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Abstract 

 
The theory of distributed leadership is a relatively new concept; thus, it has been under-

researched.  It is important to understand distributed leadership because there is a need to 

acknowledge an even broader perspective of leadership. The principals, assistant principals, and 

teacher leaders are all key players in translating distributed leadership theory into practice.  

The researcher utilized a multiple-case study approach to capture the essence of the 

theory of distributed leadership translated into practice in three high schools.   Principals, 

assistant principals, and teacher leaders were interviewed in their school setting to afford the 

researcher an opportunity to gain an in-depth understanding of their perspectives.   

The researcher analyzed similarities and differences within and across the three cases. All 

three groups perceived that leaders who promote a broad perspective of leadership practiced 

distributed leadership in the school. Assistant principals and teacher leaders perceived that when 

leadership is distributed in schools, collective activities that promote a cohesive environment 

take place and there is a coordinated flow of communication. However, principals and teacher 

leaders ascertained that a lack of buy-in/ownership was a challenge that existed when distributed 

leadership was practiced in schools. The findings from this study of principals,’ assistant 

principals,’ and teachers leaders’ perceptions of the practices and the benefits and challenges of 

the distributed leadership theory confirmed what the literature states about the theory of 

distributed leadership. 
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Chapter I: Introduction 

It is important to explore the concept of distributed leadership and its connection with 

educational leadership.  As literature on the subject matter was reviewed, it became evident that 

many researchers reference distributed leadership when discussing leadership and school reform, 

organizational leadership, leadership theory and educational outcomes, and practice. “A review 

of the educational administration literature suggests that the concept of distributed leadership has 

been embraced with enthusiasm by educational researchers and scholars” (Menon, 2015, p. 2).  

Theoretical Framework- Distributed Leadership 

Mayrowetz (2008) in his research on distributed leadership wrote, “At the start of this 

decade, Peter Gronn and James Spillane, working separately, popularized the concept of 

distributed leadership in the field of educational leadership” (p. 424). “Minimal research was 

published on the concept until 2000. Since this time, distributed leadership has gained notoriety 

as a justifiable style of leadership” (Gronn, 2000).  

Distributed leadership. “The term ‘distributed leadership’ is believed to have been used 

for the first time by Gibb (1954), an Australian psychologist, who drew attention to the dynamics 

of influence processes as they impact on the work of different groups. Gibb suggests that 

leadership should not be viewed as the monopoly of the individual but rather as shared functions 

among individuals” (Hulpia, Devos, & Rosseel, 2009, p. 291)  

To get a full glimpse of distributed leadership and the impact that it has on leadership 

practices at the secondary level, the roles and tasks of multiple school leaders must be described, 

along with other terms that are sometimes used to understand distributed leadership. Spillane 
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(2005) explained that the term-distributed leadership often is used interchangeably with ‘shared 

leadership’, ‘team leadership’, and ‘democratic leadership” (p. 143). Some use distributed 

leadership to indicate that school leadership involves multiple leaders; others argue that 

leadership is an organizational quality, rather than an individual attribute. Still others use 

distributed leadership to define a way of thinking about the practice of school leadership. 

Principal sharing influence. Distributed leadership involves the principal of the school 

sharing influence with team members who step forward when situations warrant, providing the 

leadership necessary, and then stepping back to allow others to lead. Such shared leadership has 

become more and more important in today’s organizations to allow faster responses to more 

complex issues (Pearce, Manz, & Sims, 2009). Some propose that distributed leadership is an 

attitude rather than a management technique. “It means seeing all members of the faculty and 

staff as experts in their own right – as uniquely important sources of knowledge, experience, and 

wisdom” (University, 2013, p.1). 

Broader perspective of leadership. If the principal in the building is the only one 

making decisions, then teachers, along with other members of the staff, may view themselves 

and what they have to offer as being insignificant and of no value to the school as a whole. 

Principals utilizing a more extensive scope of leadership within the school combat a top down or 

hero/manager leadership style. “Distributed leadership acknowledges a broader perspective of 

leadership activities than just the leadership of school principals. A distributed perspective in 

school frames leadership practice as a product of interaction among leaders, followers and the 

situations” (Salahuddin, 2010, p. 22). 

Principals often experience stressful days that are filled with problems that require 

immediate solutions, such as non-instructional routines. “Time to focus on improving instruction 
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can become non-priority when a school leader’s typical day includes a string of crises and non-

instructional routines: the lunch menu, the angry parent, the fight in the schoolyard” (Mitgang, 

Gill, & Cummings, 2013, p.27). Therefore, some consider distributing leadership as a necessity 

and as a means by which the principal can be a more effective school leader with more time to 

address issues that are more concentrated on academics.  

Assistant principals. There has been considerable research and literature about the role 

of the principal over the last 50 years. However, the assistant principal, while vital to the 

function and performance of the school, has been extremely over-looked in scholastic literature 

(Brooks & Niewenhuizen, 2013, p. 185).  

Teacher leadership. Another approach that is also associated with distributed leadership 

is the concept of teacher leadership (Hulpia, Devos, & Rosseel, 2009, p. 210). Teacher leadership 

may be seen as one important demonstration of distributed leadership; teachers are likely to be 

the individuals to whom leadership is distributed (Bush, 2015).    

Organizational benefits. Organizational benefits are recognized when the principal 

realizes the strengths of teacher leaders. Teachers taking on leadership roles in schools have 

certain competencies and their expertise is warranted for school success and is an organizational 

benefit. Moller and Pankake (2013) noted, “Teacher leaders are those teachers who look for 

resources to help them survive in the complex world of teaching, and credible teacher leaders 

often become those resources. Within schools, there may be a silent acknowledgement that these 

teachers know how best to work with students” (pp. 25-26). 

Distributing the leadership makes for much more successful secondary environments 

when leaders share the load of duties and responsibilities. “Many, rather than few, have a share 

of responsibility for the shared purpose— a view of leadership requiring the redistribution of 
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power and authority toward those who hold expertise and not necessarily privileging those with 

formal titles (Copland & Boatright, 2006, p. 14).”  The principal does have the title, which 

means leader, chief, first in command, head teacher, head of school, or headmaster. However, the 

title alone does not dictate that leadership cannot be shared and that the principal must be alone 

trying to make school work. With distributed leadership, decisions about who leads and who 

follows are dictated by the task or problem situation, not necessarily by where one sits in the 

hierarchy (Copland & Boatright, 2006). 

Problem Statement 

There has been expanding research and literature about the role of the principal over the 

last 50 years. Yet, the assistant principal, while vital to the function and performance of the 

school, has been extremely over-looked in scholastic literature (Brooks & Niewenhausen, 2013). 

Knowing more about how leadership is distributed in secondary schools, including how 

leadership is distributed to teacher leaders, will contribute to the knowledge base in school 

leadership, and help leadership preparation programs know how to better prepare future school 

leaders for a shared leadership role. This study will bring to light the ways in which the theory of 

distributed leadership is translated into everyday practice in secondary schools. 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of the study was to understand how the theory of distributed leadership is 

translated into practice at the secondary school level as perceived by principals, assistant 

principals and teacher leaders in a southern state. The research will involve interviewing 

principals, assistant principals, and teacher leaders, examining their assigned roles and 

responsibilities, and their perceptions of how leadership is distributed in their school setting. The 
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study will examine the overall manner in which leadership is distributed and whether differences 

exist between group perceptions 

This study was a multiple case study and evidence for this study was gathered from a 

purposeful sample of 3 principals, 7 assistant principals, and 3 teacher leaders as designated by 

the principal) in 3 suburban schools within Alabama. The researcher selected the 3 high schools 

based on student population, location, number of assistant principals, diversity of administrators, 

and number of teachers. Assistant principals and teacher leaders of diverse backgrounds were 

sought to interview to provide a different lens to the study. 

Research Questions 

The central research question was: In what ways is leadership distributed in secondary schools to 

assistant principals and teacher leaders? There are 5 sub questions.  

Sub questions.  

1. In ways does the principal perceive that he/she distributes leadership in school? 

2. In what ways do assistant principals perceive that leadership is distributed to them in the 

school? 

3. In what ways do teacher leaders perceive that leadership is distributed to them in the 

school?  

4. What benefits result when leadership is distributed? 

5. What challenges exist when distributed leadership is the practiced in the school? 

Significance of the Study 

Distributed leadership is becoming more and more relevant as demands are placed on 

senior leaders (principals) in secondary schools. This research study of distributed leadership 
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was designed to identify the leadership roles and responsibilities that principals share with 

assistant principals and teacher leaders.  

Mayrowetz (2008), in his research on distributed leadership also wrote, “At the start of 

this decade, Peter Gronn and James Spillane, working separately, popularized the concept of 

distributed leadership in the field of educational leadership” (p. 424). Minimal research has been 

published on the concept until 2000. Since this time, distributed leadership has gained notoriety 

as a justifiable style of leadership. Gronn (2006) refers to this concept as the “new kid on the 

block” (p. 1). The history and the emergence of the theory have had much to do with education, 

as the previously mentioned researchers have disclosed.  

There is a need to determine how the concept of distributed leadership is being practiced 

in high schools as perceived by assistant principals and teacher leaders, as well as the principals 

who distribute it. The findings of this research could shed light on how leadership is distributed 

to assistant principals and teacher leaders in high schools by identifying the roles and 

responsibilities they have been asked to assume. 

The findings of this research could also encourage leadership preparation programs to 

review internship objectives for future assistant principals who are training also to be 

instructional leaders. With the restructuring of educational leadership programs, leaders are now 

supposed to be more prepared to assist the principal with those responsibilities that pertain to 

instruction.  As Terosky (2013) points out, “In essence, the concept of instructional leadership is 

being promoted as a counter narrative to the image of the principal consumed with administrative 

tasks void of instructional substance” (p. 6). Candidates who have graduated from educational 

leadership programs since approximately 2005 have been conferred degrees in Instructional 

Leadership. Therefore, leaders who assume assistant principal positions and have graduated 
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recently are to be prepared instructional leaders and able to assist the principal with curriculum 

needs.  Yet, the questions remain: Are senior principals allowing assistant principals to lead 

instructionally?  And are teachers also taking on more responsibility for building-wide 

instructional leadership? 

Delimitations 

This section clarifies the boundaries of this study. A purposeful sample of 5 principals 

and 10 assistant principals, 10 teacher leaders (consisting of one formal teacher and one informal 

teacher leader as designated by the principal) in 10 urban schools within Alabama were 

interviewed. Assistant principals were sought with regards to their level of experience, formal 

leadership preparation, ethnicity, and gender. The factors were considered to provide the most 

diverse population of applicants. The study was also bound by time. The observations and 

interviews all occurred during January, February and March of 2016. The study only included 

principals, assistant principals and teacher leaders who met the criteria dependent upon school 

student population, leadership roles, ethnicity and gender.  

Assumptions 

The researcher assumed that participants gave honest answers about their roles in the 

school, and how leadership is distributed. The researcher assumed that the participants may feel 

somewhat uncomfortable answering some of the interview questions – thus, the researcher made 

it a point to assure the participants of the confidentiality of the information they shared, and 

outlined the safeguards that were put in place to insure that. The researcher assumed that the 

findings of the study cannot be generalized to all secondary schools, as the sample was 

purposeful and intentionally a small number of carefully selected cases. 
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Definition of Terms 

Distributed Leadership - Collective activity, focused on collective goals, which comprises 

a quality or energy that is greater than the sum of individual actions. 

Shared Leadership - leadership that is broadly distributed, such that people within a team 

and organization lead each other. 

Transformational Leadership - a leadership style that leads to positive changes in those 

who follow. Learn why these leaders can be so effective. 

Principal – school administrator 

 Vice Principal - commonly function as mediators and are usually the first to confront the 

fundamental quandaries of school systems on a day-to-day basis (Yu-kwong & Walker, 2010) 

Assistant Principal – essential to the effective functioning of schools, especially in that 

assistant principals are asked daily, and often many times per day, to handle stressful situations 

presented by a wide variety of stakeholder groups, thus sheltering the principal from these time-

consuming encounters. 

Teacher Leader - those teachers who look for resources to help them survive in the 

complex world of teaching, and credible teacher leaders often become those resources. Within 

schools, there may be a silent acknowledgement that these teachers know how best to work with 

students 

Secondary School - a school which provides secondary education, between the ages of 11 

and 16 or 11 and 19, after primary school and before higher education. 

High School - upper secondary school 

Informal Leader -someone within an organization or work unit who, by virtue of how he 

or she is perceived by his peers (or others in the organization) is seems as worthy of paying 
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attention to, or following. The major thing that distinguishes an informal leader from a formal 

one is that the informal leader does not hold a position of power or formal authority over those 

that choose to follow him or her. 

Formal Leader - a member of organization who has given authority by virtue of his 

position to influence other members of organization to achieve organizational goals. 

Suburban School - a school that exists in the outer suburbs of a city.  

Organization of the Study 

 Chapter 1 provided the research problem, the above narrative provided the conceptual 

framework, purpose statement, research questions, and significance of the study, delimitations, 

assumptions, and definition of terms. Chapter 2 offers the review of literature in the topics of the 

traditional roles of assistant principals, non-traditional roles of assistant principals, Challenges of 

assistant principals in the secondary setting as it relates to distributed leadership, experiences of 

assistant principals in the secondary setting as it relates to distributed leadership, maintaining 

school culture, mediator roles, preparation for assistant principals to get the job done, distributed 

leadership as it relates to teacher leaders and the roles they assume, and distributed leadership for 

capacity building. Chapter 3 provides the methodology that was used for the study. Chapter 4 

presents the findings of the study. Chapter 5 interprets the findings of the study.  
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Chapter II: Review of Related Literature 

The purpose of the study was to understand how principals distribute leadership to 

assistant principals and teachers in high schools. For the purpose of this study, distributed 

leadership is defined as “collective activity, focused on collective goals, which comprises a 

quality or energy that is greater than the sum of individual actions” (Copeland & Boatwright, 

2006, p. 12). Therefore, this study focused on the distribution of leadership functions among 

secondary school leadership teams, consisting of individuals in formal leadership positions (i.e., 

the principal, assistant principals, and teacher leaders). The central research question for the 

study was: In what ways is leadership distributed in secondary schools to assistant principals and 

teacher leaders?  Topics discussed in this review of literature include the history of distributed 

leadership, traditional and non-traditional roles of assistant principals, experiences and 

challenges of assistant principals, best practices for implementing distributing leadership, and 

distributing leadership for building capacity.  

A Review of Distributed Leadership 

It is important to explore the concept of distributed leadership to understand its 

connection with educational leadership.  As literature on the subject matter was reviewed, it 

became evident that many researchers reference distributed leadership when discussing 

leadership relating to school reform, organizational leadership, leadership theory, educational 

outcomes, and theory and practice. As stated by Menon (2015), “A review of the educational 

administration literature suggests that the concept of distributed leadership has been embraced 

with enthusiasm by educational researchers and scholars” (p. 2). For example, Diamond and 
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Spillane (2007) explore how a distributed perspective is different from other frameworks for 

thinking about leadership in schools. Distributed leadership is becoming more and more relevant 

as demands are placed on growing educational organizations and their leadership.  

The term ‘distributed leadership’ is believed to have been used for the first time by Gibb 

(1954), an Australian psychologist, who drew attention to the dynamics of influence 

processes as they impact on the work of different groups. Gibb suggests that leadership 

should not be viewed as the monopoly of the individual but rather as shared functions 

among individuals” (Hulpia, Devos, & Rosseel, 2009, p. 291).   

Harris (2009) proposes that it is an idea that can be traced back as far as the mid ‘20s and 

possibly earlier. 

Mayrowetz (2008) in his research on distributed leadership also wrote, “At the start of 

this decade, Peter Gronn and James Spillane, working separately, popularized the concept of 

distributed leadership in the field of educational leadership” (p. 424). Minimal research was 

published on the concept until 2000. Since this time, distributed leadership has gained notoriety 

as a justifiable style of leadership. Gronn (2006) refers to this concept as the “new kid on the 

block” (p. 1). The history and the emergence of the theory have had much to do with education 

as the previously mentioned researchers have disclosed.  

Practice of school leadership. Distributed leadership is an idea that is increasing in 

recognition and there is wide ranging interest in the concept of distributing leadership although 

explanations and usages of the term fluctuate. Elmore (2000) made inroads with his research on 

distributed leadership and he has been influential in driving the popularity of the concept along 

with the work of Spillane, Sherer, and Caldre (2001, 2005), and Spillane, Halverson, and 

Diamond (2001). According to Elmore (2000), this type of leadership incorporates a realizable 
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and maintainable practice of school leadership that progresses to a broader distribution of 

fundamental leadership in a school.   

Timperly (2005) summarized the ideas of Cambren, Rowan, and Taylor (2003) about 

distributed leadership and how school leaders use the concept to promote and sustain conditions 

for successful schooling in interaction with others rather than relying on structures and programs 

necessary for success.  According to Cambren et  al. (2003): 

A more achievable and sustainable conceptualization of leadership has been coming 

increasingly to the fore to replace the model of ‘a single ‘heroic’ leader standing atop a 

hierarchy, bending the school community to his or her purposes.’ This alternative 

involves thinking of leadership in terms of activities and interactions that are distributed 

across multiple people and situations and involve role complementarities and network 

patterns of control (p. 348). 

Spillane (2005) wrote, “The traditional notion of leadership is the vision of one person at 

the head of a group, directing, teaching, and encouraging others. This notion of ‘heroic’ 

leadership, however, is rapidly changing, and ‘post-heroic’, also known as distributive leadership 

is taking hold” (p. 143).   

Leadership practice at the secondary level. To get a full glimpse of distributed 

leadership and the impact that it has on leadership practices at the secondary level, the roles and 

tasks of multiple leaders must be addressed along with other terms that are sometimes used to 

denote a similar concept to distributed leadership.   

Spillane (2005) explained that the term or concept often is used interchangeably with 

‘shared leadership,’ ‘team leadership,’ and ‘democratic leadership.’ Some use distributed 

leadership to indicate that school leadership involves multiple leaders; others argue that 
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leadership is an organizational quality, rather than an individual attribute. Still others use 

distributed leadership to define a way of thinking about the practice of school leadership (p. 

143). Figure 1 illustrates the theory of distributed leadership as perceived by several researchers.  

 

Figure 1. Theory of distributed leadership as perceived by several researchers. 

The Principal and Distributed Leadership in Schools  

Wright (2008) in her literature on the merits and limitations of distributed leadership 

report that, “Subsequently, principals can be barriers to distributing leadership by: (a) holding 

tightly to power and control, (b) refraining from nurturing alternate leaders, and (c) choosing to 

involve only those who support their agenda” (p. 1). 
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 Interactive culture of leadership. Part of establishing distributive leadership is letting 

go of the status quo notions of how schools have been run and instituting a culture of leadership 

that is interactive and investigative of new knowledge that will bring about change for the better. 

If a distributed style of leadership is to become the norm for school improvement, then listed 

below are a few methods that should be put into play. Distributing leadership within the 

secondary school setting may include creating or developing the following teams: Leadership 

Team, School Improvement Team, Data Analysis Team, Response to Intervention Team, Goal 

Teams (to assist with implementing each building goal), Grade Level Lead Teachers, Middle 

Level Team Leaders, Department Heads, Professional Development Team, Peer coaching, 

mentors for novice teachers, and instructional coaches (Quinn, 2008). If the previously listed 

teams have not been established and a school wants to implement distributed leadership 

practices, then leaders can begin with building one team at a time until each team is fully 

established and functional.  

 Creating conditions. The school leader must be mindful when building teams that he is 

in the process of developing teams that will get results. It is about sound strategies linked to 

impressive outcomes. One of the ways principals love their employees is by creating the 

conditions for them to succeed. This notion as conveyed by Fullan (2008) is: “the difference 

between a flower girl and a lady is not how she behaves, but how she’s treated. It is helping 

employees find meaning, increased skill development, and personal satisfaction in making 

contributions that simultaneously fulfill their own goals and the goals of the organization” (p. 

26). 

Sharing influence. Distributed leadership involves the principal sharing influence with 

team members who step forward when situations warrant, providing the leadership necessary, 
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and then stepping back to allow others to lead. Such shared leadership has become more and 

more important in today’s organizations to allow faster responses to more complex issues 

(Pearce, Manz, & Sims, 2009). Some propose that distributed leadership is an attitude rather than 

a management technique. “It means seeing all members of the faculty and staff as experts in their 

own right – as uniquely important sources of knowledge, experience, and wisdom” (University, 

2013, p.1). 

Cordeiro (2009) suggested that distributed leadership is another common label for 

transformational leadership, participative leadership, shared leadership, and democratic 

leadership. In the concept of distributed leadership, administrators parcel out responsibilities 

through co-principalships, site councils, and teacher leadership. Distributed leadership is a tool 

that can be used to build leadership capacity and bring about lasting change. “Both the quality of 

the change and its ability to endure have proven to be tenuous; but reforms have been 

successfully sustained through a model of distributive leadership” (Cordeiro, 2009, p. 173). This 

model stands in stark contrast to traditional hierarchical approaches of decision- making, 

enlisting individuals throughout an organization, not simply those at the top (Connect Ed, 2010). 

If principals exhibit characteristics of distributed leadership in this regard, they would 

support the theory of transformational leadership. “Principals who lead from a transformational 

perspective include an embracement of the complexity of school reform and letting go of 

control” (Wright, 2014, p. 6).  When principals implement a distributed leadership practice, they 

take ownership of the transformational leadership style. 

Increasing capacity for leadership.  Kelly (2010) found that if principals are to apply a 

practice of distributed leadership, then they have to know their building constituents and the skill 

set of those individuals. Some people have natural traits that lend themselves to leadership roles, 
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but even with those traits, an effective leader must be developed over time. It is the responsibility 

of the principals to be able to determine the skills possessed by the individuals in their building, 

so that roles can be distributed accordingly. “The capacity of the organization increases when the 

principal distributes the leadership load to competent leaders on the ground who can make the 

best knowledge-based decisions” (para. 3).    

Collection of interacting components. Making conscious leadership decisions requires 

skill and background knowledge about situations and even people; the principal will need to 

utilize many individuals and their professional strengths for task completion. “From a distributed 

perspective, leadership is a system of practice comprised of a collection of interacting 

components: leaders, followers, and the situation. These interacting components must be 

understood together because the system is more than the sum of the component parts or 

practices” (Spillane, 2005, p. 150). Some roles are delegated to specific leaders as determined by 

their level of skill with handling certain situations.  

The situational component of distributed leadership is vital to simplifying the complexity 

of events. Spillane (2005) calls for leaders and followers to take into account the situation at 

hand and to make pertinent leadership decisions. “Leaders act in situations that are defined by 

others' actions. From a distributed perspective, it is in these interactions that leadership practice 

is constructed. The Distributed Leadership Study's analysis of leadership performance documents 

how leadership practice is defined through the interactions of two or more leaders” (Spillane, 

2005, p. 145). 

Broader perspective of leadership. If the principal in the building is the only one 

making decisions, then teachers, along with other members of the staff, may view themselves 

and what they have to offer as being insignificant and of no value to the school as a whole. They 
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may feel left out, and as a result, staff morale could plummet. Principals utilizing a more 

extensive scope of leadership within the school could tend to combat a top down or 

hero/manager leadership style. “Distributed leadership acknowledges a broader perspective of 

leadership activities than just the leadership of school principals. A distributed perspective in 

school frames leadership practice as a product of interaction among leaders, followers and the 

situations” (Salahuddin, 2010, p. 22). 

Utilizing the expertise of others. Administrative teams must assume responsibilities in 

many different areas, which include the school principal relinquishing some of his many duties 

or calling upon the expertise of others (Natsiopoulou & Giouroukakis, 2010).  A distributed 

perspective on leadership does advocate a different role for the principal.  Harris (2007) wrote: 

“This shift is quite dramatic and can be summarized as a move from being someone at the apex 

of the organization, making decisions, to seeing their core role as developing the leadership 

capacity and capability of others” (p. 8).  

Maintain school culture. The school principal is expected to be the instructional leader, 

building manager, and one who builds and maintains school culture, planning, maintenance, 

hiring/firing, and community outreach. “Any one principal will have difficulty successfully 

managing all these areas on his or her own” (Natsiopoulou & Giouroukakis, 2010, p.1). The 

ideal situation is that there are competent and knowledgeable school leaders throughout the 

campus to meet the academic and social demands of the school. “To address these demands, 

principals in the United States and many other countries are being urged to build organizational 

capacity by creating learning organizations in which leadership is distributed and adults 

collaboratively enhance their knowledge and skills to support student achievement through 

professional communities” (Klar, 2012, p. 365). Figure 2 provides an illustration of distributed 
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leadership in schools.  

 

Figure 2. Distributed Leadership in Schools 

Structure and organization is still needed and distribution of leadership roles is dependent 

on expectations articulated by the administrators and other formal and informal leaders. The 

Silkwoods School in Australia, a pre-kindergarten through grade twelve school, sought to 

operate every area of their school from a transformative culture. Their efforts not only applied to 

the academics of the school, but to the management of and distribution of leadership within the 

school. Based upon the needs of the school, Silkwood developed its own unique system of 

management. It brought together three significant research ideas for change in school leadership: 

Distributed Leadership, Shared Decision Making and Facilitated Leadership. They call this their 

Distributed Leadership Model as illustrated in Figure 2.   
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Figure 3. Distributed Leadership Model, managed by a facilitator who leads the school from the 
center (rather than from the apex) fostering teams to address specific issues, creating, 
maintaining, and improving policies, procedures and systems, and responding to the unexpected. 
The facilitator oversees three systems within the school: administration managers, teacher 
managers and tasks groups – to promote improvement and ensure day-to-day matters are dealt 
with expeditiously (Silkwood School Our Distributed Leadership Model, 2007).  
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Silkwood School promotes that their Distributed Leadership Model is one which stresses 

teamwork and enfranchisement along with emphasizing several common beliefs or premises:  

1. Those closest to the children – “where the action is" – will make the best decisions about 

the children's education.  

2. Teachers, parents, and school staff are able to have input about policies and programs 

affecting their school and children. 

3.  Those responsible for carrying out decisions are able to have a voice in determining those 

decisions.  

4. Change is most likely to be effective and lasting when those who implement it feel a sense 

of ownership and responsibility for the process. (Silkwood School Management Structure, 

2015) 

The principal along with the faculty of Silkwood School believes that the implementation 

of the Distributed Leadership Model that they developed for their school creates a working 

environment that is self-motivated, multifaceted and always changing through its emphasis on 

improvement. The outcome is a way of operating a school where educating students is its core: a 

flawless counterpart for the vision of their school. One common tenant of their model is that 

change is most likely to be effective and last when those who implement it feel a sense of 

ownership and responsibility for the process.  

