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Abstract

School leadership in post-primary schools in Ireland is in a state of flux. Since 2007,
policy makers are advocating that school leaders should redesign their leadership
practice to reflect a distributed style of leadership. The pace of change in the
educational sector in Ireland due to the abundance of new policies and initiatives
is driving this need for leadership change. The current dominant administrative
style of leadership cannot meet the daily demands now expected of school
leaders. Existing international studies into distributed leadership argue it has the
potential to foster greater levels of engagement, creativity and accessibility to the
wider expertise of the school community and so enable a better response to the
rapidly increasing demands being placed on schools. It is not without its critics.
Misconceptions, conflated terminology and a limited, albeit growing empirical
study base fuels the cynicism.
In Ireland the most salient criticism is the limited research available to support
practitioners in the practice of distributed leadership. Compounded by the
statutory obligation now on school principals to reflect distributed leadership,
these school leaders face many challenges to translate this theoretical concept
into their daily practice.
The researcher undertook this study to respond to this challenge. Using James P.
Spillane’s theoretical framework of distributed leadership, the researcher
observed the leadership interactions between the principal, teachers and the
school environment from two separate post-primary schools. Arising from this
one-year case study a schema was constructed. The schema is configured by the
practices of modelling, resourcing, cohering and judging. The study identifies
specific issues in current practices that will need to be addressed to support the
accepted practices of distributed leadership within the schools.
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1 Study Overview
1.1

Introduction

This chapter presents the rationale for this thesis, outlining the research
problem that will shape and guide the structure of the study. The chapter
reflects on the current context of school leadership in post-primary schools in
Ireland and concludes with a description of each chapter in the thesis.
1.2

Rationale

In 2007 the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD)
published a report that investigated school leadership in post-primary schools
in Ireland. The OECD Report, Improving School Leadership (2007), cited a lack
of clarity relating to the leadership role of the principal in Irish education. The
Report revealed a limited understanding of role of the principal at post-primary
level, describing ‘the leadership role of the principal is a relatively new
phenomenon’ in Ireland. The Report further identified that:
very little research has been carried out in Ireland on the competencies
required by school leaders. The focus is both distant and recent past has
been to articulate school leadership roles in terms of responsibilities and
duties (DES Circular P16/73; Government of Ireland 1998) without further
elaboration on competencies (knowledge and skills required to fulfil
responsibilities and duties) (p. 47).

At that time, the OECD (2007, p.47) indicated that ‘the perception of a heavy
workload attached to the position, with statutory and legal responsibilities
increasingly shouldered by the principal, who both informs and is supported by
a voluntary Board of Management [who may not have adequate expertise]’
pointed to the decline in applicants for principal positions within Irish schools.
In response to the findings, the OECD (2007, p. 67-69) advised policy makers and
practitioners to consider adopting a distributed style of leadership as an
alternative to current practice. They argued that, although the principal plays a
12

central role, ‘in encouraging and fostering both informal and formal leadership
opportunities within school’…‘leadership does not reside with one person at the
top, but rather is part of every teacher’s work…’ (OECD, 2007, p. 69).
OECD Report (2007, p. 52) recommended further research into school
leadership ‘both in its descriptive and normative use.’ The recommendations
highlighted the need for further study into the model of distributed leadership
due to the embryonic stage of development into the educational system in
Ireland (OECD, 2007).

Therefore, with the lack of clarity regarding school

leadership, coupled with the limited studies into distributed leadership, in the
post-primary sector in Ireland, the researcher became motivated to respond to
the problem which was emerging from these reports.
1.3

Context

The need for an alternative approach to school leadership derives from the
accelerated pace of change that is demanding greater levels of accountability in
corporate governance for school principals in Ireland today. The post-primary
school principal in Ireland cannot meet the expected standards of compliance
through the present administrative style of leadership (OECD, 2009). Academics
and policy-makers argue that by theoretically flattening the hierarchal structure
that is typically associated in the leadership and management practices in
schools can offer new possibilities for school leaders to address present
challenges. They argue, the decentralisation of the leadership activity opens the
possibility for a collective form of leadership beyond the scope of the principal
(Harris, 2011, 2013; Harris et al., 2013; Spillane, 2005).

The hierarchical,

autonomous and administrative nature of school leadership in post-primary
schools in Ireland was inhibiting opportunities for collaboration, capacity
building or succession planning. This was reflected in the comments made by
the former President of the National Association for Principals and Deputy
Principals (NAPD) and current president of the Centre of School Leadership
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(CSL), Mrs. Mary Nihill, who outlined ‘significant roadblocks in developing
leaders for the future.’ Nihill (2015) stated:
1. We encourage too few high performing teachers to pursue leadership roles.
2. The lack of mobility in the system reduces the opportunity to observe other
leadership styles.
3. Stepping-stone roles fails to develop necessary leadership skills
4. A lack of a clear vision of what is a good school leader in the Irish Context
5. The need to value Professional Development for School Leaders
6. The lack of co-ordination of supports (p. 10-11)

The publication of Circular 003/2018, in theory responds to these ‘roadblocks’
but more importantly the Circular underscores the importance of leadership to
the wider school context. It outlines that the school principal is expected to
‘share and distribute leadership and management responsibilities in a manner
that encourages and supports partnership.’ School principals have now a
statutory obligation to reflect distributed leadership in their practice. This is
presenting serious challenges for school leaders as traditionally they have
interpreted and understood their role by a set of assigned duties and
responsibilities rather than the principles of distributed leadership practice.
(OECD, 2007; OECD, 2009; DES Circular P16/73; Government of Ireland 1998).
Consequently,

there

is

growing

widespread

misunderstanding

and

misconceptions regarding the concept of distributed leadership and the
principals’ role in executing this effectively.

This was validated by an

independent study conducted by the DES (2018) into the CSL. In the report,
school principals identified the need for ‘critical support’ in knowing how to
distribute leadership, develop a collaborative culture and empower staff.
1.4

Theoretical Framework- James P. Spillane’s Model

The literature in this field of school leadership is growing internationally but
remains limited in Ireland. Studies into distributed leadership suggest this style
of leadership can offer school leaders a new way to view their role in the
practice of school leadership.

Redesigning the leadership activity of the

principal, who is the statutory gate-keeper of the school, that will be sustainable
and effective, in the context of distributed leadership, points to the paradox of
14

distributed leadership. How does the principal retain a central role while
fostering productive forms of distributed leadership? (Leithwood et al. 2007;
Mascall et al. 2008). Murphy et al. (2009, p. 181), argued, ‘at the school level
all change flows through the principal’s office. These formal leaders are in a
critical position to move initiatives forward or to kill them off, quickly through
actions or slowly through neglect. This law of change is magnified in the
distributed leadership equation and centre stage in the redesign required to
bring distributed leadership to life in schools’ (Heller and Firestone 1994; Smylie
1996; Leithwood et al. 2007).

Despite the meteoric rise in educational

leadership theory there are criticisms of this style of leadership. Lumby (2013,
p. 41) argues distributed leadership ‘is being used largely to create a mirage, an
apolitical workplace’ further suggesting that it ‘reconciles staff to growing
workloads and accountability, and issues of the disempowerment and or
exclusion of staff out of the leadership script.’ The competing and conflicting
interpretations of distributed leadership compounded by a lack of empirical
studies, conducted in Ireland, adds to the criticism.
Like leadership studies in general, distributed leadership is no different in being
very popular but highly contested. Through considerable desktop research into
the literature relating to distributed leadership the researcher chose the
theoretical framework of James P. Spillane (2006) as the prism through which
he will address the research problem of this study outlined in section 1.6.
James P. Spillane is the Spencer T. and Ann W. Olin Chair in Learning and
Organizational Change at Northwestern University where he is a Professor of
Human Development and Social Policy, Learning Sciences, and Management
and Organizations. His seminal studies accredit him as being one of the few
leading authorities in the world into distributed leadership (Harris, 2016).
Spillane (2007, p. 148) developed distributed leadership as an analytical
framework to ‘diagnose and design school practice to enable improvement.’
The framework aims to capture the phenomena of leadership and management
15

practice through interactions between leader(s), follower(s) and the situation
Figure 1.1.
Figure 1.1 James P. Spillane's Distributed Leadership Model

Situation

Leadership
Practice

Leader(s)

Follower(s)

Source taken from and adapted Spillane, J.P. (2006). Distributed Leadership. Jossey-Bass: San
Francisco

The distinctive nature of the framework is represented by the leader-plus and
the practice aspects. Leader-plus reflects the view that multiple staff in the
school can assume leadership roles, not only the formal leaders such as the
principal or deputy principal. The practice aspect is critically important because
it informs how the interactions between leader(s), follower(s) and the situation
develop to affect change that will improve the school performance. As a design
tool it provides leaders with a way to diagnose and redesign the practice of
leadership. Spillane (2006) argues that distributed leadership is guided by three
distinctive principles. They include the following:
•
•
•

the ‘practice’ of leadership being the central unit of interest;
when diagnosing leadership and management practice, attention to
the ‘interactions’ must inform future recommendations;
thirdly, the leader must attend to aspects of the ‘situation’, which is
configured by tools, routines and structure (p. 66).
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Spillane’s design tool offers a theoretical framework that is underpinned by
three design principles that will enable the researcher to investigate, within the
three different types of distribution, how the ‘work’ of leadership is arranged.
Using Spillane’s framework in this way, it is envisaged that it will allow the
researcher to access the core of the leadership enterprise; that being the
interactions that arise between the school principal (leader), staff (followers)
and the school environment (situation). In section 3.6.2 the researcher will
present in greater detail the literature on Spillane’s model into distributed
leadership.
The objective is to examine the interactions through an identification and
examination of the practices, between the principal, staff and their school
context; establishing if there is anything new to be discovered between this
tripartite relationship that can inform the future design of leadership practice
which will best accommodate distributed leadership. The researcher is not
interested in establishing a standardised model that principals prescriptively
follow in the execution of distributed leadership.

Nevertheless, school

principals are challenged by the lack of practical support to assist them in their
diagnosis and hence redesign their leadership practice to reflect distributed
leadership or simply to facilitate greater levels of staff collaboration while still
maintaining their corporate responsibility to all stakeholders. The challenges
arising from this tension are unnerving for many school leaders, especially due
to the lack of research undertaken into this aspect of school leadership in
Ireland-something which the researcher aims to address.
1.5

Research Design

The researcher used a case study approach for this research project. The
interactions between two post-primary school principals’, their staff and the
school environment being the unit of interest. Data was collected over the
course of one academic year using semi-structured interviews, focus groups and
non-participant

observation.

The

schools
17

had

similar

demographic

characteristics and collaborative initiative but varied in organisational size and
locations. A rigorous process to identify the necessary elements for a suitable
sample group for the study was followed. Factors such as the sample size,
representation, access to the sample, the type of study and the methods used
to analyse the data were all considered during this process. The researcher
relied on feedback from colleagues that acted as critical friends on the research
design and the invaluable guidance of his supervisor to ensure that fidelity to
the sample group was adhered. The data collection process took place during
two phases. Phase 1 commenced during the last week in September 2013 and
phase 2 commencing in April 2014.
1.6

Research problem

The research problem that emerged, through the process of interrogating the
literature on leadership and distributed leadership, focused on identifying the
current leadership practices exhibited by school principals and ascertain how
aligned they are to the principles of distributed leadership. Through this
empirical study, the researcher unpacks the principles of distributed leadership
to ascertain if there is any shortcoming in current practice. The researcher
hopes to add new knowledge that will narrow the gap between current school
leadership practices and distributed leadership that will provide practical
support to post-primary school leaders in Ireland.
1.7

Structure of the Thesis

The following outline provides a summary of the structure and contents of each
chapter included in this thesis:
Chapter Two: This chapter charts the development of school leadership in
Ireland concluding with the justification for distributed leadership.

The

researcher explores the historical development of leadership practice, the
infrastructural support for school leaders and the changing landscape of postprimary schools in Ireland that is precipitating the changes in practice.
18

Chapter Three: This chapter interrogates the literature into school leadership
from an international perspective. The chapter examines the meaning of school
leadership, conducting in-depth review of the typologies of school leadership
that have paved the way for distributed leadership. The researcher unpacks the
empirical studies into distributed leadership, with a focus on the research
conducted by James P. Spillane. The chapter concludes by refining the research
problem into two research questions that will guide the researcher through the
remainder of the study.
Chapter Four: This chapter examines all the elements associated with the
research design of this interpretive study.

The research paradigm, the

epistemological position and issues of reflexivity are all presented. The chapter
presents details regarding the research sample, ethical considerations and the
data collection instruments used in this study. The chapter concludes on the
data collection process and the framework of analysis for the study.
Chapter Five: The findings are presented with the themes identified through the
data analysis process.
Chapter Six: The findings are discussed against the literature reviewed and
answers formulated to respond to the research questions and ultimately the
research problem.
Chapter Seven: The researcher concludes the thesis, outlining the quality and
limitations of the study that has been undertaken. The researcher highlights the
contribution that the study made to this field of knowledge, practice and policy
in educational school leadership. The chapter closes with suggestions around
further research that could be explored.
`
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1.8

Conclusion

This chapter has presented the rationale of this study, set within the context of
an explicit push and demand for a specific form of school leadership at postprimary level in Ireland, distributed leadership. This is in the context of very little
research on how distributed leadership is practiced with the school
organisation. Distributed leadership is a theoretical model and this model forms
a foundational lens for the study. However, this model, associated research and
theory together with the overall context of the study does needs to be
examined. Therefore, in the next chapter, the researcher will present the
historical and recent development of school leadership within Ireland. In doing
so he will refine the research problem through a closer analysis of the current
situation facing school leaders and the prevalent foci and developments in l
leadership theory, research and policy.
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2 The Irish Context
2.1

Introduction

This chapter charts the historical development of school leadership in Ireland
while also reflecting on the wider international development of educational
leadership. The progression of school leadership is set within the context of the
legislative and policy development in Ireland. The chapter concludes by looking
to the future of school leadership in post-primary schools.
2.2

Historical development of school leadership in Ireland

School leadership in post-primary schools developed through different three
phases in Ireland (Sugure, 2003). The first phase, prior to 1971, the style of
leadership was predominantly administrative. The second phase, 1971-1989,
was characterized by managerial responsibilities and the third phase, from 1990
to 2007, a growing emphasis on the concept of leadership. The understanding
of school leadership in Ireland reflects administrative and management duties
defined through roles and responsibilities (Sugure, 2003). The inconsistent use
of the term leadership echoes this understanding. School leadership was
traditionally defined by the status of different stakeholders and the formal
leadership positions they held in post-primary schools. These included the
principal, deputy principal, chairperson of the Board of Management, the
patron or trustee.

The conflated use of leadership and management

terminology was particularly salient in Irish education where there was limited
appreciation or conceptual understanding of the practice of school leadership
(OECD, 2007). The OECD in their report into school leadership in post-primary
schools cited that ‘there is a noticeable absence of the word “leader” or
“leadership” in documents from official sources.’ (OECD, 2007). The frequent
use of different terms to describe formal leadership roles, i.e. principal, school
management, lead-teacher, even within the publications from governmental
agencies including the DES, contributed to the confusion surrounding school
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leadership. The perception of the role of principal was more akin to the
translations either in Irish ‘priomhoide’ (lead teacher) or the latin definition
‘primus/a inter pares’ (first among equals). Aside from the subtle inferences to
consultation for school planning purposes school leadership references in Irish
policy or government publications at this time did not reflect the thinking or
evidence being developed internationally regarding the nature or influence of
the practice of school leadership had on the performance of the school.

International studies into school leadership presented sound evidence that
defined the formal role of the principal as a leadership role characterised by
traits and behaviours, and of central importance to the entire school enterprise.
The role of principal necessitated a broader set of competencies that could
accommodate the involvement of teaching staff in the discussion of school
management and leadership activity, which was viewed as a prerequisite for
effective schools (Devine and Swan, 1997). The research into effective schools
identified the influence of the school principal who created the necessary
organisational environment to facilitate improved student outcomes (Hallinger,
2013; Leithwood et al. 2004; Leithwood et al. 2009; Leithwood and Sun, 2012).
Student outcomes improved in schools that empowered staff, through a shared
sense of ownership and innovation in the strategic planning and professional
decision making; these being the primary factors that contributed to a school
climate that achieved successful student outcomes (Hargreaves and Hopkins
cited in McNamara et al. 2002, p. 203). The principal had a pivotal responsibility
to create an effective collaborative working climate (Jensen et al. 2012). Other
studies highlighted the influence of the principal in creating professional
learning communities where teachers collaborated to improve their practices
and to improve student learning outcomes (Jones and Harris, 2014; Louis et al.
2010.)
In contrast, responsibilities for school leadership in post-primary schools in
Ireland were defined in the Education Act 1998:
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The Principal… and the teachers… under the direction of the Principal, shall
have the responsibility, in accordance with this Act, for the instruction
provided to students in the school and shall contribute, generally, to the
education and personal development of the students in that school.

This seminal Act outlined the role and responsibilities of different personnel
including the principal. The Act reflected an administrative style of leadership
expected of principals which was further elaborated in Section 22 of the
Education Act (1998) which states:
•
•
•
•

encourage and foster learning in students
regularly evaluate students and periodically report the results of
the evaluation to the students and their parents
promote co-operation between the school and the community
which it serves
carry out the duties assigned by the Board, subject to the terms of
any collective agreement and contract of employment

Prior to the publication of the Education Act 1998, school leadership in postprimary schools was overtly influenced by the Catholic Church and Trade
Unions. The majority of the 735 post-primary schools in Ireland were under the
patronage and governance of Catholic Church through the Articles of
Management for Voluntary Catholic Schools. It was members of religious orders
and clerics who traditionally occupied the leadership and management
positions of principal, deputy-principal and assistant-principal, in 403 of these
post-primary schools (Lynch and O’Riordan, 1996). The style of leadership
exercised was typically autocratic, resulting in a lack of opportunity and mobility
for the predominantly lay staff to collaborate on curricular or whole school
initiatives, features of school leadership which international studies were
highlighting as good practice.
This approach to school leadership and management created a culture of
isolationism that prevailed in post-primary schools until the turn of the twentyfirst century. Up to this point lay teachers operated from within the silos of their
classroom, defined by Lortie (1975 cited in Ostover-Nameghi and Sheikhahmadi,
2016, p.197) during the mid-twentieth century as the ‘egg crate structure’.
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Those in the formal leadership or management positions controlled the ‘other’
administrative aspects required for running the school.

As time evolved

changes in personnel and governance structures introduced new approaches to
leading and managing schools. Schools began the slow process of replacing
retired staff with lay appointments particularly to positions of senior
management. The establishment of new patron bodies that were not controlled
by the Catholic Church such as the Vocational Educational Committee (VEC) now
replaced by the Educational Training Board (ETB) or the Association of
Community and Comprehensive Schools (ACCS), created an autonomy for the
post-primary school sector. It provided the opportunity to establish new
standards and norms in the appointment of principalship positions or any
position of responsibility within post-primary schools particularly for the other
332 post-primary schools.

In Circular 02/06 the minimum requirements to

apply for the position of principal, is now a recognised teaching qualification and
five years’ whole-time teaching experience. Prior to this, under the Articles of
Management for voluntary catholic schools, Article 20 cites that in diocesan or
religious controlled schools, the patron can nominate a cleric/member of the
religious order(s) to the position of principal, superseding the appointment
process, and that the Board of Management in that school is expected to
confirm the appointment. This article is still in place today for voluntary catholic
schools. The teacher trade union movement too occupied a strong position of
influence in the appointment process of senior management positions in postprimary schools. Ninety-one percent of post-primary teachers belong to a trade
union, this giving the trade unions the mandate and power to lobby the criteria
set for management appointments and influence their members. The weighing
of seniority in the application process for senior positions, such as principal, was
one notable example. This selection criteria immediately ruled out a cohort of
potential candidates that may have had the capacity for the position but were
not appointed because another candidate had more years teaching experience.
Therefore, the appointment process for candidates being appointed to principal
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or senior management positions was unduly influenced by other institutional
factors.
The publication of the Teaching Council Act (2001) and the Teaching Council
(Amendment) Act (2006) brought regulation and established a climate of
professional accountability for all teachers paid by the State. However, not until
September 2011 were all qualified teachers mandated to register with the
Council if they wished to remain paid in a state funded school.

The

establishment of the Teaching Council of Ireland, which regulated the
profession through the development of a Code of Practice, promotes
continuous professional development and maintaining and improving standards
of teaching, skill and competence. The Act is dedicated to teaching as a
profession and so does not reflect any guidance on positions of responsibility
such as principal or deputy principal. Notwithstanding this, these legislative
frameworks have influenced indirectly the expectations from those seeking
appointment to a principalship position.

The Education Act (1998), in-

conjunction with the Articles of Management (1989), the Deeds of Trust (1971),
the Vocational Amendment Act (2001), framed, what Humphreys (2010, p. 5)
defined as, ‘the changing nature of leadership in these schools, setting out a
blue print for their lay management.’ Yet, the perception and understanding
associated with the role of the principal as a school leader, framed from an
international perspective, was noticeably absent in day-to-day practice until the
first decade of the twenty-first century. This was identified by OECD (2007, p.
23) which stated, ‘the leadership role of the principal is a relatively new
phenomenon.’ Policy-makers have been working on changing the traditional
perception and understanding of the role of school principal from being
predominantly administrative to promoting the need for school leadership to
reflect a greater sense of collaboration and sharing. In 1999, Emer Smyth of the
ERSI highlighted the importance of shared leadership, arguing, ‘as the demands
on schools increase in scale and complexity, greater attention should be paid to
the development of middle management structures’ (Smyth, 1999). This notion
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of sharing the leadership responsibility is an approach to school leadership that
can be traced back to the publication of the Education Act (1998) a year earlier.
In the revised In-School Management arrangements, agreed for all schools in
1998, there was an implicit recognition of the need to share leadership,
managerial and administrative duties across members of the school teaching
staff; ‘the principal, deputy principal and holders of posts of responsibility
together form the in-school management team for the school’ (DES circular
4/98).

Furthermore, within the 1998 Education Act, there is a statutory

obligation on school leaders, namely school principals, to actively engage all
stakeholders particularly teachers in the school planning process. Referenced
as the ‘school plan’, the 1998 Education Act named the school principal on
behalf of the Board of Management as the central figure that was to engage in
a process of consultation with key stakeholders:
The school plan shall be prepared in accordance with such directions,
including directions relating to consultation with the parents, the
patron, staff and students of the school, as it may be given from time
to time by the Minister in relation to school plans (21(3)).

However, this tokenistic approach to leadership distribution or collaboration
with other stakeholders in the school didn’t alter the nature of the
administrative role of the school principal. Up until this point it was not until
the publication, by the DES, ‘Looking at our Schools: An aid to self-evaluation in
Second Level Schools’ (2003a), did any significant change emerge in the
accountability of schools in terms of engaging in school planning or
collaboration in this way.

The school self-evaluation process started to

challenge the autocratic and hierarchical view of school leadership which
initiated the process of formal school leaders having to consult and engage with
other staff in the school. According to McNamara et al. (2002, p. 202) a series
of industrial disputes rendered impossible any further mention of evaluation
and inspection until 2003. It wasn’t until 2004 that the Inspectorate on behalf
of the DES, was able to evaluate schools in this area. The Inspectorate drafted
a suite of new instruments to hold schools more accountable in areas related to
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teaching and learning. The focus of the Inspectorate was on leadership and
management practices but ironically there was little significant policy change or
change in practice on the ground in schools.

The recent publication of ‘Looking at Our School 2016: A Quality Framework for
Post-Primary Schools’ is the first quality framework that focuses on the
‘practice’ of leadership and management in all post-primary schools. The
framework published new guidelines that identify the necessary competencies
of effective and highly effective practice in leadership and management. In
these guidelines issued by the Inspectorate on School Self Evaluation 2016, it is
the expectation that the Principal will ‘empower the staff’.

This domain is

defined by the following expectation that the school principal, ‘(He/she)
empowers teachers to take on leadership roles and to lead learning, through
the effective use of distributed leadership models.’ Although these practices
will not be inspected until 2020, it is the first time in conjunction with Circular
003/2018, that the school’s leaders are expected to reflect a leadership style in
their daily practice.

2.3

Supporting the leadership role of the principal

In 2002 the DES identified an urgent need to support current principals in the
evolving nature of their roles. The Leadership Development for Schools (LDS)
was established as a support unit under the auspices of the DES to provide the
necessary professional development for school leaders. The need to prepare
and support teachers for the role of school principal, prior to the publication of
the Education Act 1998, was initially addressed in the Report from the National
Education Convention (NEC, 1994) The report concluded that training would
assist principals to become ‘effective instructional leaders with a clear grasp of
management theory and practice’ (NEC, 1994, p. 44-45). However, it was not
until the establishment of the LDS was there a coherent support agency that
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could support the needs of school leaders. The LDS programme offered a range
of supports that included Misneach, Forbairt, Tanaiste, Cothu and Spreagadh.
These programmes were designed to develop the capacity of school leaders
through the enhancement of knowledge, skills and competencies, attitudes and
values, and behaviours (LDS, 2003). Up until this point, principals would have
relied on the support of Management Bodies including the Joint Managerial
Body (JMB), the ACCS, the Church of Ireland Board of Education and the VEC
replaced by Education and Training Board of Ireland (ETBI). Further support for
principals and deputy principals was provided through the establishment of the
NAPD. The NAPD which is still in operation provides a voice on common issues
of concern for school leaders; ensuring school leaders are afforded parity of
esteem; that they are consulted on educational policy reform and that they
offer advice and support on school related issues (NAPD, 1997).
In 2010, The Professional Development Service for Teachers (PDST) assumed the
functions of the LDS and continues to deliver programmes in school leadership
that ‘aims to increase both competence and capability [in school leaders].’ They
claim their support programmes provide an ‘increased confidence for school
leaders to feel empowered to lead in the challenging and complex environment
in which they operate.’ Their programmes are centred around key dimensions
of the leadership role which included, the self as leader; leading the
organisation; leading people; leading change; leading the community; leading
teaching and learning.
In a significant development in 2014, the DES established a working group that
would further develop policy and practice in school leadership support.
Through a Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) agreed between the DES,
Irish Primary Principals Network (IPPN) and NAPD, the DES (2018) report
recognised that:
The quality of school leadership is a key determinant of school
effectiveness and the achievement of good learning outcomes. There is
strong evidence from many countries that school leaders need specific
training to respond to the role and responsibilities that they should fulfil
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in an effective school system. It is essential that the strategies used to
promote and facilitate this professional development of school leaders
focus on developing and strengthening skills related to improving school
outcomes (p. 5).

Furthermore, the DES (2018) outlined identified that:
While there are some high-quality programmes and supports in place, it is
acknowledged that there are deficiencies in the current continuum of
supports for school leaders particularly in relation to a) newly appointed
principals and b) school leaders who encounter professional difficulties or
challenges. Current provision is fragmented and in some cases, there is a
need to bridge theory and practice (p. 6).

Consequently, the Centre of School Leadership (CSL) was established. While the
PDST continues to provide support to teachers, the CSL in a partnership
between the IPPN, the NAPD and the DES is focused on ‘the development of a
coherent continuum of professional development for school leaders.’ (CSL,
2017). It is the shared objective that CSL will become a centre of excellence for
school leadership and the lead provider of support in this area. Prior to this, the
focus on the role of school principal, has been to ‘articulate the position of
school leadership in terms of roles and responsibilities without further
elaboration on competencies (knowledge and skills required to fulfil
responsibilities and duties (OECD, 2007)’.
2.4

Re-defining the leadership role of the principal

The publication of Circular 0003/2018, redefines the understanding of
leadership practice significantly in post-primary schools.

The leadership

practice of principals and other formal leadership roles in the school have been
traditionally framed around roles and responsibilities that will respond to
administrative tasks schools are compelled to carry out. For the first time in
Irish education the DES is affirming the significant influence of leadership in the
school context and furthermore advocating for a style of leadership practice.
The Cir. 0003/3018 cites:
Leadership in a school context, creates a vision for development
leading to improvements in outcomes for learners, and is based on
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shared values and robust evaluation of evidence of current practice
and outcomes. In this way, leadership is distributed throughout the
school as a key support for student learning (p. 4).

The circular outlines how the school principal is expected to ‘share and
distribute the leadership and management responsibilities in a manner that
supports and promotes partnership.’ The circular (2018, p. 6) redefines the
nature of the relationship between the principal and the assistant-principal,
stating that they ‘in line with the principles of distributed leadership, assistant
principals work in teams, in collaboration with the principal and/or deputy
principal and have shared responsibility, commensurate with the level of the
post.’ The evolution of this new approach to school leadership as outlined in
Circular 003/2018 and the new School Self-Evaluation (SSE) framework (2016),
brings new challenges for existing and newly appointed school principals.
School leaders are now expected to ‘share and distribute leadership’ in
accordance with the principles of distributed leadership including those
occupying informal leadership positions in their school.

