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ABSTRACT 

 Distributed leadership has been accepted as the term used to describe various forms of 

shared or collaborative leadership practices in schools (Harris, 2013; Leithwood & Mascall, 

2008). Principals are charged with enacting this leadership practice, thus, suggesting a change 

effort that does not follow the typical hierarchical decision-making model which remains alive 

and well in most school districts today (Bryk, Sebring, Allensworth, Luppescu, & Easton, 2010; 

Every Student Succeeds Act, 2015; Harris & DeFlammis, 2016; Spillane, 2005).  In this study, 

Weick’s sensemeaking theory was used as a lense to understand the sense selected principals in a 

large urban, mid-western school district made of distributed leadership and enacting the practice 

within a large bureaucratic setting.  Principal interviews, school leadership team observations, 

and local and state level document reviews emphasized the importance of clearly defining the 

term distributed leadership, recognizing what distributed leadership encompasses and creating a 

systemwide support for integrated implementation of the practice.    
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CHAPTER 1 

 The bureaucratic form has long been considered the most effective means for structuring 

complex organizations such as school districts and other public institutions (Meyer & Rowan, 

1977). The bureaucratic structure is regarded as offering an efficient approach to organizational 

routines, tasks, and performance (Morgan, 2006).  Clearly defined roles and lines of authority 

organized in hierarchical fashion make-up the organization with documented policies and 

procedures created by those in positions of formal authority to guide decision making.  Work 

tasks are assigned according to one’s specialization. The relationships between supervisors and 

subordinates are to be impersonal, and hiring is based on educational attainment, qualifications, 

and certifications (Morgan, 2006; Sergiovanni, 1999).  This organizational construct continues to 

flourish in public schools even with reformers periodically suggesting change efforts that do not 

follow this typical hierarchical decision-making model (Bryk et al., 2010; Every Student 

Succeeds Act, 2015; Harris & DeFlammis, 2016; Spillane, 2005).  Most recently, the utilization 

of school leadership teams has been codified into federal law (Every Student Succeeds Act, 

2015) as a school improvement practice. The premise behind this focus on the use of school 

leadership teams is for a group comprised of, but not limited to, instructional coaches, teacher 

leaders, and the principal to work together on school culture, instructional design, and 

professional development programs based on evidence-based practices (Every Student Succeeds 

Act, 2015). Mentioned several times in ESSA, the autonomy needed by a principal within the 

organization is necessary for this to happen.  Also, the law reminds the organization that the 

provided funding may also be used to support the principal in creating, implementing, and 

maintaining a school leadership team; using various models (Every Student Succeeds Act, 2015). 

Regardless of this mention of autonomy, school districts still find themselves with an exhaustive 
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organization chart in place, with several levels of authority charged with meeting the complex 

needs of a school district.   

Research Problem 

School districts and other public bureaucracies are comprised of an extensive 

organizational chart with specialized departments and individual schools, with each headed by an 

administrator (Harper, 1965). The hierarchical organization of jobs builds on the idea that control 

must be exercised over the different parts of the organization to ensure they are accomplishing 

what they are designed to do.  People are hired to execute the duties tied to their role with each 

having separate responsibilities and qualifications (Morgan, 2006). That is, principals are hired 

to be administrators.  Teachers are hired to teach with specific specializations to include grade 

level and content/subject area.  Additional personnel are hired to carry out responsibilities in 

professional fields of expertise outside of teaching. The public-school district organizational 

hierarchy typically flows from the superintendent at the top, to district level leadership, principal, 

assistant principal, teachers, and support staff and/or aides at the bottom.  The roles identified in 

the organization chart define the formal level of authority and power that each member of the 

organization holds. When a vacancy is presented in the organization, the slot is filled (Morgan, 

2006). Decisions made, and practices implemented at each level are managed by policies, 

regulations, and procedures, all in an effort to minimize inefficiencies that were believed to result 

from people using poor judgment or wielding undue influence. These methods were thought to 

increase rationality and efficiency of operations and reduce or eliminate politics and favoritism 

(Harper, 1965). The larger the school district; the larger and more complex the district office 

administration is likely to be, with the superintendent and district administrators holding the 

ultimate authority as the highest-ranking officials of the district organizational chart. Within the 
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typical school district hierarchy, principals are considered middle managers who are accountable 

to district leadership and have decision-making authority over teachers and other school staff 

(Spillane et al., 2002). Within the complex of bureaucracies at the federal, state, and district 

levels, information is funneled down, and principals are responsible for understanding and 

implementing mandates in their school site (Fullan & Quinn, 2016).  

Bureaucracy’s critics have pointed out its many flaws, particularly its dehumanizing 

aspects, inequitable power relations, and top-down authority and decision making, thus 

prompting numerous efforts over the past 30 years to move public schools away from the 

bureaucratic structure (Leithwood & Mascall, 1998; Michaelsen, 1977; Midgley & Wood, 1993; 

Spillane et al., 2002).  One reform effort introduced as a mechanism for countering the 

bureaucracy was site-based management (Midgley & Wood, 1993).  Site-based management, 

used interchangeably with school-based management, was defined as shared or collaborative 

administrative control (Leithwood & Mascall, 1998). This included control over budgets, 

personnel, and curriculum. Site-based management was intended to empower school principals 

to work collaboratively with their teachers to best serve their community, which would 

eventually result in improved student outcomes (Glazer, 2009; Noel, Slate, Brown, & Tejeda-

Delgado, 2008).  According to Fullan (1995) site-based management merely created a diversion 

from reform itself as it altered governing procedures but did not change the underlying 

bureaucratic structure nor did it directly impact teaching and learning. While site or school-based 

management is still alive in some schools today, achieving authentic site-based management has 

been difficult (Midgley & Wood, 1993). Thus, the bureaucratic organization continues to hold 

sway and most schools still operate in the same manner in which they always had.   
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Over the last decade, stakeholders have realized school reform is more complex than 

originally predicted and these efforts have further increased the complexity of the principal’s role 

(Dinham, Aubusson, & Brady, 2008), thus leaving reformers searching for new leadership 

practices in order to facilitate school reform (Fullan, 2009).  Educational experts have 

continuously argued that successful school leadership is second only to classroom instruction 

among all school-related factors that contribute to what students learn at school (Leithwood, 

Seashore, Anderson, & Wahlstrom, 2004).  With the idea that school leadership is not limited to 

the principal, distributed leadership has been suggested as a new structure for improving student 

outcomes within schools.   Therefore, distributed leadership as a form of site or school-based 

management has been advocated as a practice for successful school improvement.  These two 

words, distributed leadership, have become a convenient way of labeling all forms of shared 

leadership activity, thus is frequently used as a catchall for describing various versions of shared 

or collaborative leadership practices (Harris, 2013; Leithwood & Mascall, 2008). Without a 

universal understanding of this idea, perceptions play a key component as to whether this is an 

impactful structure.  Moreover, controversy around this idea of distributed leadership is present.  

Weick (2001) suggests the very concept implies that organizations can be changed from the top 

and others will adopt similar conclusions for the decisions they make.  In theory, the construct of 

distributed leadership represents organizational change within a school, one in which leadership 

is distributed across school personnel (Harris, 2004). A distributed model of leadership facilitates 

the interplay of leadership from the formal leader(s) with others who can provide meaningful 

situational knowledge or influence (Jacobs, Gordon, & Solis, 2006).  However, this focus on 

representational power has not yielded clear results in schools that have attempted it.    
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Nonetheless, the use of school leadership teams for school improvement can be found in 

the most recent federal education policy change, the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA), which 

was signed into law on December 10, 2015.  ESSA has provided for an increased focus on 

leaders and the instrumental role they play in school improvement (Young, Winn, & Reedy, 

2017).  This policy has proposed school leadership teams as an evidence-based school 

improvement practice for Title I schools (Every Student Succeeds Act, 2015) with some states 

promoting or requiring it for all schools (Pak & Desimone, 2019).  The mid-western state where 

this study was conducted has embraced recent federal reform efforts to create change in schools 

by revisiting the leadership role of the principal. In addition to the suggested improvement 

practices written in ESSA, the State Department of Education (SDE) adopted distributed 

leadership as its leadership team model.  In June of 2016, the state school board approved a new 

State Accreditation framework requiring all accredited schools to create and implement 

distributed leadership teams by having a Building Leadership Team in which principals are to 

share decision-making power with teachers and other school professionals.  

The practice of distributed leadership is intended to aid school leaders in meeting the 

school improvement needs of the school, however the notion is problematic for a variety of 

reasons (Midgley & Wood, 1993; Spillane, 2005).  The mandate does not include changes to the 

current bureaucratic organizational structure of the school district.  Just the fact principals are 

being mandated in a top-down fashion to implement distributed leadership is perhaps 

paradoxical, as school districts continue to be organized in hierarchical fashion and it is perhaps 

ironic that bottom-up decision-making is being mandated from the top (Midgley & Wood, 1993). 

The requirement to enact the practice of distributed leadership could also be problematic because 

of principals’ lack of knowledge and understanding about how to share power within this model. 
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This may create a disconnect between the structure and the mandate to create a cultural shift in 

the school, making consistency of implementation across the school district difficult.  Varied and 

possibly fragmented understandings about what the implementation of a shared decision-making 

leadership style within a bureaucratic structure means for practice is likely to be occurring. 

Principals are being asked to distribute leadership within a context where the bureaucratic 

hierarchy and culture are still the norm (Midgley & Wood, 1993).  This study explored 

principals’ perceptions about the practice of distributed leadership, how they implemented 

distributed leadership in their schools, and how the implementation of the practice impacted their 

school culture.   

Theoretical Framework: Sensemaking in Organizations 

The notion of distributed leadership evolving into an accepted practice by school 

reformers signals the need for a modification of current notions of school leadership.  This 

change within the school district is socially constructed by the individuals and groups that make 

up the organization.  The typical school district is comprised of students, teachers, school 

principals, and district office administrators.  The prompting of this change relies heavily on the 

sense that is made of this practice by the middle managers, which in this study, included the 

school principals. The work of school principals as mid-level management is key as information 

is understood through experiences, current beliefs, and ways of executing the work (Spillane et 

al., 2002).  Weick (2001) called into question the suggestion that decision-making can be 

distributed when he stated, “the notion that control is differentially distributed tends to be 

associated with the view that organizations have cultures that can be changed from the top” (p. 

78).  Through this description, Weick shares his skepticism that decision-making can be 

considered distributed when the organization itself is operating within the walls of a hierarchical 
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structure, in which most of the power lies in the hands of the school principal. This study used 

Weick’s sensemaking theory to examine how school principals made sense of distributed 

leadership practice.  

 The definition of sensemaking is simply put by Weick (1995) as, “the making of sense” 

(p. 4).  Sensemaking is the continuously evolving act to “create order and make retrospective 

sense of what occurs.”  This occurs as the individuals that comprise the organization process and 

make sense of the information they receive. In the section that follows, I describe Weick’s seven 

components of sensemaking and explain how they were used as a lens for this study.  

Seven Components of Sensemaking  

 Sensemaking is a process, “for organizational members to understand and to share 

understandings about such features of the organization as what it is about, what it does well and 

poorly, what the problems it faces are, and how it should resolve them” (Weick, Sutcliffe, & 

Obstfeld, 2005). Weick suggests the persons that comprise the organization are continuously 

making sense and judgements about the characteristics of the organization and sharing their 

perceptions with others.  As individuals continuously reflect on their experiences, the seven 

components of Weick’s theory can be used to extract understanding of the process that 

individuals experience in a never-ending cycle that includes communicating with others to create 

meaning and understanding. The components of sensemaking are (a) grounded in identity 

construction, (b) retrospective, (c) enactive of sensible environments, (d) social, (e) ongoing, (f) 

focused on and by extracted cues, and (g) driven by plausibility rather than accuracy (Weick, 

1995).  Given the seven components of Weick’s sensemaking process, I will provide a short 

description with practical context into the school as an organization and the principal, as the lead 
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actor. In this study, principals’ perceptions of distributed leadership and how it was enacted in 

their schools was analyzed through these sensemaking components. 

 Grounded in identity construction implies that the actor, which for this study is the 

principal of the school, takes on a high level of engagement and reflection on him/herself and the 

role that is played.  I examined how the principals construct their identity and see their role 

within this distributed leadership configuration and how the principal viewed others’ roles in 

relation to him/herself, within the school and as part of the distributed leadership construct.  The 

principal brings their lived experiences into the school environment.  While continuously 

grappling with how all pieces of the puzzle fit together within the organization, the principal 

engages in sensemaking with several topics, ideas, and responsibilities. Sensemaking is always 

retrospective, that is, people make sense by reflecting on their past experience and trying to 

understand what has happened.  This key component of Weick’s theory provided the overall lens 

as principals reflected on their individual perceptions.  

 The enactive of sensible environments component indicates that the environment may or 

may not support the organizational change brought forth and the understanding that people have 

made of it.  The principal must consider this account and continuously reflect on whether the 

personnel within the school are accepting of this change within the school organization.  

Sensemaking is prompted when something out of the ordinary takes place and the mind tries to 

understand and solve it (Weick, 1995).  Distributed leadership is not the “ordinary” decision-

making model that has been used in traditional, bureaucratic public schools.  Intentional 

reflection upon what principals did with distributed leadership within the expectations given was 

an important component in understanding this practice.  This component was analyzed via how 

principals described distributed leadership and observing how it was enacted in schools.  The 
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social influences are the thoughts and actions the principal initiates in the school and may be 

cognitively intentional or unintentional.  Explanations and actions are activated bound by 

perceptions of social appropriateness and the collective sense made via dialogue with their 

superintendent, colleagues, teachers, community members, etc. (Spillane et al., 2002).  The 

process of sensemaking never stops; it is ongoing, regardless of the organization.  Meaning, 

while the act of sensemaking is not unique to school districts, the sense made of the act of 

distributing leadership within a bureaucratic setting provides an interesting situation, one that 

deviates from the norm.   

 While moving through the continuous process, the school leader will extract cues that 

shape his or her thinking.  The cues are organized and filtered by the beliefs the principal holds.  

The beliefs will include those that are verbally shared as well as the beliefs the principal has 

about his or her role within this new construct.  At the same time, the principal must decide 

which cues to pay attention to as they receive information from leadership at the state and district 

levels.   

 Finally, “people generate what they interpret” (Weick, 1995, p.13), thus sensemaking is 

driven by plausibility instead of accuracy. This means people accept what is plausible and 

reasonable over what may or may not be accurate, which could lead to many different 

interpretations of the practice of distributed leadership.  While the implementation of distributed 

leadership includes meeting a checkbox requirement to comply with the mandate, the sharing of 

decision-making power varied in existence and what it looked like from school site to school 

site.  The principal has been charged with implementing this newly accepted practice of 

distributed leadership.  Distributed leadership may be an accepted idea with the explication 

taking on several meanings depending upon the sense principals make of its implementation and 
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considering what can reasonably be done within their control. The response that principals have 

about this newly accepted leadership practice will depend upon their perceptions of the practice, 

which may or may not be accurate (Weick, 1993).   

Purpose of the Study 

Recent policy changes at the federal, state, and local levels have left school principals 

being mandated to implement the practice of distributed leadership.  While distributed leadership 

can include an instructional focus and the sharing of decision-making power, the requirements 

have not provided information on how to implement such a framework of leadership into the 

current bureaucratic public-school setting. This study examined selected mid-western public-

school principals’ perceptions and methods of implementation used to fulfill the requirement to 

enact the practice of distributed leadership in their schools.  The study was guided by these three 

research questions.    

Research Questions 

1) How do principals make sense of their role within the school district? 

2) What sense do principals make of distributed leadership in practice?  

3) How is distributed leadership being enacted in schools? 
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CHAPTER 2 

Literature Review  

A literature review is a narrative essay that reviews, blends, and critiques the research that has 

already been conducted on a topic (Merriam & Tisdale, 2016).  Marshall and Rossman (2011) 

describe a literature review as a conversation between the researcher and the related literature.  

The literature review displays the knowledge that the researcher has gathered related to their 

topic of study (Marshall & Rossman, 2011). Typically, the reviews are organized in a thematic 

fashion (Merriam & Tisdale, 2016), which is exactly what I have done in this chapter.  