Take notice that in this Silkwood School Management Structure (2015) model of 

distributed leadership, the leaders attest that teachers and other leaders experience leadership that 

“…is less like an orchestra, where the conductor is always in charge, and more like a jazz band, 

where leadership is passed around ... depending on what the music demands at the moment and 

who feels most moved by the spirit to express the music” (para. 2). As organizations grow in size 
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and complexity, it becomes even more critical to distribute the leadership load. Looking at the 

distributed leadership model that is exhibited by constituents of the Silkwood School shows that 

it can be done. Principals who do not employ predictable practices showing that they trust strong 

leaders to drive decisions towards the center, encounter the risk of becoming inhibited by their 

own organization. They also lose the chance to embolden a much larger segment of proficient 

leaders. “The capacity of the organization increases when it distributes the leadership load to 

competent leaders on the ground who can make the best knowledge-based decisions” (Kelly, 

2013, para. 3).  Pearce and Manz (2005) agree: 

In contemporary knowledge-based, dynamic and complex team environments, both the 

cognitive and the behavioral capabilities of the wider workforce are needed to achieve 

optimal effectiveness and competitiveness. While some may be drawn to the idea of a 

larger-than-life, charismatic, all-knowing leader who can inspire and single-handedly 

positively transform work systems and the employees who work in them, the realities and 

challenges of contemporary organizational life require an alternative view of leadership. 

Accordingly, we believe that self-leadership and shared leadership are at the heart of the 

new leadership forms needed to meet the organizational challenges of the 21st century (p. 

132). 

Take notice from the previous quote that no one person can single-handedly run a school; 

it is a team effort, even for the best of leaders. “As principal responsibilities increase in quantity 

and complexity along with accountability demands for improved student achievement, some 

researchers argue that one person can no longer successfully lead a school; rather, schools should 

be led in a collaborative manner with school staff members in shared decision-making through a 

distributed leadership model” (Grant, 2011, p. abstract). 
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Effective school leadership. It is common knowledge in the arena of education that 

principals often experience stressed days that are filled with problems that require immediate 

solutions, such as non-instructional routines. “Time to focus on improving instruction can 

become non-priority when a school leader’s typical day includes a string of crises and non-

instructional routines: the lunch menu, the angry parent, the fight in the schoolyard” (Mitgang, 

Gill, & Cummings, 2013, p. 27). Therefore, distributing leadership is a necessity and a means by 

which the principal can be a more effective school leader with more time to address issues that 

are more concentrated on academics. Districts need to make sure that principals not only have 

time to focus on instruction but also the skills to help teachers improve (Mitgang, Gill, & 

Cummings, 2013). The principal’s time is better spent devoted to school supervision and 

instruction so that his/her days can become less burdened with problematic situations that could 

be easily resolved by other building leaders (i.e., assistant principals). An examination of the 

traditional and non-traditional roles of the assistant principal is fundamental to determining how 

the principal distributes leadership.  

Roles of Assistant Principals 

There has been research and literature about the role of the principal over the last 50 

years. Yet, the assistant principal, while vital to the function and performance of the school, has 

been extremely over-looked in scholarly literature (Brooks & Niewenhuizen, 2013). The original 

role of assistant principal or vice principal is described in this statement:  

If the principal be a corporation, or be unable for any reason to discharge these 

obligations in person, they must be discharged through an officer, agent or foreman. The 

person, who is thus put in the place of the principal to perform for him the duties, which 
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the law imposes, is a vice-principal, and quoad hoc represents the principal so that his act 

is the act of the principal (McCarthy, 1896, p. 765). 

McCarthy (1896) penned the first description for the position as vice principal. The title 

for the position in later years became synonymous with assistant principal. In some places, the 

assistant to the principal is still called the vice-principal. Silver (2015) wrote, “Vice principals, or 

assistant principals, fulfill a vital role in schools” (para .1).  Being referred to as vice principal or 

assistant principal does not mean that the duties or responsibilities related to the lead role 

contrast. Vice-principals commonly function as mediators and are usually the first to confront the 

fundamental quandaries of school systems on a day-to-day basis (Yu-kwong & Walker, 2010).   

Brooks and Niewenhuizen (2013) agree, classically, the duties of assistant principals, 

focus on monotonous, yet necessary, administrative tasks, including student discipline, 

supervision of hallways and lunchrooms, chaperoning dances and co-curricular activities, 

scheduling assemblies, meeting with parents, and, when the principal is away from the 

building, performing the duties of the principal (p. 187).  

Although the position of assistant principal was introduced in U.S. schools during the 

1930s (Glanz, 1994), the first comprehensive discussion of this critical position did not appear 

until 1970 (Austin & Brown, 1970). Commissioned by the National Association of Secondary 

School Principals, Austin and Brown (1970) provided the first thorough description of the 

specific roles and responsibilities of the assistant principal, describing it as essential to the 

effective functioning of schools, especially in that assistant principals are asked daily, and often 

many times per day, to handle stressful situations presented by a wide variety of stakeholder 

groups, thus sheltering the principal from these time-consuming encounters.  
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Centuries later, the role of the assistant principal has evolved and proven to be more 

diverse and academia-driven in comparison to the roles of yesteryear as McCarthy (1896) put 

into law. Three secondary assistant principals, an administrative assistant and a Director of 

Leadership Development had the following to say as they reflect on their current roles:  

The role of the assistant principal has changed dramatically in the past decade as 

accountability and political pressure for all students to succeed at high levels have 

increased… Assistant principals have traditionally been relegated to management roles, 

dealing with the daily operation of the school. Scheduling, crisis drills, bus and 

lunchroom supervision, and student discipline are common tasks for APs. In secondary 

schools, assistant principals often develop ‘specific expertise’ so the school will rely on 

the [assistant principal] year after year (Katz, Allen, Fairchild, Fultz, & Grossenbacher, 

para. 1).  

Traditional role of the assistant principal. The traditional roles of the assistant 

principal have shifted and the need for roles and duties to be distributed is now part of the 

evaluation process in some school settings as evidenced by the North Carolina State Board of 

Education. To be an effective leader in North Carolina schools, “Successful work of the new 

principal or assistant principal will only be realized in the creation of a culture in which 

[leadership is] distributed among all members of the school community” (North Carolina State 

Board of Educatation, 2012, p. 5).  

A study done by Barnett, Oleszewski, and Shoho (2012) examined the perceptions of 

assistant principals regarding the realities of their roles and responsibilities. Research from the 

study revealed traditional roles of assistant principals rested on “the three Bs – ‘books, behinds 
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and buses’” (Barnett, Shoho, & Oleszewski, 2012, p. 94). Such tasks are familiar traditional roles 

of assistant principals. Glanz (2012), commenting on the roles of assistant principals noted: 

Assistant principals were subordinate to principals and were seen as advisors with little, if 

any, independent formal authority. The assistant principal was often warned, "not to 

forget that the superintendent runs the whole system and the principal runs his school, 

and you are merely an expert whose duty it is to assist improving instruction,” (p. 286) 

Fulfilling the role of a disciplinarian has traditionally been a major responsibility of the 

assistant principal.  “Most professionals within the field of education commonly view assistant 

principals as disciplinarians. Glanz (1994) also found that ninety percent of assistant principals 

surveyed in New York perceive their chief duties as dealing with disruptive students, parent 

complaints, lunch duty, scheduling coverage, and administrative paperwork” (Barnett, Shoho, & 

Oleszewski, 2012, p. 94). These traditional roles and responsibilities may deter practitioners 

from taking on leadership roles and may reflect after job satisfaction.   

In conclusion, as times have changed in the world, education systems have become more 

diverse. Thus, more complex demands have been placed on school leadership because what 

students are taught in reference to curriculum and how they are taught is dependent upon school 

leadership that can adapt and comply with the demands of society (Foster, 2007, p. 2). According 

to the literature on assistant principals, Glanz (2012) has evidenced that the traditional role of 

assistant principals was not to lead but to assist. School leadership has shifted and to meet the 

needs of today’s students the role of the assistant principal has to be reflective of state, 

community, and local educational demands so that students can be college or career ready upon 

graduating high school.  
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Concerted efforts have been made to prepare assistant principals to perform more than 

just routine administrative tasks and to be more than disciplinarians and paper pushers. “The 

demand for leaders is unprecedented – a demand not merely for men who can ‘keep the school 

running without friction’, but rather for those who have a vision, who have knowledge, who have 

skill, who have the power, and above all consistent courage in the face of whatever obstacles 

may be to translate all of these into a program that works” (Briggs, 1922, p. 662). Unbeknownst 

to Briggs (1922), his research foreshadowed and laid out the fundamentals for the restructuring 

of educational leadership programs at today’s universities both in America and abroad.  

Assistant principals assuming non-traditional roles.  Within the last decade, 

educational leadership programs have been redesigned to place more emphasis on preparing 

principals to be instructional leaders. “Matthews, Moorman, and Nusche (2007) discovered that 

many school leadership induction programs are aimed at improving student learning outcomes, 

embedded in school practice, informed by research, collaborative and reflective, evidence based, 

and ongoing rather than episodic” (Barnett, Shoho, & Oleszewski, 2012, p. 97). Before now, 

having a degree in instructional leadership was not as important. However, system accountability 

to student growth and leadership has made it necessary for leaders to not only be administrators, 

but also competent in the area of instructional leadership. It also states that leadership be shared. 

Collaborative work. “Distributed instructional leadership, is defined as ‘an 

organizational characteristic expressed in collaborative work among principals and teacher 

leaders that creates the conditions, structures, processes and communities of practice to influence 

instructional designs and practices that affect student learning in their schools’” (Klar, 2012, p.  

72). This definition is non-reflective of the leadership concept that was most familiar to 

principals, assistant principals, and teachers and opposite of a management style of leading.  
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Originally, assistant principals served in the capacity of head teacher, and from this the 

term instructional leader and school administrator developed. Somewhere along the way, the role 

of head teacher became less functional. “Most of the early literature describing the functions and 

responsibilities of the assistant principal (in the 1920s, 1930s, and 1940s) suggested that assistant 

principals were mostly responsible for clerical tasks, extracurricular activities, and pupil control. 

Assistant principals usually have not been charged with instructional responsibilities, in large 

measure because of the historical antecedents that led to the development of the position in 

schools” (Glanz, 1994, p. 286).  

Non-traditional roles. When assistant principals take on non-traditional roles as 

mentioned by Glanz (1994) then, leadership is developed as both a collective and an individual 

construct. As future leaders matriculate through educational leadership programs of today, 

whether they subsequently become administrators or remain teachers, Jacobson & Cypress 

(2012) suggest that they acquire knowledge that will allow them to: 

Articulate and clarify their educational beliefs, values, and visions; focus on the teaching-

learning process to develop their ability to lead instructional teams; encourage and 

demonstrate risk taking and flexibility; encourage and demonstrate an appreciation for 

diversity and a commitment to equity; use critical reflection and thoughtful inquiry as 

constant components of practice; act in ways that are informed by the outcomes of 

systematic inquiry and moral deliberation; understand and facilitate a change process for 

creating and implementing a collective vision of school improvement; promote the 

involvement of the wider community in education; develop professional and personal 

support systems and networks (pp. 227-228). 
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Fulfilling role demands. The knowledge that leaders acquire coupled with skill and 

experience will fulfill the role-demands of the non-traditional assistant principal. Effective 

leadership in high schools is an issue of measureless urgency for many people concerned with 

education these days. Reformers depend on it and all levels of stakeholders believe that it is what 

schools need more of (Leithwood, Day, Sammons, Harris, & Hopkins, 2006). In the event that 

assistant principals do not acquire the training and skill level needed for the non-traditional roles 

then being an effective leader may be unreachable. Today, assistant principals assume an array of 

instructional as well as administrative duties as distributed to them by the principal. Glanz (1994) 

gives an overview of some of the roles and duties in the following Table 1. He expressed that, 

“the assistant principalship has changed very little in practice since its inception” (Glanz, 1994, 

p. 285). Table 1 illustrates the actual duties of assistant principals according degree of 

importance.  

Table 1 

Actual Duties of Assistant Principals According to Degree of Importance 
Rank Duty Rank Duty 
1 Staff Development (in-services) 14 Instructional Media Services 
2 Teacher Training 15 Counseling Pupils 
3 Curriculum Development 16 Faculty Meetings 
4 Evaluation of Teachers 17 Ordering Textbooks 
5 Instructional Leadership 18 School Clubs, etc.  
6 Formulating Goals 19 Assisting PTA 
7 Innovations and Research 20 Student Attendance 
8 Parental Conferences 21 Student Discipline 
9 Articulation 22 Lunch Duty 
10 Courage 23 Public Relations 
11 Emergency Arrangements 24 School Budgeting 
12 Assemblies 25 Teacher Selection 
13 Administrative Duties (paperwork)   
Coverage refers to scheduling substitute teachers.  
Articulation refers to the administrative and logistical duties required to prepare students for graduation (e.g.  
Preparing and sending cumulative records graduating fifth graders to middle school) (Glanz, 1994, p. 285). 
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Challenges of assistant principals in the secondary setting 

Pounder and Crow (2005) stated: 

Most training in university preparation programs focuses on the role of the principal 

rather than on that of the assistant principal. Consequently, the training that assistant 

principals receive—in instructional leadership, for example—may not be relevant to the 

demands of their new positions. (p. 59)  

Training in university programs is aimed at preparing leaders who will be in a position to 

assume the principal role once the time comes. As Hilliard and Newsome  (2013) stated, “based 

on data, a high percent of principals are near or at retirement age across the nation and a pool of 

qualified, certified and experienced assistant principals must be ready to take the position as a 

principal.” (p. 154). Students who enrolled in training programs realized that their roles as 

assistant principals assumed many duties and soon catapulted them into the principal role. One of 

the major challenges that has been presented to assistant principals was the fundamental dilemma 

of discharging responsibility effectively.  

 Discharging responsibilities effectively. Transitioning into the principal role at the 

secondary level usually occurs after having been an assistant principal for a period of time 

(Pounder & Crow, 2005). Leaving the classroom and moving into an assistant principal 

leadership position can be trying when it comes to discharging job responsibilities effectively. As 

the principal distributes duties, many decisions have to be made as to how assigned tasks will be 

carried out by the assistant. One thing that the assistant should keep in mind is that the job must 

not only be done, but also done well.  

Hilliard and Newsome (2013) attest that “there are many demands on schools today to 

perform at a high level with competence that improves teaching and learning and promotes 



30 
 

higher student achievement” (p. 153). A level of competence must be exhibited in order to move 

schools along; competent leaders make for competent schools. Competency of leaders can be 

derived from the principal utilizing the strengths of each assistant principal for implementing 

best practices. “Redesigning the position of assistant principal to expand instructional leadership 

responsibilities can help develop and support a pipeline of quality school leaders” (Pounder & 

Crow, 2005, p. 59). 

Sustained communication. As the strengths and talents of assistant principals are 

utilized, the more equipped they become at discharging responsibility effectively.  Salahuddin 

(2010) revealed “effective school leadership is a basic tenet for [a] successful school since the 

outcome of a school depends on the quality of leadership” (p. 19). According to Hilliard and 

Newsome (2013), favorable outcomes would be demonstrated for the learning organization if the 

designated leader, mainly the principal, sustained communication strategies akin to those of a 

transformational leader in distributing leadership. “The principal needs to know the talents, skills 

and knowledge that the assistant principal processes and to utilize those skills and knowledge in 

a meaningful manner to help improve the quality of the school” (Hilliard & Newsome, 2013, p. 

154). 

 Clarity of roles. Several researchers have agreed that there must be clarity of 

responsibilities and duties that have to be performed by assistant principals. “Coupled with their 

unclear and challenging work demands, the roles of assistant principals must be understood 

within the changing policy context of public schools” (Barnett, Shoho, & Oleszewski, 2012, p. 

7).  “The assistant principal seldom has a consistent, well-defined job description, delineation of 

duties, or way of measuring outcomes from accomplishment of tasks. Along with fixed, assigned 

tasks, assistant principals pick up multiple jobs every hour” (Marshall & Hooley, 2006, p. 7). 
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“Instead of a specific job description, the common contractual phrase used for an assistant 

principal is ‘performing any and all duties assigned by a superior’” (Weller & Weller, 2002, p. 

13).  

Individual strengths. There are many facets to being an assistant principal at the 

secondary level, and there is a level of competence that must be exhibited. Clarity of roles and 

expectations as suggested by Kealy (2002), could make the job more doable and provide some 

sense of accomplishment at the end of each day. Accordingly, discharging the responsibilities 

effectively encompasses formal training, responsibilities that are reflective of individual leader 

strengths, and knowing that assistants are there to support the leadership demands of the 

secondary school. Kealy (2002) contended that, “…some duties with the needed authority should 

be carried out by the assistant principal. Exactly what these duties are depends (upon the talents 

and experiences of both the principal and assistant principal” (p. 7).  

Duties of secondary assistant principals.  In light of the assistant principal duties, roles, 

responsibilities and tasks being unclear, Armstrong (2004) researched and compiled a list of the 

day to day task of assistants at the secondary level after receiving responses from 1230 

participants (Marshall & Hooley, 2006). Marshall (2006) agreed with Armstrong (2004) as 

referenced in the following list that, “although specific job descriptions vary, most assistant 

principal positions have tasks in common” (Marshall & Hooley, 2006, p. 6). Singh (2012) has 

the following recommendations for principals: 

Principals must accept that the work in schools is changing, that schools are complex 

organizations, and that they cannot bring about change alone, no matter how skilled or 

knowledgeable they are. They must see the value in involving others and realize that true 

leadership lies in lighting the fire that ignites the passion and commitment of self and 
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others. Administrators should not assume a “hero” leadership role. They must get to 

know themselves and others in order to determine strengths and areas of opportunity; this 

takes time, energy, a desire to connect, and a willingness to accept expertise outside of 

oneself (p. 43).  Table 2 illustrates the duties of assistant secondary principals.  

Table 2 

Duties of Assistant Secondary Principals in Texas 
Duty 
Discipline 
Campus Building/Safety 
Student Activities 
Building Maintenance 
Teacher Evaluations 
Attend 504 Meetings 
Text Books 
Duty Schedule 
Tutorial Programs/At-risk Programs 
New Teachers/Mentor Program 
Assessment Data 
Staff Development 
Supervise Departments 
Community Activities 
Attendance 
PEIMS 
Graduation 
Campus Decision-Making Team 
Lockers 
Master Schedule 
Curriculum Development 
Transportation/Keys/Parking 
Adapted from “Personal Change and Organizational 
Passages: Transitions from the vice-principalship in a 
reform climate, roles of assistant principals” by 
Armstrong, D.E., 2004, p.66. 

  
Armstrong (2004) revealed that the list does indicate that assistant principals are 

relegated to the infamous three “Bs – books, butts, and buses.” According to Glanz (1994), there 

is still major research that needs to be done to more clearly define the role of assistant principal 

(p. 283). 
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 Keeping in mind the ambiguity of the roles and the time constraints to complete tasks, it 

is paramount that the assistant principal does whatever is necessary to save time. According to 

Anderson (2011), there are a few things that the assistant principal can do to handle the demands 

of the job more efficiently. For example, the assistant principal can foster workdays that are a 

little less chaotic by fostering a self-discipline system of organization. This organization can be 

done by way of creating a label-in-basket system, maintaining telephone logs, establishing a top-

drawer folder, and maintaining a desk calendar with all appointments. Another method assistant 

principals can use to make workdays run smoother is be well are aware of stress reducers.  

Experiences of Assistant Principals in the Secondary Setting  

 Accepting the job of assistant principal in a secondary school setting comes with varied 

challenges and experiences.  From one high school to another, assistant principals are assigned 

roles, responsibilities, and certain duties.  “An assistant principal’s job description can vary 

between schools in the same district, according to each principal, or from year-to-year” (Barnett, 

Shoho, Oleszewski, 2012).  Usually it is the principals who do the distributing of the assistant 

principal roles, since they are the ones ultimately responsible for jobs being completed (Marshall 

& Hooley, 2005). “The distribution of school leadership roles and tasks varies both within 

schools (depending on the task) and between schools, and is contingent on particular goals, 

sources of expertise, and the principal preferences” (Anderson, 2011, p. 11).  

 Some of the challenges that assistant principals deal with include: maintaining the norms 

of school culture, playing the role of mediator, encountering the fundamental dilemmas of the 

school system, job satisfaction, discharging responsibilities effectively, finding time for 

professional development, personal achievement in their jobs, beliefs about their chances of 
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advancement, perceptions about ability utilization, and school policies and practices (Yu-kwong 

& Walker, 2010).  

Socialization of the Assistant Principal 

 Assistant principals are the chief consultants to the principal. They satisfy many roles in 

the school, as distributed by the principal. Usually, unless a school is quite small, there will be 

more than one assistant principal, and they will each be dispensed a share of the jobs that need to 

be completed. One of the jobs or roles of the assistant principal is to maintain the school culture. 

Yu-Kwong & Walker (2010) realized “vice-principals maintain the norms and rules of school 

culture” (Yu-kwong & Walker, 2010, p. 533). This maintenance requires that the assistant 

principal become immersed in the culture and desire to familiarize themselves with cultural 

norms, so that school relationships through socialization may be established. This task can be 

challenging as Yu-kwong and Walker (2010) revealed.  

Assistant principals must be prepared for their role, which encompasses learning the 

norms and expectations of the organization.  This practice is often referred to as career 

socialization. Socialization has been defined as the process of learning and performing a social 

role (Marshall, 1997). Mertz (2006) crafted a definition of career socialization that exposed the 

experiences of school administrators: the organization’s norms and expectations created 

occasions and restrictions which socialized the new school administrator (Mertz, 2006).  

One possible unspoken limitation is that if the assistant principal does not “fit in” or 

perform that social role, then he/she may not be able to establish that level of influence required 

to bring about change.  Researchers, such as Hartzell et al. (1994), Marshall and Hooley (2006), 

Marshall and Mitchell (1991) have identified a number of socialization and enculturation tasks 

that new vice-principals are required to master in order to be accepted within the administrative 
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culture. There are three specific enculturation tasks that the assistant principal must accomplish 

to navigate the assistant principal role. Marshall (1985) stated that the first one is making the 

decision to move from being a classroom teacher to the assistant principal leadership position. 

The next task is learning what to do and what not to do; what is priority and what is not priority. 

The third task of enculturation is keeping cool and collected in the midst of a typhoon while 

functioning in the new environment and role.  

As job roles and responsibilities are distributed, the assistant principal becomes the 

mediator in certain situations.  Mediation occurs for the sake of maintaining an environment of 

calm and order; without proper attention to this area, chaos can easily arise.  Part of being a 

mediator is maintaining a calm front which entails being an authoritarian or disciplinarian, not 

only for students, but teachers too. Marshall (1985) marks that this is all a part of the 

enculturation process of the assistant principal that fits into the social role (Marshall,1985).  

More importantly, the assistant principal must develop or hone skills to manage conflict to keep 

a stable and suitable environment that is conducive to learning and engagement. According to 

Grubb and Flesha (2006), as leadership is distributed among assistant principals, many patterns 

and roles will surface. Functioning in an assistant principal role demands certain levels of what 

Grubb and Flesha (2006) call decision-making power.  

Preparation for Assistant Principals to Get the Job Done   

Although managing conflict or being the mediator has been a commonplace role for 

assistant principals, it is not usually taught as part of a principal preparation program. This skill 

of being a mediator is mostly garnered by way of on the job training. A report from the Institute 

of Education Leadership (2000) revealed that, “principal training seldom is anchored in hands-on 

leadership experience in real schools, where principals-in-training might learn valuable lessons 
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in shaping instructional practice, sharing and delegating authority, nurturing leadership ability 

among school faculty and staff, and exercising community and visionary leadership” 

(Principalship, 2000, p. 9). Crow (2005) stated: 

Most training in university preparation programs focuses on the role of the principal 

rather than on that of the assistant principal. Consequently, the training that assistant 

principals receive—in instructional leadership, for example—may not be relevant to the 

demands of their new positions (p. 59). 

A shift has taken place within education administration leadership preparation programs 

across the United States. “Changes in administrative practice subsequent to the major reform 

reports began to raise questions from the field about how school leaders were being prepared to 

meet the challenges that schools were facing” (Jacobson & Cypress, 2012, p. 227) . The shift 

began to take place as early as 2005 and has been on the rise ever since. There is a call for more 

fluid preparation programs due to the increased need for more competent leaders who can 

transition into the role of principal at the appointed time.  Russell and Sabina (2014) conclude 

that “development of a high potential pool should occur through challenging and authentic work 

experiences as opposed to seminars and traditional coursework” (p. 607). Figure 4 provides a 

visual representation of what researchers believe are factors and challenges which are indicative 

to the success of the assistant principal at the secondary level.  
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Figure 4. Experiences of Assistant Principals at the Secondary Level 

Leadership for the 21st century.  A report titled School Leadership for the 21st Century 

Initiative, by the Task Force on the Principalship (2000) revealed the following: 

The schools of the 21st century will require a new kind of principal, one whose role will 

be defined in terms of: instructional leadership that focuses on strengthening teaching and 

learning, professional development, data-driven decision making and accountability; 

community leadership manifested in a big-picture awareness of the school’s role in 

society; shared leadership among educators, community partners and residents; close 

relations with parents and others; and advocacy for school capacity building and 
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resources; and visionary leadership that demonstrates energy, commitment, 

entrepreneurial spirit, values and conviction that all children will learn at high levels, as 

well as inspiring others with this vision both inside and outside the school building 

(Usdan, McCloud, & Podmostko, 2000, p. 4).  

 Considering the need for what Winter and Morgenthal (2002) called “a new kind of 

principal” there also remains a parallel necessity for a new kind of assistant principal. There is a 

need for assistant principals who can assume principalships, especially at the high school level. 

In 2002, the state of Kentucky underwent school reform throughout their education system. 

Research was done on principal recruitment as a part of state school reform. The study revealed 

that given the pronounced accountability for student achievement required in Kentucky, high 

school assistant principals may have been more agreeable to accept a principal position in a 

lower achieving high school than were elementary and middle school assistant principals of high 

school. Findings of this research exposed that assistant principals were already attuned to 

demands of the high school atmosphere, and may have been more confident with their skills as 

high school administrators (Davis, Darling-Hammond, L., LaPointe, & Meyerson, 2005).  

 Although the state of Kentucky was in systemic reform in 2002, the need became even 

more apparent for skilled and competent educational leaders across the United States. The Task 

Force on the Principalship (2000) reported that the 21st century principal has to be an 

instructional leader, someone who can share leadership and someone who is committed to 

always thinking forward; in other words he has to be a visionary. In this case, Usdan (2000) 

agreed that, “while the principal must provide the leadership essential for student learning, the 

roles of the principal and of other school staff can be restructured to reinforce that leadership and 

manage the implementation of the school program effectively. Responsibilities for getting the 
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work done can be distributed among a leadership team or given to others as specific functions” 

(p. 4).  

Assistant principals as instructional leaders.  With the restructuring of educational 

leadership programs, assistant principals may now more prepared to assist the principal with 

those responsibilities that are relative to student achievement. “In essence, the concept of 

instructional leadership is being promoted as a counter narrative to the image of the principal 

consumed with administrative tasks void of instructional substance” (Terosky, 2013, p. 6). 

Candidates who have graduated from educational leadership programs since approximately 2007 

have been conferred degrees in Instructional Leadership. Therefore, leaders who assume 

assistant principal positions and have graduated recently should be prepared instructional leaders 

and able to assist the principal with curriculum needs. On the other hand Usdan (2000) 

contended, “…assistant principals and teachers sometimes receive little or no experience or 

preparation to help them become school leaders” (p. 9), meaning that future assistant principal 

also need to be experienced with handling day to day school operations. “Principal training 

seldom is anchored in hands-on leadership experience in real schools, where principals-in-

training might learn valuable lessons in shaping instructional practice, sharing and delegating 

authority, nurturing leadership ability among school faculty and staff, and exercising community 

and visionary leadership” (Usdan, 2000, p. 9). 