Considering the

trajectory of school leadership development, how do school principals respond
to the expectations set out in this circular?
In a recent study conducted into the CSL, commissioned by the DES (2017), ten
critical areas of support were identified by school leaders, (Table 2.1). In the
findings, school leaders namely principals, identified knowing how to distribute
leadership, build collaborative culture which included team building and the
empowerment of staff as critical areas of need.
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Table 2.1 Critical Areas of Need for Post-Primary School Principals

Top 10 Critical Areas of Need (Post Primary)
1. Leading Learning and Teaching-Building a collaborative culture -with
staff
2. Leading Learning and Teaching – Assessment
3. Managing the Organisation – Conflict management/resolution
4. Developing Leadership Capacity – Distributing leadership roles and
responsibilities
5. Managing the organisation – self-evaluation within schools
6. Leading Learning and Teaching -Technology-enhanced learning
7. Leading Learning and Teaching – Curriculum development and
planning
8. Developing Leadership Capacity – Team building and empowering
staff
9. Managing the organisation – Managing challenging behaviours
10. Developing Leadership Capacity – Encouraging leadership within the
school
Source adapted from Department of Education and Skills (Ireland) (2018) School Leadership in
Ireland and the Centre of School Leadership: Research and Evaluation.

Therefore, how do principals respond to the expectations outlined in Circular
0003/2018 and remain compliant with Section 22 of the Education Act, 1998,
and Section 23 of the Education (Amendment) Act 2012, which states:
•
•
•

the Principal provides leadership to teachers, other staff, to the
students and the wider school community.
the Principal has overall authority, under the direction of the Board of
Management/ ETB, as appropriate, for the day-to-day management of
the school.
the Principal has overall responsibility for the internal organisation of
the school, including the assignment of roles and responsibilities to
members of the teaching and non-teaching staff.

The diagnosing and redesigning of the leadership practice reflective of the
expectations set out in Circular 0003/2018 while ensuring that the
responsibilities outlined by in the Education Act, 1998 and the Education
(Amendment) Act 2012 are achieved, is the central challenge for school leaders.
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2.5

Conclusion

This chapter has charted the historical development of school leadership in
Ireland against the wider international studies on school leadership. The
traditionally hierarchical and autonomous administrative approach to school
leadership in Ireland, with a focus on the distribution of tasks rather than the
responsibility still exists in post-primary schools (Flood, 2011). The existing
school

leadership

practices

and

organisational

structures

may not

accommodate the intensity and complexity of change. As set out in this chapter,
Cir. 003/2018 and the recent publication of the revised School Self-Evaluation
Framework model, Looking at Our Schools, there is now new expectations on
school leaders to develop and practice distributed leadership. Principals face
mounting challenges in being able to diagnose and redesign their practice to
accommodate this change-support in the research carried out by CSL. These
challenges are compounded also by the demographical changes within Irish
society. It is envisaged that there will be an increase of 23,000 pupils in the
second-level system by 2024, resulting in an enrollment of 413,000 students,
the highest enrolment figures since 1987 (DES, Statistics Section, 2012).
Catering for this societal diversity while contending with other challenges of
promoting teaching and learning, school improvement, child protection, data
protection, continuous personal and professional development will inevitably
intensify the workload expected of school leaders. Educational theorists and
policy makers are promoting the theory of distributed leadership as a suitable
leadership model to address the current and future challenges facing school
leaders. However, how does this take effect; what are the implications for
practice; is there empirical evidence to support their claims? The researcher
aims to investigate the concept of distributed leadership in order to address the
research problem of narrowing the gap between principals’ current practice and
the principles of distributed leadership.
In the next chapter the researcher will review the literature on school
leadership. This will involve presenting a definition of school leadership and a
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exploration of how school leadership has developed as a concept and practice
nationally and internationally. Finally, the chapter will conclude with a focus on
distributed leadership. The researcher will critique this model focusing
particularly on the specific model presented by James P. Spillane and the
expected practices associated with distributed leadership.
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3 Literature Review
3.1

Introduction

The aim of this study is to identify and examine current leadership practice
within post-primary level and ascertain how aligned it is to the principles of
distributed leadership. The focus of the study has been to track the current
leadership activity of two school principals engaging in patterns of distribution
through a curriculum reform initiative that the schools were implementing.
The researcher decided to present and structure the literature review in a way
that reflected the challenges presented in chapter two. The Irish context is
relevant at this point. The rationale for this study derives from the findings of
an OECD report conducted in 2007 into post-primary school leadership and
more recently the 2018 MOU of CSL. The OECD Report had highlighted that the
concept of leadership was a ‘new phenomenon’, and they recommended that
further research should be conducted into the concept of school leadership
specifically distributed leadership.

Therefore, the researcher viewed it

important to establish a definition of leadership in the context of this study and
to chart the different models of leadership that have paved the way for
distributed leadership.
The opening of the literature review will begin by exploring a working definition
of leadership through to charting the development of school leadership which
culminates in a review of some significant and pertinent studies conducted into
distributed leadership. It is hoped that a review of the literature into the model
of distributed leadership will reveal from a theoretical perspective the
opportunities and challenges of distributed leadership especially for the school
principal. It is envisaged that it will also identify the gaps in knowledge that
remain in relation to this theory on school leadership. Finally, the chapter will
present the two research questions that will provide a guide to the researcher
to respond to the research problem of the study.
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3.2

Defining school leadership

School leadership is a highly contested and at times, controversial topic. Many
studies have been undertaken to define and improve the understanding of
school leadership but still there is no clear and unequivocal understanding of
the distinguishing features of leaders from non-leaders or how the practice of
leadership is undertaken effectively (Cuban, 1998, p. 190). Bennis (1959)
argued that:
Of all the hazy and confounding ideas in social psychology, leadership
theory undoubtedly contends for the top nomination. Probably more has
been researched and less is known about leadership than any other topic
in the behavioral sciences (p. 259)

Bush and Glover (2003, p. 7) argue that the primary reason for this lack of clarity
is due to the ‘plethora of alternative and competing models of leadership
generated from multiple perspectives and constructs.’ The researcher is acutely
aware at the outset of this study that there is a challenge in being able to frame
a definition of leadership. This conundrum is best reflected in the advice
proffered by Allix and Gronn (2005) who observed:
Almost no area of inquiry or interest has shown itself to be more elusive,
or more controversial, and also more confounding to human
understanding, than the notion of leadership. It has been, and remains, a
notoriously perplexing, yet tantalizing preoccupation for those who
research and/or expound on it, and for those who, more pragmatically,
wish to embrace and master it, to effect change or effective organizational
performance (p. 181).

Studies into school leadership, available in Ireland, derive from countries such
as the UK, US, Canada, Australia and New Zealand. These studies point to school
leaders having an influence on creating a positive culture in schools that can
improve student learning outcomes (Harris, 2005). Leading academics in the
field of school leadership highlighted that successful school leaders can
motivate and influence teachers to the extent that it helps improve the quality
of teaching that takes place in the classroom (Fullan, 2001; Sergiovanni, 2001).
Leithwood and Riel (2003, p. 3) noted, ‘large scale studies of schooling conclude
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that the effects of leadership on student learning are small but educationally
significant.’

School leadership does matter, however, the extent of the

influence remains a contested issue (Bell et al. 2003). Nevertheless, some
commentators have made concerted efforts to provide a definition of school
leadership. Yukl (2002, p. 4-5), highlighted the challenge in attempting to define
leadership suggesting that ‘the definition of leadership is arbitrary and very
subjective’ but nevertheless, he did go on to point to various dimensions of
school leadership that could be used to construct a working definition to
describe the nature of school leadership (Bush, 2011). They include Leadership
as Influence, Leadership and Values and Leadership and Vision.
Yukl’s approach to defining school leadership will be examined including other
definitions presented by leading commentators in this field.

The views

expressed by Foster (1986, p. 3), resonates with the researcher in his attempt
to define school leadership in this study, when he stated ‘leadership is a
construct which must be rebuilt. The dismantling is necessary because it would
appear that the future of leadership studies in social science research is bleak.’
The following sections will demonstrate the many times that the leadership
concept has been dismantled and rebuilt. Developing a working definition will
clarify what is meant by school leadership and this should assist in better
understanding theories and models regarding school leadership practice.
3.2.1 Leadership as influence
It is difficult to capture the influence that the school leader can have on the
student outcomes, simply because it is not common practice to find the school
principal delivering the curriculum to students. Academics argue that school
leaders achieve their effect on student outcomes by influencing the school
organisational system (Leithwood, 1994; Louis et al., 2010; Waters et al. 2003).
Hallinger and Heck (1998) after an extensive review of the empirical research
argued that through instructional leadership school leaders influence school
success by, framing and sustaining purposes and goals; affecting organisational
structure and social networks; developing people; and promoting positive
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learning climate. Robinson et al. (2008) argue that school leaders have great
influence on student outcomes when they focus on their relationships, their
work, and their learning on (a) establishing goals and expectations; (b) strategic
resourcing; (c) planning, coordinating, and evaluating teaching and the
curriculum; (d) promoting and participating in teacher learning and
development; and (e) ensuring an orderly and supportive environment. The
impact of leadership as influence is addressed by Yukl (2002, p. 3) who
suggested that most definitions of leadership reflect the assumption that it
involves a social influence process whereby intentional influence is exerted by
one person [or group] over other people [or groups] to structure the activities
and relationships in a group or organisation. However, the literature would
indicate that influence in group processes does not reflect the actions made by
others but in this context the location of power. Lucas and Baxter (2012),
examined the concepts of power, status, and influence in sociology’s group
processes tradition and applies them to issues of diversity in organisations. They
argued that:
Power—defined as the ability to impose one’s will even against resistance
from others—results primarily from position in a social structure.
Influence—defined as compelling behaviour change without threat of
punishment or promise of reward—results largely from the respect and
esteem in which one is held by others (p. 51)

Their research identified status as a foundation of influence, which differs in
groups suggesting that members of disadvantaged status groups, such as
women and minorities, will have decreased influence and face challenges in
acquiring and using power. Power and influence are often conflated terms
which point to the ability to affect the behaviour of others in some intended
way. Alternatively, power and influence are sometimes understood as two
parts of the same process—power as a capacity to change behaviour and
influence as the practice of using power to effect behaviour change (French and
Raven, 1959). According to Wrong (1979), power and influence are used
synonymously because of the absence of a verb for the term power. Lucas and
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Baxter (2012) do not argue that these treatments of the concepts are incorrect.
Rather, they focus on research that identifies the concepts as more distinctive
from each other. Power, as defined in the group processes perspective, is the
ability to get what one wants even in the face of resistance (Markovsky et al.
1987; Weber, 1978). Influence is the ability to get what one wants even in the
absence of fear of punishment or promise of reward (Rashotte and Webster,
2005).

The theory and research they reviewed is consistent with these

treatments of the concepts. In the study of influence in group processes,
influence and power are interpreted as separate elements. Power is principally
the result of a position in a social structure, where influence occurs when people
perform actions because they have been convinced they are the right actions to
take not because someone with power told them to perform them. Therefore,
influence results less from social structure than from status (the respect and
esteem a person is held in by others). Because power and influence are
fundamental ways to get people to do things, theory and research on the
concepts have clear relevance to issues of leadership. As discussed, a key
feature of power is that it produces public compliance without private
acceptance. In other words, power changes behaviour but not attitudes.
Research finds that when leaders use power to reward and punish, it creates
both resentment and resistance to the leader’s directives (Willer et al. 1997). In
contrast, people willingly follow high-status leaders out of respect and honour.
They are influenced, changing both behaviour and attitudes. In power, a leader
communicates which behaviours followers should carry out. Influence, in
contrast, is when a leader can convey a vision of the group’s mission and then
encourage followers to use their abilities to further that mission. Leadership
research suggests that effective leaders have access to power but use it
sparingly (Rashotte, 2006). Instead, they rely on the benefits of leading with
influence. A limitation to this approach is that people in groups that receive low
social status do not have the reserves of influence from which to draw
compelling behaviour from to influence others. The researcher examines in
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more detail the concept of power and its relationship with distributed
leadership in Section 3.6.3.2.
3.2.2 Leadership and Values
Academic experts in leadership theory all point to the importance of values in
leadership. Greenfield and Ribbins (1993) suggest that leadership begins with
the ‘character’ of leaders. The term ‘character’ in this context comprising of
personal values, self-awareness and emotional and moral capability. In earlier
studies Greenfield (1991, p. 208), in distinguishing between values and
rationality, argued, ‘…values, lie beyond rationality. To be rational one must
stand upon a value base. Values are asserted, chosen, imposed or believed.
They lie beyond quantification, beyond measurement.’ The significance of
values on school leadership is also highlighted in the research of Day et al.
(2001). Their study into 12 ‘effective’ schools in England and Wales concluded
that ‘good leaders are informed by and communicate clear set of personal and
educational values which represent their moral purposes for the school’. The
centrality of values in the configuration of school leadership has long been
recognised by scholars in this field. Greenfield (1991, p. 213), reflects this
perspective, stating, ‘the school is a crux of values…schools are a reflection of
the culture they exist within, but they are also the prime instrument for shaping
and developing that culture.’
In studies carried out by Leithwood et al. (2006a) they argue that there are four
categories of values in school leadership; Basic Human Values (e.g., freedom,
happiness, survival); General Moral Values (fairness, care, courage);
Professional Values (e.g., role responsibilities, consequences for students) and;
Social and Political values (participation, sharing, loyalty). This evidence from
these studies indicated that school leaders’ basic human values and professional
values dominate their decision making (Campbell et al. 2003). Leithwood et al.
(2006a) make a compelling argument in the application of values in the decisionmaking process of school leaders. They argue that expert or successful leaders,
when compared with their less successful or non-expert counterparts, are
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guided by similar values but the successful leaders make greater use of their
values to solve complex problems in their schools, give greater weight to the
consequences of their decisions for students and are guided more by their role
responsibilities.
The results of two studies into successful school leadership suggest that
successful principals are those who demonstrate values that reflect high levels
of respect and concern for others and the importance of happiness, specifically
the need for teachers to be happy (Day et al. 2000; Day and Leithwood, 2007).
Day et al. (2000) in further studies identified that successful principals were
perceived to have high levels of integrity and high moral standards that were
empathetic and cared strongly about their students and staff. These actions
were interpreted by their staff as evidence of valuing equity and social justice.
Professional responsibility values were evident among some of the successful
principals, along with concerns for the consequences of their work, especially
for students. School leaders that exercised professional responsibility values,
believed that a schools’ focus should be on the best interests of students, that
all students can learn and should succeed, and that all students have potential
that should be realised (Leithwood and Steinbach, 1995).
Other studies into leadership and values argue that values and beliefs are
framed by the social and political context the leaders operate. Ling et al. (2000,
p. 735-738) argued that Chinese leaders who exhibited collectivist values were
highly respected in their organisations. The researchers identified that four
dimensions are used to describe the conceptualisation of [successful]
leadership. These included, personal morality, goal efficiency, interpersonal
competence, and versatility. Leaders gave the highest rating to interpersonal
competence as being ‘consistent with Chinese collectivist values’ (Pittinsky and
Zhu, 2005). Successful principals were concerned about community
involvement in the school, especially in its vision, believing that high levels of
commitment to that vision engenders a greater sense of community.
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Furthermore, they believed that through this community involvement the
collective capacity of staff should be harnessed and used for the good of the
students. Previous research in non-school contexts suggested that the influence
of leaders’ values on their actions typically increases as leaders are faced with
fewer organisational and policy constraints on those actions (Hambrick and
Brandon, 1988). In practice, this has usually meant that the actions of seniorlevel leaders are more consistent with their own values than is the case with
middle-level leaders. According to the evidence on successful principals, there
was a very strong correlation between their actions and the values they
espoused and were perceived by staff, parents and students. The willingness to
imbibe core values consistently in their daily practice may be one of the more
significant characteristics distinguishing their work from the work of their less
successful peers, an intriguing hypothesis for subsequent inquiry. It is also a
hallmark of what is now being called ‘Authentic Leadership Theory’ (Avolio and
Gardner, 2005).
3.2.3 Leadership and Vision
In the context of school leadership vision is a contested concept. Many
commentators in this field argue about the importance of leaders reflecting a
vision. Southworth (1993, p. 73-4) argued that school principals are motivated
to work hard ‘because their leadership is the pursuit of their individual visions.’
Dempster and Logan (1998), in a study of twelve Australian schools, identified
that ninety seven percent of parents and ninety nine percent of teachers expect
the principal to express his or her vision clearly, with ninety eight percent of
both groups expecting the leader to plan strategically to achieve the vision
(Bush, 2011). However, there are mixed views on the effectiveness of school
leaders adopting a vision given the centrality of government policy on
curriculum and practice. Hoyle and Wallance (2005, p. 11) are critical of the
emphasis on vision in leadership arguing, from a UK perspective, that ‘visionary
rhetoric is a form of ‘management speak’ that has increased very noticeably in
schools since the advent of educational reforms.’ Much of the challenge of
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vision is the difficulty in being able to define exactly what it means. A vision to
one could be a mission, goal or strategy to another (Kantabutra and Avery,
2002), the consequence of which impacts theorising, practicing, and research in
the broad leadership area. Nevertheless, according to Nanus (1992, p. 3), he
observed that, ‘there is no more powerful engine driving an organisation toward
excellence and long-range success than an attractive, worthwhile vision of the
future, widely shared.’ The role of the leader is central to this process.
Leithwood et al. (1992) found that effective school leaders clearly articulated
their visions and that teachers and principals referred to these visions in making
their daily decisions, making their behaviours consistent with the visions. They
also further suggest that vision encompasses practices on the part of the leader
aimed at identifying new opportunities for his/her school and developing,
articulating and inspiring others with a vision of the future (Kantabutra, 2005, p.
126).
The literature presents a vision-based leader as a person who relies on followers
who will accept and help execute that vision (Daft, 2005). Followers of a visionbased leader are not expected to be passive, but have a responsibility to
participate in the group, work towards the vision and make their voices heard
in influencing what is accomplished (Avery, 2004).
One function of a vision is to facilitate decision-making, initiative, and discretion
by followers at all levels (Yukl, 1989), impacting individual and collective
performance outcomes.

According to Kantabutra (2005, p. 125) ‘follower

affective commitment’ to a shared vision is a hallmark of the school
effectiveness and improvement in school improvement literature over the past
two decades (Hallinger and Heck, 2002). Through sharing a vision, followers are
emotionally committed, they will be willing, even eager, to commit voluntarily
and completely to something that enables their own organisation to grow and
progress (Nanus, 1992). Therefore, as argued by Kantabutra (2005, p. 125)
whether and how followers are emotionally committed to their leader’s vision
could impact individual and collective performance outcomes. To improve
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school performance, numerous education scholars have argued that a shared
vision may grow and be maintained over time within the culture of a school,
thus becoming a guiding value frame for all school members (Deal and Peterson,
1990; Larson-Knight, 2000; Sheppard and Brown, 2000).
With the aim of establishing a working definition, Yukl’s dimensions of
leadership point to core principles that are necessary when defining leadership.
They include, leadership being about organisational improvement achieved by
setting direction and influencing staff through a value rooted and vision
orientated approach. This approach is also supported by Clegg et al. (2008, p.
662), who distinguishes between leader and leadership, defining the latter as
‘the process of directing, controlling, motivating, and inspiring staff towards the
realisation of stated organisational goals.’ This definition supports the view that
leadership is a process that may be undertaken by one or more people within
the school. The literature agrees that several components are central to the
phenomenon called leadership: (1) it is a process, (2) it involves influence, (3) it
occurs in a group context, and (4) it involves goal attainment (Northouse, 2007).
As such, leadership might be defined as a ‘process whereby an individual
influences a group of individuals to achieve a common goal’ (Northouse, 2007,
p. 3). Leadership conceived as a ‘process’ implies that it is not a trait that resides
in an individual but a temporal event that occurs in interaction among the leader
and his or her followers. This social dimension of leadership is a key aspect to
the framing of leadership as practice over role or responsibilities or traits of
behaviours of a leader. The working definition outlined above will be adopted
by the researcher for the purposes of this study. The following sections will
examine the various leadership typologies including, the latest theoretical style
of leadership, distributed leadership.
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3.3

Development of leadership theories

3.3.1 Great Man Theory
‘Great Man’ theories have developed over centuries but more recently have
been challenged by contemporary theories. The ‘Great Man Theory’ dating back
to 1847-1900s, when Thomas Carlyle commended the heroes involved in war
that “universal history, the history of what man has accomplished in this world,
is at the bottom of the history of the great men who have worked here”. Carlyle
claimed that leaders are born and that those men who were endowed with
heroic potential could become leaders. However, the moral flaws that soon
developed with the rise of leaders such as Hitler or Napoleon, which brought
this theory into sharp disrepute, alongside the rise of the industrial revolution
which witnessed the development of large organisations, questioned the
credibility of this theory (MacGregor, 2003).
3.3.2 Trait Theories
With the notion that leaders were not simply born, scholars began to explore
the character of what defined successful leaders and their leadership. This led
to the development of the Trait Theories. The tenets of this theory suggest that
people are born with traits and some of those traits are particularly suited to
leadership positions.

For example, Jenkins (1947) identified two traits;

emergent traits (those heavily dependent on heredity) height, intelligence,
attractiveness and self-confidence, and effectiveness traits (based on
experience or learning) including charisma (Ekvall and Arvonen, 1991). Another
strand of trait theory developed by David McCelland (1958) was the
‘Achievement Motivation Theory’ in the 1940s.

The central tenet of his

argument was that everyone has needs and that it is those needs that motivate
one to keep them satisfied. McCelland (1961) pointed to three primary needs,
achievement, power and affiliation, that motivated a person’s behaviour with
one overriding need existing in all persons. Another prominent trait theory was
developed by Douglas McGregor (1966), the ‘Theory of X’ and ‘Theory of Y.’
McGregor (1966) categorised attitudes and belief systems, into Theory X and
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Theory Y. The respective theories point to specific leadership behaviour and
performance exhibited by the leader towards the followers. The style of
leadership is reflected in the judgement the leader has of all or specific staff. A
further detail of McGregor’s Theory X and Theory Y is illustrated by Alan
Chapman (2002).
However, Stogdill (1948) revealed, that the situation, in which leadership was
practiced, was not conditional and therefore deemed not necessary to consider
when discussing the traits of a leader. Stogdill (1948), concluded:
A person does not become a leader by virtue of the possessions of some
combination of traits … the pattern of the personal characteristics of the
leader must bear some relevant relationship to the characteristics,
activities and goals of the followers (p. 40).

Later studies were also undertaken by Stogdill in 1974, after reviewing 163
studies carried out between 1949 and 1970, revealed, negative traits,
prompting leadership researchers to reject the relevance of leadership traits
and turn to other theories in leadership.
3.3.3 Contingency Theories
In the 1960s, Austrian psychologist Fred Feilder, developed the ‘Contingency
Theory’ which focused on how situational variables impact with the leader’s
requiring personality and behaviour.

In his landmark article (1964), ‘A

Contingency Model of Leadership Effectiveness.’, he argues that there is no one
best style of leadership. Instead, a leader's effectiveness is based not on
changing the leadership style but the situation. This is the result of two factors
– ‘leadership style’ and ‘situational favourableness’ (later called ‘situational
control’). Feidler et al. (1964), studied organisational leaders in a variety of
contexts but particularly in a military context. They outline two styles of
leadership, ‘Task-motivated’ and ‘Relationship-motivated’. Feidler et al. (1964)
measured leadership style with the ‘Least Preferred Co-Worker Scale’
(hereinafter, LPC scale.) The leaders scoring high on this scale are relationship
motivated and those, scoring low are task motivated (Northouse, 2007, p. 114).
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Central to contingency theory is concept of the situation, which is characterised
by three factors: leader-member relations, deals with the general atmosphere
of the group and the feelings such as trust, loyalty and confidence that the group
has for its leader. Task structure is related to task clarity and the means to task
accomplishment.

The position power relates to the amount of reward-

punishment authority the leader has over members of the group (Northouse,
2007, p. 114-115) These three factors determine the favourableness of various
situations in organisations.
A further development of the ‘Contingency Theory’ was made by Paul Hersey
and Ken Blanchard (1969). Their studies did not point to why things happened
but rather focused on identifying the most suitable leadership style for the
situation. This meant that the leadership style was defined by the level of
maturity, amongst the followers, to complete a specific task to maximize
performance.

Hersey and Blanchard (1977) defined leadership on two

dimensions, task and relationship, which can either be high or low in the
respective performance. They also identified four leadership styles-each given
a specific code (in brackets); Telling (S1), Selling (S2); Participating (S3);
Delegating (S4). The situation variable i.e. the followers’ maturity was measured
on a continuum from low to high. The leader identifies and selects the
appropriate capacity level that best defines the followers’ ability and willingness
to complete a specific task (Hersey and Blanchard, 1977). The maturity of the
followers was also defined and coded ranging from Low(M1), Low to
moderate(M2), Moderate to high(M3) and M4(High). Their model is outlined in
illustrated by Krogerus and Tschappeler (2012) in their book , ‘The Decision
Book: 50 models for strategic thinking.’ Despite the detailed framework
developed by Hersey and Blanchard their model failed to provide conclusive
evidence that the leaders who used their model became more effective or their
leadership styles produced higher levels of performance.

46

Robert Tannebaum and Warren Schmidt (1973) developed another form of
‘Contingency Theory’ called the ‘Leadership Continuum Theory and Model’.
Their theory advocated for a continuum from which the leader selected the style
of leadership ranging from boss-cantered to subordinate-centred leadership.
Identifying seven various styles of leadership, the leader is required to reflect
on three variables before selecting the most suitable style, all seven being
available to choose from. (Tannenbaum and Schmidt (1973). These included the
‘Supervisor-Subordinates-Situation’.
A further ‘Contingency Theory’ was presented by Robert House (1971). He
developed his theory from the earlier studies of M.G. Evans. House established
the ‘Path-goal Leadership Theory’. House’s theory does not include leadership
traits or behaviour variables, rather he attempted to explain how the behaviour
of a leader influences the performance and satisfaction of the followers. An
overview of House’s theory is outlined in Table 3.1.
Table 3.1 Path-goal Leadership Theory, R. House
Situational Factors

Environmental
Factors
Leadership styles

Authoritarianism is the degree to which employees prefer to, and want to, be told
what to do and how to do the job.
Locus of control is the extent to which employees believe they have control over
the goal achievement or goal achievement is controlled by others
Ability is the extent of the employees’ ability to perform tasks to achieve goals.
Task structure
Formal authority
Work group
Directive
Supportive
Participative
Achievement-orientated
The leader can select the most appropriate leadership style for a situation.

Sourced adapted from House, R.J. (1971). A Path-Goal Theory of Leader Effectiveness.
Administrative Science Quarterly, 16 (2), 321-329.

The ‘Contingency Theory’, although having several strengths, generally falls
short in trying to explain why leaders with certain leadership styles are effective
in some situations but not others. There are further questions into the validity
of the LPC scale, as it does not correlate well with other standard leadership
measures.

Contingency Theory inadequately addresses the relationship

between the leader and the situation in the workplace (Northouse, 2007, p. 11847

120). Behavioural Scientists too have called into question the effectiveness and
validity of this theory. One of the most prominent critics, McCall (1977), who
argued that a major limitation to the theory is ‘a lack of sufficient attention to
some leadership processes that transform the way followers view themselves
and their work’. This coupled with the complex array of day to day challenges
that need to be managed and the notion that there is a single best way to act
for a given situation is not realistic.
3.4

Behavioural leadership theories

Behavioural theorists suggest that leaders are made not born; that the practice
of leadership can be learnt. Their studies focused on understanding what
leaders do rather than examining the inborn traits. One of the early theorists
was Kurt Lewin et al. (1939) who focused on leadership styles. In their studies
they identified two basic styles of leadership:
•
•

Autocratic: the leader makes all the decisions, tells employees what to
do and closely supervises workers (Lewin, et al. 1939; Likert, 1967)
Democratic: the leader encourages participation in decisions, works
with employees to determine what to do and does not closely
supervise employees (Lewin, et al. 1939; Likert, 1967)

According to Likert (1967), the studies conducted by Lewin et al. (1939)
illustrated the influence of the leader on a group depending on the style of
leadership practice executed. When the participants in this study experienced
democratic leadership, they performed well even when the leader was
occasionally not present, the participative techniques and decision making by
the majority rule as used by the democratic leader, served to train and involve
the group members, so that they performed well with or without the leader
being present (Likert, 1967). Later studies carried out by Tannenbaum and
Schmidt (1969), as referenced in the contingency theories, highlight how these
styles of leadership practice have been further developed onto a continuum
that reflects different levels of employee participation, dependent upon the
leadership style adopted by the leader. Blake and Mouton (1978) added to the
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behavioural leadership theory with their work ‘The Leadership Grid’. The
researchers rated the leaders on a scale of one to nine based on two criteria, 1)
concern for people and 2) concern for results. The scores where then plotted
on a grid and reflected the two-dimensional model with five major leadership
styles.