I begin by quickly reviewing the critiques of bureaucracy.  Then, I present literature 

about ESEA and the contributions to education its most recent reauthorizations have had on 

public schooling and the cycles of reform that have endured over the last two decades.  Next, I 

unpack a review of the literature on distributed leadership as the current focus of this study and 

leadership practice mandated by the SDE as a component of the State Accreditation framework 

for all public schools, in the state. Finally, I explore the changing role of principals and their 

leadership impact on school reform efforts.   

Critiques of Bureaucracy 

 US public schools began employing the principles of scientific management and 

bureaucracy during the early 1920s at the height of the efficiency movement and mass 

production of goods and services (Gordon & Patterson, 2008).  As in previous periods, 

policymakers and school reformers increasingly turned to the strategies and principles of the 

business world not only for solutions, but also for new definitions of the education problems to 

be solved. Weber originally conceived of bureaucracy as an organizational form that potentially 

allowed for human beings to achieve the greatest potential when working together (Lumby, 
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2019).  Creating more efficient and effective schools were seen as the key to renewed economic 

vitality.  This approach increased bureaucratic control over schools and emphasized outputs over 

inputs (Diehl, 2017).  At times, bureaucracy has been used as a convenient platform for 

criticizing issues with poor leadership (Lumby, 2019). While tensions play out across many 

organizations, they are perhaps nowhere more pronounced than in education because schools 

exist as an uneasy confluence (Diehl, 2017). In the educational setting, the converging of 

expectations to meet the diverse needs of students, follow rules of authority, and carrying out the 

tasks in predetermined roles creates ongoing strain within the organization.  Lumby (2019) has 

suggested that educational leaders need to engage positively with bureaucracy if they are to 

transform education.  If true, then to impact the organization, one must seek to understand the 

designated responsibilities and functions at each level and engage with those in formal and 

informal power to influence the wanted change.  The upper administrative levels of the 

organization, such as principals, district administrators, and school boards exist to shield teachers 

from outside scrutiny (Elmore, 2000). Thus, arguably a reason that (Weber, Henderson, & 

Parsons, 1947) bureaucracy remains universally present as described even though some hybrids 

have developed since then.  Some hybrids suggest combining and balancing autonomy and 

hierarchy with human relationships, typically referred to as relational organizational form or 

network form.  In this hybrid form, relationships are held to a high regard, horizontally and 

vertically across the organization.  While the hierarchy remains in place, communication 

between the levels is that of consultation, rather than compliance to the level above (Gittell & 

Douglass, 2012).  The two main critiques of bureaucracy are its dehumanization of people and 

top down authority and decision making, which are discussed in the following sections.   
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Dehumanizing Aspects  

 Bureaucracy allows organizations to operate without regard for persons (Katz, 1975).  

This is troublesome as school districts are a human enterprise responsible for meeting the needs 

of all students. The bureaucratic organization is to follow policies and procedures that routinize 

tasks and take the guesswork out of what will happen from day to day. Rules are to be followed 

precisely and if the school district organization was not comprised of students, this might be easy 

to do.  However, the school district organization must operate to meet the needs of students and 

families, and one-size fits all decisions may not represent what each student needs from the 

organization in order to be successful.  Katz (1975) declared, bureaucratization is “the most 

fundamental problem facing school systems” (p. 66). School districts have taken the brunt as 

critics blamed the educational bureaucracy for the failure of schools to evolve in response to 

changing student needs (D. Clark & Astuto, 1986). Thus, the continuously changing needs make 

the dehumanizing nature of the organization even more troublesome.   

Top-Down Authority and Decision Making 

 Critics also pointed out the unequal power relations inherent in a hierarchy of authority, 

which along with the dehumanizing nature of impersonal relations, has made schools 

unwelcoming and oppressive for teachers, parents, and students (D. Clark, Lotto, & Astuto, 

1984). The bureau is seen as a superior instrument to carry out the will of the dominant class 

(Katz, 1975; Michaelsen, 1977) regardless of the ever-changing needs of the students and 

teachers that makeup the school organization.  There is a clear division of labor across the 

organization.  Individuals are to fulfill the specialized tasks necessary for the role in which they 

have been designated.  Lumby (2019) argued that critiques of bureaucracy that suggest too much 

power is put in the hands of those leadership roles found higher up in the organization, ignores 
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the complexity of power found in organizations.  Those higher up in the organizational hierarchy 

are deemed as holding more power and viewed as more important than those below them. Those 

at the bottom of the hierarchy are distanced from the decisions being made at the top and 

expected to take orders and perform their tasks in a routine fashion.  The intersectionality of the 

work is overlooked or ignored. Thus, toxic bureaucratic school cultures were viewed as 

contributing to low teacher morale and poor student academic performance (D. Clark et al., 

1984).    

 The tradition of the hierarchical organization is a pyramid that places the managers at the 

top and the workers at the bottom (Dunn & Miller, 2007).  For example, Katz (1975) assumed 

that school administrators act to carry out the purposes of those in power.  Administrators 

provide a vital function in the production of education but, as with any scarce resource, may be 

overused or underused relative to other resource (Marlow, 2001).  The work of this middle level 

of management is key because application of practices and accountability take action in schools 

where they are understood (Spillane et al., 2002). Following this middle level of management on 

the organizational chart are teachers.  According to Weber (1978), the teacher disciplines 

students using rote drills.  The drills aim to produce “habitual and routinized skills” (p. 1149).  

These clear lines of bureaucratic authority and communication clearly define who is in control 

and who will make the decisions, but likely leaving those making decisions outside of the school 

walls instead of where the actual work of educating students with ever-changing needs takes 

place.  This becomes troublesome, as each bureaucrat will seek to focus on activities where they 

have the most control (Michaelsen, 1977). Meanwhile, it has been suggested that shifting control 

from the top or center downwards empowers individual, organization, and communities to 

address public problems (Dunn & Miller, 2007).  
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Cycles of Reform  

Reform is a recurrent word in the education sector. Federal and local policy makers are 

continuously looking for practices that will positively impact student achievement. Ideas, 

however, are continuously recycled.  In this section, I provide an overview of the cycles of 

federal policy reform from 1965 to the present and school improvement research and practices 

suggested as necessary to initiate positive changes in education.   

Cycles of Federal Education Policy Reform 

 Possibly the most significant bill in education that shifted federal education policy was 

the Elementary and Secondary Education Act introduced by President Lyndon Johnson in 1965 

as part of his War on Poverty agenda (Elementary and Secondary Education Act of 1965, 2018).  

Previously, the United States Office of Education (USOE), which at the time was under the 

Department of Health, Education, and Welfare, was focused primarily on gathering information 

from public schools (McGuinn, 2015).  This new policy, titled the Elementary and Secondary 

Education Act of 1965 (ESEA), more commonly known as Title I, was a turning point for reform 

efforts.   It required federal educational institutions to shift from what had been largely an 

information gathering and disseminating role to a more supervisory responsibility in the 

administration of new federal funds and programs (McGuinn, 2015).  The premise of the law 

was to counterbalance the role of poverty on students’ educational attainment by infusing low 

income schools with additional funding.  Federal funding also gave policymakers and 

administrators leverage to hold school organizations responsible for meeting the needs of poor 

and disadvantaged students. ESEA has been reauthorized numerous times and undergone several 

changes, but with the same goal in mind; to improve educational opportunities for poor and 
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disadvantaged children.  Race, religion, and federal control are hurdles that reformers could not 

overcome, but a version of Title I remains in place today (Moffit & Cohen, 2015).    

 Congress eventually resolved a schedule to review and renew ESEA every four to five 

years (Jennings, 2015).  Recent acts have included the 1994 reauthorization described as the 

Improving America’s Schools Act (United States Department of Education, 2017).  According to 

Fullan (2009) the pressure for reform increased, however the attainment of new actions put into 

practice did not exist. The 1994 changes in Title I legislation added language that focused on 

supporting schoolwide projects; deeming the most effective reform efforts would involve whole 

schools, rather than single classrooms or individuals.  Amplification of school-wide reforms was 

a response to research that showed isolated pull-out programs were not an effective way to 

increase student achievement (Desimone, 2002). The 1994 Title I legislation also decreased the 

poverty-level requirement of eligible schools from 75% of children living in poverty to 50%. 

That adjustment allowed more schools to become schoolwide Title I projects and thus to use 

Title I funds for schoolwide change and not just for programs that served individual students 

having difficulties (Desimone, 2002).  

 The time period from 1997-2001, until the No Child Left Behind Act was enacted (No 

Child Left Behind, 2001), lacked national strategy for improvement and according to Fullan and 

Quinn (2016) did not take into account a theory of change. The  No Child Left Behind act 

maintained a focus on whole-school change (Desimone, 2002).  As NCLB took hold the 

attention on data was magnified (Fullan, 2009).  This Act left a large footprint as it imposed 

federally mandated sanctions on schools and school districts whose students failed to meet 

performance expectations (United States Department of Education, 2017). A key assumption 

behind the NCLB sanction system was that pressuring principals and providing incentives would 
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increase student performance in low performing schools (Mitani, 2018).  The system of rewards 

and punishments, however, hindered educational opportunities for the groups of students it was 

designed to support (Sanders, 2008).    

Each reauthorization has introduced some changes to the Title I language, however the 

financial supports have continued.  Since its inception in 1965, Title I has been the largest single 

program in the U.S. Department of Education, accounting for close to 40% of the Department’s 

total K-12 budget in recent years (Sousa & Armor, 2016). The shift from merely providing 

financial support is outlined in the recently reauthorized specific purpose of Title I, which is to 

ensure that all children have a fair, equal, and significant opportunity to obtain a high-quality 

education and reach, at a minimum, proficiency on challenging State academic standards (Every 

Student Succeeds Act, 2015).  Thus, accountability has been tied to the use of these funds that 

state agencies and local school district count on.   

 Over the last two decades there has been a heightened focus on improving academic 

performance in Title I schools (United States Department of Education, 2017).  The longest 

reauthorization time-period took place during the No Child Left Behind Act era from 2001-2015 

(Moffit & Cohen, 2015) and the most recent authorization took place on December 10, 2015 

(Every Student Succeeds Act, 2015).  ESSA has focused heavily on curriculum, leadership 

among school level personnel, and creating a sense of urgency on the part of principals and 

teachers working in the schools with the most challenges (Every Student Succeeds Act, 2015).  

This newest phase of reform came about as advocates called for a school accountability formula 

that supported schools in improving outcomes, not just complying with mandates (Darling-

Hammond, Willhoit, & Pittenger, 2014).  Schools are to ensure they are attending to standards, 

assessments, accountability, and choice  (McGuinn, 2015) in order to meet the ever-changing 
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needs of their students.   New policies have been created for the purpose of impacting the public-

school systems and the ways in which they are held responsible for making systemic changes.  In 

many cases, these new policies challenge the current status quo for a short time and then schools 

return to their traditionally known form that includes traditional subject areas, schedules, 

tracking, and assessments (Hargreaves & Goodson, 2006).   In order for systemic reform to take 

hold, leadership at all levels is necessary; teacher leaders, principals, district administrators, and 

government (Fullan, 2009). 

Research on School Improvement and Reform 

 Recent research on school reform has recognized the need to enact change by 

illuminating the interplay between practices of reform, the process of implementation, and the 

local context of the school (Penuel, Fishman, Cheng, & Sabelli, 2011).  This serves as a reminder 

to the field that school improvement is a complex issue and improving education system has 

proven to be an ongoing uphill battle (Fullan & Quinn, 2016). Complexity lies in identifying 

what the policy is stating and understanding what reformers are asking school districts to do. 

Leaders are left to figure out how to take what is written, contextualize it, and then implement 

the practices in their own school setting.  While a school may attend to district accountability 

measures, the ways they perceived and implemented the policies have varied dramatically across 

schools (Spillane et al., 2002).  

 The design of school restructuring is a collaborative and systemic effort with the 

experience greatly influenced by the context of the school district organization (Prestine & 

Bowen, 1993).   The overall organizational change prompts a problem-solving function that must 

remain in continuous motion.  The process is always fragile, and a complex number of factors 

must be accounted for that impact the overall organization (Prestine & Bowen, 1993).  Change 
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requires understanding what should be changed, how to accomplish it, and an awareness that the 

what and how are constantly in motion and impacting one another (Fullan, 2009).  It is clear that 

school-based reform is no guarantee of improved learning opportunities for children (Shields & 

Knapp, 1997).  One of the most significant events in the life of a school most likely to bring 

about a sizeable shift in direction is a change of leadership (Hargreaves & Goodson, 2006).   

 Typically, a cycle of change for policy makers lasts no more than 5 years (Hargreaves & 

Goodson, 2006). With the most recent reauthorization of ESEA; policymakers have provided yet 

another framework for school leaders to consider as they implement the requirements of the new 

law into their schools.  Reforms come to look very different in different school communities and 

are employed to achieve widely different ends that may have little to do with their original intent.  

Educational reform actually legitimates preexisting educational practice, making future reform 

efforts even less likely to take hold (Gordon & Patterson, 2008).  Although large scale waves of 

reform pronounce pressure on whole systems, it is changes of leaders and leadership that most 

directly and dramatically provoke change in individual schools (Hargreaves & Goodson, 2006).   

While the law calls for new leadership practices, it does not challenge or suggest a change in 

how schools have historically been organized.   

Distributed Leadership 

 Distributed leadership offers yet another vaguely rebranded concept of leadership as a 

new and inclusive activity (Lumby, 2013).  Elmore (2000) concluded that distributed leadership 

is not a new idea and is derived from the notion that large scale improvement requires collective 

action amongst the people in the organization with diverse expertise. (Bennett, Wise, Woods, & 

Harvey, 2003) suggested that distributed leadership is a way to think about leadership, not a 



 

 20 

practice to be implemented in a certain way.  It is clear that there are varied interpretations of this 

concept with many accepting it as a practice of leadership.   

 Distributed leadership has been described as the practice of collaborating to collectively 

learn as professionals and arises from the interactions of school leaders and followers.  Rather 

than focusing on leadership as a hierarchy of management within the school organization, 

decision-making involves all school stakeholders in the process (Spillane, 2005). On the other 

hand, (Harris, 2004) questioned whether the practice of distributed leadership is a top-down or 

bottom-up practice and whether the practice is orchestrated or happens organically.  The 

heightened interest in distributed leadership seems to be its openness to embrace emergent and 

spontaneous leadership, alongside the intentional communication of those in formal and informal 

leadership roles of authority (Lumby, 2019).  Bryk et al. (2010) described distributed leadership 

as the stimulus that keeps all components of the school organization moving forward. Thus, the 

shared collective builds the capacity of the organization and creates a school of many leaders, 

regardless of role. In one project, Spillane, Halverson, and Diamond (2004) found that 

distributed leadership allowed for many members across the entire staff to know the direction of 

the school and its next phase of development.  Because leadership was spread throughout the 

school, even after a principal left, the work that had been done was not undone due to the 

principal’s departure.   

Definitions and Terms of Distributed Leadership Practice 

 With varied descriptions present, it is not surprising there is controversy and no 

consensus about this practice. Lumby (2013) suggested that distributed leadership is presented in 

a way that it potentially replaces previous forms of leadership that have been critiqued negatively 

as non-collegial, top-down, and transactional.  In this section I report terms and definitions used 



 

 21 

to describe distributed leadership in practice, examine the implementation of distributed 

leadership, and highlight the principals’ role within the distributed leadership construct.  

 Distributed leadership is representational of organizational change within a school, in 

which leadership is distributed across school personnel (Harris & DeFlammis, 2016).  As a 

practice, distributed leadership is characterized as a form of collective leadership (Harris, 2004) a 

model that follows the “it takes a team” mantra.  There have been alternate terms posited by 

Leithwood and Mascall (2008) to describe this type of leadership, including shared leadership 

and dispersed leadership.  While these and other terms have become associated with distributed 

leadership, there is not a universally accepted definition of this idea.  In fact, according to a 

meta-analysis conducted by Tian, Risku, and Collin (2016) one of the main drawbacks for all 

research on this topic was the lack of a universal definition of distributed leadership.   