Educational leadership graduates today have been trained and completed internships at 

each school level and certified for pre-kindergarten through twelfth grade as instructional 

leaders.  There are certain curriculum standards that now steer leadership preparation programs. 

Murphy (2003) maintains: 



40 
 

that school leadership roles require professional practice driven by standards focused in 

the development of effective leadership. The aim of the Interstate School Leaders 

Licensure consortium was to reform the concepts of educational leaders and raise the bar 

for school leaders to enter and stay in the profession. This effort produced something now 

known as the ISLLC standards. More than 40 states department of public instruction that 

license or certify school principals have adopted and used the ISLLC standards as the 

basis for principal certification (p. 224). 

The new standards require that candidates take part in field-based internships at the 

elementary, middle, and high school levels so that they can get that hands-on leadership 

experience. “School-based leadership experiences like these help aspiring leaders understand and 

apply theory and research typically emphasized in formal university preparation programs. 

Schools that offer such experiences can become true leadership learning laboratories” (Crow, 

2003, p. 745). 

Darling-Hammond, LaPointe, Meyerson, Orr, and Cohen (2007), completed a report that 

examined eight exemplary leadership development programs. They found common elements that 

were linked to the success of these programs. Each of the eight programs had research-based 

content, curricular consistency, field-experience internships, problem-based education 

approaches, cohort arrangements, mentoring, and partnerships between universities and school 

districts (Darling-Hammond, 2007). Barnett (2000) added in the report on leadership preparation 

programs that champions of cohort grouping approaches uphold that adult learning is best 

accomplished when it is part of a communally consistent activity arrangement that accentuates 

shared rights for knowledge, chances for collaboration, and solidarity in practice-oriented 

conditions  (Barnett, 2000).  
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Assistant principal owning a knowledge base of theory for practice.  A review of the 

Leadership Initiative for Tomorrow’s Schools (LIFTS) model is an example of this change on 

school leadership preparation programs. The LIFTS is a program model that began around 1994 

at the University of Buffalo as a response to the need for a new curricular approach to 

administrator preparation. LIFTS prepares principals to focus on the teaching-learning 

process to develop their ability to lead instructional teams, which is a non-traditional role for 

secondary principals (Jacobson & Cypress, 2012). 

The idea of the assistant principal owning a knowledge base of theory that has been 

gained from a leadership preparation program is commendable, but to be able to apply that 

knowledge on the job exhibits competency. According to the LAMPS (learning about mastery, 

practice and sustainability) model developed by the Leadership Learning Community, there are 

four fields or quadrants of reflective practice (Green, 2014). The LAMPS model proposes that 

throughout a leader’s tenure he/she will experience or cycle through each quadrant and gain 

useful knowledge for daily practice. Green (2014) provided the following explanation of the 

model and its practicality: 

The four-quadrant model is utilized for continuous evaluation and development of 

programs in leadership and reflective practice. The model is built on the concept of two 

axes, horizontal and vertical. The horizontal axis is the time dimension, represented as a 

continuum. At one end is Short Term Focus and at the other end is Long Term Focus. 

The vertical axis is the process dimension, which attends to the locus of attention in 

leadership work. At the ends are Internal Process and External Process. The four 

quadrants generated are Learning, Mastery, Practice, and Sustainability. The model can 

also be thought about in terms of the acronym LAMPS, which stands for learning about 
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mastery, practice and sustainability; the light that most leadership development programs 

attempt to bring. The quadrants in the model are not ritualistic, meaning that there is no 

certain time frame in which a leader should cycle through or experience a quadrant. 

Green (2014) showed the quadrants are as follows:  

Quadrant I —Preparation: Learning “me” Internal Process/Short Term Focus Skill 

development, planning and preparation characterize this quadrant. It involves 

developing goals for work and evaluating internal competencies for action. 

Quadrant II —Transformation: Mastery “I/we” Internal Process/Long Term Focus. 

This quadrant is characterized by mastery of key elements of the given area of focus. 

It involves a developmental process of implementing skills and a progressive capacity 

to take creative action.  Quadrant III — Practice “you”: External Process/Short Term 

Focus. This quadrant involves application of competencies and skills, either in a new 

way or for the first time. It may include a variety of forms, most commonly a 

presentation of plans to others or the initial “on the ground” efforts with those for 

whom service is offered. Preparation in this quadrant may involve seeking counsel 

from others and gathering resources needed to take action. Quadrant IV—

Sustainability “we”: External Process/Long Term Focus. This quadrant brings the 

focus to the ongoing implications of collective action. It is called sustainability 

because it is the locus where learning, practice and mastery converge to create an 

external process. It is the quadrant where growth potential can be realized and 

effectiveness most noted. (Green, 2014, pp. 1-3) 
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Once the leader has matriculated through each quadrant, certain levels of competency 

should be exhibited. The assistant principal is able to assist the principal and the school in a way 

that is advantageous to the entire organization. Once the organization comes together as a whole, 

it begins to operate as a system (Daft, 2013). Bringing all the pieces together to make the 

organization a system requires utilizing the skills of teachers as well and developing their 

leadership skills.  

Teachers as Leaders  

Another approach that is also associated with distributed leadership is the concept of 

teacher leadership (Hulpia, Devos, & Rosseel, 2009). Teacher leadership may be seen as one 

important demonstration of distributed leadership as teachers are likely to be the individuals to 

whom leadership is distributed (Bush, 2015). Organizational benefits are recognized when the 

principal realizes the strengths of teacher leaders. Teachers taking on leadership roles in schools 

have certain competencies and their expertise as Moller and Pankake (2013) note:   

Teacher leaders are those teachers who look for resources to help them survive in the 

complex world of teaching, and credible teacher leaders often become those resources. 

Within schools, there may be a silent acknowledgement that these teachers know how 

best to work with students. Casually glancing into these teacher leaders’ classrooms, 

listening to their comments in meetings, and actually talking to students of these teachers 

are strategies other teachers employ to learn about their teaching (pp. 25-26).   

 Principals who distribute leadership to teacher leaders heighten opportunities for the 

learning organization so that it can benefit from the capabilities of more of its members. This 

repeated action permits members to capitalize on the range of their distinct strengths, and to 

foster in organizational members a broader appreciation of interdependence and show how one’s 
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behavior effects the organization as a whole (Leithwood, Day, Sammons, Harris, & Hopkins, 

2006). The research findings of Devos, Tuytens, and Hulpia (2013), attest that “leadership in 

schools is no longer solely performed by the school principal; instead leadership is an aggregated 

function, and other [teacher leaders] of the leadership team with formally designated leadership 

roles take part in leading the school” (p. 212).    

Teacher leader roles.  The roles that teachers take on can be perceived as formal or 

informal as Devos, Tuytens, and Hulpia (2013) reported in a study on leadership.  In the study, 

they considered the involvement of teachers, teacher teams, and students in school wide 

decision-making. “The study perceived distributed leadership as a collective form of decision 

making in which mainly teachers but also other stakeholders (e.g., students or parents) take part” 

(p. 214).  In this study, the spotlight was not on formal positions of leadership but rather informal 

leadership.  This study supports that leadership positions are often assumed without formal 

obligation or authority as echoed by Sentocnick (2012), and resolutions about who leads and 

who follows are commanded by the task, rather than by the position in the hierarchy (Sentocnick, 

2012). Teachers take on leadership positions that are voluntarily assumed or are delegated by 

formal leaders.  

It is important for visionary leaders to identify the goals of their school and to link them 

with teachers' professional development and to utilize the skills of teacher leaders within the 

building to lead some professional development. Devos, Tuytens, and Hulpia (2013) support that 

the efficacy of schools not only depends on the principal, but also on cooperative and collective 

efforts of the teachers, which help them to grasp opportunities and gain leadership skills, and 

then build the leadership capacity of the school while working together as a team. Some teachers 

who have assumed leadership roles and have been delegated responsibilities by building 
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administrators, have assumed the responsibility for commissioning the progression of the school. 

They have taken ownership for making their part of the system work. “In the real life of schools 

and school systems, teacher leadership emerges in a multitude of roles, each of which can 

provide valuable service” (Moller & Pankake, 2013, p. 27). Teachers who emerge in these roles 

are the teachers who are visible in the media center, they are the teachers who others go to for 

guidance, they are approachable and they also have the ability to influence others and their 

leadership shows up in formal and informal roles (Moller & Pankake, 2013, p. 26).Moller and 

Pankake (2013) believe,  

…. informal teacher leader roles are the most powerful influence for improved teaching 

and learning outcomes. In fact when teachers are asked to identify teacher leaders based 

on who is competent, credible, and approachable, they frequently name those teachers in 

the school who do not have formal roles or titles. Informal teacher leaders fulfill such a 

variety of roles that it is difficult to group them into categories. The driving force behind 

these individuals is that they have a passion for whatever issue they are addressing (p. 

28). 

Formal and informal roles. Thompson (2003) provided a list of concrete examples of 

the informal and formal roles of teacher leaders as they have been distributed by the principal or 

assumed based on needs of the organization. The list includes:   

Mentoring new and current teachers (formal and/or informal),  

Designing and implementing teacher professional development to increase teacher 

effectiveness (formal), Serving as department chairs (formal), Serving as union 

representatives (formal), Serving as site committee members (formal), Serving as staff 
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developers (formal), Serving as curriculum specialists (formal), Leading professional 

learning communities (informal), Assisting or guiding colleagues in accessing or 

selecting appropriate research-based strategies (informal), and Engaging in reflective 

dialogue with colleagues to improve instruction and student results (informal) 

(Thompson, 2010, p. 13). 

It is apparent that there is a need for leadership to be distributed to include teacher leaders 

or to develop teacher leaders. Undoubtedly, principals can no longer do it alone as the role of the 

principal in today’s schools is progressively multifarious and time- intense. Principals have many 

varied responsibilities (e.g., discipline, facility maintenance, community relations, instructional 

leader, teacher evaluator, teacher mentor, reform leader, etc.) and need the help of their teacher 

leaders to facilitate change and reform to expand school and student performance (Thompson, 

2010).  Figure 5 provides an illustration of the research thus far on the formal and informal roles 

of teacher leaders.  

 

Figure 5. Formal and Informal Roles of Teacher Leaders 
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Leadership Accountability  

 In the United States today, there is the pressure of accountability in every school system. 

Superintendents are placed in position to implement state policy and curriculum. In response to 

this, principals have to deal with local school policies as they relate to district and state 

obligations. Educational policies and daily demands of operating a school can cause dilemmas 

that require input from several people. Principals have to decide within their buildings that will 

be responsible for what and to what extent. “It's about unlocking staff potential. It is an important 

part of staff welfare. If you give people the chance to try things, they will feel better about the 

place they work” (Hammans, 2008, p. 20).  No one person should try to single handedly run a 

school, no matter the size. 

Distributed leadership. Distributing the leadership makes for much more successful 

secondary environments when leaders share the load of duties and responsibilities. “Many, rather 

than few, have a share of responsibility for the shared purpose— a view of leadership requiring 

the redistribution of power and authority toward those who hold expertise and not necessarily 

privileging those with formal titles” (Copland & Boatright, 2006, p. 14).  The principal does 

have the title, which by definition means leader, chief, first in command, head teacher, head of 

school, or headmaster. However, the title alone does not dictate that leadership cannot be shared 

and that the principal has to be alone trying to make school work. With distributed leadership, 

decisions about who leads and who follows are dictated by the task or problem situation, not 

necessarily by where one sits in the hierarchy (Copland & Boatright, 2006). 

Taking into account the stresses of the leadership challenges distinctive to the problem of 

making high school work for all students, it is not always apparent what leaders should do to 
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contribute. Trying to determine who will do what on the team can even be just as much of a 

challenge. Klar (2012) noted: 

 To meet accountability demands, principals are being encouraged to enhance schools 

organizational capacities by distributing leadership and initiating professional 

communities. Yet, relatively little attention has focused on how to develop the 

capabilities of potential co-leaders, and professional communities can be difficult to 

initiate and sustain. (p. 365) 

Develop leadership. Building capacity for leading is a job that is too big for the principal 

and it is a far more attainable feat if it is a team effort. Robert Hill, the former Downing Street 

adviser and author of several books about school management argued: "There's a recognition that 

you have to develop leadership qualities at different levels, for strategy, for the curriculum and 

for support services. All these jobs need to operate in a coordinated way” (Hill, 2008, p. 2) . It is 

true that in order for leadership structures to be maintained they must be coordinated just as Hill 

(2008) contends. In relation to what Hill (2008) argues, Copland and Boatwright (2006) concur 

that, “Leadership built from expertise broadly exercised in service of consensual goals offers, at 

least in theory, a more promising chance for lasting innovation to take root in schools than does a 

chain of command approach to implementing change” (Copland & Boatright, 2006, p. 14). 

Recognizing strengths. Recognizing strengths of constituents is a must for building and 

developing people. Strengths must not only be realized among leaders for curriculum purposes, 

but also for support services. “The presence of multiple leaders steering the transformation of 

high schools is confounded by public expectations about what high school should be, including 

expectations for expansive, diverse course and program offerings” (Copland & Boatright, 2006, 

p. 9).  
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Alabama Continuum. To fulfill the need of enriching school leadership among 

principals and administrators, the Alabama State Department of Education (2005) developed the 

Alabama Continuum for Instructional Leaders. The continuum was developed to authenticate 

high levels of leadership in areas that would most straightforwardly affect student and teacher 

learning and performance in schools throughout Alabama. “The Alabama Continuum for 

Instructional Leaders is a tool to make the Alabama Standards for Instructional Leaders more 

accessible and understandable to instructional leaders throughout their careers: from pre-service 

through induction and beyond” (Alabama Continuum for Instructional Leader Development, 

2005, p. 5). 

The Continuum serves as a framework for the collaborative work of mentors and 

beginning leaders; as each reflects on observations and job demands, the Continuum can 

guide discussions and professional development. Experienced instructional leaders can 

also use the Continuum to inform their own performance and growth (e.g., by reflecting 

on practice, asking colleagues for feedback, and gathering data to document growth) 

(2005, p. 7). 

Principals and assistant principals in Alabama use this continuum as a means of self-

reflection. “The Governor’s Congress on School Leadership identified eight standards for 

instructional leaders with the understanding that their work is demanding and complex. Whether 

a leader serves in a small rural school or in a large urban school, the job is rigorous and never 

simple” (Alabama Continuum for Instructional Leader Development, 2005, p. 14). There are 

eight job performance standards for instructional leaders in Alabama and they are as follows: 

planning for continuous improvement, teaching and learning, human resource development, 

diversity, community and stakeholder relationships, technology, management of the learning 
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organization, and ethics (Alabama Continuum for Instructional Leader Development, 2005). 

These eight standards are relative as leadership is distributed through roles and responsibilities to 

assistant principals and teacher leaders. Assistant principal job descriptions and responsibilities 

are expected to reflect the instructional leadership standards. With many states focusing on 

college and career readiness standards, there is pressure for not only the principal to be the 

instructional leader but in accordance with the Alabama Instructional Leader (2005) Standard 2, 

it is also necessary for the assistant principal to lead instruction for the school.  

Standard 2: Teaching and Learning. The instructional leader promotes and monitors the 

success of all students in the learning environment by collaboratively aligning the 

curriculum; by aligning the instruction and the assessment process to ensure effective 

student achievement; and by using a variety of benchmarks, learning expectations, and 

feedback measures to ensure accountability.  

Pipeline of expectations. There is a pipeline of expectations for instructional leaders in 

Alabama. In light of Alabama Instructional Leader (2005) Standard 2, assistant principals are 

responsible for ensuring that decisions about curriculum, instructional strategies (including 

instructional technology), assessment, and professional development for teachers are based on 

comprehensive research, best practices, school and district statistics, and other relative 

information and that reflection and collaboration are used to design significant and applicable 

experiences that improve student achievement.  

To meet the demands of improved student achievement, the Common Core was 

developed. “The Common Core focuses on developing the critical-thinking, problem-solving, 

and analytical skills students will need to be successful” (Common Core State Standards 

Initiative Preparing America's students for College ad Career, 2015). Clough and Montgomery 
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(2015) reported the following about Common Core and the College and Career Readiness 

Standards: 

Since 2001, ESEA has required each state to submit to a federal peer-review process 

under which they must demonstrate to the US Department of Education that its standards 

and assessments are aligned. States began rigorously revising or replacing their state 

standards and assessment systems to reflect the knowledge and skills students need to be 

prepared for college and career by the time they graduate from high school. A majority of 

states have adopted the Common Core State Standards and will be using new assessments 

assess progress toward those standards” (p. 2).  

The superintendent of Education for the state of Alabama, Bice (2015) shared:   

The Alabama State Board of Education approved the adoption of the internationally 

benchmarked Common Core State Standards along with selected Alabama standards in 

November 2010.  By combining both Common Core and Alabama's standards, our state 

has adopted one of the most comprehensive sets of standards in the nation, ensuring 

students are prepared for a successful future in the ever-expanding global environment 

(Alabama College and Career Ready Standards CCRS, 2015). 

Once the Alabama State Board of Education approved the adoption of the Common Core 

State Standards (2010) along with selected Alabama standards, a task force was enforced. The task 

force became responsible for providing the following:  

Adequate professional development for teachers and administrators, curriculum and 

teaching guides developed and provided to teachers and administrators, inclusion of the 

Common Core Standards into all university pre-service teacher preparation programs, 

and selected Alabama content added and adequate textbooks and other resources 
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provided (2015, p. 8). 

Professional development. As a result of principals, assistant principals, and teacher 

leaders receiving meaningful and ongoing professional development and then sharing in leading 

school improvement, students are expected to be prepared for college or to begin a career upon 

graduating high school. Through utilization of distributed leadership, an active and effective 

leadership team can become an independent part of a well-run school. This can come to pass when 

the principal allows strengths to be shared.  

Shared leadership occurs when all members of a team are fully engaged in the leadership 

of the team: Shared leadership entails a simultaneous, ongoing, mutual influence process 

within a team that involves the serial emergence of official as well as unofficial leaders. 

In other words, shared leadership could be considered a case of fully developed 

empowerment in teams (Pearce & Manz, 2005, pp. 133 - 134). 

When leadership is shared or distributed between principals and assistant principals for 

the purpose of building capacity a stronger more stable educational structure is established. “The 

complex demands of the principal and the pictured image of him or her carrying the school on 

their shoulders all alone to improve a school come in part from orthodox coherent organizational 

frames” (Grubb & Flessa, 2006, p. 520).  

As leadership is distributed, assistant principals and teacher leaders are becoming more 

representative of their schools in building and constructing a professional learning organization.  

According to Senge (2005) “organizations are where people continually expand their capacity to 

create the results they truly desire, where new and expansive patterns of thinking are nurtured, 

where collective aspiration is set free, and where people are continually learning to see the whole 

together” (p.102).  
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Fostering productive relationships. Assistant principals in secondary schools today are 

serving as leaders at curriculum meetings, they perform teacher evaluations, and they hold 

powerful conversations that lead to garnering lasting relationships.  Goodman and Berry (2013) 

wrote, 

Most colleagues would agree that the challenge of becoming an effective assistant 

principal isn't related to data training, understanding the nuances of student rights, or the 

technical knowledge of how to build a master schedule. Instead the real challenge is in 

effectively fostering productive relationships with a myriad of stakeholders (p. xvi). 

Through systems thinking that centers on distributing leadership, assistant principals can be 

instrumental resources or forces in creating effective learning organizations. 

Summary 

Leithwood (2006) holds that dispersing or sharing leadership is more than just 

distribution of roles. He proposed that dispersing leadership throughout the learning environment 

allows people to share in the decision-making and fosters a greater level of importance 

individually. If distributed leadership is to become a practice or a daily application to the school 

organization, then the school leader must know his people so that the strengths of assistant 

principals and teacher leaders can be utilized. Figure 6 provides a visual illustration of leadership 

accountability as reported by researchers. 
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Figure 6. Leadership Accountability

Figure 7. Literature Map of Distributed Leadership
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Chapter III: Research Methods 

The purpose of this multiple case study was to understand how the theory of distributed 

leadership is translated into practice at the secondary school level as perceived by principals, 

assistant principals and teacher leaders. The central research question that guided this study was, 

“In what ways is leadership distributed in secondary schools to assistant principals and teacher 

leaders? There were five sub questions which were:  

1. In ways does the principal perceive that he/she distributes leadership in school? 

2. In what ways do assistant principals perceive that leadership is distributed to them in the 

school? 

3. In what ways do teacher leaders perceive that leadership is distributed to them in the 

school?  

4. What benefits result when leadership is distributed? 

5. What challenges exist when distributed leadership is the practiced in the school? 

Qualitative Research and Tradition of Inquiry 

 The researcher utilized the qualitative research approach with the intention of 

understanding how principals distributed leadership to assistant principals and teacher leaders at 

the high school level.  Qualitative methodology was appropriate to use for this study because the 

researcher needed to recognize the practices of those principals who distributed leadership to 

people in formal and informal leadership positions for participation in the study.  “Qualitative 

researchers study things in their natural settings, attempting to make sense of, or interpret, 
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phenomena in terms of the meanings people bring to them.” (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005, p. 3) 

Thus, the practices of qualitative research were employed. 

 The case study design was chosen from the different methods of qualitative research 

available.  “Case study research is a qualitative approach in which the investigator explores a 

bounded system (a case) or multiple bounded systems (cases) … through detailed, in-depth data 

collection involving multiple sources of information” (Cresswell, 2007, p. 73).   This study was a 

multiple-case study because the researcher looked at distributed leadership practices in three 

suburban high schools of similar sizes and investigated how both the formal and informal leaders 

in the schools perceived their leadership roles and responsibilities.  The researcher examined the 

individual phenomena by assessing the principal’s distributed leadership practices.  She also 

examined the organizational phenomena in regard to how distributed leadership was enacted in 

each school and the benefits and challenges associated with the enactment of distributed 

leadership.  

 The researcher sought to explore different perspectives of how leadership was distributed 

in selected secondary schools, and to whom. This information was gleaned from interviews with 

the head principals of the three high schools. Then, the researcher assessed the roles and 

responsibilities of assistant principals and teacher leaders in the high schools, and conducted 

face-to-face interviews with them, asking for their perceptions of how they had assumed their 

leadership roles. With all participants, the researcher inquired about their perceptions of the 

benefits and challenges of distributed leadership. In addition, triangulation of data was 

established by looking for artifacts from the school that identified how distributed leadership was 

articulated or described in any written documents. 
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 Creswell (2007) described case study in this manner: “research involves the study of an 

issue explored through one or more cases within a bounded system (i.e., a setting, a context)” (p. 

73).  The case studies were bounded by location and school size, which are limitations to the 

study.  The location for the study was one southeastern state, and three cases of suburban high 

schools of different sizes were purposefully chosen.  Table 4 illustrates the population/sample for 

this qualitative study. 

Table 3 

Population/Sample 
Qualitative 

Sampling 
Procedures 

Purposive Sampling 
• Assistant principals and teacher leaders of schools based on 

student enrollment ( 1978 to 377 students), location, number of 
assistant principals, ethnicity of administrators, level of 
experience, and gender 

• Face-to-face interviews 
• Triangulation of interview, observations, and physical artifacts 

Primary Unit of 
Analysis 

 

• Individual 
• Research questions will focus on principals, assistant principals 

and teacher leaders and their perception of their distributed roles 
of leadership. 

Participants 

 Permission to interview principals, assistant principals, and teacher leaders was sought 

from three superintendents of suburban school districts within the state.  Once permission was 

granted to communicate with the principals, assistant principals, and designated teacher leaders, 

an IRB proposal was submitted to the Auburn University Institutional Review Board. When it 

was approved, discussion took place through email and telephone conversations to arrange for 

site visits.  During the initial site visits, more detailed information about the study was provided 

to the principal.  The principal was asked to permit the researcher to draw on multiple sources of 

information that included observations, semi-structured interviews, documents, and audiovisual 
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material.  Assistant principals were sought with regards to their level of experience, formal 

leadership preparation, ethnicity, and gender.  The factors were considered to provide the most 

diverse population of applicants.  The study was also bound by time.  The observations and 

interviews all occurred during May through September 2016. 

 The researcher used several aspects of qualitative research to add insight into the results: 

cooperation with respondents as the researcher and participants interacted, the nature of the 

interview process which engaged respondents, the opportunity to probe (i.e. “help me understand 

why you feel that way”) enabling the researcher to reach beyond initial responses and rationales, 

the opportunity to observe, record, and interpret non-verbal communication (body language, 

voice inflection) as part of a participant feedback, and the opportunity to engage participants 

using interview skills to help overcome the self-consciousness that can impede instinctive 

reactions and comments.  To demonstrate qualitative research integrity, the researcher disclosed 

her own professional roles and how those might influence the study.  During conversational 

interviews, interview guidelines taken from Patton (2002) were used.    

Creswell (2007) suggested that in a multiple case study, “the one issue or concern is 

again selected, but the inquirer selects multiple case studies to illustrate the issue” (p. 74).  The 

practices of distributed leadership in each school were described as a “case.”  The researcher not 

only looked at the themes presented within each case, but also the themes that transcended across 

cases. Observations of the physical elements of each school’s environment, principal interactions 

with assistant principals and teacher leaders, copies of memos, emails, copies of minutes from 

leadership team meetings, assistant principal professional learning plans, teacher leaders 

professional learning plans, and lists of leader responsibilities were given to the researcher as 

additional resources of school leadership practices.  These tools afforded the researcher the 
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opportunity to see how the principal communicated leadership.  Yin (2003), recommends six 

types of information be collected: documents, archival records, interviews, direct observations, 

participant-observations, and physical artifacts.  This triangulation provided additional insights 

into the participants and their experiences. “Any case study finding or conclusion is likely to be 

more convincing and accurate if it is based on several difference sources of information, 

following a corroboratory mode” (Yin, 2008, p. 116) To protect the identity of the participants, 

each principal, assistant principal, and teacher leader was given a pseudonym designated as 

Principal #1, Principal #2, Principal #3, Assistant Principal #1, Assistant Principal #2, Assistant 

Principal #3, Assistant Principal #4, Assistant Principal #5, Teacher Leader #1, Teacher Leader 

#2, Teacher Leader #3, and so on.  

 The researcher sought to discover the distributed leadership practices of the principals 

based on the roles and responsibilities that had been assigned to, or assumed by assistant 

principals and teacher leaders.  By collecting data from multiple sources: examining school 

documents, interviewing principals, assistant principals and teacher leaders in their natural 

settings, the researcher was able to gain multiple perspectives for investigating distributed 

leadership practices at the high school level.  