The styles of leadership identified in the Leadership Grid are explained by Blake
and McGanse (1991):
•
•
•
•
•

The impoverished leader (1,1) has low concern for both production
and people;
The authority-compliance leader (9,1) has a high concern for
production and a low concern for people
The country-club leader (1,9) has a high concern for people and a low
concern for production
The middle-of-the-road leader (5,5) has balanced, medium concern for
both production and people;
The team leader (9,9) has a high concern for both production and
people. This leader strives for maximum performance and employee
satisfaction.

Blake and Mouton (1978) tested their Leadership Grid theory through an
empirical research study. Their findings confirmed the reliability and validity of
the model. They were able to demonstrate, through a ten-year model, that
explored the profitability of businesses used in their case study. One subsidiary
of the company developed a training module that supported those in leadership
positions to develop the capacity to become the optimal 9,9 leader while
another subsidiary did not. The subsidiary group that used the training model
reportedly increased its profits four times more than the one that did not.
However, studies carried out by Nystrom (1978) disagreed with the findings,
concluding that attaining 9,9 style of leadership as per the Grid was a myth.
Further critics argued that different leadership styles were more effective for
different situations (Jung and Avolio, 1999).
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3.5

Collegial leadership theories

Leadership theories that have developed post 1960s are referred to as new
leadership theories. These theories, in different ways, emphasise that power
and decision-making should involve some or all members of the organisation.
In contrast to the ‘traditional theories’ outlined, these new models place a
greater emphasis on the role of the follower’s in the leadership practice, in
comparison to the traditional theories that focused on the relationship between
the leader and their followers (staff). Bush (2011) defined collegial models as:
[they] assume that organisations determine policy and make decisions
through a process of discussion leading to consensus. Power is shared
among some or all members of the organisation who are thought to have
a shared understanding about the aims of the institution (p. 72).

These new models include, charismatic leadership, transformational leadership,
leader-member exchange theory, servant leadership, exemplar leadership and
concluding with distributive leadership theory.
3.5.1 Charismatic Leadership Theory
In 1977, House developed the ‘Charismatic Leadership Theory’ that pointed to
a set of verifiable propositions involving observable processes. The theory
examines how leaders behave, how they differ from others and the conditions
under which they are most likely to perform to their optimal. House developed
a comprehensive theory, from the earlier works of Weber (1947), when he used
the term to describe the leaders influence on the follower’s perceptions of the
leader. Charisma being defined as the ‘fire that ignites the followers’ energy
and commitment, producing results above and beyond the call of duty’ (Klein
and House, 1995). Commentators argued that the inclusion of the traits,
behaviour and situation offered a more comprehensive theory compared to
others. House pointed to several conditions that would determine whether the
leader is charismatic or not which are outlined in Table 3.2.
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Table 3.2 House 1977 Charismatic Leadership Theory

House 1977 Charismatic Leadership Theory
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Followers’ trust in the correctness of the leaders’ beliefs
Similarity of the followers’ beliefs to those of the leader
Unquestioning acceptance of the leader by followers
Followers’ affection for the leader
Willing obedience to the leader by followers.
Emotional involvement of followers in the mission of the organisation
Heightened commitment of followers to performance goals
Followers believe that they are able to contribute to the success of the
group’s mission.

Source adapted from House, R. J. (1977). A 1976 theory of charismatic leadership. In J. G. Hunt
& L. L. Larson (Eds.), Leadership: The Cutting Edge (pp. 189–207). Carbondale: Southern
Illinois: University Press.

House further argued that the charismatic leader desires a strong need for
power and high self-confidence alongside a strong belief system. The need for
power enables the leader to influence others while the self-confidence and
belief system ensures that followers have confidence in the judgement of the
leader (House, 1977). Further elements which define the charismatic leader
include the ability of the leader to articulate a clear vision attainable through
realistic goals that the followers believe they can achieve, while meeting the
high expectations set out by the leader. The vision and goals are also used to
instil the confidence that the leader has in the followers to achieve. According
to House, it is likely that a leader will fail to influence staff positively, if staff do
not believe in their ability to achieve the goals set out by the leader.
Conger and Kanungo (1987) went on to develop ‘Charismatic Leadership
Theory’. They defined ‘charisma’ as a key aspect of a leader’s behaviour. Their
studies revealed that followers attribute certain charismatic qualities to the
leader based on their observation of the leaders’ behaviour. This resulted in
leadership behaviour that distinguishes between the charismatic and noncharismatic leaders. These features are summarised by Friedland (1964) in
Table 3.3.
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Table 3.3 Conger and Kanungo 1987 – Charismatic Leadership Theory

Conger and Kanungo 1987 – Charismatic Leadership Theory
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Extremity of vision
High personal risk
Use of unconventional strategies
Accurate assessment of the situation
Follower disenchantment
Communication of self-confidence
Use of personal power

Source adapted from Conger, J.A. & Kanungo, R. (1987). Toward a Behavioural Theory of
Charismatic Leadership in Organizational Settings. Academy of Management Review,
12, 637-647.

Charismatic leadership is not without its critics. Meindl et al. (1985) argued that
charismatic leadership is romanticised, in the sense that it is more reflective of
followers' emotional responses than that of the leader's personal characteristics
or behaviour. Pastor et al. (2007) were able to demonstrate that followers'
emotional responses have a significant influence on the perception of a leader
as charismatic; where followers experienced higher levels of arousal, they were
more likely to rate leaders as charismatic. There is evidence that followers'
characteristics may also influence the effectiveness of charismatic leadership
(Howell and Shamir, 2005).
3.5.2 Transformational Leadership Theory
A closely related approach to Charismatic Leadership Theory was the
development of Burns’ Transformational Leadership Theory. Burns (1978, p. 20)
described transformational leadership practice as a process in which ‘leaders
and followers raise one another to higher levels of morality and motivation’.
Unique to this theory, is that transformational leadership can be exhibited by
anyone in any organisation of any type. Burns argued that this theory enables
leaders to evoke the higher-order needs in followers suggested by Maslow in
his hierarchy of needs theory (1952). This theory defines leadership, according
to Burns (1978, p. 440), as a process; not separate parts describing leadership
‘as a stream of evolving interrelationships in which leaders are continuously
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evoking motivational responses from followers and modifying their behaviour
as they meet responsiveness or resistance, in a ceaseless process of flow and
counter flow.’ Burns contrasts transformational leadership with transactional
leadership. Transactional leadership is defined as ‘a type of contingent-reward
leadership that had active and positive exchange between leaders and followers
whereby followers were rewarded or recognised for accomplishing agreed upon
objectives.’. This style of leadership practice involves values such as honesty
and responsibility but through the transactional process centred on a
bureaucratic authority model. In practical terms, those in formal leadership
positions exercise their leadership by influencing followers through power and
respect for the rules and traditions rather than on exchange, agreement or
inspiration.
Additional studies carried out by Bass (1985) focused particularly on the
implications of the leader on the followers. According to Bass a leader has the
capacity to:
•
•
•

Inform followers of the importance and value in goal achievement
Make them aware of the contribution they can make to the team/organisation
Igniting their higher-order needs (p.31)

Bass (1985, p. 32) argued that transformational leadership is of a high order
leadership activity and not an alternative definition for charisma, outlining,
‘charisma is a necessary ingredient of transformational leadership, but by itself
it is not sufficient to account for the transformational process.’
While both Burns (1978) and Bass (1985), used similar language in the naming
of their theory, differences are present in the two theories. Burns (1978) limits
transformational leadership to those leaders who are already predisposed to
the suitable leadership traits and behaviours that would classify themselves as
effective leaders and who are positively received by followers because of the
positive moral values and higher-order needs.

Bass in contrast, views

transformational leadership as having the potential to motivate followers,
instilling higher levels of commitment, irrespective of whether the followers
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demonstrate higher or lower-order needs. Bass (1985) further distinguishes
transactional leadership through the clarification of the work required to
achieve the rewards.

Agreeing that this practice is based on a reward

compliance platform, there is the added dimension that the rules governing are
defined by the leader to the followers. In addition, Bass argues that the leader
may demonstrate both transformational and transactional styles of leadership
at various times during their daily practice-that the theories are not mutually
exclusive but can complement each other if necessary.
While transformational leadership certainly changes the narrative from the
traditional leadership styles such as trait, great man theory or contingency
theory, commentators have identified potential challenges for leaders that
adopt this style of leadership. Issues such as how to practically inspire followers,
so that the followers can have hope that their efforts will have a positive impact
for all in the organisation. Having the necessary skills and knowledge to know
how to practically implement this change in a climate where organisations like
schools are adapting and changing rapidly (Congo, 1990). In cases where the
leader does not possess the full repertoire of skills or is fully informed
(knowledge) of how to lead the necessary change, the greater challenge will be
in trying to influence the followers. This concern is compounded further by the
view that leaders must have a broader view of the organisation. In schools for
example, leaders, namely principals, need to be informed of areas such as
curricular developments, performance management of students and staff,
human resources, health and safety, child protection, data protection and
building maintenance. This places a high demand on skilled talent to fulfil these
roles. Furthermore, leaders face the challenge in ascertaining whether their
performance is meeting the needs of the staff. Access to feedback that would
provide indication that the followers are supportive of the leadership practice is
difficult to gather and questions of validity and reliability of any data collected
need to be ascertained before judgements or conclusions could be made of the
success or failure of current practice.
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3.5.3 Servant Leadership Theory
Greenleaf (1970) challenged the theories that promoted a leader-follower
model.

In complete contrast, Greenleaf published the theory ‘Servant

Leadership Theory’. Greenleaf (1997) defined ‘Servant Leadership Theory’ as:
The servant leader is servant first. It begins with the natural feeling that
one wants to serve, to serve first. Then conscious choice brings one to
aspire to lead. The difference manifests itself in the care taken by the
servant-first to make sure that other people’s highest priorities are being
served (p.27).

This style of leadership ‘focuses on the needs of the followers and helps them
to become more autonomous freer and knowledgeable’ (Greenleaf, 1996). The
leaders who adopt this style of leadership, view their role as one of service to
the vision of the organisation ensuring that it is clarified and communicated
effectively to the followers. Draft (1999) argued that this style of leadership
transcends self-interest to serve the needs of others by helping them to grow.
It requires a relationship between the leader and the followers in which the
practice of leadership is executed without dominating or controlling followers.
Greenleaf (1997) pointed to five features that characterised Servant Leadership
Theory. They include, strong teamwork orientation, decentralised decisionmaking power, equality assumption, reward assumption and solid moral values.
Emanating from these features, Greenleaf pointed to four types of behaviours
that demonstrates this style of leadership in practice, which are outlined in
Table 3.4
Table 3.4 Servant Leadership Theory Behaviours (Greenleaf, 1997)
Servant Leadership Theory Behaviours (Greenleaf, 1997)
Helping others discover Earn and keeping Service over selftheir inner spirit
followers’ trust
interest
Assist
followers
to Earn
followers’ Focus is to help
discover their own inner trust by being others rather than
strengths and potential honest and remain the focus to maintain
to the organisation
true to their word. power and control
Leaders are empathetic No hidden agendas over others.
and prepared to show Prepared
to Decisions are made in
their own vulnerabilities
concede
power the interests of the
and control
group rather than
leader’s self-interests

Effective Listening
Listen carefully to the
problems and challenges
followers encounter and
engage the group to find a
common solution.

Source taken from Greenleaf, R.K. (1997) Servant Leadership: A Journey into the Nature of
Legitimate Power and Greatness. Mahwah: Paulist Press.
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It is widely recognised that servant leadership has the potential to make a
positive contribution to follower’s involvement in the choices and decision
making that takes place within organisations. However, as suggested by Spears
(2002), the influence of this style of leadership will require a long-term
perspective on the potentially positive impact it could have on the organisation.
Critics of the theory, Webb and Vulliamy (1996, p. 443), argue ‘the advocacy of
collegiality is based on prescription than on research-based studies of school
practice.’ The concerns in relation to the validity of this theory, within the family
of Collegial Leadership Theories, point to the need for greater clarification about
the processes involved in the practice and the situation, variables that may
determine if these collegial theories are effective (Beyer, 1999; Bryman, 1992;
Yukl, 1999). Furthermore, collegial theories have the potential to slow down
the decision-making process particularly when there are policy changes
requiring various levels of consultation with different stakeholders within the
school community; reaching a consensus at the expense of time and patience
being problematic (Webb and Vulliamy, 1996). The various developments that
have been made to the work of Greenleaf (1997) challenges the traditional topdown hierarchal models of leadership theories, positioning it to the far left on
the continuum of leadership theory practice.
3.5.4 Alternative Leadership Theories
Alternative leadership theories include ‘Exemplary Leadership’ identified by
Kouzes and Posner (2002). They suggest that successful leaders have certain
behaviours in common. Another strand of alternative leadership theories is
‘Participative Leadership Theory’, that is concerned with how leaders identify
and select their colleagues’ participation in organisational decision making.
More recently, ‘Distributed Leadership’ has come to the fore. Harris (2010, p.
55) points out that it ‘represents one of the most influential ideas to emerge in
the field of education leadership in the past decade.’ Distributed leadership is
an approach to leadership practice that ‘challenges conventional wisdom about
the relationship between formal leadership and organisational performance.’.
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Although this theoretical concept is frequently used as a synonym for
democratic leadership, shared leadership and collaborative leadership, its
features do relate closely to the field of collegial leadership theories.
Distributed leadership has had a meteoric development over the last ten years.
This relatively new theory has instilled a curiosity about its potential. The theory
is central to the objectives of this study including the research questions that
have been posed. Therefore, the researcher will examine this theory in more
detail through the following section.
3.6

Distributed Leadership-the theory.

Distributive Leadership arose initially from the works of Gibb (1954). The
Australian psychologist raised awareness around the dynamics of influence
processes and how they impacted on various groups. This theory is located
within a strong theoretical framework that is not restricted by organisational or
structural constraints. It is a model concerned with leadership practices and
interactions rather than the actions of the individuals in a leadership role
(Harris, 2008, p.38).

Its popularity is attributed to the ‘post-heroic’

representation of leadership associated with traditional theories of leadership
practice and challenged the more recent, ‘new theories’ such as
transformational, situational or contingency theories- that focused on the traits,
attributes or behaviours of individual leaders. This has led to a transition to
understand leadership as a collective social process that emerges through the
interactions of multiple actors (UHl-Bein, 2006). As the level of interest in this
new theory continues to grow, Gronn (2000, p. 333) argues that it would appear
that distributed leadership is ‘an idea whose time has come’ and no longer ‘the
new kid on the block’ (Gronn, 2006, p. 1), reinforced by Leithwood et al. (2009c,
p. 269) that suggests it has become ‘an area of study in an adolescent stage of
development […] experiencing a growth spurt that would do any teenager
proud.’ Copland (2003) defined distributed leadership in a school setting as:
…a set of functions or qualities shared across a much broader segment of
the school community that encompasses teachers and other professionals
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and community members both internal and external to the school. Such
an approach imposes the need for school communities to create and
sustain broadly distributed leadership, systems, processes and capacities
(p. 376).

Harris (2008, p. 33) challenged the misconceptions of distributed leadership,
which has seen this approach positioned against the ‘vertical, hierarchical and
formal leadership practices [such as transactional or transformational models]’.
However, when correctly understood, central to the notion of distributed
leadership, is an approach to leadership which is not the preserve of an
individual but results from multiple interactions at different points in the
organisation (school). Distributed leadership is not about ‘dismantling formal
structures, abandoning previous practices or abolishing current ways of working
for the sake of it’ (Harris, 2008, p. 68). Distributed leadership offers school
leaders the analytical framework to reflect, diagnose and redesign, if necessary,
practice or structures that can facilitate the opportunities of distributed
leadership to develop.
3.6.1 Defining patterns of distributed leadership
There is now a substantial body of literature that supports the concept of
distributed leadership practice as a strategy for improving school quality and
assisting schools to operate as learning organisations (Bennet et al. 2003;
Gronn, 2002; Leverett, 2002). It is the view expressed by Geoff Southworth
(2002) that:
School leadership is often taken to mean headship. Such an outlook
limits leadership to one person and implies lone leadership. The longstanding belief in the power of one is being challenged. Today there is
much more talk about shared leadership, leadership teams and
distributed leadership than ever before (p. 67).

As a consequence of the dramatic rise in interest in this field, an increasing
number of studies are being undertaken internationally to discover more about
the opportunities this approach to school leadership can offer.
Peter Gronn (2002a, p. 553), argued for a new perspective on how leadership
should be viewed and interpreted. This new perspective suggests that a
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distributed view of the organisational activities and tasks are linked to a new
form of the division of labour in organisations, in which ‘the authorship and the
scope of the activities to be performed have to be redefined to encompass
pluralities of agents whose actions dovetail or mesh to express new patterns of
interdependent relations.’ The ‘pluralities of agents’ suggested by Gronn, are
generated through two potential forms of distributed leadership namely,
‘additive’ and ‘holistic’. Gronn (2002, p. 655) suggests the ‘additive’ concept of
distributed leadership allows a dispersed rather than concentrated leadership
style to prevail. Adopting this position does not privilege any individuals,
allowing more than one person contributing to the organisational performance;
based on the premise that many people play a part in the learning of students
and therefore the effectiveness of a school, depends on the ownership taken by
all participants in the school’s development. The attractiveness of this style of
leadership is expressed by Yukl (1999, p. 292-3), who stated ‘it does not require
an individual who can perform all of the essential leadership functions, only a
set of people who can collectively perform them.’
Gronn (2003, p. 35) advances this, ‘numerical sense’ of distributed leadership,
to develop an understanding of distributed leadership being construed as a
holistic approach, comprising of ‘joint or concertive action rather than
aggregated individual acts.’

This concertive action is characterised and

formulated through ‘spontaneous collaboration, intuitive working relations and
institutionalised practices (Gronn, 2003).’
Gronn (2002) has suggested that concertive forms of distributed leadership may
take three forms:
•

•

Spontaneous collaboration: From time to time groupings of
individuals with differing skills and knowledge capacities, and from
across different organisational levels, coalesce to pool their expertise
and regularise their conduct for duration of the task, and then disband.
Intuitive working relations: This form of concertive distributed
leadership emerges over time “. . .as two or more organizational
members come to rely on one another and develop close working
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•

relations” and, as Gronn argues, “leadership is manifest in the shared
role space encompassed by their relationship”
Institutionalised practice: Citing committees and teams as their most
obvious embodiment, Gronn describes such formalized structural as
arising from design or through less systematic adaptation (p. 657).

Gronn (2002, p. 324) argued that organisational change and development are
enhanced when leadership is broad-based and where greater participation is
afforded to teachers to actively engage in change and innovation.

He

emphasised that leadership is best understood as a ‘fluid and emergent, rather
than a fixed phenomenon’. This perspective dismantles the leadership activity
away from the singular position of the school leader/principal (Harris, 2008).
There is a growing body of empirical studies into distributed leadership,
examined in section 3.4.2, that argues ‘effective leadership need not be in the
person of the leader but can be dispersed within the school…and where this is
in place, leadership is a much stronger internal driver and mutually reinforcing’
(MacBeath, 1998; Day et al., 2000). Consequently, as pointed out by Gronn
(2009) when he stated:
Enthusiasm for distributed leadership as a kind of post-heroic
alternative translated itself into an accumulating body of literature
which encompasses conceptual discussions, empirical investigations,
and a handful of studies that measure the impact of distributed
leadership (p. 383).

Leithwood et al. (2006) developed Gronn’s (2002) holistic model by further
examining the approaches taken to apply leadership distribution and the degree
to which the approach is either planned or spontaneous. Leithwood et al.
(2006) pointed to four different patterns that reflected the ways in which
distributed leadership could be aligned. They included, planful alignment,
spontaneous alignment; spontaneous misalignment, anarchic misalignment.
An overview of each are outlined in Table 3.5. Leithwood et al. (2006b) argued
that certain approaches to distributive leadership has the potential to
contribute towards organisational productivity through planful alignment
however they also note the inherent dangers to spontaneous or misalignment.
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John MacBeath et al. (2004) identified through his study of eleven schools which
included both primary and secondary level, a taxonomy to illustrate the six
processes for distribution and a model of sustaining distributed leadership. The
six processes refer to how distributed leadership could be practiced: distribution
formally; distribution pragmatically; distribution strategically; distribution
culturally; distribution incrementally; distribution opportunistically.

An

important feature to MacBeath’s research is the three phases of development
which he points to sustaining distributive leadership. Central to this approach
in distributed leadership, is the role of the leader, affording the followers the
opportunity to engage in distributed leadership practice.
Bringing conceptual clarity to the nature of how leadership distribution supports
the possibility of identifying patterns that arise in the practice of this form of
leadership. As noted by Leithwood et al. (2006b), comparing the nature and
patterns distribution identifies essential characteristics of distributed
leadership:
These dimensions attempt to capture (a) differences in the range of
organisational members to whom leadership is distributed, (b) the degree
to which distributed forms of leadership are coordinated, (c) the extent of
interdependence among those to whom leadership is distributed, (d) the
extent to which power and authority accompany the distribution of
leadership responsibilities, and (e) the stimulus for leadership
distribution” (p. 272).

The scholars all indicate different types of distribution that this theoretical style
of leadership can assume. These are compiled in Table 3.5.
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Table 3.5 Patterns of distribution
Theorist

Types of Distribution

Gronn (2002)

Spontaneous collaboration: where groups of individuals with differing skills,
knowledge and/or capabilities come together to complete a particular task/
project and then disband.
Intuitive working relations: where two or more individuals develop close
relations over time until ‘leadership is manifest in the shared role space
encompassed by their relationship
Institutionalised practice: where enduring organisational structures
(committees and teams) are put in place to facilitate collaboration between
individuals.
Leithwood et Planful alignment: where, following consultation, resources and
al. (2006)
responsibilities are deliberately distributed to those individuals and/or
groups best placed to lead a particular function or task.
Spontaneous alignment: where leadership tasks and functions are
distributed in an unplanned way yet, ‘tacit and intuitive decisions about who
should perform which leadership functions result in a fortuitous alignment
of functions across leadership sources.
Spontaneous misalignment: where, as above, leadership is distributed in an
unplanned manner, yet in this case the outcome is less fortuitous and there
is a misalignment of leadership activities.
Anarchic misalignment: where leaders pursue their own goals
independently of one another and there is active rejection on the part of
some or many organisational leaders, of influence from others about what
they should be doing in their own sphere of influence.’
MacBeath et Formal distribution: where leadership is intentionally delegated or
al. (2004)
devolved.
Pragmatic distribution: where leadership roles and responsibilities are
negotiated and divided between different actors.
Strategic distribution: where new people, with particular skills, knowledge,
and/or access to resources, are brought to meet a particular need.
Incremental distribution: where people acquire leadership responsibilities
progressively as they gain experience.
Opportunistic distribution: where people willingly take on additional
responsibilities over and above those typically required for their job in a
relatively ad hoc manner.
Cultural distribution: where leadership is naturally assumed by members of
an organisation/group and shared organically between individuals.
Spillane
Collaborated distribution: where two or more individuals work together in
(2006)
time and place to execute the same leadership routine.
Collective distribution: where two or more individuals work separately but
interdependently to enact a leadership routine.
Coordinated distribution: where two or more individuals work in sequence
in order to complete a leadership routine.
Source adapted from Bolden, R. (2011) Distributed Leadership in Organisations: A Review of
Theory and Research. In International Journal of Management Reviews, 13, 251-269

The studies presented above point to some key elements of distributed
leadership that help define this concept of distributed leadership.
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3.6.2 James P. Spillane’s distributed leadership theoretical framework
James P. Spillane (2006), defines leadership as a distributed practice; this being
an approach to leadership practice that acts as a conceptual lens or diagnostic
frame for examining leadership and management in schools. Spillane and
Diamond (2007, p.148) argue that distributed leadership is not a blueprint but
rather frames the context to examine the phenomena of leadership and
management, stating, ‘in this way, a distributed perspective on leadership offers
no simple panacea; it puts the onus on users to diagnose and design school
practice well to enable improvement.’ Spillane et al. (2001, p. 20) defines
distributed leadership as ‘practice distributed over leaders, followers and their
situation (Figure 3.1) and incorporates the activities of multiple groups of
individuals.’ The central tenant to this model of distributed leadership is a social
distribution of leadership where the leadership function is ‘stretched over the
work of a number of individuals and the task is accomplished through the
interaction of multiple leaders.’ Through the studies of cognitive psychology,
Spillane (2006) emphasises a distributed cognition and the social environment
that can act as an influence on human learning and behaviour. He points out
two aspects that are distinctive to this theory- 1) the leader-plus aspect (who)
and 2) the practice aspect (how). The leader-plus aspect recognises that the
activity of leading a school required the involvement of multiple staff, not simply
those in formal designated roles normally associated with the hierarchal
structure of a school. The practice aspect is the outcome of the interaction of
the school leaders, followers and their situation (Spillane, Hunt and Healy,
2008), as outlined in Figure 3.2.
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Figure 3.1 James P. Spillane Model of Distributed Leadership Theory

Situation

Leadership
Practice

Leader(s)

Follower(s)

Source taken from and adapted Spillane, J.P. (2006). Distributed Leadership. Jossey-Bass: San
Francisco

Therefore, framing leadership practice in this way points to a new perspective
were the leadership activity no longer solely resides with the principal or those
in formal or informal leadership positions but rather across a web of
stakeholders and their situations (Spillane and Diamond, 2007).
Spillane (2006) argues that distributed leadership should be understood as a
diagnostic and design tool to improve leadership and school performance.
Design in this sense refers to what Perkins (1986) referred to as “the human
endeavour of shaping objects to purposes”. As a social evolution, design, in this
context, is a continual and explicit process of adopting and adapting purposes.
Spillane (2006), in his work pointed to three design principles relevant to the
concept of distributed leadership when viewed as a design tool:
•

•

Principle One: The practice of leadership should be a central focus in
efforts to improve school leadership because it is a more proximal
cause of instructional improvement than leadership roles, processes,
or structures.
Principal Two: Intervening to improve leadership necessitates
attention to interactions, not just actions, because leadership practice
takes shape in the interactions among leaders and followers.
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•

Principle Three: Intervening to improve leadership practice requires
attention to the design and redesign of aspects of the situation, such
as routines and tools, because the situation helps define the
leadership practice (p. 94).

The analytical framework presented in Figure 3.5 is underpinned by these three
principles that focuses the practice of leadership on interactions between staff
and the school rather than on duties and responsibilities. Leadership practice
in this way, according to Spillane (2006, p.65) is ‘co-produced’ which gives rise
to the concept ‘double interact’ – which is referred by social psychologist Karl
Weick (1979, p. 89) as the ‘basic unit for describing interpersonal influence.’
Therefore, framing practice in the context of social interactions opens the
possibility of interpreting the practice of the school leader outside of the
behaviours, actions or styles of the individual leader (Spillane, 2006, p.66). The
main unit of interest associated with the work of Spillane into distributed
leadership is focused on the interactions that arise from the practice of
leadership between the leaders, followers and the situation over a period of one
academic school year. Spillane’s (2006, p.18) framework defines the activity of
each element:
Leader(s): are those involved directly in the leadership activity. It is not the
preserve of the school principal or deputy principal, but the leadership activity
is stretched over multiple leaders.

Their roles and positions may differ,

curriculum leaders, assistant principals or non-post holder but they are involved
in leadership roles within their school.
Follower(s): is used to distinguish between those involved in leadership roles
and those involved in leadership routines. They play a fundamental role in the
interaction with leaders.
Situation: leaders and followers do not work in a vacuum. They work within and
are influenced by their situation. The situation is configured by tools, routines
and structures that exist in their world. However, tools, routines or structures
do not straitjacket leadership practice. They are made and remade in and
through the leadership practice.
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Figure 3.2 James P. Spillane's Distributed Leadership Model in practice

Source taken from and adapted Spillane, J.P. (2006). Distributed Leadership. Jossey-Bass: San
Francisco

When unpacking the activity that arises from the interactions between the
leader(s), follower(s) and situation, Spillane (2006, p. 58) suggests that
consideration needs to explore the ‘the works of the collective and its
component parts.’ To this end Spillane refers to the importance of
understanding the pattern of interdependencies and concept of heedfulness.
The pattern of interdependencies refers to the relationship between personal
and personnel and resources for an activity. Spillane (2006) cites the work of
Thompson (1967) who identifies three types of interdependencies, ‘reciprocal,
pooled and sequential.’ The limitation to interdependencies gives way to the
importance of heedfulness. This concept is defined as ‘the way in which a set
of behaviours is performed: groups act heedfully when they act carefully,
intelligently, purposefully and attentively.’ (Spillane, 2006, p. 59). Weick and
Roberts (1993, cited in Spillane, 2006) identify three interrelated processes in
groups acting heedfully:
•
•

Group members create the social norms between the group
members by acting as though these norms exist.
Acting as though there are social norms, people construct their
actions by envisioning a system of joint action and connect that
constructed action with the system they envisioned.
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•

The result is a system of practice that resides not just in the
individuals but also in the interrelating or interacting between their
actions (p. 59).