 Nonetheless, distributed leadership has come to mean the principal is to ensure the school 

environment is positive and is expected to act as an instructional leader (Spillane, 2005), while 

teachers continue to develop their expertise by working together (Harris, 2004). In schools 

implementing a distributed leadership structure, the decision-making process does not solely lie 

in the hands of the principal.    Previously described by Spillane (2005) as a theory; distributed 

leadership has been conceptualized, advocated for, and accepted as a practice in school reform 

(Harris & DeFlammis, 2016; Spillane et al., 2004; Stegall & Linton, 2012). Therefore, over the 

last decade, distributed leadership has been suggested as a structure for improving student 

outcomes within Title I schools (Copeland, 2003; Diehl, 2017; Harris & DeFlammis, 2016).  

Elmore (2000) pointed out that distributed leadership provides a mechanism for multiple sources 

of guidance and direction to come together and utilize the expertise of members of the 

organization to create a common culture for change. Copeland (2003) has argued that distributed 
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leadership allows the entire school community to make decisions that potentially stand to benefit 

the school. According to Jacobs et al. (2006) the decisions being made to intentionally benefit 

the school focus and revolve around instruction.  There is, however, some skepticism that exists 

around this practice of distributed leadership.  Lumby (2019), for example, suggested any form 

of leadership that assumes perfect control of others is not sustainable and any form of leadership 

founded on the deliberate distribution of power to others is unrealistic.   

Implementing Distributed Leadership 

 Implementing distributed leadership involves both system-wide and school-wide efforts.  

Elmore (2000) has suggested the creation of distributed leadership in practice consists of two 

main components that must be addressed at a large-scale systems level in order for large scale 

improvement to take place.  This includes the system describing common expectations leaders of 

various kinds would have to follow in order to engage in large scale improvement and describing 

how leaders of various kinds in various roles and positions would share responsibility.  Under 

this premise, there would be some common beliefs influencing implementation at each school 

level, thus further encouraging the influence that leaders have on the implementation of 

distributed leadership in practice.   

At the school level, Harris and DeFlammis (2016) reminded educators that distributed 

leadership should not be construed as a model or blueprint.  Instead, it is locally designed and 

implemented, with creating and promoting the structure the primary role of the school 

leader.  Spillane (2005) described the importance of the principal in facilitating school 

improvement when he stated, “As a practical matter, school principals who cannot engage others 

in leading will be unable to spread and mobilize the expertise necessary for school improvement 

in their schools; they are thus unlikely to be very effective” (p. 98).  In this example, Spillane has 
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magnified the role the principal plays in creating organizational change by engaging team 

members; mainly teachers, in decision-making through the practice of distributing leadership.    

Researchers have identified specific components that can positively impact the 

implementation of distributed leadership in schools.  A characteristic claim of distributed 

leadership is that it diminishes the power of the solo leader, enabling others also to take a 

leadership role (Lumby, 2019). Cooperation by members of the school distributed leadership 

team is key to creating a school community (Hulpia, Devos, & VanKeer, 2011).   Hulpia et al. 

(2011) described three specific components that support distributed leadership in the school 

community: Group Cohesion, Goal Orientedness, and Role Clarity.  Developing a sense of 

togetherness is the focus of Group Cohesion. Fullan and Quinn (2016) suggested the synergistic 

power of the group would effect change in schools, that leaders “use the group to change the 

group by building deep collaborative work” (p. 47). This was also referenced by Diehl (2017) as 

meaningful collaboration. Collaboration and teamwork are necessary in order to harness the 

wisdom of the collective (Diehl, 2017). According to Spillane et al. (2004) to understand 

leadership, one must seek what each person brings to the table and work collaboratively to solve 

problems, rather than focusing on what one person can do.  In described instances, researchers 

often found that teams are not structured in hierarchical fashion, rather the meetings are open 

brainstorming sessions of conversation (Scribner, Sawyer, Watson, & Myers, 2007).    

Providing a clearly articulated shared mission and vision is the purpose of Group 

Orientedness, also described by Spillane et al. (2004) as understanding that each individual 

brings value to the group as a whole.  Role Clarity was defined as team members knowing their 

roles and understanding the structures of management.  According to Hulpia et al. (2011), all 

three were necessary for distributed leadership to succeed.  
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 In contrast, critics have argued that regardless of how broadly leadership is distributed, it 

does not imply there is a complete lack of hierarchy (Lumby, 2013).   Murphy, Mayrowetz, 

Smylie, and Seashore (2009) argued that distributed leadership is merely a top-down form of 

delegation.  Further, Lumby (2013) suggested that the practice of distributed leadership has been 

deemed as an attempt to delegate more work to teachers.  Hargreaves and Fink (2008) alluded to 

this when they warned that distributed leadership could be another attempt at delivering top-

down policies. While originally introduced to educators as a lens to better understand leadership, 

it has grown into a theory and frequently prescribed practice which promotes a construct in 

which more staff are empowered, have more control of their activity, and have access to a wider 

range of possibilities. Yet, Lumby (2013) has suggested there is little evidence to support 

distributed leadership’s achievement of such outcomes.  According to Lumby (1999)  having 

everyone agreeing and being committed to the same plan and objectives is unrealistic.  

Additionally, Lumby (2013) maintained the ideas that everyone could lead is likely not 

accompanied by deep reflection on the implications of this stance and what inclusion of more 

people in leadership might imply.    

 A real challenge to implementing distributed leadership is that it requires those in formal 

leadership positions to relinquish power to others (Harris, 2004).   Furthermore, in order for 

distributed leadership to take place, Murphy et al. (2009) suggested that the formal leader of the 

organization plays an important role in creating distributed leadership.  Meanwhile, Lumby 

(1999) found that principals lacked willingness to share decision-making power, however, they 

were willing to consult with teachers about isolated topics.  On the other hand, Lumby (2013) 

suggested that a fundamental component of distributed leadership is that staff, who may have no 

formal authority, gain power through this construct of leadership. Murphy et al. (2009) has 
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suggested that the principal must begin by promoting teacher leadership if distributed leadership 

is to become reality in their organization.  Further, the principal is responsible for creating the 

opportunities for teachers to lead and successfully enacting distributed leadership (Murphy et al., 

2009).   

Many schools have experimented with distributed leadership by organizing teachers into 

teams that identify and solve predefined problems and sometimes by forming teams that find and 

solve indeterminate problems. That being said, (Murphy et al., 2009) found that when 

interviewed, faculty members were not clear about what they were to do during these 

collaborative times, how to collaborate, and lacked commitment to attending the meetings.  

Additionally, staff perspectives have provided evidence that a hierarchical framework of controls 

continuously shows up in the data (Lumby, 2013). For example, whether or not an idea will 

develop into reality or become stifled is usually dependent on the formal leader (Murphy et al., 

2009).  However, continuously it is argued that this practice of collaboration for the purpose of 

making educational decisions embraces the realignment of roles and relationships of school 

community members (Scribner et al., 2007).    

Principal’s Role in Implementation of Distributed Leadership 

In a typical hierarchical structure, the administrator of a school is the principal. However, 

researchers have suggested that principals are leaders, rather than administrators (Spillane et al., 

2004). Further, they are an instructional leader responsible for creating and leading a positive 

learning environment in effective schools (Spillane, 2005). In a Dear Colleague Letter released 

to Title I schools by the United States Department of Education Office of Elementary and 

Secondary Education (2015) stated, leaders are reminded, “Your work provides a strong 

foundation to help ensure that every child graduate from high school ready for college and 
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careers.”   Attaining the goal of graduating high school and receiving some type of 

postsecondary education is difficult in schools experiencing constant turnover in professional 

leadership (Dorata & Phillips, 2015).  Elmore (2000) argued that leadership is the guidance and 

direction of instructional improvement and the role of delivering that instruction must be 

distributed across the school organization. Essentially, reiterating the above, that both leadership 

and teaching instruction matter in improving the school.  This is not to say that there is not 

someone responsible for the overall performance of the school, rather, it is the role of the 

administrator to create a culture of schoolwide expectations, ensure the work is connected, and 

hold individuals accountable (Elmore, 2000).  

The principal is a key resource in creating successful and sustainable change in a school 

(Oterkiil & Ertesvåg, 2014).  Within recent waves of education reform, researchers and policy 

makers have highlighted the role of the principal, specifically focused on increasing student 

performance and the overall effectiveness of the school (Hallinger & Heck, 1998; Leithwood & 

Mascall, 1998).  Reformers have suggested the principal is ultimately responsible for ensuring 

school improvement, while also managing the organization. They have both direct and indirect 

effects on school improvement and student learning (Sheng, Wolff, Kilmer, & Yager, 2017).    

 The principal is responsible for creating an environment designed to support the practice 

of distributed leadership with the school they lead. The attributes of the leader will dictate how 

the leadership is distributed and shared with the teacher leaders.  Whether a distributed 

leadership system is in place or not, stakeholders will still talk about how they feel about 

decisions.  Regardless of whether a principal builds a structure of shared decision making and 

shared leadership, teachers will still have ideas and conversations about what they feel may be 

more effective (Stegall & Linton, 2012). To better understand how distributed leadership works, 
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it is important to look deeper into the dialogues that take place within the construct, interactions, 

and artifacts related to each individualized interpretation of distributed leadership in practice 

(Scribner et al., 2007)  
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CHAPTER 3 

Research Design and Methodology 

 While distributed leadership can include an instructional focus and the sharing of 

decision-making power, the requirements have not provided information on how to implement 

such a framework of leadership into the current construct of the bureaucratic public-school 

setting. This study aims to examine select State public-school principals’ perceptions and 

methods of implementation used to fulfill the requirement to enact the practice of distributed 

leadership in their schools.   

The overall purpose of this study was to understand how the participants interpreted their 

experiences and the meaning they attributed to their experiences (Merriam & Tisdale, 2016). To 

achieve that end, this study employed an interpretive qualitative design.  This design allowed me 

to use interviews, observations, and review documents to make meaning of the distributed 

leadership construct in practice.   

Positionality 

 The relationship that a researcher has with the topic of study must be considered and 

disclosed (Marshall & Rossman, 2011; Merriam & Tisdale, 2016).  I want to make clear the 

relationship that I have with this topic and the experiences that I bring to it.  As the director of 

the State Learning Network, a state funded school improvement project, I have unique 

knowledge about school improvement regulations set forth by the USDE and the SDE.  I provide 

technical assistance to school districts deemed “low-performing” by the USDE and the SDE.  

Additionally, in this role, I provide oversight on how federal dollars are spent to support schools 

in implementing requirements.  This role could be viewed as me being in a position of power vis-
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a-vis the schools participating in the study.  Therefore, I did not conduct research in any schools 

that I currently support in either a technical assistance role or a financial oversight role.  

 Additionally, I want to declare the professional relationship that I have with Sunflower 

Public Schools, the site of this study.   For the last three years, I have worked to create a strong 

working relationship with district leadership team members at SPS. While my supports have 

been at the district level, I oversee a team of coaches that support individual schools across 

several feeder patterns in the district.  Through this relationship, I have witnessed situations that 

arise in a large school district when regulations, leadership, and areas of emphasis change.  As 

explained by Peshkin (1993), social researchers are interested in researching where there is 

something that can be referred to as a situation.  The situation that has piqued my interest is the 

perceptions of principals on the requirement to implement distributed leadership teams within 

this large organization and how that has been interpreted and put into practice. As will be seen, I 

selected to study schools in a feeder pattern that does not receive direct technical assistance from 

me or any of my team members. According to Peshkin (1988) subjectivity exists in research and 

non-research aspects of life.  In order to mitigate my positionality, I practiced self-reflexivity by 

assessing my own biases and ensuring that I felt confident in the sites that I chose prior to 

engaging with the participants or sites in any way (Tracy, 2010). This necessary reflection has 

guided me as I conducted research in schools within a feeder pattern that have not been 

designated as Title I.  I ensured that I provided a trustworthy experience for all stakeholders 

involved.  A credible experience was provided and achieved through practices that included thick 

description and triangulation of the data (Tracy, 2010). My research focused on the 

conversations, observations, and written documents.   The data is represented as suggested 

through the truthful reality of the observations and interactions that took place (Kvale, 1995). My 
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interest in this topic presented itself as I sought to understand how schools implemented such 

requirements without any onsite technical assistance from the departments of education.   

Research Site and Participants 

 Pseudonyms were consistently utilized in all descriptions provided throughout the study.  

The school district, school sites, and participants’ names, have all been replaced with 

pseudonyms and the factual names have remained confidential.  The school district has been 

designated the fictitious name, Sunflower Public Schools.  The school sites have been renamed 

the following: Jayhawk Elementary School, Wildcat Elementary School, Stinger Elementary 

School, Shocker Elementary School, Cottonwood Middle School, and Meadowlark High School.  

Principals have been referred to as: Ms. Clark, Mr. Drake, Mr. Harris, Mr. Jacob, Mr. Lawrence, 

and Mr. Willis.  These precautions have been taken in order to protect the identity of the district, 

school sites, and human participants included in the study.     

 Sunflower Public Schools (SPS) served as the site of this study because it represented the 

typical large bureaucratic school district.  This district was intentionally chosen, as the 

requirement to enact distributed leadership is a top-down mandate and this setting provided a 

school district that itself has a large organization chart, typical of a large public-school 

bureaucracy. With complex levels of authority, understanding the perceptions of principals on a 

topic that is about sharing leadership within a large hierarchical system provided meaningful 

feedback on the implementation of this required practice.  

 Sunflower Public Schools (SPS) is a large urban district in the mid-west and part of the 

Council of Great City Schools – the 80 largest school districts in the USA.  The district is 

comprised of 54 elementary, 15 middle schools, three K-8 schools, nine high schools and several 

special programs, serving approximately 51,000 students.  The school district website highlights 
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how richly diverse the school district is with approximately 119 languages spoken in the homes 

of the students, representing 96 different countries.  The district currently has a 73.3% free and 

reduced lunch student population.    

My study focused on six schools within a feeder pattern comprised of approximately 

12.75% of the student population, and included these schools: Jayhawk Elementary School, 

Wildcat Elementary School, Stinger Elementary School, Shocker Elementary School, 

Cottonwood Middle School, and Meadowlark High School.  According to the information posted 

by the State Department of Education the student enrollment numbers for each building and the 

percentage of free and reduced lunches are as follows: Jayhawk Elementary School 321and 

66.3%; Wildcat Elementary School, 573 and 66.7%; Stinger 450 and 42.4%; Shocker 

Elementary School 476 and 46.4%; Cottonwood Middle School 834 and 57.6%; Meadowlark 

High School 1312 and 50.2%.  While the numbers posted would meet the threshold for Title I, 

none of the schools is currently designated as Title 1 and do not receive additional funds of 

support. Thus, while this district has a large population of students that qualify for free and 

reduced lunch, they have chosen where to delegate those additional resources. At the time of the 

study, the high school in this feeder pattern had a graduation rate of 85.8%.  

 Policy changes have impacted SPS.  In addition to changes in the recent federal laws and 

state level changes, the district has adopted a new strategic plan.  The plan provides action steps 

for stakeholders to complete to support the achievement of this vision.  All school principals are 

required to have a building leadership team and routinely conduct building leadership team 

meetings.  SPS has been doing some form of Building Leadership teams since 2010. Ultimately, 

the principal is responsible for ensuring that their school completes the required actions to meet 

the overall district goals. Therefore, the principals of each of these schools was invited to 
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participate in the study.   Six principals accepted the invitation.  One elementary school within 

the feeder-pattern was experiencing a retirement and a new leader was taking the reins.  

Consequently, there was no representation from this school as part of the study.  In true 

qualitative research fashion, the study remained fluid and evolved as information was gained 

during the process.  The middle school was in a state of transition with principals; therefore, the 

exiting principal (who moved to a high school principal position outside of the feeder-pattern) 

and the new principal (who was transferred from an elementary building outside of the feeder-

pattern) were invited to participate.  None of the schools are currently designated as Title I 

schools, therefore they did not receive additional funding or support during the timeframe in 

which the study was conducted.  The interviews conducted with each principal, the observations 

that took place, and the analyses of relevant documents allowed for a variety of data and 

perspectives to be collected on the topic of distributed leadership (Marshall & Rossman, 2011).   