Evidence for this study derives from a purposeful sample of 3 principals, 7 assistant 

principals, and 3 teacher leaders in 3 suburban schools within Alabama. The researcher selected 

the 3 high schools based on student population/Class designation in the state, location, number of 

assistant principals, diversity of administrators, and number of teachers. The high schools ranged 

in size from 2,892 students to 1,645 students. Assistant principals and teacher leaders of diverse 

backgrounds were sought to interview to provide a different lens to the study.  Table 4 illustrates 

the suburban high school size description.  
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Table 4 

 Suburban high school size description 

Class Student 
Enrollment 

Average Number of 
Assistant Principals 

Teacher 
Leaders 

7A 2960-1003 3-4 2 
6A 1002-570 2-4 2 
5A 569-378 1-2 2 
4A 377-285 1 2 

The researcher will select the 3 high schools based on student population/Class 
designation in the state, location, number of assistant principals, diversity of 
administrators, and number of teachers. 

Researcher’s Role 

 Creswell (2008) stated that qualitative researchers should position themselves in their 

writing and make their “position” explicit.  The researcher’s role in this study was to understand 

how principals distribute leadership to assistant principals and teacher leaders at the secondary 

school level.  At the time the study was conducted, the researcher served as a special education 

teacher in a suburban school district located in a southeastern state, which served approximately 

2,960 students.  Additionally, the researcher was housed in a high school, which served 

approximately 659 students.  The researcher also served as a school district accreditation 

specialist across the United Stated. Before the researcher matriculated into the role of a resource 

teacher, she served as an assistant principal for three years at a large rural high school located in 

a southeastern state which served approximately 1400 students. She worked as a speech therapist 

for four years and served students in pre-k through grade 12. The researcher was cognizant of the 

biases and experiences that she had pertaining to the study; therefore, she made a conscious 

effort to bracket her experiences in order to understand the position of the participants.   

Components of Research Design 

 Yin (2008) stated that there are five components to a research design that are 

specifically important for a case study: 
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1. Study question; 

2. propositions, if any; 

3. unit(s) of analysis; 

4. logic linking the data to the propositions; and  

5. criteria for interpreting the findings (p. 27). 

The questions for the interviews with the principals, assistant principals and teacher 

leaders for this study follow this general pattern, making adjustments in wording/perspective for 

each role: 

1. In what ways do you think you distributed leadership to assistant principals within your 

school?   

2. How do you determine what leadership roles you share with your assistant principal(s); 

same question for teacher leaders?  

3. To what extent do personal attributes determine roles and responsibilities of assistant 

principals in this school?  

4. In what ways do you think distributed leadership is a benefit to your school? 

5. In what ways is distributed leadership a challenge to enact in your school?  

 The units of analysis for this study were the principals, assistant principals, and teacher 

leaders as designated to by the school principals.  Often cases are individuals, a group, or a 

specific type of leader.  The research questions defined the unit of analysis as the principals, 

assistant principals and teacher leaders. 

Protocols and Interviews 

The researcher developed five questions based on presumed role responsibilities and 

functions as distributed by principals and assistant principals. These questions were selected 
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because they were based on the literature, which indicated distributed leadership involves the 

sharing of influence by the principal of the school with team members who step forward when 

situations warrant, providing the leadership necessary, and then stepping back to allow others to 

lead.  

Data Analysis 

Interviews with participants were audiotaped with prior consent provided by participants. 

Responses were transcribed and quotes that were relative to the participant roles were coded and 

then themed. Main themes were sought that would add deep description to the distributed forms 

of leadership to assistant principals. A Within Case Analysis then a Cross Case Analysis was 

done to analyze the data. The researcher relied on Bernard and Ryan (2010) methodology for 

guidance with analyzing collected data.  

Validation strategies.  The researcher utilized different strategies to ensure validity of 

the data.  According to Pyett (2003), “a good researcher cannot avoid...returning again and again 

to the data to check whether the interpretation is true to the data and the features identified are 

corroborated by other interviews” (p. 1170).  The first validation strategy was implemented when 

the interview protocol was designed.  Interview questions were aligned with the research 

literature on teacher leadership, instructional coaching, and professional development that was 

accessed as a background to this study.  The second validation strategy was the field-testing of 

the interview protocol with practicing assistant principals and seeking their feedback, which 

resulted in refining the interview questions.  

The third set of validation strategies pertained to achieving accurate information from the 

participants.  After the interviews of the participants were complete, the researcher returned the 

transcribed interviews to each participant for their reading, to ensure accuracy.  This component 



63 
 

of qualitative research is described as member checking.  It is an important procedure for 

establishing credibility (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Schwandt, 2007).  During this process, the 

researcher afforded each participant an opportunity to ensure that the information that was 

received during the interview process was accurately recorded and represented the views of the 

participants.  Each participant received the transcript in its entirety.   

The fourth validation strategy is called triangulation.  The researcher utilized multiple 

data sources to collect information on the perceived and enacted practices of principals, assistant 

principals, and teacher leaders who serve in suburban high schools.  

The last validation strategy pertained to the accuracy of coding and theming the findings 

of the study.  The researcher returned to the data multiple times with at least a day passing 

between re-visits to the transcripts, to ensure that no element of importance was missed as the 

coding and theming took place. 

Summary 

 The purpose of this study was to understand how the theory of distributed leadership is 

translated into practice at the secondary school level as perceived by principals, assistant 

principals and teacher leaders.  The researcher conducted this multiple case study by utilizing a 

qualitative research design.  The researcher purposefully selected participants in this study who 

worked in one southeastern state in the United States and only in public school systems.  The 

researcher implemented validation strategies throughout the study to insure accuracy of the 

findings. 
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Chapter IV: Findings 

The purpose of this study was to understand how principals distribute leadership to 

assistant principals and teacher leaders at the secondary school level. The researcher utilized the 

qualitative research approach.  Qualitative methodology was appropriate to use for this study 

because the researcher needed to recognize the practices of those principals who distributed 

leadership to people in formal and informal leadership positions for participation in the study.  

 This study was a multiple-case study because the researcher looked at distributed 

leadership practices in three suburban high schools with three different groups (or cases) of 

individuals (principals, assistant principals, and teacher leaders) and investigated how these 

formal and informal leaders in the schools perceived their leadership roles and responsibilities.  

The researcher examined the individual phenomena by assessing the principal’s distributed 

leadership practices, from the principal’s perspective, the assistant principal’s perspective, and 

teacher leader perspectives.  The researcher also examined the organizational phenomena, 

investigating how distributed leadership was enacted in each school and the benefits and 

challenges associated with the enactment of distributed leadership.  

The three types of leaders in each school were described as a “case.”  The researcher not 

only looked at the themes presented within each case, but also the themes that transcended across 

cases. The researcher chose to use interviews and artifacts to gather the data needed for this 

study.  Observations of the physical elements of each school’s environment, principal 

interactions with assistant principals and teacher leaders, copies of memos, assistant principal 

professional learning plans, teacher leaders’ professional learning plans, and lists of leader 
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responsibilities were given to the researcher as additional document sources of school leadership 

practices.  The central research question that guided this study was, “In what ways is leadership 

distributed in secondary schools to assistant principals and teacher leaders? There were five sub 

questions:  

1. In what ways does the principal perceive that he/she distributes leadership in the school? 

(Case #1) 

2. In what ways do assistant principals perceive that leadership is distributed to them in the 

school? (Case #2) 

3. In what ways do teacher leaders perceive that leadership is distributed to them in the 

school? (Case #3) 

4. What benefits result when leadership is distributed? 

5. What challenges exist when distributed leadership is practiced in the school? 

Evidence for this study was derived from a purposeful sample of three principals, seven 

assistant principals, and three teacher leaders (consisting of one formal teacher and one informal 

teacher leader as designated by the principal in each of the four schools) in 4 suburban high 

schools in one southeastern state. The researcher utilized a purposeful sampling method in order 

to select participants from specific locations because it would “purposefully inform an 

understanding of the research problem and central phenomenon in the study” (Creswell, 2008, p. 

156). The high schools ranged in size from 2,892 students to 1,645 students. The researcher 

selected the three high schools based on the following criteria: 1) Student population/Class 

designation in the state; 2) Location; 3) Number of assistant principals/diversity of 

administrators; and 4) number of teachers. Assistant principals and teacher leaders of diverse 

backgrounds were sought to interview to provide a broad lens to the study.  
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Permission to interview principals, assistant principals, and teacher leaders was sought 

from four superintendents of suburban school districts within the state.  Once permission was 

granted to communicate with the principals, assistant principals and designated teacher leaders, 

an IRB proposal was submitted to the university’s Institutional Review Board for Research 

Involving Human Subjects. When it was approved, the researcher contacted potential 

participants through email and telephone conversations to arrange for site visits and interviews. 

During the initial site visits, more detailed information about the study was provided to the 

principal, assistant principals, and teacher leaders, and their written consent were obtained. The 

study was also bound by time. The observations and interviews all occurred May through August 

of 2016.  

Study Setting (School #1) 

 Respect High School (pseudonym) is an urban school located in the northeastern part of 

the state, which serves over 2,892 students in grades nine through twelve. The diverse population 

of the students includes 59% White, 27% African-America, 7% Asian or Asian/pacific Islander, 

5% Hispanic, and 2% other.  Twenty-five percent of the students are economically 

disadvantaged.  There is one school principal, six assistant principals, 230 certified teachers, one 

instructional aide, and 56 support staff members employed at Respect High School. The 

administrative team is inclusive of the principal and the six assistant principals. Respect has two 

campuses – Respect High and Respect Hall that houses two academies. Both schools are located 

within walking distance of the other and are centrally located on one campus. There is an 

assistant principal at the Respect Hall campus to administrate it and the other five assistant 

principals are housed at the main building on the administrative wing.  
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At Respect High School the principal utilizes the assistant principal to help improve 

effective functioning of the school in different ways including: developing the master schedule, 

teacher grade level assignments, mentoring new teachers, observing/evaluating teachers, special 

education building administrator, advanced placement administrator, building operations 

manager, career academies/technology coordinator, providing professional development, 

analyzing students’ data, and finding resources to improve classroom instruction. Principals and 

assistant principals at Respect High School utilize teacher leaders to serve as curriculum leaders, 

yearbook advisors, professional development leaders, intervention/remediation specialist, school 

social media gurus, coaches, department heads, mentors, and technology specialist.  

The principal of Respect High School has implemented what he describes as a formal 

organizational command structure in his school. The principal informed the researcher that this 

type of leadership should come from the bottom up. An artifact showing the balance of 

leadership at Respect High School was provided to the researcher.  

Respect High School (pseudonym) is the larger of the two high schools in their district. 

The school day consists of eight periods with zero period beginning promptly at 7:20 am. The 

researcher had the opportunity to tour Respect at the beginning of the school day and observe 

some of the early morning operational procedures. Car riders were dropped off adjacent to the 

main building at the athletic wing and bus riders unloaded at the north end of the main building. 

There were teachers and an administrator on duty to oversee the drop off process for both areas. 

Tenth through twelfth grade students were allowed to drive to school.  

The building principal got the day started with a moment of silence, the pledge of 

allegiance, and morning announcements. The principal also ends each day with afternoon 

announcements. Once announcements were finished, the researcher went on a tour of the 



68 
 

administrative wing with the building principal. As the researcher listened and observed, it was 

evident that routines and procedures were in place (which was the norm of the school). It was 

clear who was leading and the strand of communication that was inherently in place. Students 

who were late checked in at two separate check-in points. This was done according to grade 

level.  

The front office staff welcomed the researcher and was accommodating with scheduling 

dates and times for interviews with assistant principals and teacher leaders. The building 

principal gave the researcher a walkthrough of the administrative wing of the main building. The 

researcher noticed how positively administrators, faculty, and staff responded to the building 

principal when he entered their offices. The environment of the school was open and positive, as 

was the communication between the principal and his constituents. Once the walkthrough was 

completed, the interview between the principal and the researcher took place. At the end of the 

interview, the researcher met with the principal’s secretary and interviews with assistant 

principals were scheduled. Once the interviews with the assistant principals were completed, the 

secretary scheduled times and dates for the researcher to meet with teacher leaders as 

recommended by the principal.  

Study Setting (School #2) 

Perseverance High School (pseudonym) is a suburban school located in the southeastern 

part of the state, which serves over 1,650 students which includes 70% White, 22% African-

America, 4% Asian or Asian/pacific Islander, 3% Hispanic, and 1% other.  Seventeen percent of 

the students qualify for free or reduced lunch, which serves ninth through twelfth grade.  

Perseverance High is part of a city school system and is the smaller of the two high school 

schools located in the suburban district. There is one school principal, four assistant principals, a 
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college and career specialist, and 133 certified teachers employed at Perseverance High School. 

The administrative team is inclusive of the principal and the four assistant principals. Seventy-

five percent of the faculty have a master’s degree or higher.  

Perseverance High School is a prestigious school located in a suburban district. The 

researcher visited this school on a day when students were not present. The principal was 

welcoming and provided the researcher with tour of the administrative building.  The culture of 

Perseverance conveyed a strong presence of parental involvement and emphasis on their 

advanced placement, international baccalaureate, and academy programs. The researcher 

observed that awards of academic excellence were hung along the entry foyer of the school. At 

Perseverance High School, there were twelve extracurricular sports for girls and thirteen for 

boys. This school displayed a noticeable interest in the arts; band, choir, and foreign languages. 

The academic status of Perseverance is reflected in the 95% graduation rate, 1300 average SAT 

score, and 27 average ACT score.  Administrators and teachers shared that their school is a safe 

and secure environment. No students were present.  

Study Setting (School #3) 

Nobility High School (pseudonym) is a large suburban school located in the southeastern 

part of the state. Nobility serves students in ninth through twelfth grade and the school is highly 

regarded by the community that it serves. The student enrollment is over 1,645 students that 

includes 82% White, 9% African-America, 5% Asian or Asian/pacific Islander, and 4% 

Hispanic.  Ten percent of the students qualify for free or reduced lunch. Nobility High is part of a 

county school system and is the largest of the seven high schools located in the district. The 

student population is 49% female and 51% male. There is a school principal, four assistant 

principals, and 92 certified teachers employed at Nobility High School. The administrative team 
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is inclusive of the principal, four assistant principals, and an athletic director. Seventy-five 

present of the faculty have a master’s degree or higher.  

Students at Nobility High have the opportunity to take advanced placement coursework 

and exams. Their average participation rate is 59% with 54% of students passing the exams 

given. The school was reported having a college readiness index of 39% and was once rated as 

one of the top high schools in America. It was also named a National Blue Ribbon School by the 

US Department of Education. The average ACT score for students at Nobility High is 25 and the 

graduation rate is 95%. Over 90% of the students meet or exceed proficiency standards in 

mathematics and English. The students of Nobility are offered dual enrollment with a nearby 

community college. This school is renowned for academics and extracurricular offerings. They 

have won record championships for academics, band, and athletics.  

The researcher visited Nobility on three separate occasions to complete interviews and 

each time the office staff was even more welcoming. The grounds of this school were well 

manicured and exuded a broad presence of pride and care. The secured entrance to the school 

resembled a grand office building with a foyer and waiting area for safety purposes. The 

principal of Nobility High School spoke freely and possessed a plethora of leadership awards. At 

the entrance to her office door was a National Board Certified plaque. She spoke of the process 

and elaborated on receiving the accolade. She disclosed that there were several principals in the 

school district who had served as assistant principals or administrative assistants under her 

leadership.  Table5 illustrates the demographics of participating schools. 
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Table 5 

Demographics of Participating Schools 
School Black White Hispanic Asian Other Total 

Respect 781 1706 145 202 58 2,892 

Perseverance 363 1155 66 50 17 1,650 

Nobility 148 1348 66 83  1645 

Participants’ Descriptions 

Principals. Principal #1 at Respect High School (pseudonym) had served in this capacity 

for eight years.  He stated how passionate he had been about leadership since he had been in the 

military.  He served as a coach and a classroom teacher for ten years, then as an assistant 

principal.  Afterwards, he became the principal at Respect High School.  Principal #1 had 26 

years in education and had a specialist degree in Education Leadership. 

 Principal #2 had served as the principal at Perseverance High School (pseudonym) for 

three years. Before that, he served as an assistant principal at a smaller high school for six years.  

He also coached varsity baseball, junior varsity and freshman basketball and freshman football 

and was a varsity football assistant coach at the university level for sixteen years.  He had been 

in the educational field for fifteen years with the majority of experiences as an English and 

physical education teacher.  Principal #2 reported that he has gained a lot of wisdom in his 40 

years of experience in education. Principal #2 had a specialist degree in Educational Leadership.   

Principal #3 had served as the principal at Nobility High School for eight years.  She has 

over 25 years of experience in education. Principal #3 served as an assistant principal at a nearby 

high school before becoming the high school program area specialist for that school district. She 

is currently the professional development supervisor for the school system that she now serves. 
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Principal #3 had earned a PhD in Instructional Leadership and reported to the researcher that 

being a principal is her dream job 

Assistant principals. Assistant Principal #1 had served for five years as ninth grade 

English teacher and then went on to teach twelfth grade English for six years while working as a 

peer helping teacher. Assistant principal #1 started her administrative career the tenth grade 

assistant principal and served in that position for one year. The next school year she was 

assigned the twelfth grade assistant principal responsibilities and has functioned in that capacity 

for the last two years. Assistant principal #1 was named Assistant Principal of the Year for the 

state in the school year 2015-2016. She held a master’s in Educational Administration and her 

entire career in education has been at Perseverance High School.  

Assistant Principal #2 had been a teacher and a coach for 27 years and has served as an 

assistant principal for ten years. As a coach, Assistant Principal #2 had winning athletic team 

records in football and baseball. His current principal at Perseverance High School sought him 

out because of his coaching abilities. Assistant principal #2 reported to the researcher that he 

takes pride in making and keeping Perseverance High School a safe learning environment for 

teachers and students. Assistant Principal #2 held a master’s in Educational Administration.  

Assistant Principal #3 was the principal of a K-12 school in a rural county school in the 

northeastern part of the state for fourteen years. During the later part of year fourteen while still 

serving as a principal, Assistant Principal #3 noticed that Perseverance High School had an 

opening for an assistant principal. She interviewed for the job and scored the position. Assistant 

Principal #3 notified the researcher that she was also a physical education teacher and girls 

basketball coach for eight years before becoming a principal. She believed that her coaching 

background helped her to secure the ninth grade assistant principal position at Perseverance High 
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School. Principal #3 had a specialist degree in Educational Leadership and had served as 

assistant principal for five years. She had a total of twenty-seven years in education.  

Assistant Principal #4 became assistant principal for the academies at Perseverance High 

School because he had a desire to do something different. He previously worked at IBM for 

sixteen years but wanted to take the skills that he acquired to teach. Assistant Principal #4 

wanted to do something where he could make a difference in the lives of people. Before serving 

as an assistant principal he was a career tech teacher at another high school in a neighboring 

suburban district for seven years. Assistant Principal #4 had a specialist degree in Educational 

Leadership, served seven years as an assistant principal at Perseverance and had a total of 

fourteen years in education.  

Assistant Principal #5 had worked as a history teacher and football coach for sixteen 

years in nearby district before becoming a high school assistant principal at Respect. His 

previous experiences also included him being the bus driver to and from football games. 

Assistant Principal #5 had a specialist degree in education and had served as an administrator at 

Respect High School for four years.  

Assistant Principal #6 worked at Nobility High School for twelve years as a French 

teacher. Then she transitioned from being a French teacher into the position of assistant principal 

at the same school. Assistant Principal #6 reported that she was by herself and in her own little 

world because she was the only teacher in subject area. She also reported to the researcher that 

she did a good job in her area because she did what she was supposed to do to be a star teacher. 

Assistant Principal #6 had served as assistant principal at Nobility High for three years. She had 

an Education Specialist degree and was enrolled in an education leadership doctoral program at a 

nearby university. Assistant Principal #6 had a total of 15 years of experience in education.  
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Assistant Principal #7 taught nine years before becoming an assistant principal. At the 

beginning of her tenth year at Nobility High School she moved into the role of Administrative 

Assistant. As a teacher she taught honors ninth and tenth grade history, then moved into teaching 

advanced placement twelfth grade government and politics. Assistant Principal #7 had a master’s 

degree in education and had a total of 12 years of experience in education that included the two 

years that she had served as an administrator. 

Teacher leaders. Teacher Leader #1 was a tenth grade English teacher/ curriculum 

specialist. She was the person who provided her grade level with resources from vertical team 

meetings. She worked closely with her principal and district liaisons to support the curriculum. 

Teacher #1 had a total of twenty-seven years teaching secondary English.  

Teacher Leader #2 was a special education teacher who worked as an inclusion and 

resource teacher for grades ten through twelve. This was his second time around being a high 

school special education teacher. He worked collaboratively with teachers in other departments 

to develop strategies, techniques, and tools that engaged reluctant learners.  Teacher #2 had a 

total of eighteen years in education with a master’s degree in special education, an add-on in 

history, and masters in administration. 

Teacher Leader #3 was a special education inclusion/resource teacher who served as 

department chair and transition specialist. Before teaching she worked as a vocational 

rehabilitation counselor. She reported to the researcher that she believed that just being in the 

role as the lead teacher probably stemmed from experience and having more in depth knowledge 

and hands on experience with not only students but with paperwork and procedural type issues 

since that's really big in the area of special education. Teacher Leader #3 had worked as a special 



75 
 

education teacher at various schools for a total of sixteen years. Table 6 illustrated the 

participants’ profile.  

Table 6 

Participants’ Profile 
Participant Gender Race Years Educational Experience 
Principal #1 Male White 26 Educ. Specialist 
Principal #2 Male White 40 Educ. Specialist 
Principal #3 Female White 25 Doctorate 

Assistant Principal #1 Female White 14 Master’s 
Assistant Principal #2 Female White 37 Master’s 
Assistant Principal #3 Female White 27 Educ. Specialist 
Assistant Principal #4 Male Black 14 Educ. Specialist 
Assistant Principal #5 Male Black 20 Educ. Specialist 
Assistant Principal #6 Female White 15 Educ. Specialist 
Assistant Principal #7 Female White 12 Master’s 

Teacher Leader #1 Female Black 27 Master’s 
Teacher Leader #2 Male Black 17 Master’s 
Teacher Leader #3 Female White 18 Bachelor’s 

Data Analysis Methods 

A multiple case study was designed in order to answer the following central research 

question: In what ways is leadership distributed in secondary schools to assistant principals and 

teacher leaders?  

Sub-questions.   

1. In what ways does the principal perceive that he/she distributes leadership in the school?  

2. In what ways do assistant principals perceive that leadership is distributed to them in the 

school?  

3. In what ways do teacher leaders perceive that leadership is distributed to them in the 

school?  

4. What benefits result when leadership is distributed?  

5. What challenges exist when distributed leadership is practiced in the school?  
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The three cases in this study were principals, assistant principals, and teacher leaders.  

After conducting the interviews, the recordings were professionally transcribed by Rev.com.   

The data was analyzed by utilizing a method called coding and theming (see detailed description 

in the next paragraph).  This process included analyzing data for similarities of the information 

reported in the interview and compiling them into manageable segments (Schwandt, 2007).  The 

researcher then grouped the codes into common themes within each case, and afterwards themes 

were analyzed across cases to identify similarities.  However, when conducting the cross case 

analysis, the researcher also looked for outliers that were reported and seemed significant 

(Creswell, 2013; Stake, 2006).   

 In hand-coding the data, the researcher implemented a five-step process created by 

Roberts (2010) for analyzing the interview transcripts.  First, the researcher thoroughly read all 

transcribed interviews twice before noting themes and patterns and assigning codes.  Creswell 

(2013) stated, “themes in qualitative research are broad units of information that consists of 

several codes aggregated to form a common idea” (p. 185).  Next, the researcher grouped the 

interview responses according to similarities and differences, and tagged the most significant 

information by developing a master-coding list of the responses.  During the third step, the 

researcher reviewed all transcripts, documented when references were repeated, and finalized the 

coding.  From the codes, themes, patterns, and categories were identified and aligned with the 

research questions in the fourth step.  Themes were organized under each research question in 

order for the researcher to create a “conceptual schema” that could be compared to the 

theoretical framework chosen for the study (Schreier, 2012).  The researcher analyzed themes 

within each case and across the three cases.  In the final step, the researcher reviewed all 
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transcripts again to ensure that primary themes and patterns indeed corroborated with the data 

obtained from the interviews.  This was done to establish validity of the data. 

The researcher reported the findings under each research question explaining how each 

case responded to the research questions.  Emergent themes for each research question and each 

case were presented with supporting quotes to provide a rich description of the findings and to 

improve this study’s credibility.  Then, the themes from each case were compared for each 

research question, resulting in summary matrices for each. The findings will be reported for each 

research question.  

Perceptions of How Leadership is Distributed 

The first three research questions pertained to how each group perceived that leadership 

was distributed. The findings are presented for the three cases in the following order: principals, 

assistant principals, and teacher leaders.  

Principals’ perceptions of how they distribute leadership. Five themes emerged from 

the principals’ responses to the interview question #1:  In what ways does the principal perceive 

that he/she distributes leadership in the school?  The themes are displayed in Table 5.  The 

findings revealed that all three principals perceived that they implemented the concept of 

distributed leadership to assistant principals and teacher leaders in their schools in the following 

ways. 1. Promotes a broad versus narrow perspective of leadership among the assistant 

principals, 2. Fosters an interdependent versus isolated culture decision-making by sharing 

influence with others, 3. Coordinates sustained versus sporadic communication throughout the 

school, 4. Provides clarification of flexible versus rigid leadership roles, 5. Assigns roles based 

on strengths-based versus traditional roles. 
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Theme #1 – Principal promotes a broad versus narrow perspective.  The principals 

stated how assistant principals, as leaders, promote a broad perspective of leadership as opposed 

to a narrow perspective of leadership.  The assistant principal promotes a broad versus narrow 

perspective of leadership by working with counselors, teacher leaders, and support staff to set 

and accomplish goals.  Principals stated that assistant principals also run a school within a 

school. Particularly, assistants work with the counselors to plan graduation, create student 

schedules, and to create the master schedule for the school.  This is all done in an effort to 

support the principal and distribute leadership through the school. Principal #1 stated, “The 

assistant principal possesses a broad perspective of leadership, which is demonstrated by meeting 

with counselors and teachers, the leadership team, and the positive behavior support team.” 

Principal #1 further stated: It can’t be just one person leading and he can’t afford to be 

the person leading the work in all of the areas.  Just as assistant principals are assigned specific 

roles, so are counselors. Counselors are assigned by grade level and a counselor is housed with 

them.  

The researcher asked Principal #1: In what ways do you think you distribute leadership to 

assistant principals and teacher leaders within your school?, and he stated the following:  

Our eleventh grade assistant principal is known as the eleventh grade administrator or the 

eleventh grade level principal. He is responsible for 11th grade student discipline and 

tardies, building operations, school safety, event scheduling, bell schedules, eleventh 

grade professional learning communities, credit recovery/advancement, eleventh grade 

teacher evaluations, Saturday school, alternative school/in-school suspension, Cross 

Roads/ New Beginnings Oversight, parking/traffic management enforcement, grounds 

management, and summer school. The other assistant principals are also over grade levels 
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and their responsibilities are also laid out in the same manner. Now the assistant principal 

at Respect Hall is regarded as the principal of that school even though it's a part of 

Respect High. As for the teacher leaders, that would include the technology team and 

curriculum leaders. They all report to me instead of the grade level principal.  

