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Distributed Leadership: The Effects of a Distributed Leadership Preparation Program
on the Practice of School Leadership Teams

Statement of the Problem

The Center for Leadership and Learning (CLL) fosters a unique graduate degree school
leadership preparation model which embodies and embraces the concept of distributed leadership
to prepare teachers to become future school principals, master teachers, curriculum
administrators, and school counselors. Master level CLL degree programs employ an
instructional design which utilizes an integrated leadership core of courses and promotes unique
interaction and content integration among program candidates

Traditionally, leaders often considered distributed leadership as an opportunity to
disburse workload or menial responsibilities to others. Adopting a distributed leadership
philosophy shifts the concept of delegation of activities to the distribution of leadership
opportunities based on roles provided by various school leaders. Spillane (2006) conducted a
study of practicing school leaders based on leadership practice that is collaborative in nature. The
CLL offers a model of preparation that fosters the concepts of collaborative leadership based on
the collective disposition and art of leadership practice by the various shareholders (ie: principal,
master teacher, curriculum leader, and school counselors).

The distributed leadership concept effectiveness is evident through improved decision
making, enhanced professional learning, and ultimately, the overall improvement of student
learning. This study was designed to survey graduates of the CLL who are currently employed in
public school leadership roles to determine the degree of distributed leadership opportunities in
their schools. Participants in this study were school principals, master teachers, curriculum

administrators or school counselors. The study hypothesis suggested there was a high degree of



distributed leadership opportunities in schools where multiple leaders have been prepared
through the CLL philosophy of distributed leadership.

Objectives of the Study
This study addressed the following objectives:

1. To determine the degree of distributed leadership opportunities available in schools to
currently employed CLL graduate leadership students (i.e., principals, assistant
principals, school counselors, curriculum administrators, master teachers).

2. To determine existing barriers to distributed leadership opportunities in schools, as
perceived by currently employed CLL graduate leadership students.

Methodology

A survey instrument was administered consisting of three parts. Part one required
respondents to provide demographic data about themselves and their school setting. Part two
consisted of survey questions adapted from a doctoral study on the effects of distributed
leadership on student achievement (Gordon, 2005). This section of the survey used in this study
was based on a study done by the Connecticut State Department of Education in measuring
leadership practices in magnet schools influenced by EImore’s research. The survey administered
for this current study consisted of 40 questions measuring leadership practice in the areas of
vision, mission and goals (8 questions), shared responsibility (9 questions), school culture (13
questions), and leadership practices (8 questions). Respondents’ were given a 5-point Likert
scale with response options on a continuum from continually, frequently, sometimes,
rarely/never to insufficient information. Part Three of the survey instrument consisted of open
ended questions to determine the sources of leadership in schools, how leadership is distributed,

whether or not Professional Learning Communities (PLCs) existed in the structure of the school,



the degree of influence teacher leaders have in the decision-making process and the identified
barriers to full implementation of distributed leadership teams.

The survey respondents were selected from the program graduates of the CLL who
received their preparation to meet licensure requirements as principals, curriculum administrators
and counselors. In addition, teachers serving in leadership roles, formal or informal, who
received their preparation through the CLL, were part of the survey respondents. All survey
respondents were practicing in the role they prepared for in a school where one or more CLL
graduates were employed.

Findings

Fifty-five surveys were sent via e-mail to the prospective respondents. Forty-two (76%)
answered the open ended questions and 55 respondents filled out the demographic data,
representing an 85% return rate. Questions 1 thru 10 had 51 (93%) responses and questions 11
thru 40 had 49 (89%) responses. Of those surveyed, 25.5% were male and 74.5% were female.
Ethnicity revealed 96.4% of the respondents where white, indicative of the geographic area
surveyed. School roles indicated 29.1% were principals, 18.2% assistant principals, 29.1%
counselors, 18.2% classroom teachers, and 5.5% were teachers in formal roles of teacher-leaders
or academic coaches. School size for respondents in the study indicated 34.5% worked in the
elementary school, 5.5% in a middle school, 21.8% in a junior high school, and 38.2% in the
high school.