Data Collection and Analysis  

 Qualitative data collected for this study consisted of interviews, observations, and a 

review of documents (V. Clark & Creswell, 2015; Marshall & Rossman, 2011).  The variety in 

methods allowed for a greater range of data to be collected and analyzed (Marshall & Rossman, 

2011).  The next steps outlined below were conducted following approval from Wichita State 

University’s Institutional Review Board (IRB).   

 It has been argued that within qualitative research there is not a clear distinction between 

the phases of data collection and analysis (Mayer, 2015). Therefore, in the sections below I have 

described the actions that were to collect and analyze data derived from the interviews, 

observations, and document reviews.  Combined, these data revealed principals’ understandings 

of distributed leadership in practice.    
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Interviews   

 I utilized a semi-structured interview protocol to ask a set of predetermined open-ended 

questions (found in Appendix A).  As the interviewer, I created a supportive environment by 

asking focused questions that encouraged discussion and gathered differing points of view 

(Marshall & Rossman, 2011). The semi-structured interview protocol assisted me in identifying 

the similarities and differences in the perceptions and understandings of distributed leadership in 

practice (Lapan, Quartaroli, & Reimer, 2012). The use of these predetermined questions allowed 

me to intentionally include questions that linked Weick’s sensemaking theory as a lens for the 

questions and provided the opportunity to ask any clarifying questions as needed to better 

understand the perceptions that principals had about their role in the school (Merriam & Tisdale, 

2016).  

 All participants were asked to participate via email, using the script found in Appendix B.  

After they agreed to participate in the study, I sent each principal a consent form (Appendix C) 

and included sample interview questions.  When scheduling interviews, it was important that I 

provided flexible dates and times that best accommodated the interviewees.  Each interview 

lasted approximately forty-five to sixty minutes and was audio recorded.  I transcribed each 

interview into a Word document.   The transcription allowed me to gather a verbatim record of 

what was said and ensured accuracy of content (Evers, 2011). The act of transcribing itself 

provided the opportunity to uncover more details. This was the first step of member checking.  

Additionally, transcription is a function of reflexivity; as I was be able to see more details and 

continuously reflect on the data while transcribing (Evers, 2011). I intentionally used Weick’s 

sensemaking theory as a lens when I coded the data into useable pieces and assigned codes to the 
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data (Lapan et al., 2012). The codes were used when I reviewed documents and conducted 

observations.   

Documents   

 I reviewed public documents developed by the SDE related to the process of distributed 

leadership teams and the documents provided to me by the SPS principals, as well as, the public 

documents found on the SPS website. According to Merriam and Tisdale (2016) using 

documents in a qualitative study is much like using the data collected from interview sand 

observations.  I enhanced my understanding of perceptions regarding the work the Building 

Leadership Team (BLT) does and the role of the principal in that work (Lapan et al., 2012) by 

reviewing the public, state provided guidance from the SDE website, and local district public 

documents.  Local district documents included board policy and the MTSS workbook, plus 

principal provided documents, which included meeting agendas and minutes.    

 Additionally, I hoped to gain a better understanding of any protocols or processes that 

were followed when schools engaged in this practice. I had to use caution, as unlike observations 

and interviews, documents may not have been created for the purpose of research and may be 

incomplete for the use of research (Merriam & Tisdale, 2016). On the other hand, it provided 

understanding of how things were done in the past, and verified some emerging ideas (Merriam 

& Tisdale, 2016). The documents supplemented the data gathered during interviews and 

observations and served as a complement to the information gained as it helped me contextualize 

the data (Merriam & Tisdale, 2016; Tracy, 2010). I utilized a document protocol with five 

focusing questions that ensured I efficiently reviewed the documents and intentionally made 

connections to the interview and observations (found in Appendix D). The focusing questions 

were used as I outlined my thoughts, while I also paid attention to the authenticity and accuracy 
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of the written documents (Merriam & Tisdale, 2016). As I analyzed the content, I analyzed the 

quality of the documents and checked for authenticity, credibility as well as representativeness 

(Mayer, 2015). I used predetermined codes from the transcribed interviews as I analyze the 

content of the documents (Bryman & Burgess, 1994).  

Observations 

 The BLT meetings that I observed assisted me in seeing what these teams actually do and 

the ways that leadership was distributed.  This method of observation provided additional results 

as it justified data collected during interviews and document reviews (Bryman & Burgess, 1994).   

In this natural setting, I used observations as a method of data collection, and was able to see 

what sense principals had made of distributed leadership in practice and the ways in which others 

were engaged in decision-making (Merriam & Tisdale, 2016).  Just as (Maxwell, 2012) argued 

that through the use of observation a researcher can draw inferences about a person’s 

perspectives that could not be obtained if the only method of data collection was through 

interviews, I was able to take extensive and detailed notes as I observed. I had anticipated each 

observation would last approximately forty-five minutes to one-hour, however, some 

observations lasted up to 2 hours.   I used field notes to aid me in documenting what I saw when 

observing the setting, practice, and interaction (Merriam & Tisdale, 2016). Observations played 

an important role in this research project.  As Bryman and Burgess (1994)  pointed out, the 

quality of a research project is not only the result of the questions asked or concepts used, it is 

also the result of keeping rigorous field notes (Bryman & Burgess, 1994).   I ensured that my 

field notes included a section to intentionally comment on connections I was making to what I 

heard from interviews and information that I gained from the document review (found in 

Appendix C).   
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 As the data was analyzed, it was important that I provided robust details that allowed the 

readers to make their own conclusions about the scene observed (Tracy, 2010). The codes 

identified during the interview process aided me in ensuring the individual participants 

information was kept confidential.  With a focus on the principals’ perceptions, the findings, 

conclusions, and possible implications have been written into the next chapter.  The information 

will be submitted to the SPS administrative team and shared with other stakeholders identified by 

the district.  

Rigor 

 Rigor is determined through the ways in which researchers practice care during the 

phases of data collection and analysis (Tracy, 2010). Providing a rigorous and trustworthy 

research study was ensured by intentionally planning and attending to the characteristics 

described in this section.  I used the eight “Big Tent” criteria offered by Tracy (2010) as the 

framework for ensuring my study was rigorous. The eight components included; a worthy topic, 

rich rigor, sincerity, credibility, resonance, significant contribution, ethics, and meaningful 

coherence (Tracy, 2010). Each of the components worked as a collective as I created and 

completed this rigorous study.    

 The first component of Tracy’s (2010) “Big Tent” model is having a worthy topic.  As 

the researcher I sought to conduct a study that moved away from obvious acknowledgements of 

what is already known to study findings that provided new and interesting ideas about the 

phenomena (Tracy, 2010). In this study, the research was collected from the perceptions of 

principals, as the leaders responsible for implementing distributed leadership in their schools and 

provided new information about how principals make sense of this practice in their roles as 

leaders. The collected perceptions of principals, a rich rigor experience was embraced as careful 
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data collection and analysis procedures were conducted (Tracy, 2010). When I began, I asked 

myself the following questions provided by Tracy (2010) as a mechanism to ensure rigor was 

achieved:  

 Are there enough data to support significant claims? Did the researcher spend enough 

 time to gather interesting and significant data? Is the context or sample appropriate given 

 the goals of the study? Did the researcher use appropriate procedures in terms of field 

 note style, interviewing practices, and analysis procedures? (p. 841) 

I continuously referred back to these questions throughout the process as I provided an entire 

experience that was rich in rigor.   I was transparent about the entire data collection process 

(Lapan et al., 2012).  This included how I sorted, choose, and organized the data (Tracy, 2010). 

Prior to interviews, participants received a copy of the questions and after the interview a 

verbatim transcript of their individual session was sent for participants’ review and comment 

(Tracy, 2010). The data was gathered from multiple individuals, as six participants took part in 

the research study, which allowed member checking to intentionally be utilized (Lapan et al., 

2012). The data was accurately and truthfully represented as I wrote the findings focused on the 

truths gained from the interviews and observations (Kvale, 1995). Rigorous data analysis was 

achieved by provided as a clear description of the procedures and processes used to review and 

analyze the data was written into the final report (Tracy, 2010).  

 Sincerity was achieved through self-reflexivity, vulnerability, honesty, transparency, and 

data auditing (Tracy, 2010). Self-reflexivity ensures that continuous reflection is taking place 

throughout the data collection process.  A place where I intentionally practiced self-reflexivity 

was while taking field notes. I reflected on my thoughts and about how others were reacting to 

the scene (Tracy, 2010) throughout my field note descriptions and included these observations in 
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my report.  Additionally, vulnerability, honesty, transparency, and auditing of the data (Tracy, 

2010) was specifically attended to by providing a credible study.  According to Lincoln and 

Guba (1985) a credible study is achieved by being dependable.  Throughout this study, 

credibility was established as participants reviewed the information for accuracy and truthfulness 

(Lapan et al., 2012). In addition to interviews, data was collected through document reviews and 

observations.  Qualitative credibility is achieved through thick description, triangulation, and 

multivocality (Tracy, 2010). Thick description includes providing enough details that the reader 

has enough information to create their own picture and extract their own meaning from the 

provided descriptions (Tracy, 2010). The descriptions will include data gathered from three data 

sources (interviews, observations, and document reviews). Together, these three data sources, 

along with several principals participating, allowed for triangulation of data (Merriam & Tisdale, 

2016) and increased the overall rigor of the study.  The act of “member reflections” as described 

by Tracy (2010) was used as a mechanism that allowed me to dialogue with the SPS participants 

about the study’s findings and welcomed future conversations that include feedback, critique, 

and possible collaboration.  The desire of SPS to engage in dialogues about the study provided 

an indicator that Resonance has been achieved. The future conversations that were had after the 

study suggested that an affect was had on the audience and value could be applied to other 

situations across the district (Tracy, 2010). I had hoped to attend to the next component of 

making a significant contribution.  Questions suggested by Tracy (2010) that I continuously 

asked myself included: “Does the study extend knowledge? Improve practice? Generate ongoing 

research? Liberate or empower?” As I searched for the sense that leaders made of distributed 

leadership through the interviews, documents reviews, and observations I was able to answer 

“yes” to these questions.  This study provided transferability, as the topic that could provide 
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significant contribution as the implementation of distributed leadership continues to be suggested 

as a practice for principals across the nation and required of principals in the state of State.  This 

study was timely as other school districts may learn from the perceptions and experiences shared 

by the participants and was written into the final report.   All of the seven components described 

above were part of providing the ethical experience (Tracy, 2010).   

 The seventh component, ethics, included procedures, situational, relational, and exiting 

elements.  Procedural ethics are those prescribed and required by larger organizations (Tracy, 

2010). Participation in the study was voluntary and overall steps were taken to ensure all 

participants were treated with respect throughout the process (Lapan et al., 2012). Once the study 

was approved by Sunflower Public Schools and Wichita State University, written consent was 

obtained from study participants (see Appendix D).  The consent form was fully disclosed for the 

purpose of the study and the methods of research that would be used (Merriam & Tisdale, 2016). 

Necessary measures were taken to ensure that the interviewees information was kept confidential 

throughout the data collection and analysis process.  Additionally, all participants were treated 

with dignity and respect.  Participants were reminded that at any time they could withdraw from 

the study (Merriam & Tisdale, 2016). Moreover, data was not associated with any individual 

when reported (Lapan et al., 2012). A password-protected computer was used to store the 

interview data and field notes.  When the study concluded, the data is kept for a minimum of five 

years and then destroyed.  In addition to being transparent about the procedures I used situational 

ethics and consider those situations that cannot be predetermined with care and follow the “do no 

harm” philosophy when confronted with such situations that could arise (Tracy, 2010).  

Relational ethics involved ethical self- consciousness in which researchers are mindful of the 

character, actions, and consequences on others. Relational ethics are related to an ethic of care 
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(Tracy, 2010).  Lastly, exiting ethics reminded the researcher that the researcher never fully has 

control over how their work will interpreted.  It is important that I considered how to best present 

the information in a way that avoided unjust interpretations (Tracy, 2010).  

 Finally, meaningful coherence in a study as outlined by Tracy (2010) attempts to (a) 

achieve the stated purpose; (b) accomplish what they set out to accomplish; (c) use methods and 

practices that connect theories tied to the topic of study and (d) intentionally connect the 

literature review, methods, and findings. (Tracy, 2010).  By intentionally using Weick’s Sense-

making theory as a lens to view the data through, I was able to maintain focus on what sense the 

principals have made of their role and distributed leadership in practice.     
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CHAPTER 4 

Findings  

 In this chapter I present the findings that resulted from analysis and interpretation of the 

data collected through document reviews, semi-structured interviews, and observations.  In order 

to tell the story of distributed leadership in the selected schools in the district of Sunflower 

Public Schools (SPS), I have organized the chapter into three broad themes.  Insight into the 

picture of SPS in this particular feeder pattern of schools can be viewed through the information 

that emerged from analysis of state and local policy reviews, the six principals’ identity 

construction, and the enactment of distributed leadership at the BLT meetings.   Throughout the 

study, the cues the principals paid attention to, collected through interviews and observations, 

evolved as they navigated written requirements, which gave insight into the practices of 

distributed leadership that are present in SPS.   

Distributed Leadership Codified in State Policy Documents 

 State and local levels of policy documents were analyzed for the study, which provided 

some context for the collaborative work the principals were expected to lead.   It was important 

to review state level documents to identify the possible cues principals might have been given 

about the purpose of a Building Leadership Team and the requirement to enact the practice of 

distributed leadership in their schools from the state and local levels. The amount of state level 

documents reviewed evolved as I searched for other tools on the public SDE website that 

mentioned distributed leadership, shared leadership, collaborative leadership, or Building 

Leadership Team (BLT).  Further, as the interviews were conducted, two principals utilized the 

terms BLT and Multi-tiered System of Supports (MTSS; described in detail later in this section) 

interchangeably.  This necessitated the follow up analyses of local SPS board documents and the 



 

 42 

supporting district level MTSS workbook.  The school level BLT meeting agendas and minutes 

were reviewed and provided insight into the work that a Building Leadership team does and the 

decisions it is responsible for making in action.  This compilation of state and local level policy 

documents provided various terms, practices, and descriptions principals could be using to enact 

distributed leadership in the highly bureaucratic structure of SPS.   

State Documents Provide Minimal Guidance for Distributing Leadership 

 Distributed leadership is mentioned in a number of public documents on the state’s 

Department of Education website.  The previously mentioned accreditation requirement to have 

a BLT and the suggested membership were influenced by work previously approved by the 

State’s Board of Education, in which the words distributed leadership are specifically mentioned. 

The first was Function 4 of the State Licensure Program Standards for Building Level 

Leadership approved in 2015, which stated, “leaders will be able to understand, develop, and 

model distributed leadership to build the capacity of the school.” The building leadership 

standards provided an explanation of what distributed leadership should look like in the areas of 

content knowledge and professional skills. This included identifying leadership capabilities in 

staff, modeling distributed leadership skills, assigning personnel to address specific goals and 

needs in the school, and involving staff members in the ongoing decision-making process.  The 

years of experience ranged between 6-18 years for the participants included in the study.  Thus, 

the current building leadership licensure program standards were not likely part of their principal 

preparation program and not likely to have influenced their understanding or practice of 

distributed leadership.    

 The second document was Section 3.3 of the Building Leader section of the state-

provided principal evaluation tool, most recently updated in 2016, which utilized distributed 
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leadership as part of its principal evaluation.  The state-provided principal evaluation handbook 

was extremely vague leaving much variance in how the items could be interpreted and therefore 

evaluated.  Although this document used the term distributed leadership, it neither lent itself to 

directly or indirectly sharing or distributing leadership, or even collaborating in a way consistent 

with the emerging scholarly literature on distributed leadership practice.  Instead distributed 

leadership was defined as providing processes of giving information to others.  For example, the 

state’s principal evaluation tool suggested staff meeting agendas and minutes, master schedule 

documenting individual and collaborative planning, and staff surveys would serve as evidence of 

distributed leadership.  It is important to note that the state-provided principal evaluation system 

is available as a guide for all school districts in the state.  SPS, however, has chosen not to use 

the tool.  Meanwhile, although these two documents played an instrumental role in the new 

school accreditation work that followed, they lacked explicit connection to each other or to the 

overall importance of distributed leadership in the accreditation process.   