The researcher asked Principal #1: Why do you distribute leadership this way? His 

response, “It also allows me not be so overburdened and buried by work. I like to connect and 

interface.” Principal #2 stated the following when asked about the assistant principal’s roles and 

responsibilities: 

Actually, I'll begin with assistant principals, because I really do it in terms of assistant 

principals, department heads, and then just people who have exhibited teacher leadership 

qualities. In terms of our assistant principals, their roles are divided among different 

tasks. What I try to do with that is to give each assistant principal the opportunity to have 

experiences that one day will contribute to their being a principal himself or herself, 

because that's my goal. That's really the 'why' I do that with my assistant principals. For 

example, I make sure that they have experiences with budgeting and buses. So often 

assistant principals know little about school budgets and if it is a female assistant 

principal she may know little about building operations or buses. I make sure to delegate 

responsibilities so that assistants will have these experiences.  

The researcher asked Principal #2: Why do you distribute leadership this way? His 

response was: 

We try to develop our own leaders, and I think that if you go from an assistant principal 

position without ever having done any type of budgeting or any type of dealing with very 
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difficult situations in terms of parents, then it's a very overwhelming experience. When I 

was an assistant principal, I only dealt with curriculum. Therefore, I didn't deal with 

discipline. I didn't deal with busses. Those are things that you have to have a background 

in, in order to be able to run a building. 

Principal #3 stated the following pertaining to the roles and responsibilities of assistant 

principals: “I think one of the keys in leadership is to find out and build a team where everybody 

is in their strength, they have a chance to do what they're good at.” Principal #3 stated the 

following when asked why he distributes leadership the way he does: “I want people’s input so 

that we can make valid decisions.  I think that we should start with people whose boots are on the 

ground. What we try to do is develop people who have a voice.” Principal #3 referenced how 

assistant principals help by being mentors for students. Teachers have to deliver respect and 

leadership has to deliver it to teachers and students. He stated that he looks for people who care – 

persons who can stop what they are doing to help someone else. Mentoring is helping someone 

and showing him or her the way. This is what he looks for in his assistant principals.  

Theme #2 – Fosters a culture of interdependent versus isolated culture of shared 

decision-making. The principals of these large high schools where the principal participants 

were interviewed all mentioned that they seek to foster a culture of shared decision-making 

versus a fostering a culture of isolation. In this type of culture, the responsibilities expand from 

principals to assistant principals and to teacher leaders. The purpose of expanding these 

responsibilities is to foster a culture where the principal is not the sole leader in the day-to-day 

operations of the school. Principals stated that there is a need for interdependent decision-making 

relative to student management, curriculum monitoring, supervision, community relationships, 

resource allocation, and other administrative responsibilities.  
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 Principal #1 described his assistant principals as leaders who foster interaction among 

leaders and followers to comprehend situations and reach solutions.  He believes assistant 

principals should encourage everyone to contribute knowledge to the decision-making process. 

Principal #2 stated how he wanted his leaders to be building up other teachers, as is indicated by 

this quote: “You don't want them to be questioning whether one teacher is doing her job better 

than someone else, so we look at it as a whole school approach.” Principal #2 provided the 

following as an example of principals and assistant principals fostering shared accountability in 

her school. 

I knew how I always thought things should be done, from a teacher perspective, because I 

truly believe that if your teachers are not really running the building or running their 

areas, then it's not going to be a good school. I think you have to. That's the 'why' I do 

that. Teachers, first of all, I do think they're professionals. I think they want to be treated 

as professionals. That means giving them responsibility, having them make some 

decisions.  

Principal #3 stated: “I didn't want it to be an autonomy with leadership of this one person. I 

wanted it to be a group, because I think there's a lot of great people in this building.”  

Principals stated how they share their leadership responsibilities with assistant principals 

and teacher leaders.  They work with leaders to promote and create a collaborative culture 

instead of one where there is one heroic leader. They do this because all the work is done to 

enhance the overall organization and running a school building can be a complicated task. 

Principal #1 shared the following explanation of how and why he shares influence with his 

assistants and teacher leaders: “I’m always looking for input. We are all in this together.” 
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Principal #2 added the following example of budgeting for a proposed project to describe 

how she shares influence with assistant principals:  

They present it, and then I'm over it. I do look at it, but I do give them a chance to bring it 

and say, ‘This is what I think we need to do with it. This is where we're going with it. 

This is how much money we have. I need some ideas of how to get some more money.’  

Principal # 3 had the following to say when asked about fostering a culture of shared 

decision making by sharing influence with others. Principal #3 stated, “I always like to get the 

input, that way I can make a valid decision. Eventually, it's going to come to this desk, but I want 

to say that I have done my homework.” The principals shared scenarios with the researcher 

mirroring how they solicit help from one another. The building principal knows that ultimately 

the final decision will be his responsibility but once assistant principals have gained his 

confidence then they are free to run the areas which they have been distributed. All three of the 

principals agreed that they share influence because they want results and when it is a joint 

decision making process, there is less of a hierarchical structure.  

Theme #3 – Intentionally assigns roles/responsibilities based on the strengths-based 

versus traditional roles. Principals shared that some roles are delegated to specific leaders as 

determined by their experiences and level of skill with handling certain situations. Now and 

again, principals shared with the researcher that they intentionally assign some roles to assistant 

principals that are strengths -based versus traditional assistant principal roles. Principal #1 

acknowledged: 

I look at people when I’m hiring them and during the interviewing process. I look at 

assistant principals who have previously worked with facilities or who have been a coach. 

I take prior skill and personal attributes into accounts when distributing responsibilities.  



83 
 

Principal #2 additionally explained: 

I can give you an example. We had a parent come in today and talk about an exam. It 

started with me because she wanted to meet with me but I asked her if she had talked 

with Mrs. SoHo (assistant principal pseudonym).  I said if you would like to meet with 

her, you can, because she is the one who handles and approves exams. It was more 

efficient for her to meet with Mrs. SoHo because she has been distributed the 

administrative curriculum and academic responsibilities. 

Principal #3 further agreed, noting: 

APs have certain strengths and people enjoy doing things that they are good at. I have 

given one AP the task of redesigning the entire teacher work workroom. She is creative 

so therefore she has been given that responsibility. One assistant principal is good at 

analyzing data. There are times when assistant principals are given assignments with 

which they don't have experience. One goal of this principal is to grow assistants. Part of 

being an assistant principal is learning all of the aspects. Duties are rotated.  

Theme #4 – Provides for flexible versus rigid roles. Principals perceived that another 

way they implemented the concept of distributed leadership in their schools is to provide 

clarification of roles for assistant principals and teacher leaders which are flexible versus the 

traditional roles these individuals might have played in the past. The leader provides clarification 

of roles/tasks but allows flexibility. Therefore the roles are flexible versus rigid. The high school 

principals shared the following on how or why they provide clarification of roles. Principal #1 

explained: 
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If roles/duties are not assigned or clarified then the organization cannot carry out its 

mission and the school will fail to function at optimum performance. Therefore just as 

platoon sergeants in the army have been made aware of their duties, it is strange to 

assume that the school would excel without leaders who know their responsibilities.  

Principal #3 furthered that thought: 

That's really how I try to distribute leadership among them. We do have one of those four 

who work solely with 504s, but in terms of that, that one person, he or she doesn't stay 

with 504s for six years. No matter the day or situation, every assistant is clear on their 

responsibilities and who is over what particular area.  

Theme # 5 – Coordinates sustained versus sporadic communication throughout the 

school.  During the face to face interviews with principals, it was revealed that they also 

distribute leadership and coordinate sustained communication throughout the school versus 

having sporadic communication.  They are proactive versus reactive in communicating, always 

anticipating the needs. Principals utilized assistant principals and teacher leaders to keep the lines 

of communication open and consistent between the administrative staff and teachers. One 

principal stated that he had an open door policy and his door was always open because he wanted 

communication to be at a much higher level. Principal #1 said:  

If I have a traditional faculty meeting then I would have to do it in three meetings. Instead 

I flip the faculty meeting. They login and watch and give feedback. There will be a big 

one at the beginning of school and one at the end of school. All of the administrators are 

assigned a little over 20 teachers.  They are responsible for always keeping their teachers 

in “the know.”  
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Principal #3 shared: “When there are questions that need to be posed to the entire 

department, then I go to that department head.”  This principal says that she cannot do it all by 

herself, and the best way to lead is to share the leadership.  Principals were forthcoming and 

showed enthusiasm when sharing with the researcher concerning the ways that leadership was 

distributed in their schools. During the interviews, they provided examples and shared evidence 

on the roles and responsibilities that assistant principals and teacher leaders assume as shown in 

Table 7.    

Table 7  

Principals’ Perceptions of How They Distribute Leadership 
Theme: Promotes a broad vs. narrow perspective of leadership among assistant principals 
Principal #1 “It's not something I'm working on by myself, counselors; another administrator has a large 

hand of responsibility in it.” 
Principal #2  “Assistants run a school within a school.” 
Principal #3 “I want to develop leaders within the school at all levels.” 
Theme: Fosters an interdependent vs. isolated culture of shared decision making 
Principal #1 “Believe in teachers running the building.” 
Principal #2 “Assistant principals look at it as a whole school approach.” 
Principal #3 “They view the school as one big classroom.” 
 
Principal #1 “Assistant principals are assigned content areas.” 
Principal #2 “Assistants are over particular grade levels, curriculum, budgets, buses, and teacher 

evaluations.”  
Principal #3 “One assistant is responsible for creating the master schedule.” 
Theme: Fosters interdependent vs. isolated culture of shared decision making 
Principal #1 “Believe in teachers running the building.” 
Principal #2 “Assistant principals look at it as a whole school approach.” 
Principal #3 “They view the school as one big classroom.” 
Theme: Coordinates sustained vs. sporadic communication throughout the school 
Principal #1 “Assistant principals promote an open door policy, open personalities.” 
Principal #2  
Principal #3 “Assistant principals have to create a positive environment.” 
Theme: Clarifies roles as flexible vs. rigid 
Principal #1 “If roles/duties are not assigned or clarified then the organization cannot carry out its 

mission.” 
Principal #2  
Principal #3 “Those four who works solely with 504s, but in terms of that, that one person, he or she 

doesn't stay with 504s for six years. It's done on a rotating basis every two years.” 
Theme: Assigns strengths-based vs. traditional roles 
Principal #1 “One AP is responsible for buildings, textbooks, counseling.”   
Principal #2 “There are times when assistant principals are given assignments with which they don't have 

experience.”   
Principal #3  
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Assistant principals’ perceptions of how they are distributed leadership. The second 

research question related to the perceptions of assistant principals and how they are distributed 

leadership by their principals. The findings are presented from seven assistant principals in high 

schools studied. Four themes emerged from the assistant principals’ responses to the interview 

questions that were analyzed to answer research question # 2:  In what ways do assistant 

principals perceive that leadership is distributed to them in the school? The findings revealed that 

seven assistant principals believed that leadership was distributed to them in the following ways 

by their principals: promotes a broad versus narrow perspective of leadership among the assistant 

principals, fosters an interdependent versus isolated culture of shared decision-making by sharing 

influence with others, provides for flexible versus rigid leadership roles, and assigns 

roles/responsibilities based on strengths versus traditional roles.  

Theme #1 – Promotes a broad versus narrow perspective of leadership among the 

assistant principals. Seven assistant principals stated the different ways that they perceived their 

principal had distributed leadership to them. The principal promotes a broad perspective of 

leadership among assistant principals by allowing change in areas that need attention, allowing 

an assistant principal to build the master schedule, implement new and fresh ideas, and to be in 

charge of departments.  

Assistant Principal #1 stated the following pertaining to the ways that her  

principal distributed leadership to her:  “Maybe it's me feeling more comfortable in the role as 

assistant principal, but I'm very comfortable to say to my principal, now this is something that I 

see needs attention and I'd like to give that attention to it." Assistant Principal #2 had the 

following to say: “He took me under his wing for about three years and taught me how to 

understand how he has built a schedule.” Assistant Principal #3 said: “We split the responsibility 
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that is shared. Our principle does it, and two other administrators to help with the load and sitting 

in on meetings.”  Assistant Principal #4 stated: “I am also in charge of our counseling 

department. If there are issues that they have, they come and see me and I take them to our 

principal, as well.” 

Theme #2 – Fosters an interdependent versus isolated culture of shared decision-

making. Four assistant principals interviewed perceived that their principal distributed leadership 

to them in order to foster a culture of shared decision-making or an interdependent culture versus 

an isolated culture of leadership. Assistants communicated that their principals encouraged them 

to have conversations to make things happen, be in the center of the decision making process, 

and split the responsibility to solicit the help of others. Assistant Principal # 2 stated:  

I'll start the interview process, get a statement, do those kinds of things and then when 

that grade level principal becomes available, I'll present that person with what I've found 

out so far. Then they'll take it from there. We do a lot of that, sharing students.   

Assistant Principal #3 stated: “All the different tasks that go into running the school are 

divided amongst the different assistant principals.” Assistant Principal #5 said: “We split the 

responsibility that is shared. Our principal does it, and two other administrators to help with the 

load and sit in on meetings.” Assistant Principal #6 shared: 

I'm in the center of it all because I just know everything that's going on, pretty much. If 

there's an event here that happens, I'm probably in the middle of planning it. If there's a 

change that's being made, I'm probably having conversations and making changes.  

Assistant principals perceived that they were distributed leadership that allowed them to 

share their influence with others. When principals utilized an extensive scope of leadership 
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within the school it combated a top down or hero/manager leadership style. The assistant 

principals perceived that they were provided opportunities to share influence with others rather 

than having one heroic influence in the school.  The assistant principals shared examples of how 

they and other assistant principals collaborated with others to meet the demands of more 

complex issues. They also discussed how their principal shared influence by giving them various 

areas of the school to supervise.  

Assistant Principal # 1 shared: “It's not something I'm working on by myself, counselors, 

and another administrator have a large hand of responsibility in it.”  This assistant principal 

provided this example as she referenced how her principal encouraged them to collaborate with 

others to promote and interdependent instead of an isolated culture.  Assistant Principal #3 

stated: 

Like I said she's technology and curriculum, but I need to collaborate with her because it 

involves my freshman students, so we're going to look our intervention classes, look at 

how we can move these students from our intervention classes. 

Assistant Principal #5 added: “We are able to all work together and rely on our strengths 

of going to somebody who has the wisdom.” Assistant Principal #6 mentioned: “I am also in 

charge of our counseling department. If there are issues that they have, they come and see me 

and I take them to our principal, as well.”  Assistant Principal #7 said: 

I like it because I feel like we here have a wide variety of experience. In my tenure here, 

I've supervised the custodians. I've supervised the CNP workers at one time or another. 
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Theme #3 – Provides clarification of leadership roles that are flexible versus rigid. The 

leader provides clarification of roles/tasks but allows flexibility versus rigidity in leadership 

practice. Assistant Principal #2 said the following: 

Again, we all have a list of duties that we do.  It's my job to make sure we're up to date on 

what we're doing and that we're working through Virtual Alabama to have all of our 

school safety information there for first responders.  

Assistant Principal #3 added: “We're not over worked. It does take all of us but he sends 

out a calendar, and puts our name on it. If we need to adjust anything, we can.” Assistant 

Principal # 5 mentioned: 

Now that I'm starting my third year, I feel comfortable here and I feel comfortable in my 

role and my abilities, I think, to be a leader. I feel comfortable to say, "I feel like this 

could go a different way. How would you feel if I try this or that?" 

Assistant Principal # 6 additionally acknowledged: 

Our duties are distributed to us by her, but I think the more time that passes, the more that 

we all get to know each other, the more comfortable I would feel to ask for 

responsibilities or to say, "This is something that I'd like to change. This is something 

that I'd like to see happen differently." She's very open to that. 

Assistant Principal # 7 agreed, saying: 

It may not be at the beginning of the school year. Something might transpire in the 

middle of the school year that might change direction. You might say, "Oh, we need to 
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make some shifts because this person is more skilled at doing this or this is a better fit for 

that person and I think they're more interested in doing this."  

Theme #4 – Intentionally assigns roles/responsibilities based on the strengths versus 

traditional roles. Assistant principals reported that discharging the responsibilities effectively 

encompasses responsibilities that are reflective of individual leader strengths, and are tailored to 

support the leadership demands. Assistant Principal #1 stated: “Our head principal establishes 

our responsibilities, generally according to our strengths and what his needs are.” Assistant 

Principal #2 noted: 

We're all tasked with other things like, in my case; I'm the operations person. I'm over the 

operations of the whole building. I work closely with the maintenance people to make 

sure things are taken care of. I was over operations at my other school and he knew that 

when he hired me.  

Assistant Principal #3 added: “You have goals for your school. You know what you want 

to achieve, so you look for those people that can bring stuff to the table that will help you 

achieve those goals.” Assistant Principal #5 agreed: “My principal distributed leadership to me 

by using the strengths that I offer to our administrative team in a way that we can provide the 

most safe and conducive learning environment to our students.” Assistant Principal #5 also 

added that he was a football coach before becoming an assistant principal and that is why he has 

been over discipline for the past four years. The assistant principals in the schools studied shared 

their perceptions of how leadership had been distributed to them by their principals as shown in 

Table 8. 
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Table 8  

Assistant principals’ perceptions of ways leadership is distributed to them 
Theme: Promotes a broad vs. narrow perspective of leadership among the assistant principals 

Principal #1 “Maybe it’s me feeling more comfortable in the role as assistant principal, but I’m very 
comfortable to say to my principal, now this is something that I see needs attention and I’d like to 
give that attention to it.” 

Principal #2 “He took me under his wing for about three years and taught me how to understand how he has 
built a schedule.” 

Principal #3 “We split the responsibility that is shared.  Our principal does it, and two other administrators to 
help with the load and sitting in on meetings.” 

Principal #4 I’m also in charge of our counseling department. If there are issues that they have, they come 
and see me and I take them to our principal as well.” 

Theme: Fosters a culture of interdependent vs. isolated decision making 
Principal #1 “It’s not something I’m working on by myself, counselors; another administrator has a large 

hand of responsibility in it.” 
Principal #3 “All the different tasks that go into running the school are divided amongst the different assistant 

principals.” 
Principal #5 “We split the responsibility that is shared. Our principal does it, and two other administrators to 

help with the load and sit in on meetings.” 
Principal #6 “If there’s a change that’s being made, I’m probably having conversations and making 

changes.” 
Principal #7 “I like it because I feel like we here have a wide variety of experience. In my tenure here, I’ve 

supervised the custodians.”  
Theme: Provides clarification of roles that are flexible vs. rigid 

Principal #1 “Again, we all have a list of duties that we do.” 
Principal #3 “We’re not over worked. It does take all of us but it sends out a calendar, and puts our name on 

it.  If we need to adjust anything, we can. 
Principal #5 “Now that I’m starting my third year, I feel comfortable here and I feel comfortable in my role 

and my abilities.” 
Principal #7 “You might say, ‘Oh, we need to make some shifts because this person is more skilled at doing 

this or this is a better fit for that person and I think they’re more interested in doing this.” 
Theme: Assigns roles/responsibilities based on strengths-based vs traditional roles 

Principal #1 “Our head principal establishes our responsibilities, generally according to our strengths and 
what his needs are.” 

Principal #2 “We’re all tasked with other things like, in my case; I’m the operations person.” 
Principal #3 “You know what you want to achieve, so you look for those people that can bring stuff to the 

table that will help you achieve those goals.” 
Principal #5 “My principal distributed leadership to me by using the strengths that I offer to our 

administrative team.” 
 

Teacher leaders’ perceptions of how they are distributed leadership. The third 

research question relates to the teacher leaders’ perception of how they are distributed leadership 

by their principals and assistant principals. The findings are presented from three teacher leaders 

in the schools studied. There were four themes that emerged from the teacher leaders’ responses 
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to research question #3: In what ways do teacher leaders perceive that leadership is distributed to 

them in the school? 

The findings revealed that all three of the teacher leaders perceived that they were 

distributed leadership by the principal and assistant principals in the following ways: 1) promotes 

a broad versus narrow perspective of leadership; 2) fosters a culture of interdependent versus 

isolated decision-making by sharing influence with others; 3) intentionally assigns 

roles/responsibilities based on the strengths of others versus traditional roles; and 4) Coordinates 

sustained versus sporadic communication throughout the school. 

Theme #1 – Promotes a broad versus narrow perspective of leadership. All three of the 

teacher leaders perceived that they were distributed duties and responsibilities that promoted a 

broad perspective of leadership versus a narrow perspective. They shared their perceptions of 

how leadership had been distributed to them. Teacher leader #1 had the following to say:  

I am the person who provides, who comes to the meeting with resources of materials that 

I use in my classroom and I disseminate to the people in my department, like copies. Or 

either I email websites or links to different things that I put in my Google classroom to 

use to support the curriculum. My principal charged me with being the curriculum 

specialist for my department and we meet weekly.  

Teacher leader #2 said the following when he talked about how his principal listens to 

new ideas and looks for his input, “He definitely is very receptive to ideas and suggestions.” 

Teacher leader #3 provided the following examples: “When we get new students, I'm pretty 

much the go to person. Helping them enroll, making sure we've secured paperwork from 

previous school systems.” She also added, “We've kind of taken on our own way of doing things 

so we have our own procedures.” Teacher leader #1 talked about how their school system was 
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relatively new and how she had been a prime factor in helping to orchestrate processes and 

procedures.  

Theme #2 – Fosters a culture of interdependent versus isolated decision-making by 

sharing influence with others.  All three of the teacher leaders perceived that they were 

distributed duties and responsibility that fosters a culture of shared decision-making versus 

fostering a culture of isolation. They shared their perceptions of how leadership had been 

distributed to them in that regard. Teacher leader #1 stated: “I design the curriculum. I design the 

classes.”  Teacher leader #2 stated: “The way that it works, sometimes in our small group 

leadership, there may be an issue or concern that I have and then I'll bring it up to our leader who 

then takes it back to the leadership.  Teacher #2 also added an example of how they distribute 

leadership among themselves: “With that, we created ... The participants at the training, we then 

got together and established various roles for each of them.” Teacher leader #3 stated: “We 

pursue and implement what we know to implement as far as working with the teachers.” She said 

that they are encouraged to work together and find solutions to problems, thereby sharing 

influence with others and creating a collaborative versus an isolated culture.  

Theme #3 – Provides clarification of leadership roles that are flexible versus rigid 

roles.  Two of the teacher leaders perceived that they were intentionally distributed duties and 

responsibility based on their personal strengths versus traditional roles they might have as 

teachers. They discussed how their principal or assistant principal intentionally assigned roles to 

them that were traditionally only distributed to administrators. Teacher Leader #1 who was the 

curriculum specialist for her department stated: “Yes. I solely prepare the information, the 

graphic organizers, and media, and everything that I'm going to use, I design the curriculum. I 

design the classes. My principal has entrusted me with those responsibilities.” She elaborated 
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further on her additional responsibilities and duties at her school that are outside of her 

departmental content area:  

I'm responsible for collecting information, getting pictures, photos, making sure every 

student and every teacher is photographed, and that news or highlights of information, 

things, I have a certain theme, and so those things, events that happen in our school based 

on the theme go in the yearbook. 

Teacher Leader #3 shared her perception on why she believed that she was intentionally 

assigned the roles she has assumed: “So I feel like just being in the lead role as the lead teacher 

probably stems from experience and having more in depth knowledge and hands on experience.” 

The teacher leaders shared how they had been picked by their administrators to carry out the 

noted roles and responsibilities. 

Theme #4 – Coordinates sustained versus sporadic communication throughout the 

school.   Each of the three teacher leaders perceived that they were distributed leadership by their 

principal and assistant principals that helped sustained communication throughout the school 

versus sporadic communication. Teacher Leader #1 said the following about her responsibilities 

and the frequency of communication through meetings: “My principal charged me with being the 

curriculum specialist for my department and we meet weekly.”  

Teacher leader #2 shared the following concerning the orchestration of leadership teams 

and meeting to sustain ongoing communication:  

We then have leadership teams which basically is, they have a meeting with the leaders 

and the leaders then come back and have a small group leadership chain where they go 

and talk about the things that they discussed. 
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Teacher Leader #3 shared the modes of communication that she used to get information 

to and from with teachers:  

We pursue and implement what we know to implement as far as working with the 

teachers, letting them know that certain students in their classrooms have IEPs. We use 

email, we use face-to-face, we use google docs, and Remind 101 via text messaging. 

Each of the teacher leaders was enthusiastic about interviewing with the researcher when 

they were called upon by their principals.  They were passionate in their discussions and wanted 

to share their experiences. Table 9 provides an overview of the information that they shared with 

the researcher.  
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Table 9  

Teacher leaders’ perceptions of how they are distributed leadership 
Theme: Principal promotes a broad vs. narrow perspective of leadership among the teacher 
leaders 
Teacher Leader #1 “I am the person who provide, who come to the meeting with resources of materials 

that I use in my classroom and I disseminate to them, like copies. Or either I email 
websites or links to different things that I put in my Google classroom to use to 
support the curriculum. My principal charged me with being the curriculum specialist 
for my department and we meet weekly.”   

Teacher Leader #2 “He definitely is very receptive to ideas and suggestions.” 
Teacher Leader #3 “When we get new students, I'm pretty much the go to person. Helping them enroll, 

making sure we've secured paperwork from previous school systems.” 
Theme: Principal fosters a culture of interdependent vs. isolated decision making 
Teacher Leader #1 “I design the curriculum. I design the classes.” 
Teacher Leader #2 “The way that it works, sometimes in our small group leadership, there may 

be an issue or concern that I have and then I'll bring it up to our leader who 
then takes it back to the leadership.”  
“With that, we created ... The participants at the training, we then got together and 
established various roles for each of them.” 

Teacher Leader #3 “We pursue and implement what we know to implement as far as working with the 
teachers”. 

Theme: Principal intentionally assigns roles/responsibilities based on strengths-based vs. traditional roles 
Teacher Leader #1 “Yes. I solely prepare the information, the graphic organizers, and media, and 

everything that I'm going to use, I design the curriculum. I design the classes. My 
principal has entrusted me with those responsibilities.” 

Teacher Leader #2  
Teacher Leader #3 “So I feel like just being in the lead role as the lead teacher probably stems from 

experience and having more in depth knowledge and hands on experience.” 
Theme: The principal coordinates sustained vs. sporadic communication throughout the school 
Teacher Leader #1 “My principal charged me with being the curriculum specialist for my department 

and we meet weekly.” 
Teacher Leader #2 “We then have leadership teams which basically is, they have a meeting with the 

leaders and the leaders then come back and have a small group leadership chain 
where they go and talk about the things that they discussed.” 

Teacher Leader #3 “We pursue and implement what we know to implement as far as working with the 
teachers, letting them know that certain students in their classrooms have IEPs. We 
use email, we use face to face, we use google docs, and remind 101 via text 
messaging.” 

Benefits of Leadership Distributed in Schools 

All participants were asked for their responses on research question #4: What benefits 

result when leadership is distributed? The principals reported their perceived benefits first, 

followed by the assistant principals and teacher leaders.  
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Principals’ perceptions of the benefits of distributed leadership. 