The student population in these schools ranged from 18.2% with less than 300 students to
49.1% with more than 500 students. The majority of the respondents had been in education for
11-15 years, with 27.3% indicating this range of education experience. The six to ten year range

and 16-20 year range resulted in 21.8% of the respondents experience in both ranges. Less



respondents had been in education for 21-25 years, at 10.9%. The least amount of experience
was 9.1% in the more than 25 years and the one to five year ranges. The majority of the
leadership respondents had only been in their current school for one to five years, at 60%, with
21.8% indicating six to ten years in their current school. The minority of the respondents, 18.2%,
indicated more than ten years in their current school. Over half of participants were new to their
current position, with 50.9% falling in this range. In the four to six year range, 30.9% had been
in the position. Only 18.2% indicated more than six years experience in their current position.
Leadership Dimensions

The second part of the survey instrument consisted of 40 questions. Descriptive
statements from the survey instrument measured the following leadership dimensions: vision,
mission, goals; school culture; shared responsibility, and leadership practices. A summary of the
data is provided. The complete conference paper and PowerPoint presentation can be accessed at
the conclusion of this final report.
Vision, Mission, Goals

When looking at vision, mission, and goals, the respondents were asked how the
statements apply to their school, 68.7% answered continually and frequently, while 31.3%
answered sometimes and rarely/never. Further analysis of the data found that 29.4% of the
68.7% identified frequently. Additionally, in regard to questions 3 and 4, which focused on
parents and students ability to describe the school’s mission, 82.4% of the respondents indicated
the parents could describe the school’s mission sometimes or never, while 80.4% indicated the
students could describe the school’s mission sometimes or never. Finally, the respondents

selected continually most often in questions 1,6, 7 and 8. These questions focus on clearly



written vision and mission statements, use of a school improvement plan to evaluate progress,
and school goals being collectively established and revised by administrators and teachers.
Vision, Mission, Goals Leadership Dimension

Statements  Continually ~ Frequently = Sometimes  Rarely/Never Insufficient

(C) (F) (S) (R) Information
1 59.6 % 31.4 % 7.8% 3.9%
2 27.5% 45.1 % 19.6 % 7.8%
3 2.0 % 13.7 % 51.0 % 31.4 % 2.0 %
4 3.9% 15.7 % 41.2 % 39.2 %
5 39.2% 47.1 % 11.8 % 2.0%
6 54.9 % 33.3% 11.8% 0.0%
7 43.1 % 37.3% 13.7 % 59%
8 84.3 % 11.8 % 2.0% 2.0%
Q:ri:earﬂzge 39.3% 29.4% 19.9% 11.2% 0.50%
Combined  Continually & Frequently Sometimes & Rarely/Never  Insufficient
Percentage 68.7% 31.1% Information

0.50%

Shared Responsibility

In answering the nine statements of how shared responsibility related to the respondents
school setting 78.6% of the respondents selected continually and frequently, while 21.4%
selected sometimes and rarely/never. In regard to statement nine, which focused on teachers and
administrators having high expectations, the respondents selected continually 64.7% of the time.
Statement 20 focused on the school making available a variety of data and had a high continually
response of 65.3%. These two statements had the highest continually percentage. As for
statement 11, which focused on district resources being directed to those areas of need, 51% of
the respondents selected frequently. The second highest response rate in the frequently category
was 46.9%, found in statement 19, which asked about how clearly the school communicates the

chain of contact between home and school.



In relation to statement 18, which asked if school professionals and parents agree on the
most effective role parents can play, had a sometimes rating of 38.8%. Statements 12 and 17 had
a sometimes rating of 20.4%. These questions dealt with the school as a learning community that
continually improves, the school’s daily schedules providing time for teachers to collaborate, and
a formal structure being in place to provide teachers and professional staff opportunities in
decision-making.

Shared Responsibility Leadership Dimension

Statements Continually Frequently Sometimes  Rarely/Never Insufficient
(C) (F) (S) (R) Information
9 64.7 % 255 % 9.8 % 0.0 %
10 43.1 % 47.1 % 9.8 % 0.0 %
11 30.6 % 51.0% 16.3 % 0.0 % 2.0%
12 32.7% 44.9 % 20.4 % 2.0%
17 30.6 % 30.6 % 20.4 % 18.4 %
18 12.2 % 44.9 % 38.8 % 2.0% 2.0 %
19 36.7 % 46.9 % 14.3 % 2.0%
20 65.3 % 26.5 % 8.2% 0.0 %
21 46.9 % 34.7 % 18.4 % 0.0%
22 32.7% 38.8% 20.4% 6.1 % 2.0%
Average
Percentage 39.6 % 39.1% 17.7 % 3.6 % 0.66%
Insufficient
Combined Continually & Frequently Sometimes & Rarely/Never  Information
Percentage 78.6% 21.% 0.66%