 The new accreditation process known as the State Accreditation framework became 

policy in 2016.  The framework required all accredited schools in the State to create and 

implement distributed leadership structures via a Building Leadership Team (BLT). To assist 

school personnel with implementing the accreditation requirements, SDE published a workbook 

that outlines the yearly requirements and tasks of the five-year accreditation cycle.  The 

continuous cycle is focused on collecting and examining data, determining goals, 

implementation, and analyzing results.  Year one of the process is to be focused heavily on the 

Building Leadership Team (BLT). The 2016 workbook for the State Accreditation framework 

identified the school’s Building Leadership Team (BLT) as the body responsible for creating 

building goals, actions, implementing the actions, and conducting mid-implementation reviews 
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related to school improvement.  In the State Accreditation workbook (recently renamed State 

Accreditation guidance document) membership of the BLT was defined as building-level 

stakeholders.  Meanwhile, the original State Accreditation Factoid brief published in March of 

2016, prior to the release of the workbook for State Accreditation, further elaborated on team 

function and membership as it explained, “The function of the BLT is to lead/facilitate building 

needs assessments, write goals, develop action plans, oversee the implementation, and analyze 

the effectiveness of the action plans.” The Factoid also suggested the number of representatives 

may be dependent on the size of the school and provided examples of who the school might want 

to include on its BLT.  The suggested personnel included principal, counselor, core content area 

teachers (at least one from each content area), elective teachers (at least one), special education 

teacher, school psychologist, and para educator.  None of the more recent State Accreditation 

documents reviewed specifically mentioned the words distributed leadership, as that language 

was later removed.    

 The reviewed State Accreditation workbook, State Accreditation Factoid #1, State 

Licensure Program Standards for Building Level Leadership, and the state-provided educator 

evaluation system provided snapshots of vague information about what distributed leadership is 

and were loosely connected to the purpose of the requirement to have a BLT.  As will be seen 

later in this chapter, these documents had little to no direct influence on SPS principals’ 

understanding or implementation of distributed leadership.   Local district policies influenced by 

state level requirements also emphasized vague policies that lacked specific information or 

connection with sharing or distributing leadership.   
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SPS Board Policies Emphasize Management Not Distributed Leadership  

 A deeper look at the components of SPS board policy showed items that could be 

categorized into managerial tasks or visionary leadership focused on instruction, although there 

was no mention specifically of the expectation for principals to share or distribute leadership.  

Sunflower board policy P4035, Administrative Employee Evaluation, stated that principals will 

be evaluated upon, “Job performance effectiveness and efficiency, personal qualities, 

professional traits, abilities and skills, and health factors.”   This emphasis on effectiveness and 

efficiency are indicative of enduring bureaucratic, managerial views of principal leadership. 

While the list does not include specific performance measurements and qualities, it does specify 

the use of self-reflections and conversations with their supervisor about their progress and 

evaluation on specific items that “merit attention.”  The policy was last revised November of 

2005, before then it had not been revised since 1989. National and state level policies and 

leadership trends have changed over the last several years and this old policy could suggest a 

disconnect exists between what the state is asking, district policy, and what principals are 

expected to do at the building level. 

 Instructional leadership is mentioned in a Sunflower board policy adopted in 1999 and 

most recently approved in 2013, P1215 Administration and Organization of the School Program. 

It stated, “The building principal is the instructional leader and supervising administrator 

responsible for the total educational program of the building within the guidelines established by 

the Board of Education policies.” As I looked deeper into the educational program and 

guidelines the principals are responsible for, a specific program outlined in local board policy 

and mentioned by a few participants during the interviews was the Sunflower MTSS Program.  

SPS Board Policy P1800, Comprehensive Assessment System, addresses principals’ 
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responsibility for MTSS: “Principals are responsible for the administrative implementation of the 

basic assessment program; Multi-tiered System of Supports (MTSS).”  This policy was written in 

2009, revised in 2011, and is “updated administratively for alignment purposes.”  The latest 

update for alignment purposes took place October 2016.  Additionally, recently adopted policy 

P1200 Multi-tiered System of Supports (MTSS) Framework, explained “results-driven 

leadership is expected and supported.”  While MTSS is referenced in local board policy, further 

elaboration of the goal of MTSS is outlined in the SPS MTSS Workbook reviewed in the next 

section.   

SPS MTSS Workbook 

 The basic assessment program and framework referenced in policies P1800 and recently 

adopted P1200, was the Multi-tiered System of Supports. The goal of the SPS MTSS program, 

for which the principals are responsible for ensuring is “administratively implemented” as 

described in the board policy above and outlined on the first page of the SPS MTSS Workbook 

(2019).   

 The goal of an integrated MTSS is to meet the needs of all the students both academically 

 and behaviorally so they can succeed in meeting high expectations.  This is 

 accomplished through a system that intentionally focuses on team-driven leadership, 

 professional development, and an empowering culture.  The system incorporates 

 evidence-based practices in the areas of assessment, curriculum, and instruction.   The 

 system is data-driven using feedback to monitor fidelity of implementation effectiveness 

 of core including preventative measures, and student response to interventions.  The 

 MTSS is a guiding framework for school improvement. 
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Team-driven leadership signals a form of distributed leadership, in which there is shared 

decision-making present.  The SPS MTSS Workbook expressed the BLT is, “to ensure that all 

procedures and practices within the system are followed.” This leaves the principal responsible 

for the dual expectations to manage the administration of the program and provide visionary 

leadership focused on the instruction.   The meaning that principals have made of the outlined 

policies and defined program descriptions were analyzed from data gathered during Building 

Leadership Team meetings and principal interviews.   

The Principals 

 In this study I gathered perceptions from six principals about their methods of 

implementation used to fulfill the requirement to enact the practice of distributed leadership via 

the Building Leadership Team in their schools.  The principals included in this study are either 

currently leading schools within the studied feeder-pattern or transitioned to a different feeder 

pattern at the start of the study providing perceptions about past practice. In Table 1 below, I 

have outlined the relevant information about the six principals interviewed and the schools they 

were connected with.  This table can be referenced as the descriptions are shared throughout the 

findings. In order to protect the participants identity, pseudonyms have been utilized for the 

school and principal names.    It is especially important to note that when elementary leaders are 

referenced, three principals are included in that group and when secondary leaders are 

referenced, three separate leaders are included in the group.  Five out of six leaders interviewed 

are male; all leaders included in the study are white.  While all schools have a free and reduced 

rate qualified for Title I status, none of the included schools are designated as Title I schools in 

this district.   
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Table 1 

Principals and Schools  

School 
Name 

Principal  Years of 
Experience 
as a 
Principal 

Number 
of 
Years 
in this 
School 

Gender Race Number 
of 
Students 

% of 
Free 
and 
Reduced  

Jayhawk 
Elementary 

Mr. 
Drake 

6  2  M W 321 66.3% 

Wildcat 
Elementary 

Mr. 
Willis 

18  1 M W 573 66.7% 

Stinger 
Elementary 

Ms. 
Clark 

18 3 F W 450 42.4% 

Cottonwood 
Middle 
School 

Mr. 
Jacob 
 
 
Mr. 
Lawrence 

14  
 
 
 
12  

10 
 
 
 
0 

M 
 
 
 
M 

W 
 
 
 
W 

834 57.6% 

Meadowlark 
High School  

Mr. 
Harris 

10  3 M W 1312 50.2% 

  

 To provide a lens through which to understand the data collected, I relied on Weick’s 

(1995) Sensemaking theory. Sensemaking is always retrospective and key to the use of this 

theory as a mechanism to analyze principals’ perceptions. Sensemaking never stops and the 

requirement to enact a practice focused on sharing power within this highly bureaucratic 

organization offers insight into what principals pay attention to when asked to share leadership 

with others in the school.  The information that follows has been organized into three sections.  

The first section is Identity.  This section discusses what sense principals make of who they are 

and their roles within the school and within the school district as a whole.   The second and third 

sections pay special attention to the sense made of the environmental descriptions, expectations, 

supports, cues, and interpretations of enacting distributed leadership.   
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Principals Constructed Dual Identities 

 Building principals have a unique role in planning for and implementing the practice of 

distributed leadership as middle level managers in the school district.   Throughout the interview 

process principals provided descriptions about how they viewed themselves as the building 

principal, leader within the school district, and the level of autonomy they believe they have 

within this educational bureaucracy. This resulted in these principals constructing two identities 

for themselves, which they saw as separate and distinct rather than integrated. 

Building principals constructed their identities as both managers of the organization and 

providing vision for the school. As the interviewees described their responsibilities and roles 

within the school district, their descriptions fell into two categories, which reflected the dual 

nature of the role as codified in the state and local policy documents.  One is the administrative 

side, which focused on managerial tasks and the other is the visionary and instructional 

leadership side of the school. Principals acknowledged that both management and instructional 

leadership were necessary to effectively lead their schools, as affirmed by Principal Clark, “I 

know that managing and providing instructional leadership are both needed to improve the 

education in the school.” Finding the balance between the two was difficult, however, as Mr. 

Lawrence shared, “You've got your instruction to lead, which is probably not as strong, and all 

the stuff you're supposed to do.”  All principals agreed they spent more time in managing the 

organization than leading instruction.   

Although both sets of responsibilities were important, management responsibilities 

consumed the majority of principals’ time. Principal Harris stated, “I spend about 90% of time 

on managerial tasks and the other 10% on instructional.”  Meanwhile, Principal Jacob shared, 

“the constant managing of the school itself takes up a lot of my time.”  While the amount of time 
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spent in the two categories might vary, it was clear these two facets exist as part of their primary 

roles and responsibilities and that more time is spent in the managerial sector of the work.  While 

descriptions of their work included both management and visionary leadership, all principals 

unanimously expressed the continuous pressure to manage the school.  Adding to the pressure, 

the SPS strategic plan that began in 2018, expected visionary leadership as part of the shared 

beliefs necessary for leadership as part of implementing the 2018-2023 Strategic Plan.  Visionary 

leadership specifically included, “Encourage innovation and risk-taking; effective, accountable 

leaders.”  The tension between these two roles- management and visionary leadership was 

captured in this comment provided by Mr. Lawrence, “When I try to be instructional leader, I get 

pulled back into the office.”  

As principals struggled with finding time to devote to both aspects of their work, they had 

to come to terms with the fact, “we can’t do everything,” as Ms. Clark put it.  Mr. Willis shared, 

“We have to narrow our focus and not try to do everything.”  Several principals also mentioned 

they had a responsibility to “steer the ship.” Steering the ship meant providing direction for the 

school so everyone knew where they were heading. One statement that best summarizes the 

thoughts shared by all principals was Mr. Harris, “leadership is trying to steer the ship in a 

particular direction.”  Sometimes that ship is based upon where they, the principal was going and 

other times it was based upon requests from the district leadership.   Principals are left to 

interpret information gained from district leadership and share that message with staff.  

Principals agreed that how information is presented in a BLT meeting is key to decision-making 

and getting everyone “on-board” with the messages shared from the top.  The vision and 

direction came from district leadership and school leaders, teachers, and other subordinates were 
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invited, encouraged, and convinced to go along. This left the communication about the vision 

and direction flowing from the top of the hierarchy to the bottom.   

 The ways in which principals described the need to manage the organization and provide 

visionary leadership differed across campuses.   In one instance, Principal Drake explained, 

“Working with people and valuing people is my focus,” was his response to the need for both 

management and visionary leadership.  Through his interpretation of working with people and 

valuing what they say by taking their feedback into consideration gave him leverage to manage 

the organization and keep emotions at bay.  Meanwhile, helping people to understand the “why” 

and building their capacity to lead in their classrooms or with families was expressed by 

Principals Jacob and Willis as how they managed the expectation to provide visionary 

leadership.  “You have to tell them why over and over and then give them chances to lead things 

in their classrooms that support the vision that you put out,” Mr. Jacob stated.  “You have to give 

them (teachers) chances to lead activities, like with families,” shared Mr. Willis. The need to tell 

teachers over and over suggested that staff members could easily get off course and needed 

reminding about the direction they must be headed in their classrooms to support the district’s 

vision.  Giving the teachers chances to lead suggested a hesitance about whether all teachers 

have the ability to lead or questioning whether teachers would be willing to take on leadership 

roles.  This is perhaps not surprising in a district where communication and the flow of work 

moved from the top to the bottom of the hierarchy, with little communication flowing the other 

direction, up the hierarchy.  

 Working with people and fostering positive relationships with them are important to 

leading a school, yet relationships were also viewed as a workable tool to more easily govern the 

school and lead the organization.   Per Principal Drake, “You have to do the management piece, 
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but I think everything else really falls under that relational piece to lead.  It’s kind of that 

umbrella for being the principal and having a good culture. The relational piece can be helpful 

when having to say no.”  Having a “good culture” with the relational piece made it easier for a 

principal to say no.  Thus, relationships were viewed as a means to an end, a way to exercise 

control.  None of the principals’ descriptions of their job responsibilities lent themselves to 

foreshadowing that any relief from this pressure was in sight. This emphasis on management 

translated into a bureaucratic view of distributed leadership. 

Principals Made Sense of Distributed Leadership in Management Terms   

Whereas distributed leadership is generally understood to be concerned with sharing 

leadership through empowering others, these principals reduced the notion of distributing 

leadership to a management function. To them, distributing leadership meant delegating 

responsibilities and on occasion seeking feedback from others. All principals agreed that 

delegation was necessary, and Mr. Harris acknowledged that delegation can be hard.  He said, 

“So, I actually find delegation hard sometimes, because I'm a doer and I want to just go, and do 

it, and I know how I want it done.”  This principal wanted to get things done in the manner he 

wanted it done without relying on help from others.  When it came to BLT meetings, all agreed 

the principal must run the meeting.  “I run those,” Mr. Willis stated.  Mr. Drake led the meetings 

but was “open to opinions.” For these principals, distributing leadership meant running the 

meeting with a group of stakeholders and listening to the opinions offered by others.  This 

perception was further explained by another principal who described an example of when he 

believed power would be shared.  Mr. Lawrence remarked, 

Knowing the size that we are and the number of people that we lead and that are in our 

book studies that we've done, I’ve focused on distributed leadership and trying to know 
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how to delegate them (the book studies), but still holding them accountable and have high 

expectations.   

While the principal gave this as an example of sharing power, he merely delegated a relatively 

minor task to be completed while keeping the hierarchy in place with a top-down directive in 

which he will hold others accountable for completing.  These principals were generally unwilling 

to yield much power to teachers or give them any genuine leadership responsibilities.  

Building principals see themselves as the ultimate decision-maker of the school.  A 

component of management is making tough decisions and in true hierarchical fashion these 

principals perceived themselves as the final authority for all decision making.  While principals 

openly shared their willingness to receive feedback and listen to opinions, the reality is they 

firmly believed the person in the principal role has the final say. Whether the feedback and 

opinions are considered is left up to the individual principal.  “Sometimes you just have to say 

no,” was stated by most of the participants with a few adding their own twist.  Mr. Harris 

described his responsibility to say, “The buck stops here.”  Principal Lawrence agreed, “When it 

comes to leadership you want to empower, but ultimately you have to be responsible for the 

decisions made.”  Principals agreed when decisions needed to be made, whether logistic or 

focused on instruction, the principal has the ultimate decision-making power.   

Throughout the interviews the principals loudly echoed that sharing power was difficult.  

Holding true to the nature of a management role within a highly bureaucratic structure, the 

pressure of being held responsible for the decisions made created internal tension with the idea 

of sharing the decision-making responsibilities.  “I certainly am a principal that believes you 

should get shared input and then you take that and make the final decision,” concluded Principal 

Jacob.  As principals listened to input, they still found themselves making decisions for the 



 

 54 

school. They also grappled with the responsibility to do what district leadership says.   