 Theme #1 – Collective activities that promote a cohesive environment. All of the 

principals perceived that collective activities that included formal versus informal activities were 

a benefit when leadership was distributed in schools. Many examples of this were given, and this 

was the only theme, and supported strongly with evidence. Each principal gave examples of the 

activities that occurred among both formal and informal leaders. Principal #1 stated: “I meet with 

the administrative team and we include the counselors and the entire office staff to join in. In this 

meeting, we will share a meal together and sometimes we will have an extended working lunch.” 

Principal #2 described collective activities at his school:  

I know that if we have a faculty meeting, I may do a small piece in it. But others run the 

faculty meeting such as the attendance clerk. When we do walk-throughs, that’s a 

collective activity. A lot of times at the morning faculty meetings, PTO will have 

breakfast for us. Another example of a collective activity is us working as a group on the 

calendar for next year. 

Principal #2 also provided an example of a collective activity outside of the school building:  

When we're here, say a Friday night football game or something we have a dinner before. 

There are also times when we go to lunch, and go to those type of things where I think 

you learn. As we work together we find out more about each other. 

And Principal #3 shared the magnitude of just one of their larger collective activities:  

“That's our faculty retreat. We're going to Shocco Springs. It's actually a Baptist retreat, but 

different groups go there. The team here, they put this in line for us.” She talked about how it 

took the cooperation of both the informal and formal leaders coming together to make it happen.  
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Each principal gave examples of the activities that occurred among both formal and 

informal leaders that helped build a cohesive environment. Principal #1 stated: “We sit in all our 

interviews together as a team. Our administrative team, we sit. Sometimes we'll even invite the 

department chair or other teachers from the department on certain occasions. We meet as a 

team.” Principal #2 shared how he included several people to get things done and have a working 

lunch: “I meet with the administrative team and we include the counselors and the entire office 

staff to join in. In this meeting we will share a meal together and sometimes there are working 

lunches.” These principals perceived that sometimes inviting informal and formal leaders to eat 

together with the administrators served as the foundation for a comfortable and cohesive 

environment.  

Each of the principals interviewed perceived that another benefit that surfaced when 

leadership was distributed is that it offered opportunities to refuel and refocus as a team in 

schools among principals, assistant principals and teachers.  These activities thereby created 

camaraderie. Principal #1 shared the following activity that supported refueling and refocusing in 

a fun activity:  

We also have a refuel lunch hour. This is where people get to eat wherever they want. 

Students can eat in the hallway, media center or wherever they like. 

 Principal #2 provided the following: “The PTO is sponsoring a dodge ball game. The 

teachers will play the students. Everybody who wants to play will have the opportunity to take 

part.” And Principal #3 stated:  

We do a Christmas dinner. Now it is at school. Once the kids leave at 1:00, and they 

typically get out on a Friday at 1:00, we have a faculty luncheon. It's potluck. Actually, 
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our custodial staff provides. They cook the meats for us. Then everyone brings a side, 

from the math department and our custodial staff. 

The principals perceived that there were benefits when leadership was distributed as summarized 

in Table 10.  

Table 10 

Principals’ perceptions of the benefits of leadership distributed 
Theme: Collective activities that promote a cohesive environment 
Principal #1 “I meet with the administrative team and we include the counselors 

and the entire office staff to join in. In this meeting we will share a 
meal together and sometimes we will have an extended working 
lunch.” 
“We also have a refuel lunch hour. This is where people get to eat 
wherever they want. Students can eat in the hallway, they can eat in the 
hallway, media center or wherever they like.” 

Principal #2 “A lot of times at the morning faculty meetings, PTO will have breakfast for 
us.” 
“When we're here, say a Friday night football game or something we 
have a dinner before. There are also times when we go to lunch, and 
go to those type of things where I think you learn. As we work together 
we find out more about each other.” 
“The PTO is sponsoring a dodge ball game. The teachers will play the 
students. Everybody who wants to play will have the opportunity to take 
part.” 

Principal #3 “That’s our faculty retreat. We’re going to Shocco Springs.”  
“We do a Christmas dinner. Now it is at school. Once the kids leave at 1:00, 
and they typically get out on a Friday at 1:00, we have a faculty luncheon.” 

 
Assistant principals’ perceptions of the benefits of distributed leadership. The 

assistant principals described additional benefits that surface when leadership is distributed in 

schools. The following themes emerged when the assistant principals discussed their perceptions 

of the benefits: constant flow of communication for collaboration that encompassed proactive 

versus reaction collaboration; coordinated improvement that was surrounded by structured versus 

unstructured professional learning communities; and promotes camaraderie where there is an 

Esprit de Corps versus an “every man for himself” mentality.  
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Theme #1 – Constant flow of communication for collaboration. Some of the assistant 

principals reported that one of the benefits was the constant flow of communication for 

collaboration that encompassed proactive versus reactive collaboration. Assistant Principal #1 

stated the following that supported the constant flow of communication based on regularly 

scheduled professional development meetings: “That is definitely another way that we can meet 

the needs of our school in terms of technology professional development while also giving 

teachers the opportunity to become leaders and cultivating that skill.”  Assistant Principal #2 

said: “Here, we overcome a lot of that just like all the grade level principals will sit down this 

summer and we will develop a common agenda for meeting with the faculty. We will have four 

separate faculty meetings.” Assistant Principal #4 shared the following showing that their 

meetings are proactive in setting agendas: “Our meeting's usually pretty quick, productive, and 

we have an agenda. We go over the agenda.” And Assistant Principal #6 shared: “Power hour, 

teachers collaborating within their departments or they have an opportunity to do cross-

curriculum things.”  

          Theme #2 – Coordinated school improvement. Several of the assistant principals 

perceived that coordinated school improvement that was implemented through professional 

learning communities was a benefit when leadership is distributed. Assistant Principal #1 stated 

this about the professional learning communities: “Well, all of our teachers are part of what they 

call PLC. Professional learning community.” Assistant Principal #2 shared: “Well, all of our 

teachers are part of what they call PLC, professional learning community and regular 

administrative meetings.”  Assistant Principal #5 stated: “We have PLC's within the 

department.” Assistant Principal #6 talked about the various ways that PLCs can exist in his 

school: “You can have a PLC with your department. You can have a PLC with a teacher. You 
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can have a PLC with other people who teach the same course.” And Assistant Principal #7 said 

the following about the structured PLCs:  

Because we have time here. You have time set aside for PLC meetings once a month. 

Well we have weekly PLC meetings, but for each of those, you can have four different 

types. We usually have four meetings in a month. 

One of the assistant principals commented that they encouraged the constant flow of 

communication based on regularly scheduled meetings instead of impromptu meetings and saw 

this as coordinated efforts for improvement. 

            Theme #3 – Collective activities that promote a cohesive environment. Some of the 

assistant principals perceived that when leadership was enacted in school it promoted 

camaraderie where there is an Esprit de Corps versus an “every man for himself” mentality. 

Several of the assistant principals shed light on events at their schools in which all building 

personnel participated in physical/extra-curricular activities. Assistant Principal #2 stated: “We're 

going to look over the calendar, see what we're doing, try to have common ground and try to do 

some fun things together.” Assistant Principal #3 shared the following about an informal activity 

that supports camaraderie: “We have Zumba class. We have boot camp. Me and the principals, 

we play tennis.” Assistant Principal #6 shared:  

We are going to do a faculty tailgate prior to the game, where we encourage all of our 

teachers to bring their spouses, their family, their kids and we will cook out before the 

football game, and then encourage them, of course, to stay for the football game. 

 Assistant Principal #7 provided this example:  
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We are looking at, this year, encouraging as many teachers as we can get, in fact we're 

trying to encourage our students to do the same thing, to run the Mercedes Marathon 

Relay. We're trying to get different teachers signed up to do that as teams, so that we can 

do it as a school event.  

 Table 11 summarizes assistant principals’ perception of the benefits that surface when 

leadership is distributed in schools. 
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Table 11 

Assistant principals’ perception of the benefits of leadership distributed in schools 
Theme: Constant flow of communication for collaboration 

Assistant Principal #1 
“That is definitely another way that we can meet the needs of our school in 
terms of technology professional development while also giving teachers 
the opportunity to become leaders and cultivating that skill.”   

Assistant Principal #2 
“Here, we overcome a lot of that just like all the grade level principals will 
sit down this summer and we will develop a common agenda for meeting 
with the faculty. We will have four separate faculty meetings.” 

Assistant Principal #3  

Assistant Principal #4 “Our meeting's usually pretty quick, productive, and we have an agenda. 
We go over the agenda.” 

Assistant Principal #5  

Assistant Principal #6 “Power hour, teachers collaborating within their departments or they have 
an opportunity to do cross-curriculum things.” 

Assistant Principal #7  
Theme: Coordinated School Improvement 

Assistant Principal #1 “Well, all of our teachers are part of what they call PLC. Professional 
learning community.”  

Assistant Principal #2 “Well, all of our teachers are part of what they call PLC, Professional 
learning community and regular administrative meetings.” 

Assistant Principal #3  
Assistant Principal #4  
Assistant Principal #5 “We have PLC's within the department.” 

Assistant Principal #6 
“You can have a PLC with your department. You can have a PLC with a 
teacher. You can have a PLC with other people who teach the same 
course.” 

Assistant Principal #7 
“You can have a PLC with your department. You can have a PLC with a 
teacher. You can have a PLC with other people who teach the same 
course.” 

Theme: Collective activities that promote a cohesive environment 
Assistant Principal #1  

Assistant Principal #2 “We're going to look over the calendar, see what we're doing, try to have 
common ground and try to do some fun things together.” 

Assistant Principal #3 “We have Zumba class. We have boot camp. Me and the principals, we 
play tennis.” 

Assistant Principal #4  
Assistant Principal #5  

Assistant Principal #6 

“We are going to do a faculty tailgate prior to the game, where we 
encourage all of our teachers to bring their spouses, their family, their kids 
and we will cook out before the football game, and then encourage them, 
of course, to stay for the football game.” 

Assistant Principal #7 

“We are looking at, this year, encouraging as many teachers as we can 
get, in fact we're trying to encourage our students to do the same thing, to 
run the Mercedes Marathon Relay. We're trying to get different teachers 
signed up to do that as teams, so that we can do it as a school event.” 
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Teacher leaders’ perceptions of the benefits of distributed leadership. Two common 

themes emerged from interviewing teacher leaders and ascertaining their perceptions of the 

benefits when leadership was distributed in the schools.  The themes were: Collective Activities 

that Promote a Cohesive Environment and Constant Flow of Communication and Collaboration. 

Theme #1 – Collective Activities that Promote a Cohesive Environment.  All of the 

teacher leaders interviewed perceived that stronger interpersonal relationships surfaced as a 

benefit when leadership was distributed in schools in both informal versus formal settings. 

Teacher Leader #1 shared a bonding activity via informal settings versus formal settings: 

“Minute to Win It, the teachers against other teachers. We do those types of bonding activities. 

We go out to do some type of activity.” Teacher Leader #2 shared: “We go out and eat together. 

It's just an opportunity for people to get to know each other on a different level.”  And Teacher 

Leader #3 said this about an informal setting: “We always have a meal where the PTO is 

involved and we sometimes meet with leadership outside of school.”  

Theme #2 – Constant flow of communication for collaboration. The teacher leaders 

perceived that one of the benefits was the constant flow of communication for collaboration that 

encompassed proactive versus reactive collaboration. Teacher Leader #1 shared an example of 

scheduled collaboration and what they do with that time: “As collaborative teams, we may take a 

day to leave the school. We have a professional development day where we may go out and 

grade common assessments.” Teacher Leader #2 stated: “We meet monthly with PD's.” And 

Teacher Leader #3 provided the following to support a constant flow of communication for 

collaboration: “Instructional rounds: You meet as a team, get a brief before you begin, you're 

basically debriefed on the teachers that you will be visiting and what they teach.” The teacher 

leaders ascertained that stronger interpersonal relationships and a constant flow of 
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communication for collaboration were both benefits when leadership was distributed in schools 

as summarized in Table 12. 

Table 12 

Teacher leaders’ perceptions of the benefits of distributed leadership 
Theme: Collective activities that promote a cohesive environment 

Teacher Leader #1 
“Minute to Win It, the teachers against other teachers. We do 
those types of bonding activities. We go out to do some type 
of activity.” 

Teacher Leader #2 

“We go out to eat before a football game and we go to a 
football game.” 
“We go out and eat together. It's just an opportunity for people to get 
to know each other on a different level.” 

Teacher Leader #3 “We always have a meal where the PTO is involved and we 
sometimes meet with leadership outside of the school.” 

Theme: Constant flow of communication for collaboration 

Teacher Leader #1 

“As collaborative teams, we may take a day to leave the 
school.”  
“We have a professional development day where we may go 
out and grade common assessments.” 

Teacher Leader #2 “We meet monthly with PD's.” 

Teacher Leader #3 
“Instructional rounds: You meet as a team, get a brief before 
you begin, you're basically debriefed on the teachers that you 
will be visiting and what they teach.” 

Challenges that Exist When Leadership is Distributed in Schools 

There were challenges that existed when leadership was distributed in schools. The three 

principals were asked their responses on research question #5: What challenges exist when 

distributed leadership is practiced in the school? The two themes that emerged were: obstacles to 

developing and mentoring others and lack of buy-in/ownership from others.  

Principals’ perception of challenges.  

Theme #1 – Obstacles to developing and mentoring others. The principals interviewed 

perceived that one of the challenges that existed when distributed leadership was practiced in 

school was: there were obstacles to developing and mentoring others. Principal #1 stated that he 

saw the following challenge as an obstacle to developing and mentoring others: “The size of the 
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school is a major challenge.” Principal shared that his school was so large until it was difficult to 

get to see the people as often as he liked. Principal #2 stated:  

“I sometimes don't believe we're building, and mentoring, and developing leaders. I think 

everybody wants to take the backseat because they don't want that pressure, they don't 

want that decision. They don't want everybody mad at them for leading and guiding when 

they don’t want to be led and guided.” 

Principal #3 stated the following as a challenge: 

“We are trying to in our district grow assistant principals into principals, so you can't 

always just play to a person's strength. You have to make them responsible for things that 

they're not really that comfortable with, and we work on that, too.” 

Theme #2 – Lack of buy-in/ownership. The principals interviewed perceived that 

another challenge that existed when distributed leadership was practiced in school was: lack of 

buy-in/ownership from others for various reasons. Principal #1 stated:  

You have to have some ownership. Now, I can't ask you to have ownership unless I give 

you some ownership. I mean I've got to let you in the game. I've got to get you in there. 

But even after I give you the opportunity for ownership you have to buy-in to it. 

Principal #2 stated: “I would say that if that ownership is not created, then those others do not 

fall in there, because the teachers really need to have that.” And Principal #3 stated:  

We talk about buy-in a lot, and I think that can be a loose term that we really don't ever 

get, but I really think in terms of creating this true distributive leadership that teachers 

have to know that what they are telling you is valued. 
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Each of the principals shared challenges that exist when distributed leadership is practiced in 

schools is summarized in Table 13.  

Table 13 

Principals’ perceptions of the challenges that exist when distributed leadership is 
practiced in schools 

Theme: Obstacles exist in developing and mentoring others 
Principal #1 “The size of the school is a major challenge.” 

Principal #2 

“I sometimes don't believe we're building, and mentoring, 
and developing leaders. I think everybody wants to take the 
backseat because they don't want that pressure, they don't 
want that decision. They don't want everybody mad at them 
for leading and guiding when they don’t want to be lead and 
guided.” 

Principal #3 

“We are trying to in our district grow assistant principals 
into principals, so you can't always just play to a person's 
strength. You have to make them responsible for things that 
they're not really that comfortable with, and we work on 
that, too.” 

Theme: May be a lack of buy-in/ownership from others 

Principal #1 

“You have to have some ownership. Now, I can't ask you to have 
ownership unless I give you some ownership. I mean I've got to let 
you in the game. I've got to get you in there. But even after I give 
you the opportunity for ownership you have to buy-in to it.” 

Principal #2 “I would say that if that ownership is not created, then those others 
do not fall in there, because the teachers really need to have that.” 

Principal #3 

“We talk about buy-in a lot, and I think that can be a loose term that 
we really don't ever get, but I really think in terms of creating this 
true distributive leadership that teachers have to know that what they 
are telling you is valued.” 

Assistant principals’ perceptions of challenges.  The assistant principals described 

additional challenges that surfaced when distributed leadership was practiced in school. The 

following two themes emerged when the assistant principals discussed their perceptions of the 

challenges: obstacles to developing and mentoring others and there are limiting aspects to 

distributing leadership.  
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Theme #1 – Obstacles to developing and mentoring others. The assistant principals 

interviewed perceived that one of the challenges that existed when distributed leadership was 

practiced in school was: there were obstacles to developing and mentoring others. Assistant 

Principal #2 stated: “It's a real challenge to make sure that we're communicating across the grade 

levels and developing leaders.” Assistant Principal #4 stated the following about challenges with 

developing leaders: 

Because what happens is this pile of teachers over here is ... They're strong leaders. 

They're going to end up doing too much and these teachers aren't really contributing as 

much. And you must find those people something to do to help develop them. 

Assistant Principal #6 stated: 

The teachers who don't have clubs or haven't volunteered to do something during Soar 60 

on days when we have club days or other days like that. They're going to be supervised. 

We've given them a job. They haven't come up with something new.  

Assistant Principal #7 stated: “The downside, of course, is the time commitment, and the 

commitment to place people in roles that you think they will be good at and do it.” Assistant 

Principal #7 also stated: “There is so much to deal with when you're dealing with the distributed 

leadership in that if there's not defined areas, like you're in charge and you're responsible for X, 

Y, and Z.”   

Theme #2 – Limiting aspects to distributive leadership. Assistant Principal #1 had 

worked with grade levels nine through twelve and she had been responsible for assigning 

teachers to content areas and she stated the following as a challenge: “Working in a grade level 

that you don't love.” Assistant Principal #2 who worked mostly with discipline stated: “When 
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we're extremely busy, we won't realize that maybe we're both working on the same thing. The 

challenge is you've got four different people doing discipline, not just one, but you still want it to 

be the same.”  

Assistant Principal #3 stated:  

Love to go in biology labs and things but that would be probably the biggest challenge 

not just here but even at the smaller schools. Having that time to go in and just see what 

the kids are doing without a clipboard and without marking something, just going in and 

out.  

Assistant Principal #4 stated: “The paperwork that's involved.” This assistant principal said that 

he was required to document the activities that he completed with others and that it included a 

degree of paperwork. Assistant Principal #5 worked with discipline but desired to also work in 

other areas of administrative leadership.  

Assistant Principal #5 stated his challenges with distributed leadership: 

I think that's where that distributive leadership can be a little bit of a crippling aspect 

where in a school our size and in a school where we get into our own little worlds and 

we're constantly working, where does that opportunity for us to grow as administrators 

come in?  

Assistant Principal #5 also stated: “I.E., if all I do is discipline all the time, naturally I can't get 

into classrooms to observe teachers and help them be better educators when all I'm doing is 

discipline.” Assistant Principal #6 shared the following challenge: If you're given your 

responsibility distributed to you and you're only working on those things, how am I going to 

learn to other aspects of running a school?” Assistant Principal #7 stated:  
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The way ours is that there's so much to do all the time that it's almost overwhelming, 

whereas if you had those specific areas and you were confined to those things, you must 

check a box and be like, "Okay, I'm done for today.” 

Assistant Principal #7 had many responsibilities as noted on the Assistant Principals Duties and 

Responsibilities Chart at Nobility High School. Table 14 summarizes the challenges that 

surfaced when distributed leadership was practiced in schools.  
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Table 14 

Assistant Principals’ Perceptions of the challenges that exist when leadership is 
practiced in the schools 

Theme: Obstacles to developing and mentoring others 
Assistant Principal #1  

Assistant Principal #2 “It's a real challenge to make sure that we're communicating across the 
grade levels and develop leaders.” 

Assistant Principal #3  

Assistant Principal #4 

“Because what happens is this pile of teachers over here is ... They're 
strong leaders. They're going to end up doing too much and these teachers 
aren't really contributing as much. And you must find those people 
something to do to help develop them.” 

Assistant Principal #5  

Assistant Principal #6 

“The teachers who don't have clubs or haven't volunteered to do 
something during soar 60 on days when we have club days or 
other days like that. They're going to be supervised. We've given 
them a job. They haven't come up with something new.”  

Assistant Principal #7 
“There is so much to deal with when you're dealing with the distributed 
leadership in that if there's not defined areas, like you're in charge and 
you're responsible for X, Y, and Z.”   

Theme: Limiting Aspects 
Assistant Principal #1 “Working in a grade level that you don't love.” 

Assistant Principal #2 
“When we're extremely busy, we won't realize that maybe we're both 
working on the same thing. The challenge is you've got four different 
people doing discipline, not just one, but you still want it to be the same.”  

Assistant Principal #3 

Love to go in biology labs and things but that would be probably the 
biggest challenge not just here but even at the smaller schools. Having that 
time to go in and just see what the kids are doing without a clipboard and 
without marking something, just going in and out.  

Assistant Principal #4 “The paperwork that's involved.” 

Assistant Principal #5 
“I.E., if all I do is discipline all the time, naturally I can't get into 
classrooms to observe teachers and help them be better educators when all 
I'm doing is discipline.” 

Assistant Principal #6 
“If you're given your responsibility to distribute to you and you're only 
working on those things, how am I going to learn to other aspects of 
running a school?” 

Assistant Principal #7 

“The way ours is that there's so much to do all the time that it's 
almost overwhelming, whereas if you had those specific areas and 
you were confined to those things, you must check a box and be 
like, Okay, I'm done for today.” 

Teacher leaders’ perceptions of challenges.  Two collective themes emerged from 

interviewing the teacher leaders and discovering their perceptions of the challenges when 

distributed leadership was practiced in schools. These included: popularity contest and lack of 

buy-in/ownership.    
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 Theme #1 – Popularity contest. Each of the teacher leaders perceived popularity contest 

as a challenge when distributed leadership was practiced in schools. Teacher Leader #1 stated: 

“there is a small amount of people who really put in the work.” She added that most of the time it 

was because these were the people who had close relationships with administrators. Teacher 

Leader #2 stated: “It becomes more of a popularity contest as opposed to it being the best person 

for the job.” Teacher Leader #2 added that he had seen this repeatedly. And Teacher Leader #3 

concluded: “A popularity contest, same people are being asked to do the same thing. A pattern is 

it's a lot of times the same people and it's the people who have been at the school the longest.”  

Theme #2 – Lack of buy-in/ownership. Teacher Leader #1 described the challenges that 

she experienced and stated:  

Small amount of people who buy into things. Some people don't buy into it, to the 

distributive leadership and they just want to be in their rooms, doing their own thing, and 

you have to assess that because you really can't force people- people who are afraid of 

change. 

Teacher Leader #2 shared the extent of the problems that lack of buy-in/ownership caused.  

“Makes that team or group very ineffective.” And Teacher Leader #3 concluded:  

“Puts pressure on the administration and this is a challenge for them.” Table 15 summarizes the 

perceptions of the challenges that teacher leaders experience when distributed leadership is 

practiced in the school.   
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Table 15 

Teacher leaders’ perceptions of challenges  
Theme: Popularity Contest 

Principal #1 “Small amount of people who really put in the work.” 

Principal #2 “Becomes more of a popularity contest as opposed to it 
being the best person for the job.” 

Principal #3 

“A popularity contest, same people are being asked to do the 
same thing.” 
“A pattern is it's a lot of times the same people and it's the 
people who have been at the school the longest.” 

Theme: Lack of Buy-in/Ownership 

Principal #1 

“Small amount of people who buy into things.” 
“Some people don't buy into it, to the distributive leadership 
and they just want to be in their rooms, doing their own 
thing, and you have to assess that because you really can't 
force people- 
People who are afraid of change.” 

Principal #2 “Makes that team or group very ineffective” 

Principal #3 “Puts pressure on the administration and this is a challenge 
for them.” 

 
Cross Case Analysis 

The previous within-case analyses described distributed leadership from the perceptions 

of principals, assistant principals, and teacher leaders from suburban schools for each research 

question. In addition, the responses of each case to the questions about distributed leadership and 

the challenges that existed when distributed leadership was practiced were analyzed.  The 

researcher returned to the research questions, to take the broad view of the cases in comparison 

across each of the research questions.  

Central research question.   In what ways is leadership distributed in secondary schools 

to assistant principals and teacher leaders?  

Sub questions. 

1. In what ways does the principal perceive that he/she distributes leadership in the school? 

(Case #1) 
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2. In what ways do assistant principals perceive that leadership is distributed to them in the 

school? (Case #2) 

3. In what ways do teacher leaders perceive that leadership is distributed to them in the 

school? (Case #3) 

4. What benefits result when leadership is distributed? 

5. What challenges exist when distributed leadership is practiced in the school? 

The emerging themes from the three cases depict the practices of distributed leadership in 

schools and the challenges that exist. The themes varied between the cases.  

Cross-case themes from research question 1-3: Distributed leadership in schools.  

Research questions one, two, and three all deal with distributed leadership.  In conducting the 

cross-case analysis, three common themes emerged from across the three different cases which 

described how principals, assistant principals, and teacher leaders perceive the practices of 

distributed leadership in schools.  A summary of the cross-case common themes for research 

questions one, two, and three is presented in Table 16. 

Table 16 

Perceptions of principals, assistant principals, and teacher leaders on the practices of 
distributed leadership in schools 

Cross-Case 
Themes 

Research Question 1-3: Leaders who practice 
distributed leadership in schools… 

Theme 1 Promote a broad vs. narrow perspective of 
leadership. 

Theme 2 Foster a culture of interdependence vs. isolated 
decision making. 

Theme 3 Intentionally Assign roles/Responsibilities 
Based on Strengths vs. Traditional Roles 

Description of cross-case theme 1: Promote a broad perspective of leadership.  All 

three groups perceived that leaders who promote a broad perspective of leadership practiced distributed 

leadership in the school.  Principals promoted a broad perspective of leadership to assistant principals by 
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distributing them roles that allow them to run a school within a school. The principals utilized assistant 

principals to develop leaders within the school at all levels. Principal #1 explained “It's not something I'm 

working on by myself, counselors; another administrator has a large hand of responsibility in it.” The 

principals ascertained that they wanted to develop leadership at all levels.  

 One assistant principal had started out as the assistant principal over ninth grade. She was 

later promoted to handling the responsibilities that went along with being the tenth-grade 

administrator. During her years of tenure as an assistant principal she had the same principal. She 

described the comfortability of the extent to which her principal had promoted a broad 

perspective of leadership. Assistant Principal #1 stated: “Maybe it's me feeling more comfortable 

in the role as assistant principal, but I'm very comfortable to say to my principal, now this is 

something that I see needs attention and I'd like to give that attention to it." One of the assistant 

principals shed light on the principal taking him under his wings for about three years and taught 

him how to understand how he had built a master schedule. Another assistant principal 

elaborated on the principal promoting a broad perspective of leadership by distributing roles and 

spreading them out among assistant principals. Assistant Principal #3 stated “We split the 

responsibility that is shared. Our principal does it, and two other administrators to help with the 

load and sitting in on meetings.” These assistant principals experienced their leader promoting a 

broad rather than narrow perspective of leadership among them.  