School Culture

When examining school culture, 84.6% of the respondents selected continually and
frequently in regards to how the statements apply to their school, while 15.4% selected
sometimes and rarely/never. In regard to statement 27, which asked if the principal actively
participates in their own professional development activities to improve leadership in the school,
73.5% of the respondents selected continually. Statements 32 and 33 referenced the principal’s

knowledge on instructional issues and if their practices are consistent with their words, which



had very high continually ratings of 63.3% and 65.3% respectively. Statement 24 had the highest
frequently rating of 57.1%, which focused on professional staff members in the school having
the responsibility to make decisions that affect meeting school goals. As for statement 28, which
asked if the supervisor and school leader jointly developed their annual professional
development plan, the highest rating of sometimes, at 22.4%, and the highest rarely/never rating,
at 22.4%, were indicated.
Leadership

In examining leadership, when asked how the statements apply to your school, 66.5% of
the respondents selected continually and frequently, while 33.5% selected sometimes and
rarely/never.

School Culture Leadership Dimension

Statements Continually Frequently Sometimes  Rarely/Never Insufficient
©) (F) (S) (R) Information

13 32.7% 53.1% 122 % 2.0%

14 49.0 % 38.8 % 10.2 % 2.0%

15 59.2 % 30.6 % 8.2% 2.0%

16 55.1 % 38.8 % 6.1 % 0.0 %

23 49.0 % 36.7 % 143 % 0.0%

24 34.7% 57.1% 8.2% 0.0%

26 61.2 % 20.4 % 16.3 % 2.0%

27 73.5% 14.3 % 122 % 0.0%

28 40.8 % 14.3 % 224 % 20.4 % 2.0 %

29 53.1% 24.5% 14.3 % 6.1 % 2.0 %

30 40.8 % 46.9 % 10.2 % 2.0%

32 63.3 % 28.6 % 8.2% 0.0%

33 65.3 % 28.6 % 6.1 % 0.0 %

Average 52.1 % 33.3 % 11.5% 2.7 % 0.31%

Percentage

Combined Continually & Frequently Sometimes & Rarely/Never  Insufficient

Percentage 85.4% 14.3% Information

0.31%



In relation to statement 25, which focused on the school providing teachers with professional
development aligned with the school’s mission and goals, 44.9% of the respondents selected
continually. The lowest continually rating was 12.2% for statement 39, which focused on if new
teachers are provided opportunities to fill some school leadership roles.

Leadership Practices Leadership Dimension

Statements Continually Frequently Sometimes  Rarely/Never Insufficient
© (F) (S) (R) Information
25 44.9 % 40.8 % 122 % 2.0 %
31 28.6 % 44.9 % 24.5 % 2.0%
34 38.8 % 34.7% 24.5% 0.0% 2.0 %
36 34.7 % 28.6 % 26.5 % 8.2% 2.0%
37 28.6 % 38.8% 30.6 % 2.0 %
38 16.3 % 36.7 % 36.7 % 10.2 %
39 122 % 44.9 % 34.7% 8.2%
40 20.4 % 38.8 % 34.7 % 6.1 %
Q"erage 28.1 % 38.5 % 28.1 % 4.8 0.50%
ercentage
Combined Continually & Frequently Sometimes & Rarely/Never Insufficient
Percentage 67% 33.% Information
0.50%

Statements 31 and 39 had the highest frequently ratings of 44.9%. These statements asked: a) if
the central office and school administrators work together to determine the professional
development activities and, b) new teachers are provided the opportunity to fill some school
leadership roles. Statements 38, 39 and 40 had the highest sometimes ratings of 36.7%, 34.7%,
and 34.7% respectively. Statement 38 focused on the veteran teachers filling leadership roles.
Statement 40 focused on teachers interested in participating in school leadership roles.
Open-Ended Questions

Six open-ended questions were asked. The first two questions asked respondents to
consider the sources of leadership in your school and answer how leadership was distributed in

their school and for what purpose. The vast majority of the responses suggested that the



leadership sources in the school came from central office administration, principal, counselor,
teacher leader and finally teachers. Some mentioned leadership came from committees.
Leadership was distributed by the principal, grade level chairs, teacher teams, department heads,
central administration, and so forth. The purpose seemed to be for the development of a
worthwhile project like Professional Learning Communities (PLC’s), working on Arkansas
Comprehensive School Improvement Plan (ACSIP) committees, to develop trusting
relationships, for student improvement and achievement, quality training and professional
development, and so forth. In essence, the purpose seemed to be for the betterment of the school,
collaboration, and student achievement.