Weick and Roberts (1993) argued that staff who exhibited heedfulness while
interrelating with others in a group increased the likelihood for intelligent
practice to emerge from the group.

Consequently, Spillane (2006) from

analysing interactions amongst leader’s co-performance, identified three
patterns of distribution: collaborated, collective and coordinated which are not
mutually exclusive but can interrelate in a single leadership routine. They
include:
•
•
•

Collaborated distribution is characterised by leadership practice
that is stretched over the work of two or more leaders who work
together in place and time to execute the same leadership routine.
Collective distribution is characterised by the leadership practice
that is stretched over the work of two or more leaders who enact a
leadership routine by working separately but interdependently.
Coordinated distribution is characterised by leadership routines
that involve activities that have to be performed in a particular
sequence (p. 60).

A critique of James P. Spillane’s Model
The theoretical model developed by Spillane (2006) has been subject to criticism
regarding the unit of analysis and the ability to capture the complexities of the
interactions that arise in schools. The main critics of this model argue that it
does not capture the complexities that exist in the interactions in the tripartite
relationship between leaders, followers and the situation nor is it internally
consistent in its approach to the phenomenon being analysed. Hartley (2019,
p.206) questions the unit of analysis and following on from this questions ‘does
it seek to generate solutions which derive from application of the scientific
method, or does it seek to merely provide a lens through which to observe, to
interpret and to re-design the process of leadership?’ These and other broader
based criticism of distributed leadership in general fuel the cynicism about what
exactly are the practices that define a model of school leadership from a
distributed perspective.
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Others critique and question the limited nature of the model and its limited
capacity to capture the motivation of staff for distributed leadership or whether
it is a model that disguises increased levels of corporate compliance or the role
of the school principal.

Hall et al. (2011) identified that the principal’s

interpretation of the meaning of distributed leadership had a significant
influence on staff perception and attitude towards this approach of school
leadership something which Spillane’s model does not reflect. Furthermore,
Hartley (2019, p. 206) argues that while the distributed model theoretically
implies a more democratic approach, it ‘appears weak when it is remembered
that roles in schools are assigned; they are not the outcome of an election.’
Lumby (2016) argues that this ‘asymmetry of power between those that
distribute leadership and those that enact it’ is the paradox of this model. Aside
from the questions of power raised for in this theoretical model, the model is
also criticised for inferring whether as leaders or followers that all staff have
access to leadership activity. The concerns are that this model does not reflect
the reality that in some contexts, teachers are not equipped to lead nor is a
leader, namely the school principal, always in a position to support staff in this
leadership activity. These are practical realities of the local context in a situation
(Plessis and Heystek, 2019). While the model does point to the situation as an
element that needs to be factored into the leadership activity. It is not very clear
what aspects of the situation are being considered and it is questionable if all
situations can be reflected-certainly this further adds to the complexity and
challenge of how the leadership activity can be analysed.
3.6.3 The case for distributive leadership
In the following sections, the researcher will present the research conducted by
a cross section of leading academics into the potential of distributed leadership.
The literature suggests that distributed leadership has the potential to improve
performance, build school capacity and align school culture to support a
community of learning.
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Improved culture to support improved student performance
International research into school leadership points to the school principal
having a significant impact on the organisational and student outcomes
(Hallinger, 2013; Leithwood et al. 2004; Leithwood et al. 2009c; Leithwood and
Sun, 2012). Research has indicated that the principal’s role is an essential one
of creating effective collaborative working conditions (Hunter et al. 2012). A
three-year research study by Silins and Mulford (2002), into student
performance in two Australian schools, focused on leadership effects on student
learning systems. Their study consisting of 2500 teachers and 35,000 15-year
old second level students. They reported that student outcomes were more
likely to improve when leadership activities were distributed throughout the
members of the school community and when teachers felt empowered in
relation to issues that they felt were important. They concluded that:
the more distributed leadership is throughout the school community, in
particular to teachers, and the better the performance of that school in
terms of student outcomes…a school that operates under restrictive
sources of leadership limits its ability to function as a learning organisation
and limits its ability to improve performance (p. 603).

Silins and Mulford (2002) progressed to present the model of ‘deep democracy’.
This model reflects a high value placed on the respect afforded to all members
of the organisation and the participation in the collective decision making within
the organisation. Their studies point to the potential positive impact of the
indirect effect school leadership can have on outcomes and the complex
processes which involve distributive leadership having an impact on student
outcomes.
Prior to this study by Silins and Mulford (2002), Leithwood and Jantzi (1999,
2000) examined the effect of principal and teacher leadership on student
engagement in the school. This study involved a survey with a representative
sample of 1762 teachers and 9941 students in a large Canadian district. The
findings revealed that the sources of leadership had larger effects on student
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engagement than the teacher’s sources of leadership. The findings suggested a
positive influence of collective leadership on student’s performance.
Spillane and Diamond (2007), in their four-year longitudinal study provided an
in-depth analysis on distributed leadership that focused attention at a system
level of school leadership rather than being on a specific leader (Spillane &
Zoltners Shererm 2004; Spillane et al., 2004). Their findings revealed that there
was a strong correlation between the distributed leadership practice in
elementary schools and an improvement in the quality of teaching and learning
in certain subjects. Spillane and Diamond (2007, p. 50) argued that, the ‘school
rather than the individual leader is the most appropriate unit for thinking about
the development of leadership expertise.’ This growing consensus towards
distributed leadership suggests, ‘action among people with a shared desire for
improvement and a collective responsibility for achieving that improvement is
more likely to result in sustained improvement (Harris, 2003, p. 22).’ Harris
(2008, p. 46) further elaborated on these findings pointing to an increasing body
of evidence (Fullan, 2001; Sergiovanni, 2001), which highlights the importance
of capacity building as a means of sustaining school improvement. At the heart
of this capacity building model is the practice of distributed leadership which
promotes cohesion and trust, the foundation blocks to establishing this
construct. Stoll et al. (2003, p. 66) argued, ‘learning organisations are frequently
so individualistic that, even if individuals [teachers] learn, this does not add up
to collective organisational learning.’

The weakness in this isolated and

individualistic approach to learning is that it does not develop a collective
organisational learning environment, inhibiting the collective knowledge
creation to establish (Louis, 1994). Creating the opportunity for collective
knowledge creation in schools is critical because ‘no single teacher knows, or
could know, the totality of the staff’s professional knowledge’ (Hargreaves,
1999a, p. 124).
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Harris and Muijs (2004) identified in a smaller study that the more distributed
forms of leadership created a positive impact on student engagement. The
study found that there was a positive relationship between the teachers’
involvement in decision making and student motivation and self-efficacy.
Supports Professional Learning Communities
Liljenberg (2015, p. 152) noted in his study that distributed leadership and the
opportunities for teachers to experience professional learning communities
(PLCs) are frequently proposed as key vehicles for school improvement. In order
for schools to fulfil the expectations of school improvement amidst pressure
from local and national authorities, shared visions, collaborative structures,
professional learning communities and distributed leadership have been put
forward as crucial structures and practices to support school communities
particularly principals (Liljenberg, 2015). This perspective is supported by the
studies published by the OECD (2008a, 2008b, 2013) and TALIS (2009) which
suggested a four-way framework in the development of effective school
leadership practice, which includes:
1. Redefining school leadership responsibilities, especially in terms of
improved student learning but also arguing for higher autonomy as
part of that redefinition, and for developing larger frameworks for
policy and practice.
2. Distributing school leadership, arguing for the promotion and support
for wider distribution of leadership beyond principals, and for support
for school boards as they carry out their tasks.
3. Developing skills for effective school leadership, arguing the need to
treat leadership development as a continuum and to encourage
consistency of provision by different institutions and appropriate
variety of effective training.
4. Making school leadership an attractive profession, in terms of
recruitment, remuneration, professional organisation and career
opportunities (p. 15).

Other commentators have suggested that school leaders who create
professional learning communities, facilitate teachers to collaborate and
therefore to improve their practices this improving student learning outcomes
(Jones and Harris, 2014; Louis et al. 2010).
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Improved organisational structure and sustainable leadership
Crawford (2012, p. 611) reflecting on the post-heroic attitude to school
leadership in the UK suggests ‘this ideal of solo leader has not been able to
transform the social practices of schools, and raise achievement through solo
agency, as was required by successive governments in England.’

Other

commentators argue that distributed leadership has the potential to impact
positively on organisational change, through the establishment of new
relationships that arise from various interactions between those in formal and
informal leadership positions, which in fact solidify at a system level the practice
of leadership (Graetz, 2000). Creating the space to allow organisational change
to develop through distributed leadership, should allow for fluid and flexible,
lateral and vertical processes of leadership to filter from different areas of the
school community.
The single heroic style of leadership does not practically support the demands
of the evolving role of school leaders nor the long-term interests of the school.
Paradoxically, while there is much support, in theory, for distributed leadership
there is limited empirical research into how principals diagnose and design their
leadership, especially in Ireland, despite the high level of change currently taking
place within post-primary schools. The researcher has presented studies that
advocate for distributed leadership theory. In the next section, the researcher
will present the challenges and limitations that scholars and academics argue
against distributed leadership.
3.6.4 The challenges and limitations to distributive leadership
Although distributed leadership has become an increasingly popular concept of
school leadership theory with researchers, policymakers and practitioners,
questions remain regarding this approach to school leadership. The following
sections will address some of the practical challenges that literature points to
about distributed leadership.
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Conflicting Definitions
The competing and conflicting interpretations about distributed leadership,
with definitions ranging from normative to theoretical, raises questions about
the validity of the theory. Harris & Spillane (2008) affirm this point, highlighting
the potential limitations of this theory, stating:
This accumulation of allied concepts not only serves to obscure meaning
but also presents a real danger that distributed leadership will simply be
used as a ‘catch all’ term to describe any form of devolved, shared or
dispersed leadership practice (p. 32).

Mayrowetz (2008, p. 432) suggests a need for ‘a shared, theoretically informed
definition of distributed leadership that is well connected to the problems of
practice that this field engages, specifically school improvement and leadership
development.’ This is particularly salient in the context of this study. Menon
(2014, p. 9) points out that ‘differences in the definition of the term can be
linked to differences in its operationalisation and measurement. Thus, findings
of different studies may not be comparable if authors use different variables to
measure distributed leadership.’

The implications of conflated terms,

misconceptions and misunderstandings could question the validity and
reliability of the findings from the limited available studies into distributed
leadership.

The limited research instruments suitable to measure the

implications of distributed leadership adds further challenge to the theory
(Spillane, 2009a).

The significant and accelerated changes in school leadership models
In a recent study conducted by Gumus et al. (2018), a study that examined the
change in trends into the models of school leadership that has been studied
from 1980 to 2014, they identified that distributed leadership, transactional
leadership, teacher leadership and transformational leadership are the most
popular models to have been studied during this time and it is also noteworthy
that since 2010 there has been a significant increase in the number of
quantitative research studies. Gumus et al. (2018, p. 41) argue that ‘increasing
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global accountability demands in the last decade might have boosted the
number of studies focusing on the measurable effects of leadership models by
using quantitative research methods.’ Furthermore, they argue that although
distributed leadership enjoys much of the attention of recent school leadership
research, the trends of the last two decades indicated a greater attention on
emerging models such as Strategic Leadership, Authentic Leadership, Visionary
Leadership, and Servant Leadership. Leithwood et al. (2019) also highlight new
foci of school leadership research, such as, shared leadership and team
performance (D’Innocenzo, Mathieu, and Kukenberger 2016); leadership of
school-based networks (Leithwood and Azah 2016) and leadership well-being
(Hopkins 2009). There is also the ‘emerging field of system leadership that
originated in England, where school leaders were encouraged to take greater
responsibility for neighbouring schools, particularly those that are failing and
underperforming (Hopkins 2009; Higham, Hopkins, and Matthews 2009)’. This
change in focus in school leadership studies and research methodologies
coupled with a greater emphasis on impact at system level and student
outcomes has meant that the future relevance of distributed leadership or the
sustainability of this model may be questioned. The plethora of new models
being promoted with a transient approach to the unit of analysis is adding to
the blurred understanding of distributed leadership and its practice.
Locating the impact of Power and Influence
The school leader is still the person, who by virtue of their position has power
and influence, irrespective of what model of leadership they adhere to or are
expected to practice. Critics of distributed leadership argue that in practice this
concept of school leadership fails to respond to the implications for power and
influence. Lumby (2013, p. 583) argues that the ‘central issues of power
surfaces only superficially, if at all, in much of the literature’. Lumby (2013, p.
585) is critical of the lack of deep reflection on the practical implications of
distributed leadership and the notion that ‘everyone is a leader’. Lumby (2013)
advances the argument to reflect the view that the inclusion of more people in
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the leadership activity has not been fully understood and there is a not the
adequate attention given to the implications of power or authority, stating:
The major part of the literature on distributed leadership tends not to
problematise power, nor its relationship to distributed leadership. No
mention is made to the kinds of structural barriers such as gender and race
that might provoke questions about including a wider range of people in
leadership. Schools appear to be staffed by ‘the gender-free, race-free,
ageless and sexless, and the unembodied mythical “empty slot” worker (p.
26).’

Central to Lumby’s concerns, are the limited references to issues of power and
authority, which, for Lumby is unacceptable, in school environments that are
‘fields of power’. School environments are ‘never politically neutral’ and
therefore distributed leadership fails to address the relationship between
power and inequalities. To position the concept of power, the researcher will
examine this concept in further detail in the following section and return to the
other limitations of distributed leadership.
Lukes (1974) three dimensions of power, which is outlined in Table 3.6, provides
a framework that can define this concept. The first dimension of power,
referred to as ‘power over’ exists when power is viewed as a property ‘owned
by an individual and evident when the individual is able to intentionally prevent
another acting, or to induce another to act in a way that they would not have
otherwise done’ (Dahl, 1961, cited in Lumby, 2013). This transactional view of
power is also defined by Parsons (1963) as being like money, circulating in a
community, holding value and giving to one another. The more you have the
greater the agency you have. Halford and Leonard (2001, p. 27-8) defined this
an ‘episodic agency’ which is further defined as ‘specific and observable
episodes where sovereign agents overcome the wishes and resistance of others
to achieve their will.’ This first dimension of power is viewed as inadequate
because they argue that power is also reflected in the ability of individuals or
groups to limit decision-making through influencing values, procedures or
rituals. Bachrach and Baratz (1970, p. 8) contests that power may also be in the
capacity to create or reinforce barriers to the public airing of policy conflicts.
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Therefore, the importance of examining both decision making and non-decision
making (which is a design to avoid the emergence of values and interest’s
contrary to the decision maker), is imperative in the context of this study.
Lukes (1974) second dimension of power, is two-dimensional power which he
refers to it as the power to silence. He defines it as ‘the fear [people have] of
transgressing current boundaries of what is acceptable or rewarded, leading to
a silence about things that individuals might otherwise wish to raise.’ (Lumby,
2013, p.584). However, Lukes (1974) also argues that this second dimension of
power is limited because it only focuses on observable facts whether they are
overt or covert (Lorenzi, 2006, p. 91). He further argues that A can also exercise
power over B by influencing, shaping or determining their wants and
preferences. He also contends that two-dimensional power focuses too much
on behaviourism that does not account for the impact of power through
inactions and that non-decision-making power arises when there are only
grievances (Lorenzi, 2006).
Lukes (1974) third dimension of power, is the power to prevent the formation
of grievances by shaping perceptions, cognitions and preferences in such a way
that will generate acceptance of the existing order. For Lukes (1974), the
concept of ‘latent conflict’ is central to this third dimension. The conflict in this
dimension is regarded as latent because the subjects to power are unaware of
their interests or are unable to articulate their views. Foucault (1974) argued
that ‘power was deeply embedded in how reality is constructed and in people
acceptance of or resistance to ‘truth’ and of the structures of society.’ Arendt
(1970) offers a different conceptualisation of power, suggesting that power is
not located in one individual but the property of groups or society, stating:
Power is never the property of an individual; it belongs to a group and
remains in existence only so long as the group keeps together. When we
say of somebody that he is in power we actually refer to his being
empowered by a certain number of people (p. 44).
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Table 3.6 Lukes Model of 3-Dimensional Power
One-dimensional
view
Dahl, Polsby, classic
Pluralists

Two-dimensional
view
Bachrach and Baratz,
neo-elitists

Conception of Power

Power as decision
Making

Power as decision
making and agenda
setting

Focus of analysis

The formal political
Arena

Methodological
approach

‘Counting’ of votes
and decisions in
decision making
arena

Nature of power

Visible, transparent
and easily measured

The formal political
arena and the
informal process
surrounding it (the
corridors of power)
Ethnography of the
corridors of power to
elucidate the
informal processes
through which the
agenda is set
Both invisible and
visible (visible only
to agenda setters),
but can be rendered
visible through
gaining inside
information

Proponents

Three-dimensional
view
Lukes, Marxists, neoMarxists
and radical
elitists/pluralists
Power as decision
making, agenda
setting and
preference shaping
Civil society more
generally, especially
the public sphere (in
which preferences
are shaped)
Ideology critique – to
demonstrate how
actors come to
misperceive their
own material
interests
Largely invisible –
power distorts
perceptions and
shapes preferences;
it must be
demystified

Source taken from Hay, C. (2002). Political Analysis. Basingstoke: Palgrave

Hatcher (2005) argued that while leadership maybe ‘distributed’ power is often
not because of ‘government-driven headteacher managerialism’, which is
evident in the UK. Referring to the work of Bottery (2001) and Gunter (2001),
Hatcher suggests that distributive leadership is located with a neo-liberal
version of the performing school (Gunter, 2001, p. 28), where the standards are
defined elsewhere but headteachers are expected to act as the key strategists
for implementing these external directives (Bottery, 2001, p. 210). Hatcher
(2005) points to ‘the contradiction between the proclaimed intention of greater
freedom for teachers and the continuing, and in some cases stricter apparatus
of centralised control over them has been noted by a number of commentators.’
Robin Alexander (2004, p. 15) also argues this point, suggesting that there is, ‘an
ambiguity of intent-a desire to be seen to be offering freedom while maintaining
control.’ Scholars such as Lumby (2013) and Hatcher (2005) contend that,
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studies into distributed leadership which they have analysed, conflate
leadership and power, or in some cases misalign the commodity of power,
claiming that distribution of leadership equals to the transfer of power.
Interestingly, proponents of distributed leadership also acknowledge the
challenges associated with distributed leadership. Hopkins and Jackson (2003)
highlight that ‘as leadership cannot be imposed, the conflations of power
(managerial relationships) and empowerment (leadership relationships) proves
problematic.’ They suggest a parallel approach to management and leadership
structures, stating:
Schools are not currently structured in ways that facilitate either the
growth of leadership or lateral leadership. Predominantly, leadership is
currently locked into management structures. If we are to achieve
distributive leadership models, we must therefore redesign the internal
architecture of schools (p. 102).

This point is also advanced by Harris (2013, p. 551) who acknowledges the
potential ‘dark side’ of distributed leadership when reflecting on the challenges
of distributed leadership in concepts such as power, authority and control.
Harris admits that there are examples of where ‘distributed leadership’ has
been used to undermine formal authority and negate the influence of the school
leader. Harris (2013) advises:
there is a ‘dark side’ of distributed leadership, as with any form of
leadership, if power, influence and authority are misused or abused. While
such examples are rare, it presents a real challenge for those in formal
leadership roles wishing to engage in distributed leadership practice. It
signals the need to maintain a balance of control so that no individual or
group can undermine, disrupt or derail the efforts of formal leaders to
move the organisation forward (p .551).’

Hatcher also contests Gronn’s concept of division of labour, rooted in Activity
Theory, where he argues that power and leadership can operate independently.
Gronn points to two modes of integration; power, which he locates in structural
authority, and influence, which is used synonymously with leadership. Thus,
Gronn contends that while authority (power) resides with the principal,
leadership (influence) can be exercised by any teacher whose ideas win the
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support of others, ‘Suddenly, the possibility opens up of all organisation
members becoming managers and of all followers becoming autonomous
leaders’ (Gronn, 2000, p. 3). However, Hatcher points out that authority
(power) is not a dimension of activity within an organisation but an entirely
different category of phenomenon, as it ‘over-determines all other dimensions.’
Hatcher is drawing from the works of Bourdieu in his concept of ‘field’. For
Bourdieu, ‘field’ is a structured system of social position and the forces that exist
between these positions. Blackmore (2009, p. 116) highlights that field is a
‘contestation over values and beliefs, individuals and collective desires, hope
and fear.’ Hatcher outlines that field is by definition ‘a field of struggles’ in which
‘actors’ seek to maintain or improve their position in terms of the defining
capital, economic, social, cultural and symbolic, of the field.’ Schools, or more
specifically, education as a field is located within the broader class-based field.
Bourdieu (1986, p. 246) outlined that a unique characteristic of field is ‘the
structure of the field, i.e. the unequal distribution of capital, is the source of
specific effects of capital.’ Brennan and MacRuairc (2017, p. 5) point out that
‘the combination of the different forms of capital constitute patterns of
advantage and disadvantage in society because of their existence and of the
ability to convert one form of capital to another.’ This has the potential to
‘accumulate very effective and highly beneficial constellations of different
capitals … valued forms of cultural capital in the education system endow the
holder with a status and prestige.’ Within the school, it is the principal, that
Hatcher argues, holds the dominant position in the power structure and
therefore in the privileged site of influence. Therefore, leadership from a
distributed perspective ‘can only be translated from the sphere of ideas to that
of action when it is sanctioned by the authority of head-teacher.’ Hatcher
further contests that, ‘Activity Theory’ which Gronn based his theoretical
approach, ‘needs to conceptualise activity systems not as independent units of
analysis, but as imbedded and subsumed in wider social structures of power.’
Hatcher, again points to Bourdieu’s concept of field (Jenkins, 1992) outlining:
79

First, the relationship of the field in question to the ‘field of power’
(politics) must be understood. The field of power is thus to be regarded
as the dominant or pre-eminent field of any society; it is the source of the
hierarchical power relations which structure all other fields (p. 86).

This position argues that the ‘locus’ of power for schools is not simply contained
within the school but lies outside the school, delegated by the State. This notion
of power, also regarded by Lukes as three-dimensional power, affirms
Alexander’s point about the ‘ambiguity of intent.’, by the State to create a
mirage that staff are being empowered through leadership activity but in reality,
being influenced to do more for less. Lumby (2013) also argues this point,
stating:
Distributed leadership literature is littered with contradictions. It rejects
heroic, hierarchical models of leadership, yet also acknowledges the
persistence of such leadership, and even supports its necessity and value.
Its rhetoric about the distribution and empowerment, and the acclamation
of the headteacher using one-dimensional power to enable others to lead,
appears alongside the evidence of two-dimensional power so that
‘autonomy’ is offered with a leading rein. Arguably, the evidence reviewed
here suggests that distributed leadership can be used as an obscuring
mechanism (p. 588).

Lumby argues that the use of three-dimensional power is evident where
‘individuals have fully accepted the prevalent conditions as their own choice and
in their own interests, even though an external view may see inherent
disadvantages for them.’. For Lukes, three-dimensional power, is the most
influential in the commodity of power exercised by those in positions of
influence. Harris does acknowledge, that ‘distributed leadership does not
guarantee better performance; it is not a panacea for success, it does not
possess any innate good or bad qualities, it is not friend or foe.’ Rather, for
Harris (2013, p. 552) much depends on ‘how leadership is distributed … If
distributed leadership is to make any difference at all, one thing is clear- those
in formal positions have a substantial and integral role to play in making it
happen.’
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The concept of power is a critical component to the practice of school
leadership. In the context of distributed leadership principals need to be in a
position to reflect, diagnose and design their leadership practices that can
account for power and various demonstrations within a situation of practice.
Have school leaders the capacity and the necessary skills to be able to diagnose
their practice? These are one of a number of increasing questions that are
arising through the literature.
Impact on the team performance
Melnick (1982) identified distributed leadership as one of six obstacles to
effective team performance, stating:
the clear differentiation of role responsibilities and the assignment of
those responsibilities to particular team members provides a measure of
stability and predictability that is otherwise lacking on a team where role
assignments are poorly defined... An individual’s security derives largely
from his being able to count upon a stable social environment (p. 3).

Added to this, are the cultural challenges of dismantling the perception of
tensions between those in formal and informal positions. Timperley (2005)
points out that a lack of support or respect may arise by those in formal
leadership positions towards those in in-formal positions, stating:
While distributed leadership among teachers may be desirable, some
caution needs to be sounded about the potential difficulties involved.
Although formally appointed leaders do not automatically command
respect and authority, teacher leaders may be particularly vulnerable to
being openly disrespected and disregarded because they do not carry
formal authority. On the other hand, nomination of teacher leaders by
colleagues may not realise potential expertise within the group because
colleagues may select their leaders using other criteria (p. 412).

Surely, those that are officially appointed to the role have demonstrated that
they have the capacity to carry out that role effectively and competently.
Timperley (2005, p. 414) raises further concern about the implications of
distributed leadership, suggesting that, ‘distributing leadership over more
people is a risky business and may result in the greater distribution of
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incompetence.’ The notion that simply distributing leadership, is a sign of good
leadership, is not the case.
Repositioning the understanding many current principals have in relation to
their role regarding distributed leadership practice is certainly something that
will be challenging not only from a theoretical perspective but more importantly
from a practical one. Murphy et al. (2009) argue this point, stating:
…the message to be underscored here is that for many principals a
personal transformation in leadership must accompany the quest to
rebuild schooling to cultivate distributed leadership and efforts to
nurture the growth of teacher leaders. Absent this change, it is difficult
to imagine that principals will develop the sense of security that is, as
Barth (1988) maintains, a necessary ingredient in the distributed
leadership formula (p. 183).

While there is a growing base of empirical research and studies specific to
distributed leadership practice the gap between distributed leadership and
other traditional approaches validated by more conventional and thoroughly
researched styles still creates doubt and scepticism in the mind of practitioners.
This is particularly true in Ireland. The increased accountabilities on school
principals, coupled with the new expectations to implement sustainable
approaches for effective school leadership practice is overwhelming principals
as they perform their day-to-day practice.

School leaders considering a

distributed perspective to leadership and management in schools will involve
‘crossing or dismantling strong structural and cultural boundaries within an
organisation (Spillane and Diamond, 2007).’ The challenges that underpin this,
which can potentially challenge school leaders engaging in distributed
leadership must be ‘examined and addressed, to achieve a model of distributed
leadership (Harris, 2008)’. The research questions in this study are designed to
respond to these challenges through developing new knowledge into this
practice of school leadership.
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Cultural barriers
Schools like organisations have strong informal and formal cultures, which can
be inflexible and resistant to change. Resistance to change may be particularly
salient in the context of the distribution of additional work or responsibility,
providing greater accountability to staff that do not necessarily wish to take on
additional tasks but may feel compelled voluntarily or involuntary to do so.
Gunter and Ribbons (2003, p. 132) remark ‘while distributed leadership tends
to be seen as normatively a good thing, it has also been contested…most notably
because of the complexities of who does the distribution and who is in receipt
of distribution.’ A change in culture can be time consuming and face great
resistance through reluctance or insecurities by entering the unknown. Murphy
(2007, p. 683) argues, ‘it is difficult to move to the unknown even when one can
glimpse its contours…even if the change process can be engaged, there are
strong inclinations to regress to the familiar.’ Heller (1994, p. 289) supports this
claim, suggesting ‘people become used to a hierarchical structure, which can be
comforting. Someone else is responsible. Someone else takes the blame, finds
the money, obtains the permission, and has the headaches.’ Respecting the
influence of school culture is widely regarded as the most important action that
a school leader can perform. It is reported that the principals’ impact on
learning is mediated through the climate and culture of the school and is not a
direct effect (Hallinger and Heck, 1998).
However, the conflated terminology of climate and culture and the limited
understanding into how these concepts impact the performance of a school
leads to misunderstandings and misconceptions on their meaning. The lack of
consensus on defining culture is attributed to the many different sources that
inform the understanding of culture such as environmental climate research,
national cultures and human resource management (Brown, 1998). Three
influential theories developed by Handy (1978), Peters and Waterman (1982)
and Deal and Kennedy (1982) offer a framework for classifying and
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differentiating organisational cultures. A presentation of the literature on these
models is outside the scope of this thesis.
Nevertheless, other theorists provide the distinction between climate and
culture, with school climate being viewed as a psychological perspective and
school culture viewed from an anthropological perspective (Hoy et al. 1991).
The climate is seen as the behaviour while culture is identified as comprising of
the values and norms of the school. Freiberg and Stein (1999) cited in Macneil
et al. 2009, p. 75) describe school climate as ‘the heart and soul of the school
and the essence of the school that draws teachers and students to love the
school and want to be a part of it.’ The principal plays a central role in shaping
the climate and culture of the school by their position and influence with other
stakeholders (Leithwood, 1992). Other scholars in this field identified healthy
schools, as schools that had a culture that promoted good communication,
optimal power equalisation, resource utilisation, cohesiveness, morale,
autonomy, adaptation and problem-solving adequacy (Fairman and Clark,
1982). The location of climate and culture in the context of the theoretical
model developed by Spillane will require the principal to have the competence
to know how to respond to the influence of these concepts and identify the
factors that influences them. This would seem a crucial part of the diagnostic
work a principal would be expected to do in the context of distributed
leadership.
Internal Structural barriers
School structure creates immense difficulty for distributed leadership to prevail
(Murphy, 2007, p. 682).