All three of the teacher leaders perceived that they were distributed duties and 

responsibilities that promoted a broad perspective of leadership versus a narrow perspective. 

They shared their perceptions of how leadership had been distributed to them. Teacher Leader #1 

had the following to say:  
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I am the person who provides, who comes to the meeting with resources of materials that 

I use in my classroom and I disseminate to the people in my department, like copies. Or 

either I email websites or links to different things that I put in my Google classroom to 

use to support the curriculum. My principal charged me with being the curriculum 

specialist for my department and we meet weekly. 

Table 17 illustrates the common theme ‘Promotes a broad versus narrow perspective of 

leadership.’ 

Table 17 

Description of cross-case theme for research questions 1-3. Leader promotes a broad 
perspective of leadership 

Theme: Promotes a broad perspective of leadership 

Principals “He took me under his wing for about three years and taught me 
how to understand how he has built a schedule.” 

Assistant Principals 
“We split the responsibility that is shared. Our principle 
does it, and two other administrators to help with the load 
and sitting in on meetings” 

Teacher Leaders 

“I am the person who provides, who come to the meeting 
with resources of materials that I use in my classroom and I 
disseminate to them, like copies. Or either I email websites 
or links to different things that I put in my Google classroom 
to use to support the curriculum. My principal charged me 
with being the curriculum specialist for my department and 
we meet weekly.”  

 
Description of cross-case theme 2: Fosters a culture of interdependent vs. isolated 

decision making by sharing influence with others. Eleven of the thirteen participants perceived 

that fostering a culture of shared decision making was a way that distributed leadership was practiced in 

schools. The principals of these large high schools all mentioned that they seek to foster a culture of 

shared decision-making versus a fostering a culture of isolation. Principal #3 provided the following as an 

example of principals and assistant principals fostering shared decision making in her school. She stated: 

“Teachers, first of all, I do think they're professionals. I think they want to be treated as professionals. 
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That means giving them responsibility, having them make some decisions.” Principals stated how they 

share their leadership responsibilities with assistant principals and teacher leaders.  They work with 

leaders to promote and create a collaborative influence instead of having just one heroic leader. 

          Four of the assistant principals perceived that leaders fostered a culture of shared decision 

making versus a culture of isolation. In this culture, they also created a culture where they shared 

influence with others. The leaders split the responsibilities among assistant principals and 

supported them with decision-making authority. Assistant Principal #3 shared how her principal 

went about fostering shared-decision making. She stated: “All the different tasks that go into 

running the school are divided amongst the different assistant principals.”  Leaders fostered a 

culture of decision making by also allowing assistant principals the decision to share their 

responsibilities with each other. Assistant Principal #5 stated: “We split the responsibility that is 

shared. Our principal does it, and two other administrators to help with the load and sitting in on 

meetings.”  

          All three of the teacher leaders perceived that they were distributed duties and 

responsibility that fosters a culture of shared decision-making by sharing influence with others 

versus a fostering a culture of isolation. They shared their perceptions of how leadership had 

been distributed to them in that regard. Teacher Leader #1 stated: “I design the curriculum. I 

design the classes.”  Teacher Leader #2 stated: “The way that it works, sometimes in our small 

group leadership, there may be an issue or concern that I have and then I'll bring it up to our 

leader who then takes it back to the leadership.  Teacher Leader #2 also added an example of 

how they distribute leadership among themselves: “With that, we created ... The participants at 

the training, we then got together and established various roles for each of them.” Table 18 

illustrates the common theme ‘Leader Promotes a Broad vs. Narrow Perspective of Leadership.’ 
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Table 18 

Description of cross-case theme for research questions 1-3. Leader fosters a culture of shared 
decision making 

Theme: Fosters a Culture of Shared Decision Making 

Principals 
“Teachers, first of all, I do think they're professionals. I think they want to 
be treated as professionals. That means giving them responsibility, having 
them make some decisions.” 

Assistant Principals 

“All the different tasks that go into running the school are divided amongst 
the different assistant principals.” 
“We split the responsibility that is shared. Our principle does it, 
and two other administrators to help with the load and sitting in on 
meetings.” 

Teacher Leaders 
“I design the curriculum. I design the classes.” 
“With that, we created ... The participants at the training, we then 
got together and established various roles for each of them.” 

 
Description of cross-case theme 3: Intentionally assigns roles based on the strengths-

based vs. traditional roles.  Eight of the thirteen participants ascertained that leaders 

intentionally assign roles/responsibilities based on the strengths of others versus assigning roles 

traditionally.  

All the principals acknowledged that some roles are delegated to specific leaders as 

determined by their experiences and level of skill with handling certain situations. Principals 

shared with the researcher that they intentionally assign some roles to assistant principals that are 

strengths based versus traditional assistant principal roles. Principal #1 acknowledged: 

I look at people when I’m hiring them and during the interviewing process. I look at 

assistant principals who have previously worked with facilities or who have been a coach. 

I take prior skill and personal attributes into accounts when distributing responsibilities.  

The principals established that they do take into account the personal attributes when assigning 

roles and responsibilities.  

Assistant principals reported that the leaders intentionally assigned roles and 

responsibilities based on individual leader strengths. Assistant Principal #1 stated: “Our head 
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principal establishes our responsibilities, generally according to our strengths and what his needs 

are.” Assistant Principal #2 added: 

We're all tasked with other things like, in my case; I'm the operations person. I'm over the 

operations of the whole building. I work closely with the maintenance people to make 

sure things are taken care of. I was over operations at my other school and he knew that 

when he hired me.  

Two of the teacher leaders perceived that they were intentionally distributed duties and 

responsibility based on their personal strengths versus traditional roles. They discussed how their 

principals or assistant principal intentionally assigned roles to them that were traditionally only 

distributed to administrators. Teacher Leader #1 who was the curriculum specialist for her 

department stated: “Yes. I solely prepare the information, the graphic organizers, and media, and 

everything that I'm going to use, I design the curriculum. I design the classes. My principal has 

entrusted me with those responsibilities.” Table 19 summarizes the revealed theme: Intentionally 

assigns roles/responsibilities based on the strengths vs. traditional roles.  
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Table 19 

Description of cross-case theme for research questions 1-3. Leader intentionally assigns 
roles based on the strengths vs. traditional roles 

Theme: Intentionally assigns roles that are based on the strengths of individuals 

Principals 

“I look at people when I’m hiring them and during the interviewing 
process. I look at assistant principals who have previously worked with 
facilities or who have been a coach. I take prior skill and personal 
attributes into accounts when distributing responsibilities.”  

Assistant Principals 

“Our head principal establishes our responsibilities, generally 
according to our strengths and what his needs are.” 
“We're all tasked with other things like, in my case; I'm the operations 
person. I'm over the operations of the whole building. I work closely with 
the maintenance people to make sure things are taken care of. I was over 
operations at my other school and he knew that when he hired me.” 

Teacher Leaders 
“Yes. I solely prepare the information, the graphic organizers, and media, 
and everything that I'm going to use, I design the curriculum. I design the 
classes. My principal has entrusted me with those responsibilities.” 

 
Table 20 is a summary table which illustrates the revealed common cross-case 

themes for research questions one, two and three, relating to the ways that distributed 

leadership is practiced in schools from the principals’ perspectives, assistant principals’ 

perspectives, and teacher leaders’ perspectives.   
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Table 20 

Summary of cross-case themes for research questions 1-3: Principals,’ assistant 
principals,’ and teacher leaders’ perceptions  

Theme: Promotes a Broad Perspective of Leadership 

Principals “He took me under his wing for about three years and taught me how to 
understand how he has built a schedule.” 

Assistant Principals 
“We split the responsibility that is shared. Our principle does it, 
and two other administrators to help with the load and sitting in 
on meetings.” 

Teacher Leaders 

“I am the person who provides, who come to the meeting with resources of 
materials that I use in my classroom and I disseminate to them, like copies. 
Or either I email websites or links to different things that I put in my 
Google classroom to use to support the curriculum. My principal charged 
me with being the curriculum specialist for my department and we meet 
weekly.”   

Theme: Foster a Culture of Shared Decision Making 

Principals 
“Teachers, first of all, I do think they're professionals. I think they want to 
be treated as professionals. That means giving them responsibility, having 
them make some decisions.” 

Assistant Principals “We split the responsibility that is shared. Our principle does it, and two 
other administrators to help with the load and sitting in on meetings.” 

Teacher Leaders 
“I design the curriculum. I design the classes.” 
“With that, we created ... The participants at the training, we then got 
together and established various roles for each of them.” 

Theme: Intentionally Assign Roles that are Based on the Strengths of Others 

Principals 

“I look at people when I’m hiring them and during the 
interviewing process. I look at assistant principals who have 
previously worked with facilities or who have been a coach. I take 
prior skill and personal attributes into accounts when distributing 
responsibilities.”  

Assistant Principals “Our head principal establishes our responsibilities, generally 
according to our strengths and what his needs are.” 

Teacher Leaders 

“Yes. I solely prepare the information, the graphic organizers, and 
media, and everything that I'm going to use, I design the 
curriculum. I design the classes. My principal has entrusted me 
with those responsibilities.” 

 
Description of cross-case theme for research question 4: Benefits when leadership is 

distributed in schools. The researcher next utilized a cross-case analysis to describe the 

common revealed benefits when distributed leadership is practiced in the suburban high schools 

studied. The research question was as follows: What benefits result when leadership is 

distributed? Two common themes were revealed from across the three cases which describe the 
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benefits that surface when leadership is practiced in schools. The common themes are collective 

activities that promote cohesive environment and constant flow of communication and 

collaboration. Table 21 illustrates the cross-case theme for research question #4. 

Table 21 

Description of cross-case theme for research question #4: Benefits when leadership is 
distributed in schools 

Cross-Case 
Themes 

Research Question 4: Revealed benefits when 
leadership is distributed in schools… 

Theme 1 Collective activities that promote cohesive 
environment 

Theme 2 Constant flow of communication 

Description of cross-case theme 1: collective activities that promote cohesive 

environment. Some of the assistant principals perceived that when leadership was enacted in 

school it promoted camaraderie where there is an Esprit de Corps versus an “every man for 

himself” mentality. Several of the assistant principals shed light on events at their schools in 

which all building personnel participated in physical/extra-curricular activities. Assistant 

Principal #2 stated: “We're going to look over the calendar, see what we're doing, try to have 

common ground and try to do some fun things together.” Assistant Principal #3 shared the 

following about an informal activity that supports camaraderie: “We have Zumba class. We have 

boot camp. Me and the principals, we play tennis.” 

All of the teacher leaders interviewed perceived that stronger interpersonal relationships 

surfaced as a benefit when leadership was distributed in schools in both informal versus formal 

settings. Teacher Leader #1 shared a bonding activity via informal settings versus formal 

settings: “Minute to Win It, the teachers against other teachers. We do those types of bonding 

activities. We go out to do some type of activity.” Teacher Leader #2 shared: “We go out and eat 

together.”  
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Description of cross-case theme 2: constant flow of communication and collaboration. 

Four of the assistant principals and all the teacher leaders established that a constant flow of 

communication and collaboration were benefits that surfaced when leadership was distributed in 

schools. However, this was the only common theme across the three cases. Some of the assistant 

principals reported that one of the benefits was the constant flow of communication for 

collaboration that was proactive rather than reactive. Assistant Principal #1 stated the following 

that supported the constant flow of communication based on regularly scheduled professional 

development meetings: “That is definitely another way that we can meet the needs of our school 

in terms of technology professional development while also giving teachers the opportunity to 

become leaders and cultivating that skill.”  Assistant Principal #2 said: “Here, we overcome a lot 

of that just like all the grade level principals will sit down this summer and we will develop a 

common agenda for meeting with the faculty. We will have four separate faculty meetings.” 

The teacher leaders perceived that one of the benefits was the constant flow of 

communication and collaboration, as well. Teacher #1 shared an example of scheduled 

collaboration and what they do with that time: “As collaborative teams, we may take a day to 

leave the school. We have a professional development day where we may go out and grade 

common assessments.” Teacher Leader #2 stated: “We meet monthly with PD's.” 

 Table 22 illustrates the common cross-case themes for research question #4: Constant 

Flow of Communication and Collaboration, with illustrative comments on the benefits that were 

revealed when leadership was distributed in schools.  
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Table 22 

Benefits when leadership is distributed in schools 
Theme: Collective Activities that Promote Cohesive Environment 

Assistant Principals 

“We're going to look over the calendar, see what we're doing, try 
to have common ground and try to do some fun things together.” 
“We have zumba class. We have boot camp. Me and the 
principals, we play tennis.” 

Teacher Leaders 

“Minute to Win It, the teachers against other teachers. We do 
those types of bonding activities. We go out to do some type of 
activity.”  
“We go out and eat together. 

Theme: Constant Flow of Communication and Collaboration 

Assistant Principals 

“That is definitely another way that we can meet the needs of our 
school in terms of technology professional development while also 
giving teachers the opportunity to become leaders and cultivating 
that skill.”   
“Here, we overcome a lot of that just like all the grade level 
principals will sit down this summer and we will develop a 
common agenda for meeting with the faculty. We will have four 
separate faculty meetings.” 

Teacher Leaders 

“As collaborative teams, we may take a day to leave the school. 
We have a professional development day where we may go out 
and grade common assessments.”  
“We meet monthly with PD's.” 

 
Description of cross-case theme for research question 5: Revealed common 

challenges when leadership is distributed in schools. The principals interviewed perceived that 

another challenge that existed when distributed leadership was practiced in school was: lack of 

buy-in/ownership from others for various reasons. Principal #1 stated:  

You have to have some ownership. Now, I can't ask you to have ownership unless I give 

you some ownership. I mean I've got to let you in the game. I've got to get you in there. 

But even after I give you the opportunity for ownership you have to buy-in to it. 

Principal #2 stated: “I would say that if that ownership is not created, then those others do not 

fall in there, because the teachers really need to have that.” And principal #3 stated:  
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We talk about buy-in a lot, and I think that can be a loose term that we really don't ever 

get, but I really think in terms of creating this true distributive leadership that teachers 

have to know that what they are telling you is valued. 

Additionally, the teacher leaders ascertained that a lack of buy-in/ownership was a 

challenge that existed when distributed leadership was practiced in schools. Teacher Leader #1 

described the challenges that she experienced and stated:  

Small amount of people who buy into things. Some people don't buy into it, to the 

distributive leadership and they just want to be in their rooms, doing their own thing, and 

you have to assess that because you really can't force people- People who are afraid of 

change. 

Teacher Leader #2 shared the extent of the problems that lack of buy-in/ownership 

caused, saying:  “Makes that team or group very ineffective.” And Teacher Leader #3 concluded: 

“Puts pressure on the administration and this is a challenge for them.” Table 23 illustrates the 

challenges that existed when distributed leadership was practiced in the school.   

Table 23  

Description of cross-case theme for research question #5: Revealed common challenges when 
leadership is distributed in schools 

Theme: Lack of Buy-In/Ownership 

Principals and Assistant 
Principals 

“We're going to look over the calendar, see what we're doing, try to have 
common ground and try to do some fun things together.” 
“We have zumba class. We have boot camp. Me and the principals, we 
play tennis.” 

Teacher Leaders 
“Minute to Win It, the teachers against other teachers. We do those types 
of bonding activities. We go out to do some type of activity.”  
“We go out and eat together. 
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Summary 

Chapter 4 reported a detailed description of the findings for this study on the ways that 

distributed leadership is practiced in schools, from the perspectives of principals, assistant 

principals, and teacher leaders.  The researcher provided rich-detailed descriptions and direct 

quotations were utilized to summarize the findings based on the perceptions of principals, 

assistant principals, and teacher leaders in three large suburban high schools in Alabama. 

Additionally, the researcher used school visits, face-to-face interviews and artifacts to provide a 

more accurate account of each case presented.  Sub-questions were answered and illustrative 

quotes were provided to describe the “within-case” findings.  A cross-case analysis of themes 

was presented to address the five research questions on the ways that leadership was distributed 

and the benefits and challenges that existed.  
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Chapter V: Conclusion 

The purpose of this study was to understand the ways in which the theory of distributed 

leadership is translated into everyday practice in secondary schools through the roles and 

responsibilities senior principals distribute to assistant principals and teacher leaders, from each 

of their perspectives. The study examined the overall manner in which leadership was distributed 

and whether differences exist between group perceptions. 

Problem Statement 

There has been expanding research and literature about the role of the principal over the 

last 50 years. The primary professionals in the school with whom the principal tends to share 

leadership are the assistant principal(s) and the teachers. However, we know little about how 

leadership is distributed in secondary schools, both to assistant principals and teacher leaders.  

This study will contribute to the knowledge base in school leadership, and help leadership 

preparation programs know how to better prepare future school leaders for a shared leadership 

role. This study will bring to light the ways in which the theory of distributed leadership is 

translated into everyday practice in secondary schools. 

Overview of the Study 

The researcher sought to determine how distributed leadership was enacted in each 

school and to ascertain the benefits and challenges associated with the practice of distributed 

leadership. The central research question that guided this study was: In what ways is leadership 

distributed in secondary schools to assistant principals and teacher leaders? To assistant 

principals and teacher leaders? There were 5 sub questions: 
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1. In ways does the principal perceive that he/she distributes leadership in school? 

2. In what ways do assistant principals perceive that leadership is distributed to them in the 

school? 

3. In what ways do teacher leaders perceive that leadership is distributed to them in the 

school?  

4. What benefits result when leadership is distributed? 

5. What challenges exist when distributed leadership is the practiced in the school? 

The researcher utilized the qualitative research approach.  Qualitative methodology was 

appropriate to use for this study because the researcher needed to recognize the practices of those 

principals who distributed leadership to people in formal and informal leadership positions.  

This study was a multiple-case study conducted in three suburban high schools with three 

different groups (or cases) of individuals (principals, assistant principals, and teacher leaders) 

and the researcher investigated how these formal and informal leaders in the schools perceived 

their leadership roles and responsibilities.  The researcher examined the individual phenomena 

by assessing the principal’s distributed leadership practices, from the principal’s perspective, the 

assistant principal’s perspective, and teacher leader perspectives. The findings of this study were 

reported in Chapter 4. In Chapter 5,  the following information will be included: a short review 

of the research on distributed leadership, the study’s findings as reported by the cross-case 

themes for each research question, the interpretation of the findings, limitations, implications and 

recommendations, the overall significance, recommendations for future research, and the 

summary. 
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Background Literature Framing the Study 

  Distribute leadership is the concept that served as the foundation for this study. Many 

researchers reference distributed leadership when discussing leadership relating to school reform, 

organizational leadership, leadership theory, educational outcomes, and theory and practice. As 

stated by Menon (2015), “A review of the educational administration literature suggests that the 

concept of distributed leadership has been embraced with enthusiasm by educational researchers 

and scholars” (p. 2). For example, Diamond and Spillane (2007) explore how a distributed 

perspective is different from other frameworks for thinking about leadership in schools. 

Spillane (2005) wrote, “The traditional notion of leadership is the vision of one person at 

the head of a group, directing, teaching, and encouraging others. This notion of ‘heroic’ 

leadership, however, is rapidly changing, and ‘post-heroic,’ also known as distributive 

leadership, is taking hold” (p. 143).  To get a full glimpse of distributed leadership and the 

impact that it has on leadership practices at the secondary level, the roles and tasks of multiple 

leaders must be addressed along with investigating other terms that are sometimes used to denote 

a similar concept to distributed leadership.  

Distributed leadership involves the principal sharing influence with team members who 

step forward when situations warrant, providing the leadership necessary, and then stepping back 

to allow others to lead. Such shared leadership has become more and more important in today’s 

organizations to allow faster responses to more complex issues (Pearce, Manz, & Sims, 2009). 

Some propose that distributed leadership is an attitude rather than a management technique. “It 

means seeing all members of the faculty and staff as experts in their own right – as uniquely 

important sources of knowledge, experience, and wisdom” (University, 2013, p.1). As Spillane 

(2005) has denoted: 
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From a distributed perspective, leadership is a system of practice comprised of a 

collection of interacting components: leaders, followers, and the situation. These 

interacting components must be understood together because the system is more than the 

sum of the component parts or practices. (p. 150) 

Some roles are delegated to specific leaders as determined by their level of skill with handling 

certain situations.  

Principals utilizing a more extensive scope of leadership within the school tend to combat 

a top down or hero/manager leadership style. “Distributed leadership acknowledges a broader 

perspective of leadership activities than just the leadership of school principals. A distributed 

perspective in school frames leadership practice as a product of interaction among leaders, 

followers and the situations” (Salahuddin, 2010, p. 22). Administrative teams must assume 

responsibilities in many different areas, which include the school principal relinquishing some of 

his many duties or calling upon the expertise of others (Natsiopoulou & Giouroukakis, 2010). 

Today, assistant principals assume an array of instructional as well as administrative duties as 

distributed to them by the principal. Glanz (1994) gives an overview of some of the roles and 

duties in Table 24. He expressed that, “the assistant principalship has changed very little in 

practice since its inception” (Glanz, 1994, p. 285).  
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Table 24 

Actual Duties of Assistant Principals: Degree of Importance 
Rank Duty Rank Duty 

1 Staff development (in-service) 14 Instructional Media Services 
2 Teacher Training 15 Counseling Pupils 
3 Curriculum Development 16 Faculty Meetings 
4 Evaluation of Teachers 17 Ordering Textbooks 
5 Instructional Leadership 18 School Clubs etc. 
6 Formulating Goals 19 Assisting PTA 
7 Innovations and Research 20 Student Attendance 
8 Parental Conferences 21 Student Discipline 
9 Articulation 22 Lunch Duty 
10 Courage 23 Public Relations 
11 Emergency Arrangements 24 School Budgeting 
12 Assemblies 25 Teacher Selection 
13 Administrative Duties (paperwork)   

Coverage refers to scheduling substitute teachers. 
Articulation refers to the administrative and logistical duties required to prepare students for 
graduation (e.g. preparing and sending cumulative records graduating fifth graders to middle 
school). Glanz, 1994, p. 285. 

For this study, the researcher focused on the duties that are distributed to assistant 

principals. “Coupled with their unclear and challenging work demands, the roles of assistant 

principals must be understood within the changing policy context of public schools” (Barnett, 

Shoho, & Oleszewski, 2012, p. 7).   

The researcher also focused on another approach that is associated with distributed 

leadership and that is the concept of teacher leadership (Hulpia, Devos, & Rosseel, 2009). 

Teacher leadership may be one important demonstration of distributed leadership as teachers are 

likely to be the individuals to whom leadership is distributed (Bush, 2015). Organizational 

benefits are recognized when the principal realizes the strengths of teacher leaders. 

The literature highlighted above provided the backdrop for the study which was 

conducted for this dissertation.  It helped frame the problem addressed in this research, which 

was the need to understand how principals distribute leadership, from multiple perspectives.  
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Research Design, Data Collection, and Data Analysis 

To conduct this research, a multiple case study approach was employed.  The three cases 

were principals, assistant principals, and teacher leaders, and all were interviewed to ascertain 

their perspectives on the practices of distributed leadership in schools.  The researcher sent 

emails to principals of purposefully selected large suburban high schools requesting their 

participation in the study.  The suburban schools were chosen so the researcher could investigate 

how the theory of distributed leadership was translated into everyday practice in secondary 

schools through the roles and responsibilities senior principals distributed to assistant principals 

and teacher leaders, from each of their perspectives.  

A total of four principals were contacted, but only three principals accepted the 

invitation.  Eight assistant principals received invitations, but only seven agreed to participate.  

Three teacher leaders were sent an invitation and each of them agreed to participate in the study.  

Interview protocols were created based on literature on the concept of distributed leadership and 

how the theory is translated into practice in secondary schools.  Interviews were conducted in 

three suburban high schools.  The interviews lasted approximately one hour and they were audio 

taped and professionally transcribed for accuracy by Rev.com.  The researcher visited each 

school and took field notes before interviewing the participants.   

  After conducting the interviews, the researcher transcribed the audiotapes precisely, and 

analyzed the data by utilizing a method called coding.  This process included analyzing data for 

similarities of the information reported in the interview and compiling them into manageable 

segments (Schwandt, 2007).  However, when conducting a cross case analysis, the researcher 

also looked for opposing views that were reported (Creswell, 2013; Stake, 2006).  Themes were 

organized for the researcher to create a “conceptual schema” instead of having only a list of 
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themes (Schreier, 2012).  The researcher analyzed themes within and across each case.  In the 

final step, the researcher reviewed all transcripts to ensure that primary themes and patterns 

corroborated with the data obtained from the interviews.  This was done to establish validity of 

the data. A total of thirteen participants were interviewed for this study.  

The researcher interviewed individuals in each case (the cases being principals, assistant 

principals, and teacher leaders). The researcher identified themes for each case to answer each 

sub-question.  Finally, a cross-case analysis was conducted to compare the themes across all 

three cases and to note the common ones. The findings will now be discussed. 

Discussion of Findings 

In this section, the findings from the central question and sub questions will be discussed.  

The central research question for this study was: In what ways is leadership distributed in 

secondary schools to assistant principals and teacher leaders?  

Sub-questions. 

1. In what ways does the principal perceive that he/she distributes leadership in the school? 

2. In what ways do assistant principals perceive that leadership is distributed to them in the 

school? 

3. In what ways do teacher leaders perceive that leadership is distributed to them in the 

school? 

4. What benefits result when leadership is distributed? 

5. What challenges exist when distributed leadership is practiced in the school? 

The findings which address the central research question are chiefly gleaned from sub-

questions one through three, in which the perceptions of the ways distributed leadership is 

practiced in schools are gathered from principals, assistant principals, and the teacher leaders 
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themselves.  Therefore, the findings of the first three sub-questions across the three cases will be 

discussed first.  The last two sub-questions were created to delve deeper into factors that benefit 

or challenge the practices of distributed leadership in school.  Sub-questions four and five will be 

discussed separately, again across the three cases.  Any similarities and differences that were 

found will be noted. 

Principals,’ Assistant Principals,’ and Teacher Leaders’ Perceptions of the Practices of 

Distributed Leadership in Schools 

The sub-questions (one through three) were similar, inquiring of the perceptions of each 

of the “cases” (principals, assistant principals, and teacher leaders) about the practices of 

distributed leadership in their schools.  Therefore, the cross-case findings for these three 

questions were addressed as a unit.  The analysis from the findings from the sub-questions 1–3 

combined, answering “In what ways is leadership distributed in secondary schools to assistant 

principals and teacher leaders?” resulted in the following cross-case themes: promotes a broad 

versus narrow perspective of leadership, fosters an interdependent versus isolated culture of 

decision making, and intentionally assign roles from strengths-based versus traditional roles. 

Leaders who practiced distributed leadership in schools promoted a broad 

perspective of leadership. Participants in this study stated that leaders who promote a broad 

perspective of leadership practiced distributed leadership in the school in different ways including: 

utilizing assistant principals to develop leaders within the school at all levels, distributing roles and 

spreading them out among assistant principals and curriculum specialists. Such shared leadership has 

become more and more important in today’s organizations to allow faster responses to more complex 

issues (Pearce, Manz, & Sims, 2009). One assistant principal elaborated on the principal promoting a 

broad perspective of leadership. Principal #1 explained: “It's not something I'm working on by myself. 

