.edu or
714.488.8808
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APPENDIX E
TEACHER LEADER CONSENT
FORM

Dear______________________________________________
You have been selected to participate in a qualitative research study entitled,
“Perceptions of Distributed Leadership in Three High Performing Elementary
Schools: An Exploratory Multiple Case Study.”
Your participation will involve participating in an interview lasting
approximately one hour and a survey. The data collected in this study will be
used toward a research study to fulfill the requirements for a doctoral dissertation
the Department of Educational leadership at Cal State University, Fullerton. Your
Identity will not be revealed and will be known only to the researcher. Research
records will be kept confidential to the extent allowed by law. All data will stored
for 3 years in digital file with only the researcher having access to collected data
then destroyed. If you have any specific questions please contact: Education
Leadership Faculty, Program Coordinator: Ron Oliver,
roliver@exchange.fullerton.edu or 657-278-2141.
It is hoped that your input and participation will contribute to theory and
improve the practices for principals and teacher leaders in an elementary setting.
The following procedures to ensure ethical guidelines will be implemented:
- I understand that all information will be kept confidential.
- I may request at any time to withdraw from the study and have any
information that I have provided to be excluded from the study at that time.
- I understand that my participation is completely voluntary.
- I will not be identified in any way in reports arising from this study without
my written permission.
- I will not receive any financial compensation for my participation.
- The researcher will not receive any financial compensation for this study.
Signed Consent:
I, ____________________________________________have read the
information and have been informed of the nature of the study. I consent to
participating in individual interviews and a survey for this study. By signing below,
I agree that I am at least 18 years of age and agree to participate in this project.
You will be given a copy of this signed and dated consent form to keep.
Signature of Participant
Date____________________
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Researcher is requesting permission to audio / digital record the interview.
Your signature below indicates that you are giving permission to
audio/digitally your responses.
Signature of Participant

Date ________________

If you have any additional questions about the rights of human research
participants contact the CSUF IRB Office at (657) 278-7640 or irb@fullerton.edu.
Researcher Contact Information: Vidal Valdez, vidal@csu.fullerton.edu or
714.488.8808
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APPENDIX F
PERMISSION OF FIGURE:
DISTRIBUTED LEADERSHIP
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APPENDIX G
PERMISSION OF FIGURE:
RAND CORPORATION
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