Analysts suggest that ‘the highly bureaucratic,

axiomatic configuration of schools’ (Suleiman and Moore, 1997, p. 3) with
‘hierarchical culture of authority’ (Lambert, 2003, p. 32) creates a framework
that does not accommodate the behaviours associated with ‘new roles and
norms’ (Keedy, 1999, p. 787). Rather it tends to ‘stifle…possibilities for teacher
leaders to be effective change agents’ (Wynne, 2001, p. 1). A prevailing
framework within schools can exercise a powerful dampening influence on
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collaboration or shared leadership. The failure of distributed leadership or
other similar collegial models of leadership practice are a consequence of the
rigid internal structures of schools which means ‘it is difficult for teachers to
view themselves as leaders or to view one another as leaders’ (Coyle, 1997, p.
41). The principal plays a key role in identifying and redesigning the structural
or situational challenges that inhibit the facilitation of a distributed leadership
perspective.
Trade Union support
The influence of Teacher Unions will require attention if any attempts are made
to re-shape the model of leadership currently in practice in Irish education.
Consideration of Teacher Unions in the context of Ireland is imperative, given
that ‘teachers in Ireland are highly unionised, with ninety-one percent of postprimary teachers belonging to a teacher union’ (OECD, 2007, p. 16). At a macro
level trade unions have the power to thwart the potential and development of
distributed leadership; advocating that change in approach to leadership of this
nature, could be unsettling and even detrimental to well-established patterns
of collective bargaining power, something which few teachers would relinquish
(Pellicer and Anderson, 1995; Stone et al. 1997; Wasley, 1991). At a micro level
‘union contracts can inhibit any willingness to participate in reform’ (Blegen and
Kennedy, 2000, p.5). Murphy (2007, p. 684) highlights how bureaucratic
structures in general and labour relations generally separate school
administrators, such as principals and the senior management team, with other
staff, particularly teachers. There is greater possibility that ‘the tension that
exists between teacher unions and school administrators [will] discourage
teachers from engaging in roles beyond the classroom.’ Despite this speculation
the principal holds a central role to ensure that the necessary relationships and
conditions are conjunctive to encourage staff to engage in distributed
leadership, irrespective of the influence of trade unions. Once again, how the
principal views their role in the practice of distributed leadership will influence
the type leadership within their school.
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3.7

Conclusion

Much of the research relating to distributed leadership has focused on defining
the model, examining patterns of distribution and highlighting the challenges
that arise from the potentially different types of distribution. In this literature
review it is the practice of distributed leadership that is the central issue.
Spillane (2013) captures the importance of this point, stating:
Practice must be the anchoring concern in diagnostic efforts and its
improvement must be the target of design efforts. The practice of leading
teaching is where school leadership meets classroom teaching. Leadership
positions, roles, responsibilities and structures matter, but they matter to
the extent to which they contribute to improvement in the everyday
practice of leading. Creating new leadership positions or redefining the
responsibilities does not guarantee change, let alone improvement, in the
practice of leading. Hence, our diagnosis and design efforts have to centre
on practice (p. 64).

In all the literature reviewed, with the exception of theories on distributed
leadership, the focus has been on status, roles and responsibilities of the
principal rather than their leadership practice. Leading commentators argue
that ‘when practice, framed as social interactions, becomes the central unit of
analysis, then it is necessary to go beyond an exclusive focus on behaviours,
actions or even styles of individuals with formally designated leadership
positions’ (Spillane, 2013). The literature reviewed points to the potential
located, theoretically at least, to adopting a distributed perspective towards
school leadership in post-primary schools. It is apparent that the growing
accountabilities for school communities has created the need to understand the
nature and practice of distributed leadership. School leaders framing their
leadership practice through a distributed leadership framework might help
resolve these challenges. The international literature certainly points to the
popularity of this style of leadership (Harris, 2010, 2013; Harris et al. 2013;
Spillane, 2005). As the pressure of accountably grows, particularly for school
leadership and management structures in schools, it is increasingly clear that
improving school performance cannot be located with the principal alone (Jones
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and Harris, 2014). The literature review has presented the positive relationship
between organisational improvement and leadership distribution. However, it
equally has revealed the need for an effective leader to have the skills and
competencies to practice this approach to school leadership (Tan, Tie and Chua,
2015). In the context of post-primary schools in Ireland, how prepared are
school leaders, namely principals, to effectively engage in this style of
leadership? How familiar are these principals with the theoretical principles of
distributed leadership? From studies already conducted and commentary from
leading policymakers and practitioners the evidence would suggest that there is
very little understanding amongst principals about this style of school
leadership. Consequently, the researcher has undertaken this study to address
the following research problem of identifying current leadership practices
exhibited by school principals and ascertain how aligned they are to the
principles of distributed leadership, with a view of narrowing the gap between
current practice and distributed leadership.
To guide the researcher in unpacking this research problem two research
questions were developed.

These questions assisted the researcher in

remaining focused on the specific rationale for undertaking the study. The
research questions were framed within the theoretical framework of distributed
leadership developed by James P. Spillane. The researcher is keen to identify
new knowledge that will offer practical guidance to assist school principals in
the diagnosis and design of their leadership practice to best accommodate
distributed leadership.
Research Question 1: What are the prominent leadership practices
exhibited by a school principal when facilitating staff involvement in
a whole-school project?
In 2007 the OECD identified a need for further research to be conducted into
leadership practices in post-primary schools in Ireland. They recommended that
a distributed perspective should be considered by school leaders. The purpose
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of this research study is to respond to this recommendation made by the OECD
and make a contribution to this field of school leadership in Ireland. To do this,
the researcher aims to ascertain what the current status is in relation to existing
school leadership practices focusing particularly when principals are engaging
with staff on a whole-school project. This data will provide the basis for the
researcher to investigate how aligned current leadership practices are with the
principles that are advocated for distributed leadership. This leads to the second
research question:
Research Question 2: To what extent do the leadership practices of
school leaders, align with the theoretical principles of distributed
leadership?
The second research question inquires if the current leadership practice,
exhibited by school principals, correlates to the design principles of distributed
leadership (Spillane, 2006). The principal is currently statutorily responsible for
providing leadership to staff and students, and has overall authority, for the dayto-day management of the school (Section 22 of the Education Act, 1998, and
Section 23 of the Education (Amendment) Act 2012). Furthermore, it is the
principal who has responsibility for the internal organisation of the school,
including the assignment of roles and responsibilities to members of the
teaching and non-teaching staff. However, the current administrative style of
school leadership will not meet the evolving needs of the school. Identified in
the research conducted by the DES into CSL was the need for school principals
to have support into the promotion and facilitation of staff involvement and
collaboration in leadership and management activity. Questions such as, how
do principals diagnose and design or redesign their practice to respond to the
shortcomings in current practice to accommodate distributed leadership? How
do principals intervene to improve the interactions between leaders, followers
and the situation? What aspects of the situation do principals need to configure
or reconfigure to meet the needs of distributed leadership? The study will seek
to understand current practices exhibited by school principals with a view to
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identifying the differences, in their practice, with the principles of distributed
leadership. In this process the researcher seeks to identify the challenges that
principals encounter and understand the implications of these challenges for
principal’s in their pursuit to engender support and cooperation from staff to
participate in distributed leadership. In the following chapter the researcher
will present the methodology that will address the research questions of this
study.
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4 Methodology
4.1

Introduction

The aim of this study was to identify and examine current leadership practice
from the principal’s perspective at post-primary level and ascertain how aligned
it is to the principles of distributed leadership. The focus of the study has been
to track the current leadership activity of two school principals engaging in
patterns of distribution through the curriculum changes that they were
implementing. This chapter outlines the research paradigm including the
underlying ontological and epistemological assumptions made by the
researcher. These assumptions will reveal the researchers chosen methodology
and methods adopted for this study.
4.2

The Research Paradigm

The researcher is an active practioner in the field of educational leadership. As
a teacher, deputy principal and now school principal, the researcher is primarily
interested in how the practice of distributed leadership is best understood and
framed through the social interactions that occur between the principal and
teaching staff. Max Weber’s (1864-1920) writings in Verstehen (understanding)
are noteworthy, ‘to find meaning in action, requires researchers to interpret in
a way what the individuals are doing’ (Schwandt 2000, p. 191). Therefore, the
researcher adopted an interpretive paradigm ‘to understand the subject world
of human experience’ (Cohen, 2011, p. 17) to address the research problem.
Beginning with the individuals, the school principal and teachers, the researcher
sought to understand their interpretation of the experiences they encounter
through their daily practice. Adopting this ontological position reflects the
belief held by the researcher that, leadership practice is a human endeavor and
is best understood through the subjective world of human experience that
encounters this style of leadership practice. This was a critical aspect to this
study. It has been widely documented that much of the literature in the field of
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school leadership, does not focus on actual leadership practices. This point
confirmed by Leithwood et al. (2012), who stated:
Leadership literature does not focus on actual leadership practices at all.
It is about leaders’ values, beliefs, skills or knowledge that someone thinks
leaders need in order to act in an effective manner, which may be inferred
from observation of leaders at work, or which, may be reputed as
contributing to leader effectiveness by a range of people who experience
leadership (p. 8).

The importance of school leaders focusing their attention on the effectiveness
of their practice to improve school performance was also supported by Spillane
(2009). Therefore, this interpretive study aimed to uncover the knowledge and
understanding about the practice involved in this style of school leadership.
Adopting this approach is supported by works of Crotty (1998) who states:
Our interest in the social world tends to focus on exactly those aspects
that are unique, individual and qualitative, whereas our interest in the
natural world focuses on more abstract phenomena, that is, those
exhibiting quantifiable, empirical regularities (p. 68).

Undertaking an interpretative stance, which seeks to ascertain the ‘culturally
derived and historically situated interpretations of the social life-world’ (Crotty,
1998, p. 67), presents limitations to this ontological position. Rex (1974, citied
in Cohen et al. 2011), observed:
Whilst patterns of social reactions and institutions may be the product of
the actors’ definitions of the situations there is also the possibility that
those actors might be falsely conscious and that sociologists have an
obligation to seek an objective perspective which is not necessarily that of
any of the participating actors at all…we need not be confined purely and
simply to that…social reality which is made available to us by participant
actors themselves (p. 20-21).

Critics of the interpretive approach, question whether there is an ‘abandonment
of scientific procedures of verification and in giving up hope of discovering
useful gerneralisations about behaviour. Are there not dangers in rejecting the
approach of physics in favour of methods more akin to literature, biography and
journalism?’ (Cohen et al. 2011, p. 21). Bernstein (1974) and Morrison (2009),
argue that the inaccuracies of perception or the impact or inequalities of power
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on unequal participants, could prevent a more authentic view of the social
structure based on how social relations are perceived.
However, as pointed out by Crotty (1998, p. 42), knowledge and meaningful
reality are constructed in and out of the interaction between the humans (in
this study the school principal and the teachers) and their world and are
developed and transmitted in a social context. Therefore, the social world can
only be understood from the perspective of those individuals who are
participating in it. Hence, in the context of this study conducting research within
the social world, that being the interactions that exist between the principal and
the teachers within the school communities, was very important part of the
study. This offered the opportunity to discover new layers of understanding
regarding the nature of school leadership in the context of a collaborative
whole-school project (Scotland, 2012, p. 12). This added support to the integrity
of interpretive theory, which is usually grounded (inductive), being generated
from the data and not proceeding it (Cohen et al. 2011, p. 21).
4.3

The Epistemological Position

The researcher in adopting an interpretative paradigm established a
constructivist epistemological position. For the researcher, human knowledge
(truth and meaning) do not exist external to the world but are created by the
subject’s interactions within the world. This contrasts with objectivism, which
advocates that reality exists external to the researcher and must be investigated
through scientific inquiry; and subjectivism which holds that meaning does
emerge from the interplay between subject and the outside world but is
imposed on the object by the subject (Gray, 2018, p.20). From a constructivist
epistemological perspective, the meaning is constructed not discovered, so
subjects construct their own meaning in different ways, even in relation to the
same phenomenon (Gray, 2018, p.20). This epistemological understanding
threads a theoretical perspective that is aligned to the interpretive paradigm
and ontological position of the researcher. Crotty (1998, p. 3) defines a
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theoretical perspective as ‘the philosophical stance informing methodology’. In
this social science study, the philosophical stance adopted by the researcher is
interpretive located within the constructivist position. While diverging across
different epistemologies within the context of the same ontological perspective,
the researcher is congnisant of complementary strengths and nonoverlapping
weaknesses that this approach offers (Johnson and Turner, 2003). Equally the
researcher was mindful of not categorising methodologies against
epistemologies or philosophies that would restrict the scope of collecting data
useful to this study.
The interpretative paradigm has inherent challenges that questions the validity
of this approach. From the outset, this approach to research is not subject to
the same criteria as the scientific paradigm. While some of the critics of this
approach have already been addressed, the position of the researcher needs to
be addressed. Weber (1978, cited in Holloway, 1997) claims ‘that all social
science research is inherently biased, and complete neutrality and objectivity
are impossible to achieve since the values of the researcher and the participant
are always present.’ To guard against bias of this nature the researcher
considered in detail ways in which to uphold the trustworthiness of the research
design.
Jones et al. (2014) argue that trustworthiness is defined by the authenticity,
security, and confidence in the research findings. Lincoln and Guba (1986)
proposed constructs relevant to qualitative research that assist in ascertaining
the trustworthiness of the research which include credibility, dependability,
confirmability, and transferability. Charmaz (2014) adapted these qualitative
constructs slightly for evaluating grounded theory research:
•
•
•

Credibility – sufficient data and evidence for claims; logical links
Originality – fresh categories; new insights; extending current
ideas/concepts
Resonance – portrays fullness of experience; offers insights to
participants
93

•

Usefulness – useful interpretations; sparks further research; clear
contribution

Guba and Lincoln (2005) proposed a set of procedures for researchers, to cross
check the trustworthiness of the data collection process. These included:
•
•
•
•

Member checks – share data and interpretations with participants;
Prolonged engagement – engage in the research setting for an
extended time;
Triangulate – gather data from multiple sources, through multiple
methods; and
Peer debriefing – discuss emergent findings with critical friends to
ensure analyses are grounded in the data.

The researcher incorporated those checks into the research design which are
described throughout this chapter.

For example, the concept of member

checks was discussed with participants during the semi-structured interviews
and focus group interviews. Interview transcripts and emerging findings (at
various stages) were shared with participants. Feedback was sought and
received; the research results reflect this. These procedures ensured adherence
to standards of trustworthiness and quality in undertaking the complex task of
“assigning meaning to narrative (often drawn from interview transcripts) to
offer explanation of social reality that cannot avoid being essentially
interpretative” (Lincoln and Guba, 1986, p. 386).
4.4

Reflexivity

The researcher was acutely aware of the limitations associated with the
interpretative paradigm in relation to matters regarding bias and neutrality as
previously raised by Weber (1978). The researcher engaged in reflection to
consider how his personal assumptions, subject location(s), research agenda,
personal beliefs and potential emotions could enter the research.

The

researcher recognised his role as a primary instrument in the data collection
process and therefore recognised that in this qualitative study, ‘the researcher
[is] an active participant in the knowledge reproduction rather than a neutral
bystander’ (Gluck and Patai 1991; Hammersley and Atkinson 1995; Smith 1987).
The main objective of doing reflexivity enabled the researcher to examine any
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preconceived perceptions he held within this process. Kirby and McKenna
coined the term ‘conceptual baggage’ to emphasise the interconnections that
existed between a researcher’s intellectual assumptions; subject location(s) in
relation to class, race, sexuality, gender, belief and emotions-all of which can
impact on the nature and outcome of a qualitative interview or observation.
The researcher unpacked ‘his baggage’, which is outlined in section 4.4.1.
4.4.1 The Researcher
The researcher was born in Ireland attending primary school in the Republic of
Ireland while later attending an all-boys grammar school in the North of Ireland.
After qualifying as a teacher to teach in a second-level school, the researcher
has progressed through the various posts of responsibility that exist within the
school structure. This includes holding the roles of a special duties’ teacher, an
assistant principal, deputy principal and now currently principal. The researcher
has held some of these offices in both a voluntary and paid capacity. The
researcher was always interested in being part of a team. This included being
part of the Gaelic football team during his second level education, university and
equally being part of the local Gaelic football club and county. The interest and
enjoyment the researcher experienced led him to identify his own personal
strengths and weaknesses. Furthermore, the researcher realised that he had
the skills to become more active in the various teams he was part of, enjoying
the opportunities afforded to him when made captain or delegated to carry out
a certain task. This positive attitude towards the importance of being part of a
team carried through into the researcher’s professional career in teaching. The
researcher would always associate himself as part of the staff team irrespective
of the position he has held within the school community he was working in. The
researcher worked for a period of time in schools in the North of Ireland before
returning to the South of Ireland where he has remained. The researcher has
always held an interest and curiosity about the concept of leadership. As a
teacher, the researcher undertook several additional voluntary roles in the
various schools to support delivery of curricular, co-curricular and extra95

curricular activities.

Furthermore, the researcher was raised in a family

environment where education was highly valued, and he was always
encouraged to achieve the highest possible position within the field of
education.
Teaching offered the researcher the balance of influencing others, particularly
young people, with the scope to pursue personal ambitions within the field. The
opportunities afforded by these positions meant that the researcher was able
to assume positions of influence with his seniors and peers alike. However, the
researcher always struggled, particularly during his classroom teaching career,
with the lack of ‘voice’ held by staff in the day to day management of the school,
including leadership activity. Furthermore, while studying for a master’s degree
in Educational Leadership and Management, the researcher encountered
firsthand the impact of poor school leadership and management. Of particular
concern for the researcher, was the difficulty those in formal positions of
authority had, to appropriately execute their role in the changing landscape of
school leadership in second-level schools in Ireland. The researcher places great
importance on values such as trust, honesty, integrity, respect and loyalty from
a personal and professional perspective.

The personal biography is very

important in setting the context out of which the researcher carries out his
professional duties and includes important factors influencing how and why he
approached this research. It is equally important to note, how the process of
reviewing the literature, in preparation for this study into distributed
leadership, deepened the researchers understanding of the particular nuances
around this topic that has subsequently challenged established existing bias and
assumptions. This has brought great clarity and awareness to researcher that
will assist in the integration of the analysis of the findings.
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4.5

Research Design

Advancing on the ontological and epistemological positions adopted by the
researcher, this study aimed to contribute to the field of knowledge in
distributed leadership. Michael Bassey (1999, p. 38), researcher and author of
research techniques, maintains that ‘research is the systematic, critical and selfcritical enquiry which aims to contribute to the advancement of knowledge and
wisdom.’ The researcher was determined to present valid and reliable data that
would address the research problem and make a contribution to this field of
school leadership in Ireland (Burns and Grove, 2005).
The researcher selected a case study design as the appropriate research
methodology to gather the necessary data for this study. This approach offered
the opportunity to capture data from ‘real people in real situations’ (Cohen et
al. 2011, p. 289) but equally enabled the researcher to deploy more than one
tool for data collection to collect the many variables operating in a single case.
Yin (1984, p. 23) defines the case study research method ‘as an empirical inquiry
that investigates a contemporary phenomenon within its real-life context; when
the boundaries between phenomenon and context are not clear; and in which
multiple sources of evidence are used.’ The overarching benefit of case studies
is that they observe effects in real contexts establishing cause and effect.
Sturman (1999) argued that:
a distinguishing feature of the case studies is that the human systems have
a wholeness or integrity to them rather than being a loose connection of
traits…case studies investigate and report real-life, complex dynamic and
unfolding interactions of events, human relationships and other factors in
a unique instance (p. 103).

Capturing the interactions between the school principal and teaching staff is
critical to this qualitative study. The data collection tools used in this study
included qualitative methods. The reliability and validity of each method was
considered to attenuate the effects of threats to validity and the reliability
throughout a piece of research (Cohen et al. 2005, p. 105).
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A qualitative approach was necessary to record the personal views and opinions
of principals and teachers. Parahoo (2006), argued that adopting a qualitative
approach is a holistic one that focuses on the theory that must be studied from
the person’s perspective and in the context in which it happens. Taylor and
Bogdan (1998, p.8) support’s the use of qualitative research in this instance,
stating ‘[qualitative] researchers are concerned with how people think and act
in their everyday lives.’
A solely qualitative approach can present limitations in the study. Issues such
as inarticulation, non-verbal cues; pitching questions at the right level;
overcoming reticence; breaking silences on taboo areas and those reinforced by
general expected norms rather than reality which can limit the reliability and
validity of the data recorded. Current literature would suggest that perusing a
quantitative approach can assist in negating the limitations found in qualitative
methods. A quantitative approach is regarded as a more scientific method
capable of advancing knowledge because it provides hard objective facts that
can be statistically analysed. However, based on the size of the study and the
nature of the study, quantitative instruments were not going to offer data that
was going to complement the type of study undertaken in this instance.
Consequently, the researcher decided to focus on adopting an approach which
focused on qualitative mixed methods, interviews, focus groups and reseacher
observation. Pursuing this strategy added greater depth and credibility to the
study, ensuring the validity and reliability of data was controlled (Patton, 2002).
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4.6

Identifying and selecting the Sample

In designing the research strategy, the researcher was congnisant of the
importance to have every element of the study fit for purpose. This was
particularly important in the context of the research strategy for selecting the
most suitable sample group for the study. The researcher was very mindful of
the argument made by Cohen et al. (2011, p. 143) ‘the quality of a piece of
research not only stands or falls by the appropriateness of the methodology and
the instrumentation but also by the suitability of the sampling strategy that has
been adopted.’ The researcher availed of the support of the school he was
working in during the time of study to accommodate the challenge of working
as a full-time teacher and not having the opportunity, to due to work
commitments, to carry out a full pilot study. The researcher relied on a crosssection of experienced staff to pilot and critique various interview questions and
approaches within the study. These colleagues, who acted as critical friends,
assisted in giving their advice on identifying an appropriate sample group, the
design of the interview questions and suggestions regarding alternative data
collection instruments. In piloting these data collection instruments researcher
liaised with the principal, deputy principal, assistant principal, a special duties
teacher and a non-post holder. This consultation provided sound advice such
as the importance of including non-post holders (those members of staff who
did not hold a formal position of responsibility within the school), holding the
interviews and focus group meetings in a designated neutral venue where all
staff felt this would be a more comfortable venue and the inclusion of particular
aspects of practice within the interview questions. The researcher was very
aware of the limitations of using critical friends in the same school in which he
worked but due to contextual factors meant that this was the only possible
alternative. Although this was not a full pilot in essence it did provide the
researcher with the opportunity to critique key aspects of the research design.
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In deciding the appropriate sampling strategy, Cohen et al. (2011, p. 143) advise
to follow five criterion that must be considered when choosing the appropriate
strategy. It includes, ‘the sample size; the representativeness and the
parameters of the sample; access to the sample; the sampling strategy to be
used;

the

kind

of

research

that

is

being

undertaken

(e.g.

quantitative/qualitative/mixed methods)’
The researcher in selecting the appropriate sample size firstly established the
representativeness of the potential population (Appendix B). This study was
focused on post-primary schools and at the time of the study in the academic
year 2013/2014, there were 723 post-primary schools in Ireland. These schools
included 23,907 staff (whole time equivalent positions). However, considering
that this study was a qualitative mixed method study and that the researcher
was still in full time employment, conducting the study on a part-time basis - the
focus of this study was to monitor closely the social interactions of the staff on
the project, issues such as access to the sample and the representative nature
of the sample were very important factors to consider. Due to the nature of this
study, it was not practical nor necessary for this study to engage with all 726
schools or the staff in these schools. The researcher was also very aware of the
implications of the sampling error on the study. Consequently, the researcher
took all reasonable steps to mitigate the possibility of this negatively impacting
the study. To this end, the researcher selected a stratified purposive (nonprobability) sample strategy as the most suitable approach to this study. In
deciding to select this type of strategy, the researcher recognised that the
features

of

this

approach

offered

the

opportunity

to

achieve

representativeness, to allow comparisons to be made and the opportunity to
focus on unique cases that could offer the possibility to generate theory (Teddlie
and Yu, 2007 cited in Cohen et al. 2011, p. 156). The researcher also recognised
that through purposive sampling he is gaining access to the specific sample of
people that he judges are appropriate for this study. Ball (1990, cited in Cohen
et al. 2011, p. 157) affirms this point stating, ‘in many cases purposive sampling
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is used in order to access ‘knowledgeable people’, i.e. those who have in-depth
knowledge about particular issues, maybe by the virtue of their professional
role, power, access to networks, expertise or experience.’ Other strategies,
such as probability (random) sampling, offer benefits such as generating large
volume of random data from the population and results are deemed suitable to
reflect the overall population, the researcher is confident having considered all
the necessary factors when planning a sampling strategy, that the correct
approach was chosen.
4.6.1 The sample scope
Selecting a stratified purposive (non-probability) sample strategy, reflected the
best approach to respond to the research questions of the study.

The

researcher was interested in getting insight from two school principals and their
staff, on their experience of being involved in a curricular reform initiative in the
schools. In selecting the sample, the primary unit of interest for the researcher,
was to identify two schools where an evaluation of the leadership and
management practice was undertaken by the Inspectorate under the auspices
of the DES as part of the Whole-School Evaluation (WSE) process used to inspect
schools. The researcher identified that this was the most independent and
impartial source to judge the effectiveness of school’s management in this area,
through the Whole School Evaluation-Management, Leadership and Learning
(WSE-MLL) process, which focused particularly on leadership and management
practice. Therefore, the researcher, in selecting suitable post-primary schools,
concentrated on schools that had experienced a WSE-MLL by the Inspectorate
on behalf of the DES during the academic year 2012/2013. Initially focusing on
the leadership and management recommendations made by the Inspectorate
the researcher further identified additional criteria when selecting the
appropriate schools for this study. These included, a suitable representation of
all management and teaching positions that exist within second level schools;
gender balance; employment experience; geographical school locations;
variation in school patronage, variation in student and staff population.
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In 2012-2013 a total of 69 schools where evaluated by the DES, from which
School A and School B where chosen by the researcher. A detailed breakdown
of demographics of each participant in each school is listed in Appendix C and
the configuration of each school is listed in Table 4.1.
Table 4.1 Study Sample Demographics
Study Sample Demographics
School

School A

School B

Sample Population

12

8

Leadership Practice

Very good

Fair

Student Population

+900

-200

Staff Population

+100

-20

Geographical Location

Urban

Rural

School Patronage

Educational Training
Board (ETB)

Voluntary

School Age

-30

+95

School Self-Evaluation
Planning SSE

Targeted
Recommendations 2013

Targeted
Recommendations 2013

Source created by author.