Counselors, another administrator have a large hand of responsibility in it.” Assistant principal #3 stated: 
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“We split the responsibility that is shared. Our principal does it, and two other administrators to help with 

the load and sitting in on meetings.” These assistant principals experienced their leader promoting a broad 

rather than narrow perspective of leadership among them.  

All three of the teacher leaders perceived that they were distributed duties and 

responsibilities that promoted a broad perspective of leadership versus a narrow perspective. 

They shared their perceptions of how leadership had been distributed to them. Teacher Leader #1 

had the following to say: “My principal charged me with being the curriculum specialist for my 

department and we meet weekly.” This aligns with what Kelly (2010) found:  if principals are to 

apply a practice of distributed leadership, then they should know their building constituents and 

the skill set of those individuals. The findings of this study confirm that a common value that 

leaders (both principals and assistant principals) who distribute leadership hold is that they 

believe it is important to have a broad versus narrow perspective of leadership. This means that 

leadership is shared broadly with others, not held in one formal position (i.e., the principal). 

Leaders who practiced distributed leadership in schools fostered a culture of 

interdependence versus a culture of isolated decision making. Participants in this study stated 

that leaders who practice distributed leadership foster a culture of interdependent versus isolated decision 

making in different ways including: giving assistant principals responsibility to make decisions, assigning 

them different tasks that are necessary for running the school, letting others make decisions, including 

teachers, and empowering others. Principal #3 provided the following as an example of principals and 

assistant principals fostering shared decision making in her school. She stated: “Teachers, first of all, I do 

think they're professionals. I think they want to be treated as professionals. That means giving them 

responsibility, having them make some decisions.” Assistant Principal ##3 shared how her principal went 

about fostering shared-decision making. She stated: “All the different tasks that go into running the 

school are divided amongst the different assistant principals.”  Additionally, Teacher Leader #1 stated: “I 

design the curriculum. I design the classes.”  This is consistent with findings from other researchers, who 
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state that administrative teams must assume responsibilities in many different areas, which include the 

school principal relinquishing some of his many duties or calling upon the expertise of others 

(Natsiopoulou & Giouroukakis, 2010).  Principals stated how they share their leadership responsibilities 

with assistant principals and teacher leaders.  They work with others to promote and create a collaborative 

culture instead of one where there is a single heroic leader. 

Leaders who practiced distributed leadership in schools intentionally assigned 

roles/responsibilities based on strengths versus traditional roles. Participants in this study 

stated that leaders who practiced distributed leadership by intentionally assigning 

roles/responsibilities based on the strengths of others versus assigning roles traditionally did so 

in the following ways: took prior skills and personal attributes into account when distributing 

responsibilities, established responsibilities, generally according to individual strengths and what 

the principal’s needs are, and empowered teachers in areas of designing curriculum. All the 

principals acknowledged that some roles are delegated to specific leaders as determined by their 

experiences and level of skill with handling certain situations. Principals shared with the 

researcher that they intentionally assign some roles to assistant principals that are strengths based 

versus traditional assistant principal roles. Principal #1 acknowledged: 

I look at people when I’m hiring them and during the interviewing process. I look at 

assistant principals who have previously worked with facilities or who have been a coach. I take 

prior skill and personal attributes into account when distributing responsibilities.  

This type of practice aligns with the research of scholars who ascertain that “The 

principal needs to know the talents, skills and knowledge that the assistant principal possesses 

and utilize those skills and knowledge in a meaningful manner to help improve the quality of the 

school” (Hilliard & Newsome, 2013, p. 154). Assistant principals reported that the leaders 

intentionally assigned roles and responsibilities based on individual strengths. Assistant Principal 
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#1 stated: “Our head principal establishes our responsibilities, generally according to our 

strengths and what his needs are.” Two of the teacher leaders perceived that they were 

intentionally distributed duties and responsibility based on their personal strengths versus 

traditional roles. They discussed how their principal or assistant principal intentionally assigned 

roles to them that were traditionally only performed by administrators. Teacher Leader #1 who 

was the curriculum specialist for her department stated: “Yes. I solely prepare the information, 

the graphic organizers, and media, and everything that I'm going to use, I design the curriculum. 

I design the classes. My principal has entrusted me with those responsibilities.” Teacher 

leadership may be seen as one important demonstration of distributed leadership as teachers are 

likely to be the individuals to whom leadership is distributed (Bush, 2015). The findings of this 

study confirm that leaders who intentionally assign roles/responsibilities based on the strengths 

of others versus assigning roles traditionally were practicing distributed leadership in the school.  

Table 25 illustrates the themes that were consistent across all cases in answering the question, 

“What are the perceptions of how principals distribute leadership in a high school?” 
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Table 25  

Summary of cross-case themes for research questions 1-3: Principals,’ assistant principals,’ and 
teacher leaders’ perceptions 

Theme: Leader Promotes a Broad versus a Narrow Perspective of Leadership 

Principals “He took me under his wing for about three years and taught me how to 
understand how he has built a schedule.” 

Assistant Principals 
“We split the responsibility that is shared. Our principle does it, 
and two other administrators to help with the load and sitting in 
on meetings” 

Teacher Leaders 

“I am the person who provides, who come to the meeting with resources of 
materials that I use in my classroom and I disseminate to them, like copies. 
Or either I email websites or links to different things that I put in my 
Google classroom to use to support the curriculum. My principal charged 
me with being the curriculum specialist for my department and we meet 
weekly.” 

Theme: Leaders Foster a Culture of Interdependent versus Isolated Decision Making 

Principals 
“Teachers, first of all, I do think they're professionals. I think they want to 
be treated as professionals. That means giving them responsibility, having 
them make some decisions.” 

Assistant Principals 

“All the different tasks that go into running the school are divided amongst 
the different assistant principals” 
 
“We split the responsibility that is shared. Our principle does it, and two 
other administrators to help with the load and sitting in on meetings” 

Teacher Leaders 
“I design the curriculum. I design the classes.” 
“With that, we created ... The participants at the training, we then got 
together and established various roles for each of them.” 

Theme: Leaders Intentionally Assign Roles/Responsibilities Based on the Strengths 
Versus Traditional Roles 

Principals 

“I look at people when I’m hiring them and during the 
interviewing process. I look at assistant principals who have 
previously worked with facilities or who have been a coach. I take 
prior skill and personal attributes into accounts when distributing 
responsibilities.” 

Assistant Principals 

“Our head principal establishes our responsibilities, generally according to 
our strengths and what his needs are.” 
 
We're all tasked with other things like, in my case; I'm the 
operations person. I'm over the operations of the whole building. I 
work closely with the maintenance people to make sure things are 
taken care of. I was over operations at my other school and he 
knew that when he hired me.” 

Teacher Leaders 

“Yes. I solely prepare the information, the graphic organizers, and 
media, and everything that I'm going to use, I design the 
curriculum. I design the classes. My principal has entrusted me 
with those responsibilities.” 
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Principals’, Assistant Principals’, and Teacher Leaders’ Perceptions of the Benefits of 

Distributed Leadership in Schools 

The fourth research sub-question was: What benefits result when leadership is 

distributed? Two themes emerged from this cross-case analysis.  The findings revealed that when 

leadership is distributed in schools, collective activities that promote a cohesive environment 

take place and there is a coordinated flow of communication.  

Collective activities that promoted a cohesive environment. The principals and 

assistant principals shed light on events at their schools in which all building personnel 

participated in physical/extra-curricular activities. Assistant Principal #2 stated: “We're going to 

look over the calendar, see what we're doing, try to have common ground and try to do some fun 

things together.” Assistant Principal #3 shared the following about an informal activity that 

supports camaraderie: “We have zumba class. We have boot camp. Me and the principals, we 

play tennis.” Teacher leaders also provided examples of collective activities at their schools. 

Teacher #1 shared an example of scheduled collaboration and what they do with that time: “As 

collaborative teams, we may take a day to leave the school. We have a professional development 

day where we may go out and grade common assessments.”  In the research literature, Devos, 

Tuytens, and Hulpia (2013) attest that “leadership in schools is no longer solely performed by the 

school principal; instead leadership is an aggregated function, and other [teacher leaders] of the 

leadership team with formally designated leadership roles take part in leading the school” (p. 

212). In light of Alabama Instructional Leader (2005) Standard 2, assistant principals are 

responsible for ensuring that decisions about curriculum, instructional strategies (including 

instructional technology), assessment, and professional development for teachers are based on 

comprehensive research, best practices, school and district statistics, and other relative 
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information and that reflection and collaboration are used to design significant and applicable 

experiences that improve student achievement.  

Constant Flow of Communication and Collaboration. The findings of this study also 

revealed that a constant flow of communication and collaboration was a benefit that surfaced 

when leadership was distributed in schools. Some of the assistant principals reported that one of 

the benefits was the constant flow of communication for collaboration that was proactive rather 

than reactive. Assistant Principal #1 stated the following that supported the constant flow of 

communication based on regularly scheduled professional development meetings: “That is 

definitely another way that we can meet the needs of our school in terms of technology 

professional development while also giving teachers the opportunity to become leaders and 

cultivating that skill.”  Assistant Principal #2 said: “Here, we overcome a lot of that just like all 

the grade level principals will sit down this summer and we will develop a common agenda for 

meeting with the faculty. We will have four separate faculty meetings.”  

According to Hilliard and Newsome (2013), favorable outcomes would be demonstrated 

for the learning organization if the designated leader, mainly the principal, sustained 

communication strategies akin to those of a transformational leader in distributing leadership. 

Teacher #1 shared an example of scheduled collaboration and what they do with that time: “As 

collaborative teams, we may take a day to leave the school. We have a professional development 

day where we may go out and grade common assessments.” Teacher Leader #2 stated: “We meet 

monthly with PD's.” When leadership is shared, or distributed between principals, assistant 

principals, and teachers for the purpose of building capacity, a stronger more stable educational 

structure is established. “The complex demands of the principal and the pictured image of him or 

her carrying the school on their shoulders all alone to improve a school come in part from 
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orthodox coherent organizational frames” (Grubb & Flessa, 2006, p. 520). Table 26 illustrates 

the benefits when leadership is distributed in schools. 

Table 26 

Summary of cross-case themes for research question #4: Benefits when leadership is distributed 
in schools 

Theme: Collective Activities that Promote Cohesive Environment 

Assistant Principals 

“We're going to look over the calendar, see what we're doing, try to 
have common ground and try to do some fun things together.” 
“We have Zumba class. We have boot camp. Me and the principals, 
we play tennis.” 

Teacher Leaders 
“Minute to Win It, the teachers against other teachers. We do those 
types of bonding activities. We go out to do some type of activity.”  
“We go out and eat together. 

Theme: Constant Flow of Communication and Collaboration 

Assistant Principals 

“That is definitely another way that we can meet the needs of our 
school in terms of technology professional development while also 
giving teachers the opportunity to become leaders and cultivating 
that skill.”   
“Here, we overcome a lot of that just like all the grade level 
principals will sit down this summer and we will develop a common 
agenda for meeting with the faculty. We will have four separate 
faculty meetings.” 

Teacher Leaders 

“As collaborative teams, we may take a day to leave the school. We 
have a professional development day where we may go out and 
grade common assessments.”  
“We meet monthly with PD's.” 

 
Principals’, Assistant Principals,’ and Teacher Leaders Perceptions of the Common 

Challenges of Distributed Leadership Practiced in Schools 

The fifth sub-question of this study was: “What challenges exist when distributed 

leadership is practiced in the school?”  The principals and teacher leaders ascertained that a lack 

of buy-in/ownership was a challenge that existed when distributed leadership was practiced in 

schools. This was the only common theme across all three cases. 

Lack of ownership/buy-in was a challenge. The one theme that emerged was that there 

is sometimes a lack of buy-in/ownership when the concept of distributed leadership is practiced 
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in school. The principals, assistant principals, and teacher leaders had the same perception 

relating to the challenges that are sometimes present. Principal #1 from Respect High School 

stated:  

You have to have some ownership. Now, I can't ask you to have ownership unless I give you 

some ownership. I mean I've got to let you in the game. I've got to get you in there. But even 

after I give you the opportunity for ownership you have to buy-in to it. 

Principal #1 had a military background and was accustomed to a command structure 

where constituents bought into the structure and worked together for a common cause. Principal 

#2 from Perseverance High School stated: “I would say that if that ownership is not created, then 

those others do not fall in there, because the teachers really need to have that.” And Principal #3 

from Respect High School stated:  

We talk about buy-in a lot, and I think that can be a loose term that we really don't ever get, but I 

really think in terms of creating this true distributive leadership that teachers have to know that 

what they are telling you is valued.  

This principal was a decisive and prized leader in her district who had trained and 

mentored assistant principals who later became principals. She had also trained and mentored 

teachers who later moved into the role of administrative assistant and or assistant principals. The 

principal of Respect High School was adamant when stating that without buy-in, true distributed 

leadership cannot be practiced in schools. The importance of buy-in for distributed leadership is 

supported in the literature. According to the Silkwood School Management Structure, change is 

most likely to be effective and lasting when those who implement it feel a sense of ownership 

and responsibility for the process. (Silkwood School Management Structure, 2015) 
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It should be mentioned that the teachers all noted that another challenge when leadership 

is distributed is the danger of there being an appearance that the principal/ assistant principal are 

playing favorites when selecting teachers for leadership.  They observed that often the same 

teachers are chosen for multiple leadership roles.  The principals and assistant principals did not 

mention this as a challenge, so it was not a common theme across cases.  The researcher feels it 

is important to note this outlier, however. Table 27 illustrates the Revealed Common Challenges 

when Leadership is Distributed in Schools. 

Table 27 

Cross-case analysis for sub question #5: Revealed common challenges when leadership is 
distributed in schools 

Theme: Lack of Buy-In/Ownership 

Principals 

“You have to have some ownership. Now, I can't ask you to have 
ownership unless I give you some ownership. I mean I've got to let 
you in the game. I've got to get you in there. But even after I give 
you the opportunity for ownership you have to buy-in to it.” 
“I would say that if that ownership is not created, then those others 
do not fall in there, because the teachers really need to have that.” 
“We talk about buy-in a lot, and I think that can be a loose term that 
we really don't ever get, but I really think in terms of creating this 
true distributive leadership that teachers have to know that what they 
are telling you is valued.” 

Teacher Leaders 

“Small amount of people who buy into things. Some people don't 
buy into it, to the distributive leadership and they just want to be in 
their rooms, doing their own thing, and you have to assess that 
because you really can't force people- People who are afraid of 
change.” 
“Makes that team or group very ineffective.” 
“Puts pressure on the administration and this is a challenge for 
them.” Table 11 summarizes the perceptions of the challenges that 
teacher leaders experience when distributed leadership is practiced 
in the school.   

 
Interpretations of Findings 

The researcher began conducting this study with first-hand knowledge of the roles of 

principals, assistant principals, and teacher leaders because she has had the opportunity to serve 
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as a high school assistant principal for almost three years. There is a thin body of research that 

has been reported on distributed leadership in large high schools; therefore, the researcher was 

interested in learning how principals, assistant principals, and teacher leaders perceived the 

practices of distributed leadership in three large suburban high schools. She could relate to how 

the participants felt when they discussed the practices, benefits, and challenges because she has 

either experienced them personally, and/or the research literature supported the findings.   

The researcher believes that principals, assistant principals, and teacher leaders play a 

vital role in translating the theory of distributed leadership into practice.  However, she was also 

cognizant that principals, assistant principals, and teacher leaders were more successful under 

certain conditions, which included the following: leaders promoting a broad perspective of 

leadership versus narrow perspective, leaders fostering a culture of interdependence versus 

isolated decision making, and leaders intentionally assigning roles based on the strengths of 

others versus assigning roles traditionally, leaders orchestrating collective activities for a 

cohesive environment and leaders coordinating a constant flow of communication. The findings 

of this study of principals,’ assistant principals,’ and teachers leaders’ perceptions of the 

practices and the benefits and challenges of the distributed leadership theory confirmed her 

beliefs and assumptions in a clear and strong manner. 

The researcher reflected throughout the study to gain an in-depth understanding of the 

concept of distributed leadership and how it translated into practice in suburban schools, and 

what factors enhanced or impeded its success. One of the “a-ha” moments was that it appeared 

that very few of the participants were familiar with the formal theory and/or concept of 

distributed leadership. Although the principals practice this type of leadership, participants had 

not identified their practices with the concept or term of distributed leadership.  Spillane (2005) 
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explained that the term distributed leadership often is used interchangeably with ‘shared 

leadership,’ ‘team leadership,’ and ‘democratic leadership.’ Some use distributed leadership to 

indicate that school leadership involves multiple leaders; others argue that leadership is an 

organizational quality, rather than an individual attribute. Still others use distributed leadership to 

define a way of thinking about the practice of school leadership.  

Considering the purpose of the study, the researcher was amazed to learn the breadth of 

the roles of assistant principals in such large high schools. The principal of Respect High School 

considered grade level administrators to be the principals for each entire grade level. The 

Principal of Perseverance High School noted that assistant principals run a school within a 

school. These principals all knew that sharing leadership ultimately made their jobs easier, so 

they were willing to relinquish control of everything.  This type of distribution of leadership is 

contrary to the findings of Wright (2008) in her literature on the limitations of distributed 

leadership. Wright (2008) reported that, “Subsequently, principals can be barriers to distributing 

leadership by: (a) holding tightly to power and control, (b) refraining from nurturing alternate 

leaders, and (c) choosing to involve only those who support their agenda” (p. 1).  The principal 

of Respect High School conveyed that when he distributes leadership to assistant principals, it 

takes some of the burden off of him. It is then that he is allowed and enabled to connect with the 

community outside of the school.  

The researcher had another “a-ha” moment when she interviewed the principal at 

Nobility High School. She learned that teacher leaders had been distributed the responsibility of 

being curriculum specialists. The principal made the researcher aware the he had done away with 

department heads and had implemented the roles of curriculum specialist and technology 

specialist in his school. Each academic department had their own curriculum and technology 
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specialist.  He sustained a constant flow of communication with these individuals by meeting 

with them weekly. This principal did not consider himself to be an instructional leader but 

instead a manager. He trusted his teachers to be the instructional experts. 

It appeared that the principal of Nobility High School had understood the concept of 

teacher leadership (Hulpia, Devos, & Rosseel, 2009). Teacher leadership may be seen as one 

important demonstration of distributed leadership; teachers are likely to be the individuals to 

whom leadership is distributed (Bush, 2015). Organizational benefits are recognized when the 

principal realizes the strengths of teacher leaders. Teachers taking on leadership roles in schools 

have certain competencies and their expertise is warranted for school success and is an 

organizational benefit. Moller and Pankake (2013) noted, “Teacher leaders are those teachers 

who look for resources to help them survive in the complex world of teaching, and credible 

teacher leaders often become those resources. Within schools, there may be a silent 

acknowledgement that these teachers know how best to work with students” (pp. 25-26).  

To summarize, each of the principals in the study distributed and shared leadership with 

their assistant principals as well as with teacher leaders. Each principal had his or her particular 

way of doing that, but in each case, it was an organized, planned, and structured approach.  Roles 

were clear, and communication was continual.  In addition, in all cases, there was a recognition 

of the importance of spending time together informally, outside of school, and inside of school 

participating in fun and relaxing activities that promoted bonding. What the researcher observed 

were three thriving school cultures because of the effective practices of distributed leadership 

enacted in these schools. 
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Returning to the Theoretical Framework 

The theoretical framework for this study was distributed leadership. There are benefits 

and challenges associated with the practices of distributed leadership. Originally, the researcher 

was expecting to discover the following issues pertaining to the enactment of distributed 

leadership in schools, based on the literature: maintaining the norms of school culture, playing 

the role of mediator, encountering the fundamental dilemmas of the school system, job 

satisfaction, discharging responsibilities effectively, finding time for professional development, 

personal achievement in their jobs, and school policies and practices (Yu-kwong & Walker, 

2010).   

Although none of the previously listed issues were confirmed as issues or barriers 

through investigation of the practices of distributed leadership in the three suburban high 

schools, the researcher did observe other challenges through interviews. Although some of them 

did not appear in cross-case themes, they were perceived by some of the principals, assistant 

principals and teacher leaders in their schools. Principals stated that obstacles sometimes existed 

in developing and mentoring others. Assistant principals stated that there were sometimes 

limiting aspects to distributed leadership. The limiting aspects included: more than one assistant 

principal could be working on the same discipline case, not enough time to get out into the 

classrooms, paperwork, staff members withdraw into their rooms, and limited opportunities for 

career growth. Teacher leaders experienced the following challenges that did not appear in the 

cross-case themes. The challenges included: teachers viewing the concept of distributed 

leadership as a popularity contest and that distributed leadership practices sometimes made the 

team ineffective.  
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The revised framework created in Figure 8 provides a visual representation of the 

findings from this study which align with the research literature. The benefits and challenges to 

the practice of distributed leadership in schools are indicated by their headings. The 

characteristics that emerged in the cross-case analysis of this study are also listed in the figured 

along with the newly emerged benefits and challenges of the concept of distributed leadership. 

 

Figure 8. Distributed Leadership Characteristics 
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Limitations of the Study 

The researcher attempted to make contributions to an area of educational leadership that 

only has a thin body of research, that is, the practices of distributed leadership in secondary 

schools as perceived by principals, assistant principals, and teacher leaders. However, there were 

limitations to the study. The researcher only obtained perceptions of a select group of 

participants who agreed to participate in the study.  Therefore, the data relating to this study 

cannot be used to generalize the perspectives of principals, assistant principals, and teacher 

leaders because it only represents the perceptions of the ones who participated in the interviews. 

The researcher only included three principals and seven assistant principals, and three teacher 

leaders in three suburban schools within two separate school districts. A much larger sample 

would be needed in replicating this study to make more sweeping generalizations on the concept 

of distributed leadership, beneficial factors, and challenges in secondary schools. 

Implications and Recommendations for Practice 

As the researcher analyzed the data from this study, several implications on how others 

could use this research came to mind. There are implications for the educational leadership field 

in general on how the theory of distributed leadership is translated into practice in secondary 

schools as perceived by senior principals, assistant principals, and teacher leaders. There are also 

implications for practicing and aspiring formal and informal school leaders on how and why 

leadership is distributed in secondary schools, and the benefits and challenges of sharing 

leadership.  

Implications for Educational Leadership Literature 

Educational literature on the theory of distributed leadership is minimal. It is important to 

locate valid information on the subject when performing research for educational leadership 

purposes. It is equally as important to be able to diversify the subject matter so that it is not 
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confused with other leadership styles such as transformational or shared leadership. Is the term 

distributed leadership just ‘new wine in old bottles?’ This study shed light on school leaders in 

action who, though they did not seem to be aware that what they were doing was called 

distributed leadership, they did know that they were sharing leadership, and several of the leaders 

were trying to transform their schools through these practices.     

Implications for Leadership Practice    

There are implications of this research for practicing and aspiring formal and informal 

school leaders pertaining to how and why leadership is distributed in secondary schools, and the 

benefits and challenges of sharing leadership. In the last twenty years, distributed leadership has 

gained notoriety as a justifiable style of leadership. Gronn, in 2006, referred to this concept as 

the “new kid on the block” (p. 1). Historically speaking, the emergence of the theory is relatively 

new. This supports the researchers’ position that there is a need for this study which will add 

information on the theory.  

While interviewing, the researcher was provided with a response from a principal that 

emphasized the importance of the role the principal plays in obtaining buy-in for distributed 

leadership. The principal used a sports analogy to clarify or sharpen the meaning of the point that 

he was making. The point was that everyone can be a leader but will everyone be allowed or 

even given the opportunity to lead? In the literature review for this study, there was a snippet of 

information that showed that “network patterns of control” is a characteristic of distributed 

leadership. It could be assumed that “network patterns of control” is synonymous with 

“allowable opportunities for buy-in.” Principals, assistant principals, and teacher leaders who 

read this dissertation will more fully understand that there are specific behaviors that leaders 

demonstrate, and attitudes they possess, that make the enactment of distributed leadership 
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possible in schools.  They will more fully understand the rationale for distributing leadership, the 

benefits that come from practicing it, and the potential challenges that accompany it.  Raising 

awareness and acquiring knowledge on these factors will help school leaders at all levels enact 

the concept with greater confidence. School practitioners can utilize the Distributed Leadership 

Characteristic Figure when looking for ways to distributed leadership in their schools. 

Characteristics from the figure can also be used to help determine if the concept is being 

evidenced among school leadership.  

Overall Significance of the Study 
 

The researcher in this study made visible some common characteristics of the way that 

distributed leadership is enacted in three large suburban high schools. She also unearthed some 

benefits and challenges which are associated with the theory and the practice of distributed 

leadership in secondary schools. The principals, assistant principals, and teacher leaders in this 

study perceived ways in which principals practiced distributed leadership.  First, leaders 

intentionally assign roles/responsibilities based on the strengths of others versus assigning roles 

traditionally.  Former research literature supports these findings.  Secondly and thirdly, 

principals orchestrate collective activities that promote a cohesive environment and there is a 

coordinated flow of communication. These two factors were not specifically mentioned in the 

research literature. Thus, this is new ground that was plowed, showing additional strategies for 

principals enacting distributed leadership in schools. 

When exploring the challenges of practicing distributed leadership, the finding of ‘a lack 

of buy-in or ownership’ was a challenge that is already noted in research literature. The teacher 

leaders’ perceptions of the principal playing favorites as being a challenge was also a finding that 
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was new and can contribute to the literature.  This, however was not a perception of the 

principals or assistant principals.  

Recommendations for Further Research 

The researcher shed light on the roles of practice of distributed leadership in high 

schools, as well as the beneficial factors and challenges that are encountered in translating the 

theory into practice in this multiple case study.  The perspectives of principals, assistant 

principals, and teacher leaders were gathered in three suburban schools.  Limitations of the study 

were acknowledged above, which infer that further research needs to be conducted.   This 

research could be replicated and include many more high schools to see if the findings would be 

consistent with the findings in this study.  This would help researchers identify whether the 

context of the school (number of assistant principals and teacher leaders of schools based on 

student enrollment, location, ethnicity of administrators, level of experience, and gender) was a 

major or minor influence over translation of the theory into practice.  

It is suggested, therefore, that further research be conducted with suburban high schools 

of the same size or larger to gain deeper insight into the specific ways that leadership is 

distributed to whom and how.  Another interesting study would be to survey the leaders of every 

7A high school in this southeastern state to identify the various ways that leadership is being 

distributed and to whom.  One additional interesting study suggestion would be to survey leaders 

to determine the number of principals who distribute leadership to people whom they view as 

friends, to test the teachers’ assumptions that distributed leadership may look like “playing 

favorites.” A final recommendation for further study would be to suggest fifteen tips to move 

your school toward distributed leadership based on the findings of this study.  
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Summary 

The theory of distributed leadership is a relatively new concept; thus, it has been under-

researched.  It is important to understand distributed leadership because there is a need to 

acknowledge an even broader perspective of leadership. The principals, assistant principals, and 

teacher leaders are all key players in translating distributed leadership theory into practice. 
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