Question 3 asked the respondents if Professional Learning Communities (PLC’s) are
established within the structure of your school. Of the 29 respondents, using a Likert scale,
20.7% said highly functional, 27.6% said moderately functional, and 13.8% said non-functional.

The respondents were asked in Question 4 if there are formal teacher leader designations
within their school structure. Of the 28 respondents, 66.7% said yes and 33.3% said no. A sub-
question asked if there were formal teacher leader designations within your school structure and
to indicate the degree of influence the teacher leaders have in the decision-making process.
Rating the sub-question on a Likert scale, 9.5% selected high degree, 38.1% selected moderate
degree, and 26.2% selected limited degree.

Question 5 asked the respondents to consider their current school environment and
respond to what degree is the hierarchy being dismantled in your system in favor of leadership at
all levels for decision-making processes. Utilizing a Likert scale, 42 participants responded to the
question, with 11.9% indicating significant redesign underway, 40.5% indicated some redesign

underway, and 14.3 % indicated no discussion at all.



The respondents were asked in Question 6 to determine the incentives within your school
and district that encourage you to establish a distributed leadership team. It seems that the
incentives are: improve student success, accountability, support structure, develops trust, builds
collegial relationships, personal satisfaction, professional development, stipends, and so forth.
Student success seemed to be the over-riding incentive for establishing a distributed leadership
team. Question 7 asked, what are the barriers within your district and school that prohibit you
from establishing a distributed leadership team? The barriers reported by the respondents were:
veteran teachers, scheduling, time, money, change, leadership, attitude, complacency, distrust of
administration, strong tie to tradition, and a host of other comments. Tradition, time, and money,
and veteran staff seemed to be the biggest obstacles.

Conclusion

Student achievement and success is paramount in our public schools today.
Accountability is being demanded from our public schools as 70% of the tax dollar goes for
public education. We can no longer continue to do business as usual. In addition, the baby-
boomer generation is retiring and a host of new leaders needs to be trained to effectively lead in
this global society.

Distributed leadership represents a philosophy, implemented to facilitate school
improvement and student success. All members are leaders in their own roles. It means finding
the best path by tapping expertise, ideas, and efforts of all members. It fosters cooperation, trust,
and an attitude that each person is valued. In addition, it empowers all members, which allows
for capacity building, creating distributed learning, and cognition. Finally an environment is
created where there is shared purpose, teamwork, and respect. Conclusions from the study are as

follows:
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The open-ended responses indicated that a fear of change was a barrier in moving from a
traditional leadership model to a distributed leadership model. This is masked by using
such reasons as time, money, veteran teachers, top-down leaders and so forth.
Distributed leadership opportunities are in the schools but in the infancy stage. Effective
distributive leadership practices are used 66.5% of the time, while 33.5% of the time the
leadership practice seems to follow the traditional way.
The school culture affects the willingness of the people to move into distributed
leadership models in their school.
Shared responsibility is the leadership dimension that is most clearly understood.
The school’s vision, mission, and goals need to be communicated effectively and clearly
to the parent and to the student.
Principals and superintendents are the sole source of leadership in districts where
distributed leadership is almost non-existent.

Recommendations for Further Study
The effects of the distributed leadership philosophy on student achievement.
The effects of the board of education and superintendent on the effective implementation
of the distributed leadership philosophy.
Continue to collect longitudinal data on the schools that are involved in this current study
to see if these schools are continuing to use the distributive leadership philosophy as an
effective leadership style in leading schools.
. A comparison study of teachers working in a distributed leadership model with those
working in a traditional leadership model to determine levels of job satisfaction and

teacher stress.
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. A comparison study of the distributive leadership model and the traditional leadership

model in regards to school-parent communications.

Examine the variables of trust and the inability to change as factors effecting the

implementation of a distributed leadership philosophy.
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