Conditions in the above list are not named in order of priority but collectively
these factors were considered when selecting the appropriate schools. In
choosing two of these schools to carry out a qualitative case study of this nature,
including the above conditions, the school’s needed to be willing to participate
in this study. Gaining permission was not the only challenge the researcher had
to navigate. The researcher did seek permission to access the sample through
the secretary of the Board of Management for each respective school-this being
the school principal. However, while working full time as a deputy principal, the
practicalities of conducting the research needed further planning and
consultation with the researchers own school and the schools involved in the
study. Factors such as time management, permission to leave school to attend
meetings in relation to the study or access to resources to support the
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administration of the study all required appropriate planning. The researcher
also ensured that the necessary ethical protocols were adhered to during this
process which is discussed in further detail in Section 4.7. Aside from these
many practical and administrative challenges, the researcher was confident that
by choosing two schools and adopting a sample strategy of this nature, this was
going to be realistic and attainable for the researcher to investigate and
complete the study in the time allowed.

School Profile
The researcher established a very clear strategy for conducting the data
collection which was agreed by the principals as gatekeepers from both schools.
This involved the school principals being fully briefed on the study and the
expectations of the researcher for each school involvement of their teaching
and learning committees.

An interesting feature was the consistency in

approach that was adopted by each school in adopting the six step school selfevaluation guidelines, as illustrated in Figure 4.1.
Figure 4.1 Six Step School Self Evaluation Process

Source adapted Department of Education and Skills (Ireland) (2016) Looking at Our School
2016. A quality framework for post-primary schools. Dublin: The Stationery Office
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While each teaching and learning committee was tasked with coordinating the
change project, the work of the committee was not the unit of interest for this
study, rather, it was the interactions that emerged between the principal and
the committee members at the beginning, during and at the review stages of
the committee. The configuration of the teaching and learning committee
reflected the elements of Spillane’s distributed leadership framework. The
researcher outlined, in Figure 4.2 the timeline during which data collection
would take place.
Figure 4.2 Data Collection Framework

Source created by author.

4.6.1.1.1 School A
This school is a co-educational, multi-denominational post-primary school
under the trusteeship of Dublin and Dún Laoghaire Education and Training
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Board (ETB). This urban school was established in 1995, and its enrolment in
the school year of 2013 stood at 1,200 students, drawn from the north west of
Dublin city. It offers a wide range of subjects and curricular programmes,
including an optional Transition Year (TY), the Leaving Certificate Applied (LCA)
and the Leaving Certificate Vocational Programme (LCVP). The leadership team
consists of a principal, two deputy principals, ten assistant principals and twelve
special duties staff. There is a teaching staff of 120, including part-time
teachers. The school endeavours to model the three core values of courtesy,
respect and responsibility and to provide a high-quality, holistic education for
its students in a context that is firmly rooted in the local community. In addition
to the curricular programmes, the school offers an extensive extracurricular
programme. In the Whole-School Evaluation, the DES (2013) recognised the
following:
•
•
•
•
•

In-school management structures are exemplary, and the day-to-day
management of the school is outstanding.
The school provides a broad and balanced curriculum which meets the
needs of all its students.
The quality of support and care for students is excellent.
The leadership of staff is highly effective.
There was scope for development in the implementation of
assessment for learning (AfL) across the curriculum.

4.6.1.1.2 School B
This school is a rural voluntary, Catholic, seven-day boarding school for boys
under the trusteeship of a religious order. Established in 1905, it is guided by
the words of Saint Benedict ‘The strong have something to strive for and the
weak are not discouraged.’ The senior management team consists of a principal
and one deputy principal, three assistant principals, four special duties staff and
there is a teaching staff of 19, including part-time teachers. There are currently
200 students enrolled from all over Ireland and abroad. The school offers a wide
range of subjects and the standard curricular programmes, including an optional
Transition Year (TY), the traditional Leaving Certificate Programme and the
Leaving Certificate Vocational Programme (LCVP). The school, at the time of the
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research, was actively seeking ways to increase enrolment to secure its viability
in the current, difficult economic times.
•
•
•
•

•

The college principal and deputy principal are hard-working,
dedicated, committed managers of the school and are effective
leaders of learning.
The middle management team support the operation of the school
well; however, there is scope to develop their leadership roles.
The school has good capacity for improvement.
The school should actively encourage a culture of empowerment of
staff and students in order to ensure that it benefits fully from their
contributions.
The subject plans should be developed further to include a section for
action planning.

4.6.1.1.2.1 Positions of Variance and Commonality
The schools’ varied on the following conditions:
4.6.1.1.2.1.1 Leadership Practice
School A was identified to have demonstrated ‘highly effective’ leadership of
staff, in-school management structures were ‘exemplary’, the day-to-day
management of the school ‘outstanding’. This contrasted with School B, which
demonstrated ‘effective’ leadership of learning, ‘scope for development’ in the
leadership roles for the middle management, the school having ‘good capacity’
for improvement, the school advised to consider ways to encourage a ‘culture
of empowerment of staff and students’ and ‘action planning’ should be
developed within all subject planning.
4.6.1.1.2.1.2 Curricular Project-School Planning
The curricular project which focused on Assessment for Learning (AfL) was the
common factor between the two schools. For School A, this was an explicit
recommendation by the DES. For School B, AfL was going to be an area of
curriculum development that was part of the action planning embedded within
the subject planning for each subject department within the school. From the
researcher’s perspective, the variance that existed between the two sites
offered a rich contextual environment to conduct a case study into the single
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common phenomenon, the leadership practice assumed when implementing a
curricular reform initiative, that unified both schools.
The researcher recognised from this early stage, that choosing only two schools
out of three hundred and seventy-four post-primary schools that exist in
Ireland, is a small sample size. However, due to the nature of this qualitative
study, a larger study of this type was not feasible for the researcher to undertake
and furthermore there was no guarantee that a larger sample size would
contribute anything further to a study of this nature. This being a qualitative
study, the researcher is satisfied that this research design is most suitable to
address the research questions, to understand the phenomena being studied.
4.7

Ethical Considerations

Frankfort-Nachmias and Nachmais (1992, cited in Cohen et al. 2005) explained
the dilemma in addressing ethical concerns in research:
The right to research and acquire knowledge and the right of individual
research participants to self-determination, privacy and dignity. A decision
not to conduct a planned research project because it interferes with the
participants’ welfare is a limit on the first of these rights. A decision to
conduct research despite an ethically questionable practice … is a limit on
the second right (p.60).

Current literature on research ethics explains the importance of approval by an
ethics committee to ensure that ethical guidelines are adhered to in the
proposed research study (Cohen et al., 2005). The researcher provided a
detailed research proposal to the Board of Management for ethical approval,
helping to reinforce confidence that the proposed study was being well planned
(Cohen et al. 2000). Presenting a, ‘reasoned, planned and modest strategy’
increases the likelihood the researcher will get the necessary access required
(Blaxter, 2001, p. 155). In negotiating access to the school sites, assurances
were given to those participating in the study regarding anonymity and
confidentiality which included signing a legally binding contract by the
researcher and those participating in the study, prior to the commencement of
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any data collection and compliance to ethical principles and guidelines, for
conducting semi-structured interviews, focus groups and observation.
4.7.1 Ethical considerations for one-to-one interviewing
Cohen et al. (2005, p. 292) stated how ‘interviews have an ethical dimension;
they concern interpersonal interaction and produce information about the
human condition.’ Three primary ethical concerns need to be addressed when
conducting interviews (Cohen et al., 2005). They include ‘informed consent,
confidentiality, and the consequences of the interviews.’

The researcher

adopted several strategies in order to ensure a comprehensive ethical approach
was pursued. All research sites and participants received a letter informing
them of the general aims of the research proposal.

Clearly articulating

guarantees of confidentiality, anonymity, non-traceability and the participant’s
right to refuse to participate or withdraw at any time in accordance with their
freedom of choice. (Cohen et al. 2005).

Informed consent is the process by which potential participants understand the
potential risks and benefits of participating in a study (Parahoo 1997). The
researcher received informed consent from all participants in this study. Kmmis
and McTaggart (1981, cited in Cohen et al. 2005, p. 68) outlined the principles
that should be adhered to particularly in the context of the qualitative
methodologies.

They advised to ‘observe protocol, negotiate with those

affected, report progress, obtain explicit authorisations and accept
responsibility for maintaining confidentiality.’ These ethical matters were
adhered to continually throughout the data collection process across the two
school sites. Participants were informed that the interview would be digitally
recorded. Participants were asked to sign a consent form complying with ethical
guidelines. The audio files were dated, labelled and coded with an interview
number to protect participants’ anonymity. Each participant was provided with
a unique identifier code that was applied to each participant from the outset of
the study (Appendix L).
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All data collected was accessed only by the researcher. Interviews lasted
approximately 80mins and were held in a designated meeting room.
Participants were informed through typed correspondence of date, time and
location of the meeting, which was mutually agreed. Throughout the interview,
the researcher was positioned opposite the participant to create equality and
encourage openness. The participant was reminded if they felt uncomfortable
with the progress of the interview, that they had the right to terminate the
interview at any time without reason, recommencing only if they wished.
Specific time of five minutes was allocated at the end of each interview for
discussion and debriefing. In complying with these ethical guidelines, the
researcher was adopting all measures to strengthen the validity and reliability
of the data returned.
4.7.2 Ethical considerations for focus groups
While there are some ethical similarities that exist between focus groups and
semi-structured one-to-one interviews, the researcher was very mindful to
ensure all necessary precautions were adhered to always. Like interviews, the
matter of confidentiality had to be considered. The researcher, prior to the first
meeting, in consultation with the participants agreed ground rules referred to
as a Code of Conduct (Appendix H).

This Code addressed matters of

confidentiality and conditions in the event of a breach of confidentiality. The
researcher received informed consent from all participants, this form also
detailing the agreed Code of Conduct to be observed by all participants. In the
event there was an identifiable breach of confidentiality, all participants were
informed that the focus group would discontinue with immediate effect and all
data would be destroyed. At the opening of each focus group meeting,
participants were reminded about adherence to the Code they had signed.
Another ethical matter which had to be considered, was responding to potential
stress that a participant could potentially experience. It is not uncommon for
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some focus groups to experience stress because of a discussion, particularly
when dealing with sensitive subjects (Morgan 1998). The researcher, through
prior planning did not envisage that matters of a sensitive nature would arise.
Nonetheless to reduce the potential risk, the researcher put in place several
measures to prevent any potential issues arise. This included providing all
participants with contact details of the support service for teachers that offered
free confidential counselling services for all registered teachers.
4.7.3 Ethical Considerations for Non-Participant Observation
The researcher ensured that informed consent was received from the
participants. For this process, all the staff in each school were informed about
the study inviting them to participate. It was explained in detail, in a covering
letter, that due to the nature of the study the researcher would adopt an overt
position as a non-participant observer. In addition, the researcher would only
commence the data collection process when informed consent from all staff
was received. This was particularly relevant in the circumstances when the
researcher attended whole staff meetings. This permission to gain initial access
to the school was initially sought, through the secretary, from the respective
Boards of Management. This correspondence clearly outlined the rationale of
the study and the necessary documentation. This explained the nature of how
the research would be conducted and the data collection tools that would be
used during the field work.

Reassurance was given on issues such as

confidentiality and anonymity to all participants observing the same protocols
when digitally voice recording any of the staff during the agreed meetings. The
principal of each school was debriefed after each visit to review the practices
that had been undertaken by the researcher. This oversight offered reassurance
and confidence that all participants and the respective schools were not
exposed to any breaches of data protection. To address matters pertaining
towards validity and reliability, the researcher was clearly focused on observing
the interactions through verbal conversations on the project matter. The
researcher guarded against noting non-verbal communication items such as
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body posture, facial expressions or pre/post meeting social interactions. The
primary area of interest for the research when undertaking non-participant
observation centred on the interactions between the principal and staff. Only
in situations where unusual behaviour, that indicated something out of the
ordinary was occurring, would the researcher note this incident.
4.7.4 Ethical Compliance
As indicated earlier, prior to the commencement of the study ethical approval
was sought from the National University of Ireland, Galway (NUIGalway)
Research Ethics Committee by the researcher. After their consideration of the
study full approval was granted to proceed with the study. In addition to this
approval the researcher followed closely the British Educational Research
Associations’ Ethical Guidelines for Research. These guidelines (2018, p. 5)
advise researchers to focus on the following five principles when conducting
research, responsibilities to participants; responsibilities to sponsors, clients
and stakeholders in research; responsibilities to the community of educational
researchers; responsibilities for publication and dissemination; responsibilities
for researchers’ wellbeing and development. The researcher was consistently
aware of his conduct during this process to uphold the above principles.
4.8

Data Collection

Data collection is defined as a process whereby the researcher undertakes to
obtain information from participants to acquire more knowledge on the area of
study or focus (Polit and Beck 2004). Morse and Field (1996) explain this is a
process of extreme importance as the quality of the research project is in
correlation with the researcher’s ability to obtain quality information. Cohen et
al. (2005) provides a comprehensive explanation of what is involved in
qualitative research, espousing:
Qualitative research draws the researcher into the phenomenological
complexity of participants’ worlds; here situations unfold, and
connections, causes and correlations can be observed as they occur over
time. The qualitative researcher seeks to catch the dynamic nature of
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events, to seek intentionality, and to seek large trends and patterns over
time (p. 306).

Denscombe (1998, p. 207) explains that qualitative research ‘is an umbrella
term that covers a variety of styles of social research, drawing on a variety of
disciplines, such as sociology, social anthropology and social psychology.’
Qualitative research involves a process of interpretation by the researcher
during the recording and analysis of data collection. Critics of qualitative
research believe this interpretative process can lead to data becoming biased
and subjective.

Birley and Moreland (1999, p. 41) maintain ‘the person

undertaking the research needs to be sure that the data collecting instrument
is both valid and reliable’. While it may be the intention of the researcher to
gather non-contaminated data, according to Denscombe (1998, p. 208) ‘this is
not a practice that would be supported by the vast majority of ‘qualitative’
researchers… and the reason stems from the general premise underlying the
analysis of qualitative data: that the researcher’s self plays a significant role in
the production and interpretation of qualitative data.’ This could potentially
undermine the validity and reliability of data gathered. However, strategies
were adopted to negate and reduce any possible opportunity for data to
become contaminated in this way.
Within qualitative methodologies, the researcher is widely acknowledged as the
main instrument of data collection (Morse and Field, 1996). In this study the
researcher selected three data collection tools to gather the data. These
included semi-structured interviews, focus groups and non-participant
observation. An overview of the methods chosen is outlined in Figure 4.3. One
of the main methods of the data collection within qualitative designs is
interviewing techniques which are regarded as a process of accumulating
knowledge (Kvale, 2006).
4.8.1 Interviews
An interview is a method of gathering information through verbal responses to
a set of questions and statements. Interviews serve two main functions. Firstly
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description, interviews can bring to life what otherwise may be a rather dry and
abstract report. The interview can also be used for the initial exploration of the
topic (Parahoo, 1997). Interviewing principals allowed the researcher to record
their attitudes, beliefs and their feelings which may offer additional information
pertinent to this study.
The interview was carefully designed for its purpose, namely, to collect specific
information that will provide answers to overall research questions. Data
collection and analysis will only be as good as the question asked during the
interview stage. It was therefore important for the researcher that careful
consideration was given in the preparation of the questions for the interview,
(Cormack, 2000).
Interviews can be used in descriptive, correlation and experimental studies.
They are efficient in providing data on the attitudes of participants in this study.
They are also used to collect information on facts, attitudes and opinions,
perceptions, expectations, experiences and behaviour of these groups
(Parahoo, 1997).

The interview questions were designed under different

themes, to accommodate the researcher during the analysis of the data
collected from each participant. This approach also ensured questions in the
interview were synchronised with questions in the focus group, allowing data to
be triangulated, providing the opportunity for comparisons to be made without
any great difficulty (Parahoo, 1997). This was beneficial to the researcher who
is currently working in a full-time job in the field of education.
Interviews are classified as structured, unstructured and semi-structured and
can integrate open-ended and closed-ended questions (Parahoo, 2006).
Structured interviews are verbal questionnaires, very precise, with exact
wording of the questions. The questions themselves and their sequence are
fixed, same for every respondent; this is to ensure that different answers are
not attributable to differences in the interview, ensuring best practice to
promote validity and reliability.
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Semi-structured interviews differ slightly. Although the schedule is not rigid,
this form of interview is still structured. The main advantage is that the
interviewer has some flexibility, while maintaining control over the interview
process. Standard topics can be worded differently in questions for participants.
In unstructured interviews there are no prepared lists of questions. The same
questions may not be asked from interview to interview as this can capture the
spontaneity of a natural conversation (Cohen et al. 2005). A disadvantage is
that data collected from one interview may not be comparable to that collected
in another and may slightly undermine the reliability.
4.8.2 Focus Groups
Focus groups have traditionally been used for a range of purposes and contexts,
by academics and researchers. Historically, they were used by sociologists
Merton and Lazarafeld to better understand the impact of propaganda during
the war on radio listeners in the 1940s (Kamberelis and Dimitriadis, 2013). This
further evolved into a data collection tool for market researchers in assessing
consumers’ attitudes to particular products in the 1950s-1980s. In the 1990s
David Morgan (1997) applied focus groups as a social research tool. Morgan
(1997, cited in Caretta and Elena, 2006) identified a number of key features that
define focus groups, which include:
(i) It should involve a group of people who discuss a given topic within a
limited period of time. (ii) focus group participants may be known to each
other or be strangers; (iii) as far as possible the conversations should be
free flowing and have limited input by the moderator (p. 2).

The primary purpose of using focus groups is to examine the views, feelings and
experiences of a homogenous group (Fern 2001). In this study, the homogenous
group was configured of the teaching and learning committee. Focus groups
according to Caretta and Elena (2006, p. 3) citing the work of Jowett and O’Toole
(2006) suggest they have ‘moved from peripheral to centre stage of the
qualitative research mainly for its effectiveness in terms of time and resources
required.’ While focus groups are a form of group interview (Cohen et al. 2011,
p.436) there is a substantive difference that exists between data collection in
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focus groups with one-to-one interviews. The dialogic nature of focus groups
which captures the ‘performative character…[when] research participants
mange to transform social knowledge when they talk and think together.’
(Marková et al. 2007, cited in Caretta and Vacchelli, 2015, p. 3) offers a collective
view of the topic rather than an individual perspective, normally associated with
one-to-one interviews. This perspective is reinforced by the work of Bloor et al.
2001; Morgan and Krueger 1993, who argue that, aside from the pragmatic
benefits of focus groups, this data collection method offers research
participants the collective opportunity to discuss normative assumptions that
are typically unarticulated, thus providing insight into complex motivations and
behaviours (George, 2012, p. 40). This collective interaction between the focus
group participants creates, according to George (2012, p. 40), ‘a dynamic
synergy that is absent in individual interviews.’ Morgan (1996, p. 136) argues
that ‘what makes discussion in focus groups more than the sum of the separate
individual interviews is the fact that the participants both query each other and
explain themselves to each other.’ Despite the popularity of focus groups
questions regarding the reliably and validity are raised due to some researchers
arguing that focus groups are ‘contrived settings, bringing together a specifically
chosen sector of the population’ (Cohen et al. 2011, p. 436; Carey 1995, cited in
George 2012, p. 258). Other notable concerns are highlighted in relation to the
role of the moderator in collating the data (Morgan 1996); privacy and
embarrassment issues due to other participants present (Lofland and Lofland
1984; Peek and Fothergill 2009); the suppression of the views or opinions of
others within the group due to the dominant voice in group settings (Smithson,
2000, cited in Cohen et al. 2011, p. 437). Furthermore, there are general ethical
issues that arise for any data collection method. These issues are addressed
Section 4.7 Ethical Considerations. Despite the legitimate questions raised
against focus groups as a data collection method in social science research,
focus groups still retain substantial power and potential for researchers and
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participants when used with careful research design and when combined with
other methods (Morgan 1997; Peck and Fothergill 2009; Smithson 2000).
4.8.3 Observation
The researcher also used observation as another tool in this research project to
study closely the interactions and situations between the school principal and
those in other leadership positions within the respective schools. This method
was selected to help make sense of the data from the other two instruments
and so help validate interpretations of the findings. There are two types of
observational research: participant and non-participant. For the purposes of
this study the researcher undertook a non-participant role during the
observational research. Further details about carrying out the research is
detailed in section 4.9. Maitlis and Liu (2010) outlined that non-participant
observation involves the researcher carefully watching participants or the
phenomena without actively participating in the activity being observed.
Williams (2014) argued that this method of data collection is relatively
unobtrusive when gathering data about the social environment without directly
interacting with its participants. According to Sobowale (2008), nonparticipant
observation enables the researcher to detach themselves from the event,
observing from a distance and not influencing those interacting in the social
situation. Gathering data of this nature, that is, observing behaviour that occurs
naturally rather than artificially within the context of the school environment,
will capture the daily interactions that arise from leadership practices between
the principals and staff. The benefits of using this method of research ensures
that there is minimal risk of “observer effect” where the researcher may
potentially internalise the values of the group being observed particularly in
comparison to participant observation. Furthermore, it enables the researcher
to record in detail the observations that are made and reduces the risk of bias
in comparison to participant observation. However, according to Micheal et al.
(2017, p. 87) the challenges of participant observation include the likelihood of
inaccurate interpretation as the researcher is relying on their perception of the
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situation as though they are detached from the interactions. Furthermore,
those that the researcher is observing, may change their behaviour. Therefore,
this does not reflect their actual behavioural patterns because they are being
observed by someone external to their normal interactions. There is also the
potential of bias arising through the recording process upon which the
researcher maybe more selective in what to record or not.
Despite these potential challenges, the researcher took the necessary
precautions to reduce the impact of the limitations this approach holds. This
included engaging in the reflexive process where the researcher identified
personal factors that could have potentially impacted the data collection
process using this method. The researcher was confident that his experience in
the field of education as a teacher, special duties teacher, assistant principal,
deputy principal and principal would reduce the likelihood of misinterpretation
during the data collection process. The participants in the study were familiar
with the researcher at the time of the observation and fully aware of the nature
of the research being conducted. This again, reduced the likelihood of staff
displaying uncharacteristic behaviour. The size of this study supports the scope
to gather meaningful data on this topic however as pointed out in section 4.7.3,
this data collection instrument would only be deployed twice and focus on
incidents that were unusual.
4.9

Carrying out the Research

4.9.1 Gathering the Data: Interviews
The method adopted by the researcher for this study was the semi-structured
interview. It provided a certain degree of freedom in developing ideas that
emerged during an interview but did not run the risk of following false leads
which could be the case with an unstructured interview. It also supported the
efficient processing of results and analysis of data. This technique ensured the
researcher obtained all the information necessary, at times probing the
participant while also permitting freedom for the participants to illustrate
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concepts. This was important when the principals were asked about issues
specific to their leadership and managerial approaches in their day-to-day
practice. In this study, the researcher digitally recorded the one to one semistructured interviews with participants. This research study incorporated openended and closed questions, a sample of the questions are included in Appendix
I. The open-ended questions were used to allow more varied information to be
obtained compared to closed-ended questions which provide a fixed number of
responses (Cohen et al. 2005).
Issues of sensitivity during the interview process were given considerable
attention. For that reason, the questions were carefully constructed to ensure
they were clear and unambiguous, otherwise participants could have
interpreted them incorrectly (Lyderad, 1991).

The open-ended questions

allowed the participants to respond in their own language, facilitating the
expression of true opinions and beliefs in a non-threatening environment (Birley
and Moreland, 1999).
Despite all efforts made to construct and administer a reliable and valid
interview there will always be some participants who will interpret terms or
questions differently (Parahoo, 1997). The researcher was cautious when
transcribing the data after the interview. Cohen et al. (2005, p. 281) explains
how transcribing ‘is a crucial step, for the loss, distortion and the reduction of
complexity…the transcript can become an opaque screen between the research
and the original live interview.’ In this research study the researcher recorded
the interview with a digital recording device. The researcher tried to include
varied types of data, such as the tone of the voice; the emphasis placed by the
speaker; the mood of the speaker; the body posture of the speaker. Providing
this additional data helped reduce the loss of reliable and valid data (Cohen et
al. 2005). Adopting appropriate strategies to counter act bias and subjectivism
that can creep into the data gathered, either by the interviewer or the
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interviewee was critically important.

Cohen et al. (2005) advocate the

importance of the interview arguing:
The interview is not exclusively either subjective or objective, it is
intersubjective. Interviews enable participants to discuss their
interpretations of the world in which they live, and to express how
they regard situations from their own point of view. In these senses
the interview is not simply concerned with collecting data about life:
it is part of life itself (p. 267).
The data that the interview and focus group could provide was essential in
addressing the research problem in this study. Nonetheless, to protect the
integrity and trustworthiness of the data collection process the researcher
ensured that each participant had the opportunity to check the data that was
recorded so that they were satisfied with the content. No participant sought for
the records to be corrected for either the one-to-one interviews or the focus
groups.
4.9.2 Gathering the Data: Focus Groups
In each school site a focus group was established consisting of six teaching staff
representing those in formal positions of responsibility, which included those in
voluntary roles within the school community. Also included, were non-post
holders. Principals had openly invited staff to be part of this project and where
randomly selected on a first come first serve basis. The number of participants
for each focus group was in keeping with the most effective size required, 6-12,
for interview (Morgan, 1997 cited in George, 2012). To ensure diversity in the
focus group composition, principals were asked to reflect balance on gender,
position of responsibility (formal & informal) and duration of service when
recommending the group members.

•
•

School A Focus Group Composition
Gender: 4 females 2 male
Position of Responsibility: 2 Assistant Principals I; 1 Assistant Principal
II; 2 Teachers; 1 Teacher (Assistant Principal I (Voluntary)
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•

•
•
•

Duration of Service: 4 participants had between 15-20 years’ service; 1
participant had over 20 years’ service; 1 participant had under 10 years’
service
School B Focus Group Composition
Gender: 3 females 3 male
Position of Responsibility: 1 Assistant Principals I; 2 Assistant Principal
II; 3 Teachers;
Duration of Service: 2 participants had between 15-20 years’ service; 3
participants had over 20 years’ service; 1 participant had under 10 years’
service

The venue for meeting with the focus groups was held in a designated room
normally held for Board of Management Meetings.

Similar protocol was

followed for the one-to-one interviews, in such matters as gaining consent and
assuring confidentiality. Each meeting lasted approximately 80 minutes (2 class
periods) and were digitally recorded, again, observing the same ethical
considerations as the one-to-one interviews. The focus group interviews were
arranged for the last period on each occasion to reduce the impact on class time
being lost. Participants were willing to commit to this arrangement which was
reached by consensus at the opening briefing meeting with the focus groups.
Therefore, only one class period was impacted on the day of interview for each
teacher. While this did put slight pressure on having supervision cover for those
teachers, in each case, the teacher was part of a department that had more than
one teacher and local arrangements to accommodate the teachers were put in
place.

The researcher, in preparation for conducting the focus groups

considered effective approaches to group interviewing engaging with the work
of Healey-Etten and Sharp (2010). Furthermore, during the preparation the
researcher also gave due consideration to responding to the possibility of
‘groupthink’ implications or ‘social desirability bias’. Strategies such as ‘playing
the devil’s advocate’ or providing contrasting perspectives on certain topics
were considered and used on several occasions that minimised the possibility
of these incidents arising including a clearly agreed code of conduct that was
collectively agreed by all participants. In doing this, participants were reassured
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that the environment they were in, while it was contrived, was nonetheless a
safe non-judgemental one.
4.9.3 Gathering the Data: Non-Participant Observation
Wimmer and Dominick (2011) advise that there are six stages in the
observational research procedure. These include: 1) Choosing the research site,
2) gaining access, 3) sampling 4) collecting the data, 5) analysing the data and 6)
exiting. The researcher had used the existing two school sites to conduct the
observation. The same approach to gaining access that followed was applied to
when conducting the other data collection. The researcher, prior to the
conducting the official research had agreed with the respective school
principal’s the observations that would take place. These included attending
two whole school staff meetings. The researcher was permitted to attend the
meeting when the item on the agenda that referred to the project was being
addressed. All staff were informed by the school principal in each school of the
nature of the study as advised by the researcher. Staff members that did not
wish to participate at this staff meeting could be excused during this
observation. To note, no staff member in either school site objected to the
researcher observing this aspect of the staff meeting.
During the meetings the researcher assumed an overt role when being a nonparticipant observer. The focus of the observation was on the verbal and in
some cases non-verbal interactions between the principals and the teachers.
Each of the meetings were digitally recorded. This offered the researcher the
reassurance and support of knowing that all the conversations were captured
digitally. All the staff during each meeting were aware of the researcher’s
presence and role. The researcher in each school setting and for each meeting
had a designated seat that was aside from the group layouts in each meeting.
This seating arrangement was in place for all the meetings except for the whole
staff meetings. In this case, the researcher sat at the back of the meeting room
out of sight of all the staff. The staff were nonetheless aware that the
researcher was present and was recording this section of the meeting. All the
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appropriate ethical considerations were applied for interviews and the focus
groups. As this was not a structured observation, the researcher recorded all
pertinent information especially focusing on the social interactions that arose
between the principal and staff. This included the seating configuration of the
different staff, how the meeting was facilitated, how staff responded through
the discussions. While the researcher was not primarily interested in the project
specifically, it was only unusual behaviours that the researcher was interested
in capturing.