“Ultimately I make the decisions. I try to do that (share leadership) as much as possible, but 

ultimately, I'm in this role and I'm paid to make the decisions. And I understand that,” Ms. Clark 

explained.  Mr. Harris elaborated on the “buck stops here” remark as he shared, “I’ve shared 

with teachers there are times where the buck stops with me and I decide on a thing, like school 

improvement plan.” With the principal sitting at the top of the school’s organizational chart and 

in the middle level management position within the district, principals believed they were in a 

somewhat autonomous position to continuously make decisions in the school, as long as those 

decisions supported directives given to them from district leadership.   

The principals having final authority over decision making played out during BLT 

meetings with the support of the district level School Improvement Plan (SIP) coach.  At the 

elementary level, a coach provided by the district attended most meetings, as a guest.  The coach 

facilitated and supported the instructional goal setting portion of the meeting.  An example of a 

district level SIP coach supporting the principal with ultimate decision, yet, perceived as 

softening the authority played out in this example.  I heard the following from Principal Clark 

during a BLT meeting, “I don’t want you to feel I dictated this (goal), because this has to be 

staff-driven.  So, are you on-board with this?”  Meanwhile, the SIP coach quickly followed up 

with, “What thoughts do you have about Ms. Clark’s idea?”  The soft recovery question was met 

with a response of complete silence.  Although the SIP coach was facilitating that portion of the 

meeting, it was apparent the principal had already made the decision and was seeking approval 

from the staff, not a discussion or dialogue.  The message was clear, the highest authority had 

already spoken, leaving nothing left to say. This is consistent with the literature, as critics have 



 

 55 

argued that regardless of how broadly leadership is distributed, it does not imply that there is a 

complete lack of hierarchy (Lumby, 2013; Misfud, 2017; Murphy et al., 2009).   

While the desire to have consensus was mentioned and was unanimously described as 

being willing to “live with it,” none of the examples given included situations in which 

consensus was used for decision making.  This alluded to the principals not willing to live with 

any decision they may not like, even if consensus was reached. Instead the principals emphasized 

gaining buy in from BLT members, especially when it came to district office directives. Principal 

Drake shared his thoughts,  

That's why I look for buy in from the leadership team. I know that that may not always 

happen because there are times when we may need to change something as a building 

because of a directive that has come from downtown. So, at that point what I may do is I 

may present it in a way to get them on board and say “here's, you know, here's the 

direction that we need to go.”     

Principal Clark concurred with this idea, “I’m not a dictator by any means.  If it’s something that 

is going to be a big change, I really like to discuss it and get their input, but ultimately it’s me 

that has to make the decision.”  Perhaps benevolent dictator could have been used to describe 

Ms. Clark’s line of reasoning, as she shared her good-natured attempt to listen to staff members’ 

thoughts prior to making the absolute decision for the team.  Unquestionably, all six principals 

talked about seeking input from staff, but ultimately felt it was their responsibility to make the 

final decision. Principal Lawrence shared his experience with shared decision making, “That’s 

great if that's the case if it can be a shared decision that you're all, we're all, comfortable with 

now and you know it’s still up to you to make the final decision.”  In Principal Lawrence’s case, 

the team was discussing possible action steps to be taken when dealing with discipline. The same 
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sentiment was echoed by Principal Willis, “But certainly have the staff feel that they've been 

heard and the team leaders,” as he described listening to team members share ideas about 

possible behavioral incentives that could be used in the school.  While principals expressed 

interest in listening and shared decision-making taking place if the principal felt comfortable 

with an idea shared, an example of a truly shared decision was not provided or observed.  

Overall, Principal Jacob summed up the thoughts of all the principals, as the authoritarians of 

their school and each BLT, “You get the information and then ultimately you're the one to make 

the final decision.”  

Building principals believe they are to manage and lead the school on their own.  All 

principals agreed even though they were accountable to the district office, that as the leader of a 

building autonomy was necessary.  Given their talk about being accountable to the district office 

and the emphasis on complying with district mandates, it was puzzling that these principals made 

sense of their roles as being autonomous, that is, being independent and free from oversight.  Mr. 

Drake stated, “If you are a principal of a school you are in an autonomous situation.”  Principal 

Willis used similar language, “You are in an autonomous situation because you're the leader and 

really nobody's even looking at you unless there’s a problem.”  As did Ms. Clark, who shared, 

“If you're doing your job, you’re going to be autonomous because nobody's really overseeing 

you.”  Oversight was described by participants as the district intervening if there was a problem 

at the school.   “The district is really a support if there’s a problem,” Mr. Willis explained.  

Principal Jacob agreed with this idea of how the district provided oversight, “If you have issues 

then people will jump in and it’s not so autonomous anymore, but even at this point somebody is 

giving you a little bit of advice.” It is possible these principals perceived their “autonomy” within 

the bureaucratic structure where the idea of support and help is viewed as weakness. For 
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example, Mr. Drake shared a situation that arose with a parent directly contacting a school board 

member instead of going to school personnel.  “The district came right over to quickly make sure 

I put out that fire,” he said.  Thus, putting the organization back in order and restoring the 

principal’s “autonomy.” 

All participants agreed the district supports the principal’s decisions and will stand 

behind them if needed.  Otherwise, elementary and secondary principals believed “you are really 

out here alone” and “you are truly all alone,” remarked Principals Willis and Jacob, respectively.  

Being in the building alone was the lens through which principals made meaning of autonomy.  

This perspective was provided by Principal Harris as he explained, “I think I have autonomy to 

make some decisions and take action for what's best for the building as long as it's based on 

sound data.”  Further, Principal Lawrence explained, “I’m here every day and I’ve got to decide 

what’s best for my building, leaving me autonomous.  The district folks are around, if needed.” 

Even though they were part of a hierarchical structure, principals perceived themselves to be in 

an autonomous situation, with help available if trouble were to arise.   They are also charged 

with being part of a school team and implementing top-down directives.   

 The principals pay attention to cues from district leadership. In spite of seeing 

themselves as autonomous, principals believe they are held accountable by district leadership 

and in turn, they must hold the teachers and staff members accountable in order to comply with 

district directives.  With principals receiving ongoing cues from the district, they were 

responsible for ensuring any decisions made supported district directives.  There were several 

instances in which the principal referenced the “district” or “downtown” specifically in response 

to ideas that a BLT member put on the table.  For instance, Principal Clark said, “I don’t know if 

the district will allow that,” responding to educational materials the team members (teachers) 
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wanted to purchase. Principal Drake stated, “I’m not sure downtown would support that,” as he 

responded to the proposed idea of the school needing more support staff.   In another instance, 

Mr. Harris shared with the BLT the new requirement to conduct walkthroughs and the necessity 

to include walkthroughs as part of their goal setting because, “the district will be holding us 

accountable this year.”  Mr. Harris went on to share information about the logistics of 

walkthroughs, however there was not discussion about the goal.    

There were a few examples in which further discussion with the team opened but was 

quickly shutdown. The quick shutdown was likely related to the principal’s need to control the 

instructional goals to ensure they were focused on writing, as the district had previously 

suggested this instructional focus to administrators.  Discussion of writing instruction was 

observed across all settings.  This played out in one BLT meeting when Principal Drake asked 

the group about the writing goal he had just set forth, “Where are my feelers…does this goal feel 

okay with you?”  A head nodded up and down.  “If so, it sticks.”  The principal merely sought 

affirmation for an instructional goal he believed the district wanted them to implement.  Thus, 

instead of the BLT focusing on a school level vision for instruction and collective decision-

making about the school improvement needs of their school, they were expected to adopt 

district-driven instructional goals.  District directives provided the ultimate cues for principals to 

pay attention to.   In another meeting Mr. Harris shared, “These are the goals that I came up with, 

if you aren’t good with them, then let me know. Otherwise, this is what we are going with.”  The 

first goal referred to also focused on an instructional writing strategy that he had received from 

the district.  The second goal was focused on behavior, also derived from conversations with 

district leadership.  Meanwhile, in a separate elementary meeting, Principal Clark shared, “The 

SIP coach and I wrote these goals and we want your input on the last one.”    Similarly, it came 
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as no surprise that this goal was also focused on an instructional writing strategy.   In these 

instances, the principals were observed ultimately taking the primary responsibility for initiating 

and solidifying the decisions around the goals. While these examples lent themselves to BLT 

members being at the table to make informed decisions about school instructional goals, all 

situations proved to lack a true sense of shared leadership.  Instead, the principal provided 

descriptions and updates, asked for input, and independently made the final decision, based upon 

the cues they had already been given by district leadership prior to the meeting.   

Enacting Distributed Leadership  

 Enacting distributed leadership means principals have to make sense of the purpose of a 

BLT, BLT responsibilities, BLT meetings, and how to effectively manage this idea.  According 

to Weick et al. (2005) sensemaking is prompted when something out of the ordinary happens and 

the mind tries to solve it and solving it is driven by plausibility rather than accuracy.  Principals 

are in the position of taking in the information provided by the state, the district, peers, and self 

to interpret them in a way that makes sense to them and will best benefit their personal 

understanding. While these SPS principals were aware there was a new accreditation process, 

and Building Leadership Teams were a part of that process, as the study progressed it became 

apparent they were not aware of the specific accreditation requirements to have a building 

leadership team.  They unanimously agreed that SPS has had BLTs for over ten years.   

 To truly implement the practice of distributed leadership principals are charged with 

giving up some power to others (Harris, 2004). In this study, that would be giving up power to 

others on the BLT.  Weick (2001) questioned the idea that the decision making can be distributed 

in a hierarchical organization.  The sense that principals make of their role in implementing the 

meetings and how decisions are made within this construct gave insight into the cues that 
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principals were paying attention to as they implemented their version of this practice in their 

school.  

BLT membership and responsibilities differed between elementary and secondary.  

All schools within this feeder pattern have a BLT of which the principal is a member.  The 

makeup of teams included four to eight members and was comprised of mostly white staff 

members across all levels.  According to the SPS MTSS Workbook, the Building Leadership 

Team is “a representative body that meets regularly.” Per State Accreditation Factoid #1, the 

number of representatives may be dependent on the size of the school and suggested personnel of 

who the school might want on their BLT included principal, counselor, core content area 

teachers (at least one from each content area), elective teachers (at least one), special education 

teacher, school psychologist, and para educator.  Teams at all levels met the requirement to meet 

regularly, with teams routinely meeting weekly to monthly.  Team membership, which included 

teacher representation, was not consistent across all levels.   

 All elementary schools had a Building Leadership Team that included teacher 

representation. The principals, however, were not intentional or thoughtful about who were the 

best people to be on their team.  When asked about team member selection, Principal Willis 

stated, “Some of the best ideas come from my leadership team and I inherited the team that I 

currently have.” He acknowledged, “People that want to be paid a stipend are on the team.”  His 

comments suggested a sense of contentment with the team he inherited even though he 

recognized some might be only on the team because they are paid a stipend. In the end, there are 

members on the team with some good ideas, so there was no need to make a change.  Meanwhile 

at Principal Clark’s school, “Whoever is willing to show up at a 7:50 meeting is on my team.”  

Thus, BLT membership seemed to be about who was willing to show up based upon time and 



 

 61 

money.  The membership of all elementary teams observed comprised of all female staff 

members (aside from the principal in two instances).  The teams consisted of one teacher from 

each grade level, instructional coach, and in one case a PE teacher.  While principals mentioned 

high English learner and special education student populations when describing their building 

context, special education and English learner personnel were not explicitly stated as part of any 

team, nor were they in attendance at any meetings observed.  The only mention of special 

education being part of a BLT included the following comment from Mr. Drake, “I had the SpEd 

teacher on it, and I had her on the team, but she didn’t like to present, and an expectation is to 

present.” Thus, a teacher with a specialized role who could represent the interests of special 

needs students was eliminated from the team.  The requirement to present was only mentioned 

by one principal, but goal setting was a focus of all elementary principals.    

 At the elementary level, the majority of the meetings at all locations included 

conversations focused on the instructional goals for the upcoming school year.  In most 

elementary settings, a district level SIP coach attended and facilitated this portion of the meeting 

for the BLT members and principal.   Principal Drake explained to the team the SIP coach’s 

presence, “When it comes to academics, it is more of a shared role, that is why I have the district 

SIP coach facilitating.”  While Principal Drake was the only principal to explain why the SIP 

coach was facilitating the goal setting portion centered on instruction, the description of this 

being a shared role was not about sharing power with his BLT.  Rather, the shared role was 

between the district office, represented by the SIP coach, and the principal.  All elementary BLT 

meetings included instructional goal setting as a focal point for the majority of the meeting with 

the principal and teacher representatives in attendance.        
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 Conversely, at the secondary level, the team membership only included assistant 

principals, who tended to be male, and the meeting agendas centered on school logistics. The 

major responsibility of the assistant principals (AP) as part of the BLT was to share information 

with the principal, who unanimously agreed that receiving feedback from the AP is an important 

part of these meetings.  “I need advice,” stated Mr. Jacob. “They provide me the current pulse of 

school,” remarked Mr. Lawrence. “I need to know if something is festering that I need to 

resolve,” explained Mr. Harris. The BLT meeting platform is where the APs share advice and 

information about the current status of the school with the principal.  In this scenario, the 

assistant principals are acting as “middle level managers” within the school walls gathering and 

reporting information up the hierarchical chain to the head principal.     

 While the requirement from the State Accreditation to have a BLT specifically mentioned 

a team with teacher representation, the secondary teams were organized in the same fashion as 

they have been for the last ten years.  This was consistent with the message that having a BLT 

was nothing new to the principals in SPS.  Within the secondary schools, however, there was 

another collaborative team that include teacher representation. The principals referred to this as 

their MTSS team, which may explain the interchangeable use of MTSS and BLT, even though 

the BLT as part of State Accreditation is a distinct entity from MTSS. The MTSS teams meet 

consistently and principals may occasionally attend to check in on the scheduling of assessments 

and interventions.  This is also consistent with the requirement previously described in which 

principals are responsible for the “administration of the basic assessment program” and “results 

driven-leadership” within the MTSS framework.  The collaborative teams of which teachers are 

a part are empowered to make decisions about the intervention students are placed in, providing 

one example of true shared leadership.        
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 While the team membership varied greatly from BLT meetings at the elementary level, 

the focus of the conversations also differed greatly.  The secondary school meetings observed 

were focused heavily on logistics, such as enrollment, safety measures, and hiring, with goal 

setting discussed toward the end of the meetings and listed last as part of the agenda items.  For 

example, “Enrollment is coming up and we will need to finalize this,” explained Mr. Harris, as 

he passed out a packet of responsibilities.  The group then read through all of the items that 

needed to be attended to and signed up for delegated tasks.  In another setting, enrollment was 

also discussed, although a packet was not handed out, Principal Jacob pointed to a marker board 

and shared, “During enrollment, this will be your station, do you have any questions?” as the 

assistant principal vigorously took personal notes.  Meanwhile, the need to plan for upcoming 

enrollment was briefly mentioned by Principal Lawrence, but for the majority of the meeting he 

spoke about safety and security issues and delegated tasks around this topic.  “We need to look at 

where additional cameras are needed on campus, I will ask you (assistant principal) to make a 

list of your recommended ideas,” stated Principal Lawrence.  Safety and enrollment were the 

major foci of all secondary meetings and interviews.  Last on the agenda or not on the agenda at 

all was goal setting.  

 The goal setting portion of the secondary school agenda included the principal sharing 

the goals or stating that goals will be shared at a later date.  In one setting, as the meeting zeroed 

in on the final agenda topic, Principal Harris stated, “I developed this (goal)…Do you feel good 

about this?  You are going to help me meet my goal.”  The goal that Principal Harris was 

referring to was on the number of walkthroughs to be conducted by the administrative team to 

measure whether teachers were implementing the required instructional strategy.  While some 

conversation continued about understanding the goal, the goal was pre-determined and the 
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assistant principal’s role was to monitor the teachers and conduct walkthroughs in a certain 

number of classrooms each week to ensure Principal Harris’ met his walkthrough number.  