4.10

Data Analysis

In this section the researcher will discuss the methodology to analyse, organise
and present the data collected. As Robson (2002) argued, ‘good’ qualitative
research design includes the following elements: rigorous data collection,
analysis and reporting procedures which will cater for multiple data collection
techniques. As outlined in Section 4.9, the data was collected using multiple
data collection tools including, one-to-one interviews, focus groups and nonparticipant observation. Despite adopting multiple methods within this case
study, considering the data collected the researcher decided to adopt a
framework analysis or otherwise referred to as content analysis process (Ritchie
and Spencer, 1994).
4.10.1 Framework Analysis
The Framework Methods were developed by researchers, Ritchie and Spencer
(1994), was applied to the findings of this study. This method offered the
researcher the tools to systematically reduce the data to analyse by code. The
outcome of this process will be presented in chapter five, the Findings.
Application of Framework Method
The framework analysis is an iterative analytical process consisted of five stages:
familiarisation, identifying a thematic framework, indexing, charting and
mapping and interpretation (Ritchie and Spencer, 1994). A further analysis of
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each element within the framework is included in Appendix N. In the context of
the analysis, a two-staged approach was taken by the researcher. Stage 1, a
within the case analysis, which facilitated the data to be collated from staff in
each respective school, teachers and principal, to be analysed in respect of their
own environment. Stage 2, a between case analysis, meant that the researcher
could develop differences and similarities in the experiences that staff
expressed being part of the project and further analyse the data between the
two schools involved in this project (Cohen et al. 2011, p.552). This process
enabled the researcher to enhance the generalisability and transferability to
other contexts, namely schools, and in addition it offered the opportunity to
deepen the understanding and explanation of the schema developed. This
approach supports the work of Miles et al. (2014) who argued that:
One advantage of studying cross-case or multiple cases is to increase
generalisability, reassuring yourself that the events and processes in
one well-described setting are not wholly idiosyncratic. At a deeper
level, the purpose is to see processes and outcomes across many
cases, to understand how they are qualified by local conditions, and
thus to develop more sophisticated descriptions and more powerful
explanations (p. 25).

Stage 1-Within Case Analysis
This stage focused on the data analysis for each respective school site. As set
out in Section 4.9, the audio recordings were transcribed word for word. Before
transcription took place, the researcher took the time to familiarise himself with
the entire data that was recorded.

This was repeated on two separate

occasions. The researcher was keen to familiarise himself with the data to assist
with the interpretation process when transcribing. This too, kept the researcher
close to the wholeness of the study, which for the researcher, was particularly
important ahead of the coding process at a later stage. While this became a
very time-consuming process it did provide the researcher with an opportunity
to become immersed in the data. A full list of the methodologies and details of
each are listed in Appendix C. The researcher transcribed each one-to-one
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interview and focus group which had taken place respecting the conventions
associated with good practice when transcribing ‘verbatium’. These included
providing each candidate with a pseudonym, applying Atkinson and Hertiages
(1999) transcript notation principles for speech and non-verbal behaviours. All
the transcripts were edited for errors through listening to the audio recordings
while simultaneously reading through the scripts. The researcher, when initially
transcribing, ensured that text was double spaced including a margin on the side
for memos and notes.
Once the researcher had completed transcribing the audio data the process of
open coding began. During this process the researcher read carefully the
transcript line by line, applying an appropriate code that best describes what
was interpreted by the researcher using pen and paper. The researcher selected
open coding because, as identified by Strauss and Corbin (1990, p. 61), coding
allows the data to be broken down into small units which has been coded from
the researchers own interpretation and in some cases the word(s) used by the
participants that were interviewed. In this case all of the interviews, one-to-one
and focus groups and the non- participant observation notes were coded
through this process.

The researcher was confident in the position of

interpreting the data and generating codes because of the professional
qualifications he held in this field and the professional experience as current
school principal, former deputy principal, post of responsibility holder and class
teacher. The researcher did consider creating pre-defined codes but decided to
let the data present the best codes for this study. Furthermore, through this
inductive coding the researcher was very mindful of challenges of reflexivity and
bias especially considering the role currently held. Therefore, the researcher
was always acutely aware not to code in a literal or simply descriptive way that
could misrepresent the data. The process of reflexivity outlined in section 3.4 is
a reminder of the considered steps the researcher took to reduce the possibility
of such concerns. During the focus group interviews, ‘participant bracketing’
was applied. The principles used here were the same as those advised by
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Gubrim and Holstein (1998) in ‘Analytical bracketing’ which involved focusing
on one aspect of narrative in participants’ stories while suspending interest in
others. This technique was necessary so that the views of each participant was
recorded accurately.

Upon completion of all the transcribing and

familiarisation, the researcher deciphered each line, applying appropriate codes
that described what was interpreted and was important to the study.
This first stage of open coding enabled the researcher to examine in detail the
visible and invisible data that was collated. The coding process was completed
manually, firstly with pen and paper and then transferred to a computer
platform. Table 4.2 illustrates the broad range of codes that emerged after the
first round of coding that had taken place.
Table 4.2 Examples of codes generated from Stage 1 of Open Coding
Motivating

Monitoring

Eye Contact

Listening

Collegiality

Power

Cohering

Mentoring

Emotional
Awareness
Honesty

Anger

Empathic

Collaborating

CPD

Climate

Committed

Valuing

Timing

Resourcing

Dialogue

Hardworking

Constraints

Good practice

Reflecting

Effective teaching
practices
Communicating

Sceptical

Arrogant

Being Loyal

Clear
directions
Conversing

Culture

Direction setting

Strategising

Voice

Positioning

Institutional

Bringing
together
Sharing

Compliance

Judging

Awareness

Transparency

Confidence

Source created by author.

After the coding of a random sample of transcripts from School A and School B,
the researcher established a set of predominant codes that was grouped around
four categories. These categories included, modelling, resourcing, cohering and
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judging. Before the process to code the remaining transcripts, the researcher
revisited the previous transcripts and with a fresh approach coded the text
under the established headings. To reduce the possibility of data being lost the
Framework included ‘other’ as a code.
The analytical framework was then applied to the remaining transcripts,
indexing the data to the codes that were generated. This process involved
assigning numbers to the respective codes rather than rewriting the names of
each code. This helped the researcher through the protracted process of coding
the large volume of data that was collated. The researcher spent considerable
time coding all the data. While this process was time consuming it did keep the
researcher close to the data for analytical purposes. The application of the data
to these themes is illustrated in Appendix M.

Stage 2-Between Case Analysis
After the researcher reached saturation point in the opening coding process
within case analysis, the researcher reviewed the codes established and
initiated a second cycle of coding, analytic coding, that grouped the codes into
themes. These themes are presented in Figure 4.3.
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Figure 4.3 Stage 1 Analysis - Main Themes

Modelling

Juding

Resourcing

Cohering

Source created by the author.
The researcher recognised the opportunity that this approach to coding would
provide as outlined, by Miles et al. (2014), who stated:
For the qualitative analyst, Pattern coding [analytic coding] has four important
features:
1. It condenses large amounts of data into smaller number of analytic units.
2. It gets the researcher into analysis during the data collection, so that later
fieldwork can be more focused.
3. It helps the researcher elaborate a cognitive map-an evolving, more
integrated schema for understanding local incidents and interactions.
4. For multi-case studies, it lays the groundwork for cross-case analysis by
surfacing common codes (p. 30).

Consequently, the researcher established these ‘meta-codes’ that applied to
code themes. This reflected the contents of the codes between the cases.
Strauss and Corbin (1990, p. 69) advocated this approach stating ‘The title of the
category should be more abstract than the specific concepts or the contents of
the codes that it subsumes. In undertaking such grouping, it is important that
all data fit into the group consistently, that there are no negative cases.’ As a
result, the researcher resumed the process of coding according to the respective
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main codes/themes and sub-codes/themes.

The process of applying and

refining the analytical framework repeated until no new codes were generated,
which concluded the process. Please refer to Appendix N to see evidence of
how this process was undertaken manually.
Subsequently, the researcher created a framework to chart the data. This was
a vital stage of the analysis process as it offered a more manageable way to
summarise the large volume of data. The researcher made every effort to
ensure that the data was summarised but retained the original meanings and
sentiments of interviewees’ words. To enable this to happen, the researcher
included footnotes to certain references that added further meaning to what
had been recorded. The researcher afforded considerable time to interpret the
data that had been collated through the framework. During this process the
researcher kept a journal to transcribe notes about how he was interpreting the
data. This proved very useful when drawing conclusions about what the data
was presenting.

The themes and sub-themes that best reflected the

experiences expressed by the staff of both schools were framed through the
iterative process of refining and reviewing the data through the between case
analysis. The final themes are presented in Figure 4.4.
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Figure 4.4 Stage 1 & Stage 2 Analysis

Judging

Modelling

Interpreting

Values

Evaluating

Balancing

Resourcing

Cohering

Time

Power

Dialogue

Finance

Culture

Feedback

Building
Capacity

Vision

Source created by author.
4.11

Conclusion

In this chapter the researcher has presented the research design for this study.
The researcher has examined the research paradigm, the epistemological
position, the issues of reflexivity and the position of the researcher in this
interpretive study. The chapter includes details of the research sample and the
ethical considerations assumed by the researcher prior to undertaking the
study. The researcher outlined the three types of data collection instruments
that were selected, one-to-one semi-structured interview, focus group
interview and non-participant observation, and the justification for their
inclusion in this study. The chapter reflected on the data collection process and
the framework analysis model that was employed by the researcher to analyse
the data. An extensive process of coding through the framework analysis
ensured that the researcher extracted valid and reliable data for the benefit of
this study. In the following chapter the researcher will present the findings of
the data that was gathered through the research design.
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5 Research Findings
5.1

Introduction

The aim of this study is to identify and examine the interactions between the
principal, staff and their school context. Establishing if there is anything new to
be discovered between this tripartite relationship that will inform the future
design of leadership practice that will best accommodate distributed leadership.
The focus of the study has been to track the leadership practice of two school
principals when engaging in similar curriculum change projects with staff in their
respective school. The objective has been to identify the practical challenges
school leaders encounter when leading a whole-school initiative and analyse
their practice against the backdrop of the theoretical understanding presented
by James P. Spillane (2006) into distributed leadership.
In this chapter, the data collected is analysed and presented as the findings of
this study. These findings respond to the following research questions:
Research Question 1: What are the prominent leadership practices
exhibited by a school principal when facilitating staff involvement in
a whole school project?
Research Question 2: To what extent do the leadership practices of
school leaders, align with the theoretical principles of distributed
leadership?

The researcher, in presenting these findings, has formulated a schema of
current leadership practices exhibited by the school leaders. The schema
contains four inter-related themes, one of which is interwoven in each of the
other three (Figure 5.1). Within each theme of the schema, the researcher will
present subthemes, shown in Figure 5.2. that configures the theme established.
Each theme and sub-theme were constructed through a process of refining and
combining each participant’s narrative and the group narrative, resulting in the
identification of a range of similar and different themes based on data collated.
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A process of open coding was applied in analysing the data which resulted in the
themes being established.

These themes reflect aspects of participants

experiences based on the areas of inquiry through the one-to-one interviews,
focus group interviews and a non-participant observation. In addition, the
schema captures current leadership practice that allows the researcher to
diagnose how aligned it is with the principles of distributed leadership. It is not
a prescription or blueprint for distributed leadership.
This chapter is divided into four sections reflecting each stage of the schema
developed. The first theme, ‘Judging’ will be defined in this opening section.
Throughout each of the subsequent themes, the practice of ‘judging’, will also
be referenced to illustrate the synergy that exists between the themes. To
ensure there is clarity in meaning about the different positions referred to in
this chapter the following terms will be used throughout the study, ‘principal’
refers to the designated role of the school principal, ‘leader(s)’ refers to those
staff that are appointed to formal positions of responsibility in the school or
those staff that are not in formal positions but do occupy a leadership role in
the teaching and learning committee and ‘follower(s)’ refers to those
participants that do not have a leadership role in the project.
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Figure 5.1 A schema of current school leadership practice

Cohering

Judging
Resourcing

Modelling

Source created by author.

5.2

Judging

The daily interactions between the principal, leaders and followers presents
many challenges for the principal tasked with leading the whole-school project.
Arising from these interactions stemmed the theme of ‘judging’. It involves a
process of ‘interpreting, evaluating and balancing’ information before making a
decision. Principal’s process a large volume of information daily and specifically
on this project it varied from the nature of the project, the selection of staff,
staff agreeing or disagreeing to participate, approving proposals to take place.
Although the information being considered can change, it is the process
adopted by the leader(s) or follower(s) when ‘judging’ irrespective of the
situation or the personnel involved that remains constant. A closer examination
of each element in the process of judging offers insight into the various factors
that influence staff in the judging process of their decision making.
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The practice of ‘Interpreting’ is one of three elements involved in the process of
judging.

In the context of this study, ‘interpreting’ for all participants

respectively, involved listening and considering what was being asked of them
when invited to participate in an initiative. In most instances, the practice of
‘interpreting’ was transactional. Irrespective of it being the principal, leader or
follower, generally the decisions to be made did not significantly alter the course
of their day-to-day management or teaching practice, nor impact on the running
of the wider school community. Therefore, the decisions did not require
significant consideration and were made swiftly. However, the data did reveal
instances when a more considered approach was taken by participants when
requests were posed to them. This type of activity became more commonly
associated with the practice of ‘evaluating’. The practice of ‘evaluating’, the
second element in the process of ‘judging’, occurred when the participants,
particularly the principal, took the necessary time to consider the proposed
initiative or request being made. This practice involved evaluating the various
options or opinions, relevant to them or the school and cross-referencing to
reliable sources of authority, i.e. their own experience, colleagues or family
members, before committing themselves to the initiative. The practice of
‘evaluating’ in this process involved a more considered reflection by
participants. In some instances, justification for engaging or not engaging did
not preclude factors that were indirectly related to the request itself. In such
instances, while not universal, it did present challenges to the principal when
seeking the cooperation or support from other staff. A closer examination of
these challenges will be presented in each of the following themes of the
schema.

The practice of ‘balancing’ is the third and final element in the process of
‘judging’.

Before reaching a decision, the participants, considered the

respective request/situation within the broader context of other school-based
activities or professional commitments. The data reveals the dilemmas for the
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participants when balancing a proposed initiative against other commitments
that already exist. Even if an initiative was interpreted and evaluated by the
participant, and was potentially being considered as viable, the challenge in
balancing the initiative against others already established, or impending schoolbased activities, often prevented an initiative from happening. Once again, the
findings illustrate how this challenge was particularly demanding on the
principal.

The findings presented in this chapter will include data that practically illustrates
‘interpreting’, ‘evaluating’ and ‘balancing’ in the ‘judging’ process.
Furthermore, in the presentation of the other themes and sub-themes the
researcher will demonstrate how this theme of ‘judging’ also co-exists within
each of the three other themes, of ‘modelling’, ‘cohering’ and ‘resourcing’. The
findings within each subsequent theme and sub-theme will further validate the
process of ‘judging’ and reveal challenges that need to be considered and
navigated by the principal when analysing their leadership practice through the
lens of distributed leadership. This section will now present the process and
practice of ‘judging’.

5.2.1 Judging: The Evidence
The principal of School A was asked to explain how he involved staff in
leadership and management activities of the school, which he responded:
It would depend on the situation and the type of involvement required
and the how long it will go on for. I suppose, I would consult a lot with my
colleagues in the SMT and if I was looking for further advice, I might speak
with other colleague principals. [SA#100.PH.P]

This response demonstrates the process involved in the practice of ‘judging’.
The principal interprets the needs of the school and the nature of the project
being proposed. In this instance, when considering staff involvement in a whole
school activity, he considers factors such as the situation, type of activity, the
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people and time required. He engages in a process of evaluating the impact of
these factors, during which, he consults with key personnel that help him make
an informed decision. The principal outlined:
Yes, as I mentioned the deputy principal’s or colleagues that are principals
in other schools that I would regularly speak with especially those within
the ETB. I think that from my own experience in education, it has shaped
how I view things, the things that are important and not important, and
the things that are important to me in this role. You know, when working
with people, I expect that they share the same values in things like trust,
respect, integrity, compassion, hard work and loyalty. [SA#100.PH.P]

In the above response, the principal reveals how during the evaluation process
the importance of consulting with other colleagues supports him in his role as
principal. He also points to the sources that he will use to support him in the
evaluation process and the criteria he uses to select credible sources that he can
trust. In this case, colleagues that model similar values that he shares is an
important aspect to engaging with certain staff and in turn having them involved
in certain whole-school initiatives. This reassures him that he is making the
correct decision. The principal was probed on how he became informed about
these values and why the sources upon which he referred were important to
him:
I suppose I firstly think of my family, my mother and father and how they
raised me to always be honest, to be respectful and good to other people.
My days at school, primary and secondary, and in terms of education, my
teacher training. [SA#100.PH.P]

The principal of School A points to different sources he uses to evaluate his
decisions. The importance of his own value system is a core element in shaping
his evaluations when making judgments. The researcher probed, if there were
ever circumstances in which the decisions he would have made arose from
misinformed or the wrong advice and if so, how does he counter-act against this
reoccurring. He explained:
To be honest, I make mistakes all the time-I’m human. And it would be
naïve of me to suggest to you that I don’t get things wrong. The difference
is though, is it intentional? Absolutely not. Different factors change which
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mean that the decision you make might not reflect all the elements that
you based your decision on. People change, and attitudes change, even
my own. And in answering the second part of your question, I suppose I
take the element of reflection very seriously-could I have done this
differently or was there something that I done that could have improved
the outcome. [SA#100.PH.P]

In the last extract from the principal in School A, the example of having to
‘balance’ various factors, such as personalities and staff attitudes illustrate the
tension and challenges that can exist for those in leadership positions. He also
identified how reflections assists to improve future practice. In School B, the
researcher also inquired how the principal reached decisions particularly around
staff involvement in whole-school projects, which he outlined:
I know my school, where the needs of my school are at and when decisions
need to be made, I will make them with regards to the type of staff
involvement. The decisions are reached by taking my time to consider the
challenge or the task that needs to be addressed and identifying how best
to solve it. I won’t rush hastily to make a decision but when I do, whatever
needs to happen it will-everything kicks into gear. [SB#200.PH.P]

In the above extract, the principal of School B points to “taking my time to
consider” … “identifying how best to solve it”. His remarks demonstrate the
practice of ‘interpreting’. In this case he interprets the needs of the school
through regular monitoring of the school performance. The researcher inquired
further about his approach to seeking the cooperation of other staff, to which
he responded:
I suppose as I’ve just mentioned, I consider what needs to be done and
take the necessary time to put a plan in place to respond to it. In some
instances, it will depend on the situation. If I am considering the utilisation
of my teaching allocation next year well this is not something that I will
necessarily discuss with a team of staff. But like in this project, where we
are involving a greater number of staff leading this change then, the things
that I need to consider in some instances increase or are of a different
nature. So, the staff to be invited, the skill set or expertise, staff
availability, the project to engage with. As you see, a lot can depend on
the situation as to the approach that I will take. [SB#200.PH.P]
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In this extract, he evaluates whether the initiative will proceed as “depend[ant]
on the situation”. The principal then outlines factors that need to be evaluated
before a decision could be made. These factors include the nature of the
initiative, the profile of staff, including the skills of staff or the availability of
staff. Arising from this process the various factors are ‘balanced’ by the principal
to consider if he could proceed or not with the project. The principal gave
further insight into the sources that he refers to advise him when reaching a
decision on a project. He outlined:
I am principal for over 15 years and during that time I would have managed
a lot of staff, some who are with me and some who have not left. During
that time decisions have always been made on different issues relating to
staff or students. Aside from my training and qualifications, I place a lot of
trust into my personal mentor. [SB#200.PH.P]

The principal of School B outlines different sources to that of principal in School
A, that he refers to for guidance in making decisions.

He refers to his

professional experience and a professional mentor to advise him on school
related matters. He too engages in reflection as an opportunity to learn from
that experience, to improve his judgement and ultimately his decision-making
skills. His leadership practice reflects an understanding that being the leader
means that he is the one who is responsible for making the necessary decisions
in the best interests of the school; irrespective if this meets the approval of staff
or not. He believes that an indifferent attitude as principal, arises from
indecision or perceived indecision, which is destabilising for the school
community.

The researcher probed about how the principal reacted if things didn’t go
according to plan or the decision’s he makes are not the correct ones, to which
he responded:
Thankfully we don’t make too many wrong decisions, but they do happen.
I would like to think that I learn from the mistakes that happen and don’t
let it occur again. [SB#200.PH.P]

137

This response from the principal of School B, whilst acknowledging the
importance of learning from mistakes, the underlying point is how he as
principal takes the time to ‘evaluate’ and ‘balance’ all factors before making a
judgement and reaching his decision. It is also clear that the decisions are
influenced by the nature of the request and the potential implications it can
have on the school. The principal’s in each school demonstrate a comparable
approach in the process of ‘judging’.

It involves a similar pattern, of

interpreting, evaluating and balancing, the initiative or request.

Figure 5.2 A cross-section of the schema of current school leadership practice
•Interpreting
•Evaluating
•Balancing

Judging
Modelling
Resourcing
Cohering

•Values
•Dialogue
•Feedback
•Time
•Finance
•Building Capacity
•Power
•Culture
•Vision

Source created by the author.

5.3

Modelling
This section presents
‘modelling’ as one of
three key themes in the
schema that reflect the

current leadership practices of school principals. The Canadian psychologist
Albert Bandura in ‘social learning theory’ (Bandura, 2007, p.69), defined
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modelling as, ‘most human behaviour is learned observationally through
modelling: from observing others, one forms an idea of how new behaviours are
performed, and on later occasions this coded information serves as a guide for
action’ (Bandura, 1977). In this definition of modelling, Bandura identified that
the social learning theory contains three main concepts. First, as previously
mentioned, is the notion that individuals can learn through observation,
second, that mental states are a fundamental part of this process and thirdly,
the theory alleges that when something is learned this does not always follow
by a change in behaviour. In the data that was collected, there is clear
evidence that modelling behaviour as defined by Bandura was evident in the
findings in different ways.
In the analysis of the data, the theme of ‘modelling’ was identified as the
expected behaviour of all staff in the school. During the interview process,
participants believed the principal had a leading responsibility to ‘model’ the
expected behaviour within the school. They felt that the principal should model
a commitment to work, uphold professional standards of teaching, imbibe and
communicate the ethos of the school effectively. It is important to note, the
principals also acknowledged they had a responsibility in ‘modelling’ good
practice to their staff and students. They too, had expectations of their
respective staff, to model behaviour in line with their status as professional
teachers. The data did not point to principal nor other leaders or followers
having to excel in all or any one area nor was one expected behaviour identified
as more important than the other. However, there were common themes that
participants, including the principal, referred to which were identified as subthemes of the overall theme, ‘modelling’. These included ‘values’, ‘dialogue’
and ‘feedback’. These sub-themes will be presented and discussed in more
detail individually in the following sections. This section will present the findings
specifically referring to the theme of ‘modelling’.
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During the one-to-one interview’s, participants expressed how they felt it was
important that the principal led by example and modelled what he expected
from his staff. The participants stated:
I struggle with the fact that more is being asked of the staff [teaching],
giving more of our time to a lot of different initiatives and yet on most
evenings you could see the principal is long gone. It is very hard to expect
commitment from us [staff] if you don’t see it at the top. [SB#202.PH.1]
The principal is always respectful towards me, when speaking casually,
asking or querying something with me he has always shown me respect.
But then again, I too would always show him respect even though I might
not always agree with what he says. He addresses you by your first name,
he will make a point of greeting you or if he meets you in the staff room
ask how things are going. Small stuff really but it makes a difference.
[SA#109.NPH]
It appears to me that while our school gets excellent results it’s like an us
and them mentality. You have always this sense that you are being
watched like big brother. That’s why I put my head down and get on with
it. Don’t rock the boat and for me that is working fine. I think that if there
was more of a personal side shown by management that it might create a
better atmosphere across the staff. Well sure, there is very little
interactions with the principal. Maybe he is just a shy man but still he
could be a little more visible around the school or in the staff room at break
or lunch time. This could reduce the tension at staff meetings when at
times things just get too heated and often it comes down to clashes in
personality not necessarily what is been said. But you see staff feel that
because they are being treated in this way then that is the way they will
respond. [SB#206.NPH]
We were invited to be part of this project in the school. I decided to do it
not because of the management asked but rather to allow me to better
myself and my students. I love teaching and love teaching my students
but if I was to simply do it because of being asked then my answer would
have been no. It’s just that you don’t see why you should. There is very
little appreciation outside of doing anything over and above. At the end of
the day, if I don’t get results with my students then it’s me in defending
my work. So why would I bother. Staff have come to realise that only do
what is required, well most of us anyway. [SB#207.NPH]

This practice of ‘modelling’ is a critical component to the acceptance or
reluctance that is demonstrated by participants involved in this project.
However, irrespective of whether the outcome is supportive of the principal’s
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agenda, in both School A and School B, the behaviour and practices modelled
by the principal do influence staff explicitly and, in some cases, implicitly during
their work. In the above extracts, the process and practice of ‘judging’ is also
evident. For the participants, they go through a process of interpreting what is
being ask of them, evaluating the request and balancing whether it is something
that they can commit to. This process is evident in the case of SB#207.NPH.
This participant, who is a non-post holder, considered the invitation of the
principal and chose to participate for specific reasons.

The matter was

evaluated by SB#207.NPH, judging the potential of this initiative, leading to a
decision being made. In this case the decision was made on the basis that being
a part of this project would have potential on both a personal-level for her own
reward and professionally for her students. This practice of ‘judging’ is also
evident in the response provided by SB#202.PH.1. In this extract, the participant
had interpreted the behaviour of the principal, considered the matter by
evaluating the factors that impacted on her interpretation and consequently
balancing this against her own position, leading to a judgment of the situation
being formed. In the case for SB#202.PH.1, the justification may not be the
desired response, but nonetheless a judgement was formed through a process
of interpreting, evaluating and balancing the proposed initiative.
The data collated from interviews with the principals, highlighted an awareness
and understanding of their influence on staff. They realised the implications of
their behaviour, attitude or expectations on staff. The principal in School A
outlined:
I never take for granted the role I hold in the school. I believe that it is
important to be able to walk the walk not simply talk. In this job you must
be available to so many different stakeholders and be able to give them
the necessary time that they require sometimes when you least wish to
offer it. But if you don’t show this leadership how can you expect staff to
show it to their students or back to the school. So, at all times I’ll try my
best to practice what I preach. [SA#100.PH.P]

The principal in School B, outlined:
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As principal I ensure that staff are given the opportunity to have their say.
But I do have high expectations from my staff. They are all registered with
the teaching council and with that brings a standard of professional
competency which I expect they maintain. I see it as my role to ensure
that they and we as a school are compliant to the Board and to the
Inspectorate, and ultimately to our parents. [SB#200.PH.P]

The above evidence from the principal in School A and School B, illustrate their
awareness of their own influence on staff, hence the importance of modelling
the desired behaviour if they are to expect the desired response. In the case of
School A, the principal does this by modelling the values of the school through
his daily interactions with his staff. In the case of School B, the principal sets
high expectations for the staff, something which he believes is expected by
Board of Governors and the Parent Association.
In the extracts from School A, the participants reflected on the positive
relationship they had with the principal. Their relationship is based on the
principal showing respect to them and demonstrating a high level of
commitment to his role. The participants explained how staff see this as
important behaviour to be modelled. The principal makes a concerted effort to
model the desirable behaviour and attitudes he expects of all staff in School A.
This is clearly valued by staff and has elicited a positive response from staff when
they are asked for their cooperation. In contrast for School B, the findings
indicate that the behaviour is reflective of the behaviour being modelled by the
principal. These findings would indicate that the behaviour of the principal
influences staff to the extent they too model that behaviour. However, the
expected behaviour might not always be what the principal would desire. This
is apparent in School B.