During one meeting, the allotted time for the group had already gone twenty minutes past the 

scheduled end time and Principal Jacob remarked, “We will get to goal setting at some point, but 

we aren’t ready for that today.”  The meeting then quickly concluded, as the assistant principals 

scurried off with their to-do lists.  During the interview Mr. Lawrence shared, “I’m not sure 

where we are with goal setting, I’ll need to gather more information.” With Mr. Lawrence being 

new to the building, he was occupied with safety and logistics, without a sense of urgency on 

goal setting focused on instruction.   The major emphasis on logistics and limited time spent on 

goal setting and providing a vision matched the constant pull into management described by all 

principals.   

 Within the meetings observed at both elementary and secondary levels, principals acted 

as the overall facilitator beginning the meeting with a welcome, followed by initiating all 

conversations and topic changes. Written meeting agendas were used and ranged from a half 

page in length to multiple pages long. The content included logistics and school improvement 

goals.   Items included on the agenda differed, at the same time, all items could be organized into 

logistical items (described by participants as administrative tasks) and the others focused on goal 

setting (described by participants as providing a vision).   Logistical information was mostly 

shared by the principals while the team members vigorously took notes.  There were a few times 

in which team members would share updates when specifically called upon by the principal. This 

was true across all settings. While it was clear the broad similarities described above existed 

across the feeder-pattern, team membership and responsibilities had much variance when enacted 

at the elementary and secondary levels. Further, the amount of time spent on logistical 
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information and goal setting were polar opposites at the elementary and secondary levels.  But 

what I observed was overall the district was driving the instructional conversations in the BLT in 

all settings.   

The BLT was a platform for messaging.  Throughout interviews, principals echoed the 

main purpose of the BLT was as a platform to explain “the why” behind district decisions and to 

get the BLT members on board so they could further spread the message to other school 

personnel.  “In my role it’s easier to sell the message to 6 rather than 60,” expressed Ms. Clark, 

suggesting that the six BLT members were charged with selling “the message” to the other fifty-

four staff members.  Principal Drake agreed with this thought in his own way,  

It’s just so much easier to sell the message if you have multiple people to sell the 

message for you. If I can get them (BLT) on-board then when I stand in front of the staff, 

I have support to sell the message.  

When principals referenced “the message,” district required initiatives and school level goal 

setting were the context of the examples shared. Principal Harris exclaimed, “The focus is the 

why.”  Principal Willis echoed this point, “I tell the leadership team; this is the why of whatever 

it is we are doing,” The “why” and message selling language was consistently utilized by all six 

study participants and sounded much like an elevator speech they had received from district 

administration.  Principals described the purpose of the BLT was to sell the message, not 

participate in overall decision making, shared or otherwise.  The examples provided by 

principals lacked intentional focus on the BLT as an empowered body of stakeholders making 

decisions.  Instead, the BLT acted as a liaison between the principal’s decisions and the rest of 

the school staff, absent of any real decision-making power. The hierarchy remained intact, as the 

BLT did not allow for power sharing across the blurred lines of authority that would be 
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necessary if decision-making were truly shared with the BLT members. As the hierarchy 

reigned, principals remained the conduit of information sharing between the district and staff and 

the BLT served as the conduit of information between the principal and the rest of school staff 

members.   

 The BLT was a vehicle for delegation and workload sharing.  The hierarchy played 

out as principals described the BLT as a direct line of communication and delegation between 

themselves and the rest of the staff.    For example, “The teachers know the BLT become the 

messengers; that they can go to the leadership team members and share their ideas,” explained 

Mr. Willis. The ideas are brought to the BLT where decisions can be made, ultimately by the 

principal, and the BLT can share the decision back with staff members, ultimately, taking the 

heat off the principal and possibly taking some communication tasks off the administrator’s 

plate, so to speak.   Mr. Drake stated, “They (BLT) become the messengers. They help with all 

the planning and leadership, so they can share the information.”   In another setting Ms. Clark 

noted, “I meet with them once a month to talk about how and what things are driving and how 

should all (BLT) support it.”  These examples perpetuated more “middle level management” 

within the school itself, ultimately adding another layer to the hierarchy.  Thus, leaving the BLT 

members to gather feedback and report information, with the principals reigning at the top with 

the ultimate decision-making power around the topic of focus-school improvement goals, 

ostensibly set by the team.     

These principals were reluctant to share power in any authentic sense, but they did see the 

BLT as group with whom they could share some of the workload. The work of the principal is 

extensive and ever expanding. As stated by Principal Harris,  
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One person just simply can't do it all. So, having that distributed leadership. You know, 

It's not a new concept, teaming and leadership throughout history. There's no way I can 

do it all and then be successful.  But hopefully by distributing that leadership we can get 

more things done. 

Principals openly described the pressure to get many things accomplished and echoed the belief 

that in order to get many things done, others have to be empowered.  Empowerment, however, 

was synonymously used to describe sharing the workload.  Examples of their perceptions of 

empowerment came to life as principals described the pressure they feel to run the building, get 

their vision out, and monitor the school.  “In this role you empower the people that share your 

vision and it doesn't take long to figure out who shares your vision and take it all. And you, you 

find ways for those people to provide input,” explained Principal Harris.  Another principal 

shared a story about being in the midst of trying to roll out an improvement plan, “You've got to 

continue to have it (BLT) just to get to continue to have your checks and balances and that’s 

what I use the leadership team for,” explained Principal Jacob.   Principal Lawrence shared his 

perception about using the team to keep balance, “I don’t know how you would you be able to 

run your building if you're not meeting with your leadership team and communicating with on a 

regular basis.”   While distributed leadership was an agreed upon need across the schools in this 

feeder-pattern, it could be argued that the idea of distributed leadership was given lip-service, as 

the described actions were not focused on truly empowering others.   The ways in which the 

leadership was perceived as distributed across this feeder-pattern, included team members 

helping the principal get the work done without the principal compromising their power.  

BLT valued for reasons other than distributed leadership. Understanding the why, 

getting onboard, selling the message, and a direct line of communication were all reasons 
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principals believe a BLT is necessary.  Principal Dent remarked, “I think the BLT is a necessity. 

It’s so important that you have a shared leadership style with multiple ways to sell to staff and 

the community.”  This idea was echoed unanimously by all interviewees and provided interesting 

insight into their perceptions of what constitutes shared leadership.  Another described what they 

would do if having a BLT wasn’t a requirement, “I would have to figure out somehow how to 

still have a leadership team. I mean obviously the leadership team gets a stipend, but even 

without the money I would find people to be on it,” explained Mr. Lawrence.  It is not surprising 

that principals valued the BLT for other reasons, as Ms. Clark shared, “I can’t imagine not 

having one.  I’m exhausted.  I don’t want to do it all.”  Similar to this idea, Principal Dent also 

noted, “For me, it’s valuable.  It doesn’t matter if it’s a requirement or not.”  Principals believe 

they are unable to do everything required of them without a BLT.  This is consistent with critics 

of distributed leadership who have suggested that the practice of distributed leadership has been 

deemed as an attempt to delegate more work to teachers (Lumby, 2013). While these principals’ 

comments do not specify teachers, there is much mention of needing others to help do the work.   

 Participants shared their perceptions and methods of implementation used to fulfill the 

requirement to enact the practice of distributed leadership in their schools.  These perceptions, 

alongside Building Leadership Team meeting observations, and state, district and school level 

documents provided an overall picture of how principals make sense of distributed leadership.  

These findings alongside the literature provided the foundation for conclusions and implications 

shared in the upcoming chapter.   
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CHAPTER 5 

Conclusions and Implications 

 Individual principals reflected upon their experiences and the sense they have made of 

distributed leadership in practice, within a highly bureaucratic urban school environment.  

Principals shared the meaning and understanding they derived from this requirement through the 

cues extracted from those with power over them, that is, the district leaders within the 

organization.  The ongoing challenge to enact a practice focused on empowering others within 

this hierarchical system proved to be difficult across all sectors included in the study.   As 

principals paid attention to the cues provided by the district and sought to plausibly implement 

the practice of distributed leadership in their schools, the four conclusions below provide an 

authentic look at the sense leaders have made of this idea.   

State Accreditation framework, The District, and the School are a Loosely Coupled System   

 Within the large bureaucratic structure of Sunflower Public Schools, the connection 

between the State Accreditation framework and distributed leadership implementation is sparse. 

The BLT has been deemed a construct for management, meeting a loosely connected checkbox 

requirement to comply with accreditation.  State level policies are written to impact local district 

level policies and school level implementation, thus “modestly connected” yet, still recognized 

as separate branches in this loosely coupled system (Weick, 1976).  While the State 

Accreditation framework was recently written into policy in 2016, and supporting causes written 

into policy a couple of years prior, district level policies have not been updated to align with the 

direction the state is moving, specifically around the purpose of the building leadership team and 

the implementation of distributed leadership, at the school level.  This state level focus on 

empowering others through distributed leadership focused on shared decision-making has not 
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influenced practice at the local level in SPS. Instead, the district has continued to operate under 

“separate rules” (Weick, 1976). These locally designed policies perpetuated isolated elements 

(Weick, 1976), such as management lacked focus on shared leadership and decision making. 

This is evidence of Weick’s (1982) loosely coupled system where the elements “affect each other 

suddenly (rather than continuously), occasionally (rather than constantly), negligibly (rather than 

significantly), indirectly (rather than directly), and eventually (rather than immediately)” (p. 3). 

Therefore, at the school level, principals did not perceive the requirements of the State 

Accreditation framework to be anything new or advantageous existing elsewhere (Weick, 1976) 

in the state or district.  Rather, they were viewed as repetitive of things the principals have 

already been doing for the last ten years. Distributed leadership was nothing that yielded much 

attention, let alone prompted consistent changes in practices across the feeder-pattern. 

Complicating matters was the State Accreditation workbook continued to be changed without 

warning.  The changes include additions and deletions to language that could be cues the state 

believed principals and district leaders should be paying attention to.  The continuous changes 

provide more confusion around a document that ideally should be informing practice.  This has 

left the implementation of distributed leadership to be understood as a mechanism for delegation 

at the local level and loosely attached to the state level-system requirements (Weick, 1976).  This 

is consistent with the literature, as a criticism of distributed leadership is it could be utilized as a 

way of delegating additional tasks to those lower in the hierarchical chain (Lumby, 2013). 

Without local level policies clearly outlining these changes, principals continued to operate in the 

ways in which they have for the last ten years and the connection to the State Accreditation 

requirements went unnoticed.   



 

 71 

Principals Made Sense of Distributed Leadership Through the Lens of Bureaucracy 

 This construct of distributed leadership is viewed through the lens of bureaucracy, which 

has provided quite the disjuncture in implementation.  Consistent with the literature, the idea that 

leadership could be distributed within the hierarchical organization is problematic (Weick, 

1995).  Adding to the disjuncture and congruent with the literature, there is no one definition of 

distributed leadership (Tian et al., 2016) leaving the idea poorly understood.  Without the term 

defined locally, how could principals be expected to have an idea of what it is or what it meant 

for their leadership practice?   The cues principals were consistently paying attention to were 

those directly above them at the district leadership level.  The practices have not been defined at 

the local policy level and district leaders have not clearly defined or provided guidance on how 

to distribute leadership.  Thus, distributed leadership has been defined by principals based upon 

social interactions with others and their own plausibility (Weick, 1995). Moreover, distributed 

leadership does not bolster a clear definition in the way that bureaucracy does (Lumby, 2019) 

which has left the practice to be defined by principals in terms of management, focused on 

messaging, delegation, and sharing the workload while retaining ultimate decision making 

power. This could be perceived as perfectly reasonable and rational, as managing the building is 

expected and if the building is nicely managed, then principals will not get any negative attention 

from those above them. Therefore, it should come as no surprise that principals have made sense 

of distributed leadership in management terms.   

 While membership varied, all schools across the feeder-pattern had a team designated as 

the BLT. The principals made sense of this BLT as a structure, rather than implementing 

meaningful collaboration, as a school improvement practice. Consistently, the teams met 

following a routinized schedule, as the principal had prioritized a time and place for these teams 
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to meet.  This left the technical construct as the cue paid most attention to by principals and was 

strong across all settings.  It could be argued that maintaining a structural view of distributed 

leadership provided an assurance that leadership would be distributed (Woods, Bennett, Harvey, 

& Wise, 2004). In actuality, the authentic practice of distributed leadership was non-existent 

across most settings.  The meeting times were used to delegate logistical tasks, share 

information, and as a platform for team members to provide feedback to the principal.  While 

team members left the meetings with task-oriented to-do lists, any decisions made about school 

improvement were ultimately made by the principal, rather than the collective focused on a 

concerted effort (Gronn, 2002). Team members around the table had low, if any, level of 

empowerment and the observed decisions made at the table looked to have been made prior to 

the meeting itself.  The team acted as a middle level of management between the principal and 

the rest of the staff, feeding necessary information up to the principal and gathering marching 

orders to go back and share with colleagues deemed below. This is consistent with the literature 

on distributed leadership that has recognized formal structures comprised of leaders and those 

that follow (Woods et al., 2004). With the BLT structure in place, its use did not match the State 

Accreditation recommendations for team membership and purpose.  Instead, plausible use was 

made of the BLT by principals to help them complete the myriad tasks that needed to be 

accomplished, spread the message, and more efficiently manage the organization.   

BLTs at the Secondary Schools were Administrative Management Teams 

 Principals at the secondary levels took it upon themselves to not muddy the waters by 

having the BLT only include administrators who focused on the logistics of running the school.  

The vast similarities at the secondary level suggested that social interactions with one another 

and their district level superiors greatly influenced the team membership and team purpose, 
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perceived by principals (Weick, 1995). While instructional goals were mentioned by the 

secondary principals, the discussion around goal implementation was largely concentrated on 

logistical compliance, such as ways to monitor teachers through the number of walkthroughs 

conducted.  The goals were given, not created through shared decision-making.   This allowed 

the administrator to remain focused on activities where they had the most control.  At the same 

time, it continuously came up in the data that principals cannot do everything, nor can teachers 

do everything.  It is all hands-on deck when it comes to running an effective school and meeting 

the needs of all students. Therefore, at the secondary level, the principals called upon their 

existing MTSS team to take care of instructional decisions (Michaelsen, 1977). The secondary 

principals had made sense of this “new” idea by leaning on a construct that was already in place.  

With sensemaking enactive of sensible environments, secondary principals collectively 

interpreted the current organizational constraints as their mechanism for executing a team with 

teacher representation, leaving the MTSS team as meeting that requirement and all around 

something they had already been doing for the last ten years.   

 Principals at the secondary level had given the MTSS team some instructional decision-

making authority when it came to student interventions.  It could be argued that this is a true 

example of distributed leadership.  It could also be argued that these principals believed that to 

make necessary instructional changes, they must positively interact with the bureaucracy that has 

been created (Lumby, 2019). The separate team could be perceived as their way of keeping 

clearly defined roles and levels of authority in place (Weber et al., 1947) and possibly they 

perceived themselves as checking a mechanism for leading instruction off their to-do list.  

It was clear that principals had not received any cues from district leadership that they are 

doing anything wrong with the way they have been enacting BLTs.  Plus, principals echoed the 
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constant pull back into management, and the secondary meetings were heavily focused on 

logistics, such as enrollment and safety.  This separate team had perhaps given them back the 

time needed to focus on management within this large bureaucratic urban district.   

 Another possible interpretation is the MTSS team could be an example of teacher 

leadership. Teacher Leadership is an ongoing responsibility to promote teachers as leaders 

(Vernon-Dotson, 2008).  Teachers want to lead in areas where they have the most expertise and 

as part of the MTSS team, they are making decisions about instructional interventions.  

According to Leithwood and Mascall (2008) teachers are the experts because they have the 

closest contact with the children, and as such, are a valuable resource on teaching and 

learning.  Making instructional decisions about interventions may or may not be an example of 

distributed leadership from a State Accreditation standpoint, as there is not a clear definition, 

however, this example does not include teachers as part of setting the instructional goals.  

 With a separate instructional team created, the bureaucracy reigned as roles continue to 

be departmentalized (Weber et al., 1947).  Information is filtered and the instructional team is 

expected to take care of “all things instruction.”  Principals may or may not attend the 

instructional meetings and information is shared on a “need to know basis.”   Looking deeper, 

the principals’ perceived the “other team” taking care of “all things instruction” through 

scheduling interventions.  Again, cueing management and keeping things running smoothly was 

the purpose.  Additionally, if things are not going well or the principal would like to see them 

move in a different direction, specifically, based upon scheduling and upcoming events, then the 

principals will step in. Even with the focus on instruction given to this team, there is still 

supervision focused on mechanics and a vast disconnection between the use of the instructional 
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team and the echoed need for visionary leadership, which proved to be a bit contradictory that 

principals were the visionary-instructional leaders of the building.   

Principals Made Sense of Visionary Leadership as Instructional Leadership  

 While principals mentioned the need to be instructional leaders, all agreed with having 

difficulty doing so as they worked to navigate and negotiate their dual identities.  While all were 

acting as managers of learning in their buildings, visionary leadership was mentioned by 

principals and is listed in the new SPS strategic plan, as a necessary belief, and likely, a cue 

principals were to pay attention to.  Principals have coupled visionary leadership with 

instructional leadership, as way of explaining their roles and how being a principal is connected 

to instruction.  Principals perceived providing goals focused on instruction and spending time 

talking about instruction, if even through the lens of management, as a plausible course of action 

toward a district provided cue to be a visionary leader.  The descriptions provided by principals 

about visionary leadership lacked connection with the State Accreditation framework 

requirements and the use of distributed leadership as a mechanism for a shared vision and 

meaningful school improvement focused on instruction. Consistent with the literature, district 

leadership has not contributed a prototype for how to share leadership (Woods et al., 2004).  

Instead, principals perceived themselves as responsible for selecting goals and strategies the 

district emphasized. These conversations did not lend themselves to visioning a future of change, 

rather they focused on compliance to meet expectations set out by the district. This left the 

implementation of actions fragmented as leaders have paid considerable attention to what was 

said by district leaders and managing what was written down in order to suffice district 

leadership, with less emphasis on cohesively changing instructional practice through shared 

visioning with those around the table.   
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Implications  

 This study sought to understand principals’ perceptions and methods of implementation 

when enacting the practice of distributed leadership.  Over the last decade, distributed leadership 

has been suggested as a structure for improving student outcomes as part of a cohesive system 

(Copeland, 2003; Diehl, 2017; Harris & DeFlammis, 2016). While, Bennett et al. (2003) argued 

that distributed leadership was not a practice to be implemented in a certain way; it has been 

accepted by the educational field as a method of leading change in school districts (Harris & 

DeFlammis, 2016; Stegall & Linton, 2012; Spillane, Halverson, & Diamond, 2001).   Varied 

interpretations about how to implement the practice of distributed leadership within a large 

bureaucratic school district have left systems and implementation fragmented.    

Clearly Define Distributed Leadership  

 Throughout the literature scholars agree that distributed leadership has not been clearly 

defined (Tian et al., 2016) yet, it has been accepted as a supported practice of leadership within 

school reform (Harris & DeFlammis, 2016; Spillane et al., 2004; Stegall & Linton, 2012).  While 

some would argue that a single model of distributed leadership cannot be defined due to the 

belief that distributed leadership is influenced by context (Bush, 2019), it is unclear what 

“version” of distributed leadership principals are to be working toward implementing. The 

research has pointed to elements that principals need to pay attention to, yet, has not provided a 

clear definition to support leaders in implementing the practice effectively.  The following is 

considered when discussing distributed leadership: formal structures (Woods et al., 2004), 

processes that involve collective leadership, (Harris, 2004) and decision-making that involves 

stakeholders (Spillane, 2005). Those stakeholders include teachers and other school level 

personnel (Harris, 2004).   Murphy et al. (2009) has suggested that the principal must further 
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cultivate teacher leadership if distributed leadership is to exist in their organization and to do 

this, principals must initiate opportunities for teachers to lead.   Further, it has been argued that 

teachers are leaders, encouraged to make decisions and address possible solutions to problems 

instead of waiting on the leader to tell them what needs to be done (Stegall & Linton, 2012).   

  Knowing that leadership in a school encompasses managing the organization and 

ensuring teaching and learning is taking place (Woods et al., 2004) teacher leaders cannot be 

ignored, as they are the invaluable asset directly linked to successful teaching and learning.  The 

impact that collective efficacy has on teaching and learning (Bandura, 1993, 1997) is also a 

factor that cannot be ignored either, nor will it happen by chance.  Teachers as empowered and 

supported leaders focused on collectively agreed upon components of the work is necessary.  

 Therefore, it is imperative that a clear and coherent definition of this complex leadership 

practice is created for all practitioners to intentionally include teachers, instructional coaches, 

and assistant principals, as fellow leaders, within this idea of distributed leadership (Harris & 

DeFlammis, 2016; Spillane et al., 2004; Stegall & Linton, 2012).  In the short-term it would 

behoove a system (state, district, and/or school), to locally define this term, based upon the 

research available and prior to planning or the implementation of the practice within the 

construct of a highly bureaucratic organization, such as an urban school district.    

Support System for Implementing Distributed Leadership  

 District and school leaders are entrenched in the bureaucracy, as it is alive and well in all 

institutions (Lumby, 2019) including large urban school districts.  Typically, the first lens leaders 

bring to any type of leadership setting is that of bureaucracy.  Distributed leadership has been 

suggested as a practice to counteract the bureaucracy (Lumby, 2019).  With the hierarchy 

remaining in place, district leaders are responsible for providing support to principals. It was 
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clear throughout the study that the number one cue paid attention to across the system is district 

leadership.  Therefore, knowing that district leaders might find themselves in the position of 

providing support with implementing a new leadership practice in which they have limited 

knowledge or experience with themselves, district leaders must find a way to support principals 

in a meaningful way.  The sense that the district leaders made was based upon what seems 

possible and appropriate within the context (Woods et al., 2004) and becomes the platform of 

information provided to principals.  District leaders must identify comprehensive ways to gain 

understanding about upcoming initiatives, engage in professional learning, and identify 

mechanisms, such as coaching, to support the implementation of the practice (Fullan & Quinn, 

2016).  They need to do so prior to possibly misleading principals for providing contradictory 

information in which principals revert back to what they already know or have always done as 

middle level managers and consequently, stifle teacher leadership.   

School Level Implementation of Distributed Leadership 

 The principals’ implementation of distributed leadership has proven to be logistic- and 

checkbox-driven and lacking intentional focus on the collective planning yielding actions to be 

taken by the group to improve outcomes for students (Gronn, 2002).  Principals have perceived 

distributed leadership as a mechanism for delegating work (Lumby, 2019) and attending a 

routinely scheduled meeting with others.  Criticisms of distributed leadership suggest it is 

unrealistic to assume that any form of leadership focused on sharing power under the current 

construct of the school district organization (Lumby, 2013).  This criticism could provide insight 

into principals’ innate focus on logistics when confronted with distributed leadership.  In order 

for principals to make sense of this leadership method, professional learning and ongoing support 

must be provided to principals focused on the what, why, and how of this practice.  A clear 
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understanding of distributed leadership as part of creating a coherent system focused on teaching 

and learning (Fullan & Quinn, 2016) could support principals in identifying topics appropriate 

for collective decision-making and action planning and items that do not fall within that 

wheelhouse, as principals will continue to be expected to manage the school. Principals will not 

find themselves as only implementing the practice of distributed leadership or acting as a 

manger, rather both.  Principals need to be given the foundational knowledge on distributed 

leadership, so they can effectively and contextually make decisions about when or if a leadership 

practice is appropriate (Bush, 2019) and have the capacity to clearly communicate the 

appropriateness with stakeholders.    

Future Research 

 Future initiative should be taken by researchers to clearly define the practice of 

distributed leadership.  The lack of definition continues to be problematic and perpetuate a 

greater focus on the managerial logistics of creating a stakeholder team and routinely meeting, 

rather than capitalizing on the influence this collective’s groups and actions could have on 

teaching and learning (Bandura, 1993, 1997; Elmore, 2000). At a minimum, a comprehensive list 

of elements, supported by empirical evidence, to be considered, possibly in the form of a rubric, 

to effectively implement the practice of distributed leadership within a school district.   

 Successfully implementing any practice is typically accompanied by meaningful 

professional learning and support for implementation (Fullan & Quinn, 2016).  To that end, a 

deeper look at school districts having success enacting the practice of distributed leadership and 

the role that district leadership plays in successful implementation.  The data gathered as 

evidence the school district is successfully implementing the practice and the contexts in which 
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implementation is successful (Woods et al., 2004) would greatly add to the understanding of 

distributed leadership in practice and the impact it has on student learning.   

 With this practice being relatively new, over the last two decades (Copeland, 2003; Diehl, 

2017; Harris & DeFlammis, 2016) principal preparation programs across the country may or may 

not be providing learning opportunities about the practice of distributed leadership as part of 

their principal preparation programs.  Positive contributions to the research would include 

reviewing programs that intentionally include instruction on distributed leadership as part of their 

curriculum and the perceptions from principals on how prepared they felt to enact the practice as 

a result of the learning opportunities provided in their principal preparation program.  This data 

could greatly influence future definitions and principal preparation programs across the country.   
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Appendix A 
Protocol Questions for Principals 

Hello, my name is Michele Hayes, and I am a doctoral student from Wichita State 

University’s Educational Leadership program. I appreciate your willingness to assist me by 

participating in this interview.  I am working to learn more about the practice of distributed 

leadership. The name of the study is “Principals’ Perspectives: Making Sense of Distributed 

Leadership in Practice.”   

You have been selected to participate in the study because as a principal in USD __, you 

have unique knowledge which will contribute to the research.  Please keep in mind that I am 

interested in your perceptions about your own experiences here at school name. 

Before we begin, I would like to share a few procedures for our conversation. 

To ensure confidentiality, no names will be used when I report the results of the 

session. With your permission, I would like to audio-record our session so that I 

will be able to make accurate analysis directly from your comments. The digital 

recording of our conversation will be transcribed and again, for confidentiality, the 

recording and transcription will be kept in a secure location for the duration of, and after 

the conclusion of, the study. This session will last approximately 45 minutes (review the 

Informed Consent with the participant and sign).   

How do principals make sense of their identity within the school district? 
1. How long have you been a principal?

2. How long have you been a principal at this school?

3. Tell me about your school.

4. Tell me about your district and your school in relation to the district as a whole.
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5. How do you define school leadership?

6. What does autonomy mean to you?

How is distributed leadership being enacted in schools? 

1. What is your role in enacting shared or distributed leadership in your school?

2. What is an example of a time in which a decision was made by the Building Leadership

Team?

a) Who made the decisions?

b) How were the decisions made?

c) What did you think about the outcome?

3. How has the culture of the school influenced distributed leadership?

4. How has implementation of State Accreditation framework changed your thinking about
the building leadership team?

What sense do principals make of distributed leadership in practice? 
1. What does it mean to share or distribute leadership?

2. How did you learn about the requirement of distribute leadership?

3. What are your thoughts about the practice of sharing leadership?

4. How much freedom do you have to implement distributed leadership in your school?

5. How has the district influenced implementation of distributed leadership in your school?

6. Tell me about your school’s leadership team.

7. Who is on your Building Leadership Team?

a) When do you meet?

b) How was membership selected?

c) How has your building leadership team changed over time?

d) In what ways does membership change over time?

e) Is there resistance from teachers to participate in distributed leadership?
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4. What are the team’s major responsibilities?

f) What are the team’s goals and priorities?

g) How are the goals and priorities determined?

5. Who do you consider to be the leaders on your Building Leadership Team?

a. In your view, what makes them leaders?

b. What do these leaders do?

8. Is there anything else about the building leadership team in your building that I need to

know that I haven’t asked?
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Appendix B 

Document Review Protocol 

Date: _____________ 

Type of Review:  Document 

Title or Name of Document: 

Describe the document: 

What are you looking for in this document? 

What did you find in this document? 

Where did you find this information (location, page numbers, other APA citation information)? 
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Appendix C  

Observation Field Notes 

Date: ____________________ 

School: _____________________________ 

Attendance Topics Decisions Principal  

Roles Documents Present Comments and Connections 
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Appendix D 

Interview Consent Form 

Purpose: You are invited to participate in a research study of the perspectives of school leaders 

on the practice of distributed leadership.  The title of the study is “Principals’ Perceptions: 

Making Sense of Distributed Leadership in Practice.”  I hope to explore how distributed 

leadership is enacted in schools.   

Participant Selection: You were selected as a possible participant in this study because of your 

position as a principal in the SPS USD ___ feeder pattern.  Approximately 6 participants will be 

invited to join the study.   You possess unique knowledge that will provide valuable information 

and perspective to the study.   

Explanation of Procedures: If you decide to participate in this research, you will engage in a 

semi-structured interview facilitated by Michele Hayes, a Wichita State University Educational 

Leadership doctoral student.   Each interview will take approximately forty-five minutes and will 

take place at your school site, or at another location convenient to you.  Examples of questions 

that could be asked in the interview: 

1) How do you define school leadership? 

2) What is your role in enacting shared or distributed leadership in your school? 
 

Discomfort/Risks: Although the risks of participation are minimal, participants may experience 

some social discomfort associated with sharing experiences and perspectives with researchers in 

an interview.  Participants may experience discomfort because research results will be provided 
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to the district research team.   Your participation is voluntary.  During data collection, you are 

encouraged to be open in your responses.  If you feel uncomfortable with a specific question, you 

may choose not to respond.  The participants' identities, locations, and any other identifiable data 

revealed will remain confidential.  Any participant may choose to drop out of the study at any 

time and your decision to withdraw will have no effect on your future relations with WSU or the 

district.  To minimize possible discomfort from being interviewed in unfamiliar settings, the 

research will be conducted at the participants’ own work site.  

Benefits: Benefits include the ability of the participants to share their perceptions about and 

experiences with the research topic.  Potential benefits include enhanced understanding of the 

dynamics distributed leadership in SPS USD ___.  The results of the study may be used to 

modify policy or practice in ways beneficial to school personnel, students, and families.  I plan to 

disseminate the results of the study to the district research team and administration.   

Confidentiality: Every effort will be made to keep your study-related information confidential.  

However, in order to make sure the study is done properly and safely there may be circumstances 

where this information must be released. By signing this form, you are giving the research team 

permission to share information about you with the following groups:   

• Office for Human Research Protections or other federal, state, or international regulatory
agencies;

• The Wichita State University Institutional Review Board;
• The agency supporting the study – Sunflower Public Schools USD ___.

The researchers may publish the results of the study. If they do, they will only discuss group 

results. Your name will not be used in any publication or presentation about the study.  Audio 

recordings and transcriptions will be kept in a digital file on a password protected online location 

for a minimum of 5 years.    
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Refusal/Withdrawal: Participation in this study is entirely voluntary.  Your decision whether or 

not to participate will not affect your future relations with Wichita State University and/or SPS 

USD ___.  If you agree to participate in this study, you are free to withdraw from the study at 

any time without penalty. 

Contacts:  If you have any questions about this research, you can contact:   

Michele Hayes at 620-640-5035 or  mrhayes@shockers.wichita.edu  
Dr. Jean Patterson at 316-798-6392 or jean.patterson@wichita.edu 
If you have questions pertaining to your rights as a research subject, or about research-related 
injury, you can contact the Office of Research and Technology Transfer at Wichita State 
University, 1845 Fairmount Street, Wichita, KS 67260-0007, telephone (316) 978-3285. 
You are under no obligation to participate in this study.  Your signature below indicates that: 

• You have read (or someone has read to you) the information provided above,
• You are aware that this is a research study,
• You have had the opportunity to ask questions and have had them answered to your

satisfaction, and
• You have voluntarily decided to participate.

You are not giving up any legal rights by signing this form. You will be given a copy of this 
consent form to keep. 
____________________________________________________  
Printed Name of Subject 

____________________________________________________ _______________________ 
Signature of Subject       Date 

____________________________________________________ 
Printed Name of Witness 

____________________________________________________   ________________________ 
Witness Signature       Date 