For participant SB#207.NPH her response to

participating in this project was not because of the request from the principal
but for her own personal reasons. She further clarified that if she didn’t have
the personal motivation then she would not be participating. According to
Bandura, this aspect of modelling in social learning theory, refers to incentives
that influence behaviour. In this case, the participant was motivated by the
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value of the potential outcome for herself and her students. Furthermore, in
this same extract about School B, the data revealed that the behaviour modelled
by the principal is at odds with some of staff resulting in a ‘only do what is
required’ approach to their job. From these extracts, staff in School B appear to
model an approach in their daily practice which they believe is modelled by the
principal. This is best captured in the remarks made by participant SB#206.NPH
when speaking about the importance of the principal developing relationships
with staff, he justified it by saying, “But you see staff feel that because they are
being treated in this way then that is the way they will respond.”
The opening section contextualises the theme of ‘modelling’ in the practice of
leadership for school leaders. The findings reinforce the theme of ‘modelling’
as a central theme in the schema of current leadership practice. The following
sections will unpack each sub-theme that configures the theme of modelling.
These subthemes presented in Figure 5.3 are the practices that principals and
school leaders’ model in different ways through their daily practice.
Figure 5.3 Sub-themes of Modelling

Values

Dialogue
Feedback

Source created by the author.

5.3.1 Values
Shared values are integral to a positive working and professional relationship
between the principal, leaders and followers. The values the principal exhibited
and extolled are so influential. To the extent that staff would support or in some
cases not, the whole-school initiative depending on how the principal modelled
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those values. Equally for the principal, inviting staff to be a part of a wholeschool project or the credibility they had with the principal also depended on
the values they practiced. This understanding is reflected through the remarks
made by participants in the following extracts:
So, for me the core value is respect and I expect this also to be shown to
me, by my colleagues and the management. But in fairness, I have to say
in most cases this happens. [SB#203.PH.1]
Yes, the values that you mentioned are very relevant in this project. I’d
like to think that my colleagues know that I am honest and trustworthy
and that I respect them. I don’t think that this project would work if those
values where not in place. But it’s not just about saying, ok let’s be
respectful or honest, these are values that have been built on over the
years by us working together, laughing and in some cases when we have
had to deal with critical incidents, crying together. [SA#101.PH.DP]
While at times I disagree and question the new policies and changes that
are made, I have never felt disrespected or put down. I’m sure there’s
loads of times they’d love to tell me to shut up, but I can honestly say the
things I have had to say have been respected and taken on board.
[SA#108.PH.2]

The participants unanimously agree that values are an important part of the
daily practices in their school especially for those in leadership positions. It is
clear from the response provided by participant SA#101.PH.DP that the values
and how they are modelled are recognised as a fundamental component to the
current project taking place. From the data gathered in both the focus-group
and one-to-one interviews, the participants in both schools identified various
values that they felt were important, to be modelled by the principal and staff
collectively. These ranged from respect, commitment, loyalty, honesty and
trust. In some instances, the values they spoke about were reflected in school’s
mission statement and in other cases these values were reflective of the
participant’s personal value system.

In all those interviewed, trust was

consistently referred to as a crucial value for positive engagement between staff
and the principal. This view was typified in the following extracts recorded from
participants:
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Well I suppose the whole idea of being supportive and trust the people
that you’re working with. I suppose trying not to be too judgmental or
trying to be intolerant maybe, and I suppose I’m here to learn while also
offering support other colleagues in this project. [SB#206.NPH]
In this current project, we’re trusting that the advice and guidance of the
principal and deputy principals is in fact what is to be expected. But to be
fair, they are genuine people and I trust are doing the right thing for the
staff. We have seen this over the years. The staff trust the senior
management in the school. And look, there’s a great spirit in the school
between students, parents and we the staff all see and feel that positivity.
[SA#106.PH.2]

For participant SA#106.PH.2 the trust he had in the senior management of the
school was influential in determining her involvement in this project. The
participant pointed out, “we’re trusting that the advice and guidance of the
principal and deputy principals is in fact what is to be expected.” However, trust
takes time to be established between the principals, leaders and followers and
is challenged by many different situations and interactions with staff. The time
and experiences that participants referred to was captured in the remarks made
by participant SA#101.PH.DP. The deputy principal spoke about how values,
which included the reference to trust, didn’t just happen but rather took
considerable time to foster through their school community. She stated, “it’s
not just about saying, ok let’s be respectful or honest, these are values that have
been built on over the years by us working together, laughing and in some cases
when we have had to deal with critical incidents, crying together.”
Other participants spoke about their experiences of being involved in the
project and the underlaying factor in many of these experiences referenced the
value of trust in their relationship with the management. This is illustrated in
the following extracts:
I’m slightly cautious about what I disclose and discuss at the meetings to
be honest. I don’t think that if I do share openly my experiences that it will
have any impact and I don’t want to say the wrong thing in case it will be
interpreted wrong. But I did feel I learnt some really important aspects
from the information that was shared about different classroom
methodologies and assessment techniques. [SB#206.NPH]
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I really enjoy the meetings even when at times I stay back after school and
have to put alternative child care arrangements in place. I just feel I can
be me and not worry about the ramifications. I feel that I’m learning best
through the blend of discussions and advice that takes place at each
session. I’m happy to allow myself to be vulnerable because I trust that
this is a safe and confidential place. If it wasn’t, I wouldn’t have signed up
to it. The principal knows that too. [SA#104.PH.1]

The evidence underscores the primacy of trust and centrality it holds in the
relationship between staff and the principal. Furthermore, it is a shared value
that staff expect is modelled by the principal. In School B, participants didn’t
perceive there to be adequate levels of trust between the principal and staff, in
order for staff to contribute in a meaningful way to the leadership and
management of the school. In contrast to School A, participants spoke positively
about the trust that exists between staff and the principal. Participants revealed
how their involvement in the current project was possible because of the trust
the principal created with staff. The high level of trust for one participant was
akin to being back at university training to become a teacher. She felt very
comfortable to learn in a new environment, which is now her place of
employment. It is also important to note the process of ‘judging’ by staff in this
sub-theme. Participant SA#104.PH.1, who holds an assistant principal position,
had ‘interpreted’ the nature of the project and expectation of her participating
in it. She then ‘evaluated’ the implications of being part of the project. This
evaluation took account of the climate of trust established between staff and
the school principal. To ascertain if it was going to be possible that she could
participate in this project, the participant ‘balanced’ other competing factors
that had serious practical and financial challenges. This evidence illustrates the
process of ‘judging’ in action. It illustrates the sacrifices that staff will make if
the value of trust is established in the relationship between the principal and
staff. The way in which the principal or leader is supportive of a trusting
environment is further examined in the themes ‘resourcing’ and ‘cohering’.
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The findings demonstrate the importance of values, particularly trust, in
leadership practice but equally the inherent challenges the principal encounters
to model these values that are aligned and supported by the school community.
A failure by the principal or leader to model values that the followers or wider
school community share clearly does result in difficulty achieving cooperation
and support from staff. This experience was reflected by some participants
from School B. The participants explained how some staff believed that the
principal’s approach to leadership was contrary to the values that they
supported. Consequently, for some participants it generated a lack of support
and cooperation towards participating in whole-school initiatives.

The

participants views are detailed in the following extracts:
It is very demoralising when you are working so hard and then all of a
sudden there is the opportunity for CPD, and while I might not necessarily
have wished to go on this training, it would have been nice to have been
offered the opportunity. You see, sometimes around here it’s not the ones
that work the hardest but rather those that can shout the loudest at staff
meetings. You just lose all sense of trust in the people that you are
working with. [SB#203.PH.1]
I have been working in the school for the last four years, three of which
were on a private basis and while I was delighted to get a post because of
the few jobs in teaching at the time, I was always told it would be next year
and you’ll have your CID, but it never came. I felt each year I was been
played along until they had someone better. While I always done my job,
I felt let down because things didn’t change despite been told they would.
If they were honest with me from the beginning, while I might not have
liked what they had to say at least I would have known exactly where I
stood. [SB#207.NPH]
The difficulty for many staff is that they feel that there is a disconnect
between them and the management of the school. There is a need for the
management to realise that he cannot do it on his own and needs to start
believing and trusting the staff. Otherwise he’ll eventually realise it when
it too late. [SB#204.PH.2]

The implications for the relationship between the principal and staff when the
values are not how they would expect them to be, modelled by the principal or
leader, can be detrimental. Participant SB#207.NPH felt “played along” each
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year by management not being told the truth from the outset as he would have
expected. The participant highlighted that if the management were “honest
with me from the beginning”, accepting that it may not have been the news he
wanted to hear but at least he would have known as he puts it “exactly where I
stood.”

Subsequently feelings of despondency; deceit, disconnection and

disrespect, characterise the attitudes of the participants. The fundamental issue
being, a lack of trust between the principal and certain staff. Staff perceive that
the principal is not modelling the values that they associate with the role of
principal. Consequently, this results in limited participation, cooperation and
support for other whole-school business outside of their direct teaching
responsibilities. Once again, the process through which participants arrive at
their decisions follows the process of ‘judging’.

In the above cases of

SB#204.PH.2 and SB#207.NPH, the staff ‘interpret’ and ‘evaluate’ involvement
in school-based activities. Both participants, reflecting post-holders and nonpostholders in the school, placed significant importance on trust being at the
core of their relationship with school management. For the participants in this
case, they interpret and evaluate each situation from their context, evaluating
their views through the reference point of the values that are being
demonstrated by those in leadership positions. This is a reminder to school
principals and leaders that identifying, understanding and modelling the values
that are collectively agreed within the school community, suggests a greater
likelihood that staff will support and cooperate with the leader in a meaningful
way.
This section has outlined the centrality of ‘values’ in the theme of ‘modelling’.
The findings illustrate how the principal or other leaders must consider
modelling the shared values of the school community to generate support and
cooperation from staff. At the heart of these values is trust. When trust is
established staff are more positively disposed to supporting whole-school
change and by extension the school leader. The next sub-theme, ‘dialogue’, will
be explored identifying how it is modelled in the daily practice of principals.
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5.3.2 Dialogue
The sub-theme ‘dialogue’ is the second domain that configures the theme of
‘modelling’. The data revealed that there were different communication styles
and approaches executed by the principal that in some cases encouraged staff
participation and in other instances was the catalyst to low levels of staff
participation. Dialogue was identified as a positive method of current practice
to effectively communicate with staff.

In School A, participants reported that good communication was a distinctive
feature of the style of management exhibited by the leadership team, namely
the principal. They pointed to this being one of the contributing factors that
gave rise to staff interest and willingness to become involved in whole-school
initiatives. Good communication was something that participants believe had a
positive impact on their decision to be part of projects or other initiatives that
the school was promoting.

This included the current project and other

initiatives such as the Student Council, Academic Awards evening, Departmental
Meetings or other whole-school initiatives. Participants in School A reflected on
the importance of this sub-theme, stating:
I think that the communication in the school is one of reasons why I
decided to get involved in the initiatives that are offered in the school. You
know exactly what is involved and what will be expected of you. And any
events that I have been involved in, it has by in large stuck to this format.
[SA#110.NPH]
Yeah, communication in the school is very good. There are many ways
that you are informed about what is going on. This could be either on
VSware or through email or notifications in the staffroom or on occasion
the principal or deputy will speak with you directly. I think that this
approach is good. [SA#108.PH.2]

Opening a dialogic conversation with staff offered the opportunity for staff to
believe that they had a part to play in the conversation or initiative being
proposed. The theme of ‘judging’ is also integrated into this sub-theme. In the
above extracts staff point to ‘communication’ as being something that they
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place value on and influences their participation. This was very explicitly stated
by participant SA#110.NPH. This non-post holder decided to participate in this
project because of being effectively communicated with by the principal. The
approach taken by the principal to communicate with staff about this project
varied from being personally asked to be a part of the initiative or alternatively
explaining it at the staff meetings. The common denominator in all cases
though, was that a dialogue between staff and the principal was facilitated,
which was effective to generating staff interest to participate. During the oneto-one interviews participants in School A reflected the following views:
Well it varied to be honest. In this case all staff were invited to put their
names forward to participate in the project and a certain number of places
was allocated. It was agreed at a staff meeting the procedure that would
be applied to selecting candidates for the project and this gave staff
reassurance that the process was done fairly. I suppose for us and the size
of the school it would be very easy for the same people to get selected but
in fairness to the principal, he does make a concerted effort to include
everyone. [SA#106.PH.2]
I have to stay I think being asked directly is not only good manners, but it
shows the respect that you are held in by the principal as a professional
not simply being taken for granted. That’s very important for me.
[SA#102.PH.DP]
I don’t always expect the principal to ask me directly, but it does make it
slightly more personal and you feel more valued. That aside, its damn hard
to say no to his face! [SA#109.NPH]

These views affirm the collective view of participants that effective
communication is essential by the principal to generate staff interest and
cooperation in whole-school projects. The dialogic process approach taken by
the principal can positively influence staff in this decision to support such school
initiatives. This also reflects the ‘evaluation’ process in the theme of ‘judging’
that staff engage in when making their decisions. Participants from School B
also highlighted the importance of effective communication, particularly the
methods used to communicate important initiatives by the principal. Their
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views were shaped by a different experience arising from the interactions
between the principal and staff. The participants stated:
The principal is always very clear and precise on what he speaks about.
This is very good because you know exactly where you stand. The
downside sometimes is the lack of personal approach. It can feel that
when you receive an email or at staff briefings you are being spoken at
rather than to-that can be difficult at times. [SB#205.PH.2]
There is a right way and wrong way to do certain things and to be fair to
the principal he does run the school very well, but I think there are times
when he does need to consider the ways he seeks to communicate with
staff about certain things. Sometimes the approach can rub people up the
wrong way and be misinterpreted. [SB#204.PH.2]

The above extracts illustrate how participants believe effective communication
by the principal is very important to them. They point out that further
consideration by the principal should be given to the methods of
communication he uses for specific events and situations. These examples
further demonstrate how the process of ‘judging’ is applied by staff when
considering being involved in a project. Participants all agreed that staff are
communicated with, therefore they interpret the information or request that
this is presented by the principal. Though it is during the evaluation stage of
‘judging’ that participants point to the methods of communication that is
challenging for participants.
participant SB#204.PH.2.

This is very apparent in the response from
The findings further illustrate how effective

communication is influenced by dialogue which further effects the relationship
that exists between staff and the principal. Participants explained:
Just being more personal or making sure that staff are spoken to about the
initiative or situation rather than being told this is what’s happening and
are you in or out. [SB#204.PH.2]
The management do communicate to staff, you can’t argue about that.
But it sometimes the way we are communicated with, there’s like this
expectation that we just agree and do it, what’s being asked. That doesn’t
always work. [SB#205.PH.2]
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The extracts indicate how participants value effective communication, but it
requires the principal to adopt different methods to accommodate all staff in
the school. This is particularly evident in School A which has shown different
approaches taken by the principal, but that dialogue had significant impact to
engender a more positive response from the staff collectively. Currently, staff
in School B do value the importance of being informed and updated on
important events but are challenged by the methods of communication
adopted by the principal.

The principal’s too place great importance on effective channels of
communication but differ on the methods they use to communicate with staff.
The principal in School A draws on his experience as a Gaelic football coach
when pointing out the importance of being able to ‘individually-manage’ the
players on the team. He applies the same approach to his current leadership
practice to engender staff cooperation but acknowledges that it doesn’t always
have the desired effect. He states:
One of the important aspects to my role is being able to speak to people
where ever they are at and for them not to feel intimidated or
uncomfortable. Irrespective if this is a student or a member of staff, a
parent or a board member, they all need to feel they are being respected
and informed. Sometimes this is as much about how to say things rather
than what you actually say. And this is something, for me, that I have tried
and tested with the different GAA clubs I have managed over the years.
Lads about to throw the head up and walk way, whether I didn’t select
them for the match on Sunday or include them on the panel, they needed
to be managed. It was often speaking to them, explaining things out and
while most would appreciate your position even those that didn’t respect
how I would have spoken to them. And this is no different in this context.
I simply have a bigger team of players. [SA#100.PH.P]

The researcher inquired about the methods of communication he would use to
seek the co-operation of staff in whole-school projects. He outlined:
Well to be honest it depends. What I’m after saying there would be an
approach that is typical around dealing with sensitive issues such as
departmental planning, selecting staff who teach higher/ordinary classes
or indeed if there was a complaint against a member of staff, being
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sensitive to the issues they are faced. If it was a general announcement
obviously this is not the same approach I would take, I’d either send an
email of announce to the specific staff directly or in the staff room. The
most important thing for me is that staff are kept informed and they have
a say on how our school is run. As a teacher, it always infuriated me that
we were not told certain things or a certain group in the staff knew about
things that were happening and you didn’t-things which affected us-this
wasn’t fair in my book. So, for me if it is something that staff need to know
they will be informed, and their voice will shape the decisions we make in
this school. [SA#100.PH.P]

The principal in School A, reveals how he captures the interest of staff by ‘being
able to speak to people where ever they are at and for them not to feel
intimidated or uncomfortable.’ Reflecting on his own experience as a teacher,
the principal of School A identifies that dialogue can reduce the potential for
staff to become frustrated with the management of the school by not only
keeping them informed about what is happening but also by ensuring they are
part of the decision-making process.

The principal in School B also

acknowledged the importance of communicating effectively to staff particularly
on whole-school issues. He believed that not communicating effectively to staff
had the potential to create ambiguity which could lead to poor decision-making.
The principal explained how he communicated to staff on a needs-only basis
especially on sensitive issues but on more general matters would communicate
through email, staff notice boards or at staff meetings. He noted:
The staff are kept informed of all relevant information. This ranges from
the latest circulars, School Planning, Inspections or other daily issues such
as attendance or behavioural matters relating to students. I am mindful of
bombarding staff with information that isn’t relevant for them. At the end
of the day I need to ensure that they are focused on the teaching and
learning in the classroom and I and the deputy will manage the school.
[SB#200.PH.P]

The researcher inquired about what he meant when he said, “I am mindful of
bombarding staff with information that isn’t relevant for them.” He explained:
Schools today are increasingly becoming overwhelmed with policy
changes or expected CPD days never mind the on-going curriculum
changes that are happening. I feel that I have responsibility to protect staff
from being distracted by, which don’t get me wrong are very important
information, but their time in class is precious. In some cases, you know
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staff might feel that they should know all that is going and in other cases
staff are all too happy to be let get on with teaching. I must strike the
balance. So, in most cases unless I am looking to speak with a staff member
there is no need for them to be distracted from their teaching.
[SB#200.PH.P]

The process of judging is reflected in the actions of the principal in School B. He
interprets the content of what needs to be communicated, evaluates the
relevance of this information and the appropriate methods used to
communicate the information and then balances how he will achieve this
practically. The approach taken by the principal in School B could explain the
attitude staff have towards his leadership.

The findings in this section present the theme of dialogue as an effective
method of communication that can harness the cooperation of staff in
collaborative whole-school initiatives.

The principal has a central role in

identifying the suitable method of communication that will ensure support not
simply compliance.

The practice of providing ‘feedback’, itself a dialogic

process, will be presented in the following section.

5.3.3 Feedback
The sub-theme, ‘feedback’ is the third and final domain that configures the main
theme, ‘modelling’.

‘Feedback’ is a concept that all the participants

acknowledged was important in their respective roles as it has the potential to
support a healthy and effective professional working environment. However,
the data would indicate that ‘feedback’ was very popular with participants as
something that should be modelled, however in some instances, other factors
adversely impacted the effectiveness of it. The participants acknowledged that
by reviewing their practice and making the necessary adjustments to their
practice based on the ‘feedback’ they received from colleagues during the
project, the senior management or in some cases the students, was of benefit
for everyone involved, especially their students. Yet, for some participants
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there were practical challenges that need to be addressed if it were to be more
formalised. These challenges refer to defining feedback; who is best to provide
the feedback; how staff are assessed in order to provide feedback; the
implications of staff and management relationships; the influence and position
of the Trade Union on ‘feedback’ as a practice and the limited resources to
support the practice of providing feedback. The participants felt that it was the
responsibility of the principal to coordinate some of the practical barriers of this
practice that they place high value on. The findings further illustrate the strain
that is caused between the principal, other leaders and followers as a result of
the practical challenges to support the practice of feedback as a leadership
practice formally within the school.
The participants explained how feedback was automatically operating in their
respective classrooms, the main locus of practice. This occurred through
feedback they would receive from their students and sometimes other teachers
at the end of a day, week, term or year. They viewed it as an on-going practice
akin to formative assessment to inform their future practice.
In School A, participants revealed how ‘feedback’ is facilitated more formally
was well by the principal as part of a new phase of the School Self-Evaluation
(SSE) process and the changes that are part of the reform of the new Junior Cycle
Curriculum. The participants were supportive of receiving ‘feedback’ and the
positive impact it has on improving teacher’s individual and collective practices.
This was reflected during both the one-to-one interview process and the focus
group stages:
Oh, but absolutely because if anything needs changes, I’m not above
anything like that, you know, everything you do has to be reviewed. Like I
mean if I come in and even though I’ve been doing it for ten years and I’d
say [to the subject coordinator] now are you happy with the quality of the
work? I mean certainly you would think about things all the time, if a day
or class or project hasn’t gone well, you’ll certainly be thinking about it or
in fact as I said there a while ago where a new technique has gone pretty
well, you’d be delighted with that and you will think about it. I suppose
it’s not done on a formal basis in that we don’t have meetings to sit down
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and receive formal feedback, you know, what we’ve done, which, you
know, well possibly could be of interest but it’s an on-going thing that we
keep a close eye on as a department and a school as a whole.
[SA#103.PH.1]

The researcher inquired further about the impact this had on their practice, with
the participant responding:
Yes, I do, yeah. No, I definitely do. I mean you do learn by what you’ve
done or what you could improve on or whatever, definitely, Yeah. But it’s
not only coming from what you would have reflected on but the feedback
I receive from my students or colleagues that is very important too. Now
sometimes you have to take some feedback with a pinch of salt because
you know, you could have a student having a bad day or you might be
having difficulty with a colleague, so you take from it what you feel is
important but of course not just the good stuff. But you see if you’re going
to appreciate the feedback it’s gotta be constructive otherwise it could
become personal and that doesn’t help anyone. [SA#103.PH.1]

The evidence here outlines the importance placed on receiving feedback from
various sources subject to it being constructive. Participant SA#103.PH.1,
explains how the feedback involves students and colleagues providing the
feedback. In addition, this extract also illustrates the process of ‘interpreting,
evaluating and balancing’ aspects of their practice to make informed
judgements on the nature of the feedback. This candidate judges that feedback
needs to be “constructive” if it is to be effective. The process of judging is again
being practiced by the participant to ascertain if this is happening or not. This
example shows that in the context of feedback, participants are interpreting
their situation, evaluating how they are doing and balancing how they can
further improve their practice. This is another example of when staff adopt the
practice of ‘judging’ to make informed decisions.

Other staff in School A indicated the practical challenges in being able to receive
feedback. They suggested that adequate time and the appropriate professional
development to accommodate the opportunity for staff to receive feedback are
some examples of the type of support being recommended by the participants.
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The request for continuous professional development was specifically in
relation

to

classroom

management

strategies

and

active

teaching

methodologies rather than subject specific material. This is an interesting
response in the context of their involvement in a leadership activity. It points
to the reality that for some of those involved in the leadership activity still
identify with their role specifically in the classroom. The evidence of this theme
arose from the focus-group interview, participants felt that this is certainly an
area that the senior management should consider accessing support for staff.
They reported:
Absolutely you know assessing how this is going or being reflective is all
good and that, but you know if the supports are not there then there’s
really little changes you can make. [SA#107.PH.2]

The researcher inquired further about the type of support that the participant
was referring to which the participant responded:
You know don’t get me wrong the school is supportive, but you know if I
reflect that the behaviour of the students is not acceptable or that I need
additional resources to do certain activities, I know well that these are
things that the management are going to be able to do very little about.
Maybe I’m not doing it right but even in that, I think that management
need to provide support into areas that we need to reflect on so that if
changes need to happen then they can. Furthermore, that they can be in
a position to provide feedback to us on what they feel is working or not
working so well. I think this is still a very grey area in schools. Otherwise,
I think in theory it sounds very important but in practice it’s a waste.
[SA#107.PH.2]

The above extracts underscore the importance that staff place in receiving
feedback but more specifically ‘feedback’. There are practical challenges that
need to be navigated, such as support, school structures or in the form of
continuous professional development for staff.

These tensions were also

evident during the first staff meeting in School A. The researcher, during his
non-participation observation, included an extract of notes used to further
explain this situation:
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During the discussions about staff planning, embedded in the context of
the curriculum reform project, the practice of formative assessment for
students was being used to illustrate how this practice of feedback could
also apply to staff to improve and support classroom practice. This item
on the agenda was chaired by the school principal. The harmonious
environment that had existed up to this point, around the discussions that
had previously taken place, changed. It was evident, from the body
language of staff, the mustering’s from staff in certain pockets of the room
created an atmosphere that was more questioning of these proposals.
Interesting to note that, staff in positions of responsibility and those in
none appeared to speak in unison-there was no one dominant voice. Staff
did not appear to disagree with what was being said but rather challenged
and queried how it would be possible to engage in this type of practice
effectively. What did this mean in practical terms for staff? Some staff
would randomly, express to the principal, “Sure, XXX, but what are you
expecting from us? Does this have to be recorded? If so, how often and
where?” There is a sense that staff are finding that there is a lot of change
happening and it is challenging. The principal remained very reassuring
and supportive to staff, acknowledging that further time and CPD would
have to be considered to deliver on this point. Staff hearing the principal
share their concerns created a sense in the room that, this may happen,
but the necessary time and support will be provided. It was agreed that
time would be allocated from the general school hours for staff
engagement in this classroom-based practice of feedback. [SA#SM.01]

The findings point to the frustrations for staff as a result of a new initiative that
is theoretically supported by staff but challenged around how it can be
practically implemented.

The participants in School B expressed similar

sentiments regarding the need for support to effectively engage in ‘feedback’
during their daily practice. They identified that a more proactive approach
should be adopted at whole-school level to create greater understanding
around the topic of ‘feedback’ for everyone. They acknowledge that it is an
important aspect to their role, but because the limited collaboration that
already exists-aside from individual staff assuming the responsibility to engage
in this practice with a view of shaping their own classroom practice-it is not an
activity that is practiced in their school. Furthermore, the duration of class
periods restricts time to discuss and ascertain from students or their colleagues
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their views without impeding on the progression of the curriculum. Participants
in School B outlined:
Certainly, when we were training in University there was a big emphasis
placed on being a reflective practioner and getting feedback from your
students. But since I have joined the department in this school it’s not
something that is formally undertaken or given much thought to be
honest, which is a pity. I really enjoyed it. [SB#206.NPH]
There is such an emphasis on getting results that you become so engrossed
in teaching the curriculum and testing the students that you don’t really
give much time to sitting down to review things-as I’d image what you are
asking would involve. Then again, only speaking for my own department,
we do get consistently good results so to be fair I think that what we are
doing is fine. [SB#203.PH.1]

The principals of each respective school recognised the importance of providing
‘feedback’ to staff and receiving it in their role as designated school leaders.
They both agreed that this was an area of teaching and management practice
that need more practical and theoretical support. This was not only in terms of
time and resources but providing the skills for staff to effectively engage in this
process to support their ability to monitor their influence on the whole-school
development. The principal in School A, stated:
In more recent times we as a school have been encouraging staff to
consider how they are informed that effective learning is happening in
their daily practice, with the view to improve standards in teaching and
learning and the overall experience students have in our school. In this
sense I am asking staff, ‘how do you know what you are doing is effective?’
and that requires getting feedback from a number of sources, one of which
being the student. I appreciate it’s not something that we should expect
to happen overnight, but I believe that the staff in time will themselves
see the benefits. [SA#100.PH.P]

The researcher probed if the principal received ‘feedback’ or engaged in
reflective practice, which he responded:
I suppose the big area that I reflect on or assess regularly, is the decisions
that I make and the relationships that I have with the staff, students,
parents, the community, the board, the ETB. I need to, otherwise if I bury
my head in the sand thinking that all is fine and don’t ask questions of
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myself then I think for me and the school, we will end up in a difficult place.
[SA#100.PH.P]

The evidence suggests that principal relies on feedback from various sources to
keep the school compliant and operating effectively. Of equal importance to
note, is the challenges faced by the principal to manage various expectations
from different stakeholders in the school.
For the principal in School B, the importance of providing and receiving
‘feedback’ is something that he rates highly. However, the principal pointed out
that he felt that this was something which had to be initiated and come from
each individual person or in the case of the school, the teachers, if it is to be a
meaningful practice. He outlined:
From early in my career I always felt that, just like giving feedback to
students, I need to give myself feedback on how I feel that I am performing
or getting on in my role. So, over the years I have developed the skills of
asking questions to myself on how things have gone and could they have
been done differently. This might come across as strange, but I am a firm
believer in self-regulating oneself, to have this sense of discipline about
how things should be. [SB#200.PH.P]

The researcher probed about the development of those skills and the sources
of authority he too referred to for advice. He explained:
Initially as a deputy principal my former principal was not someone that
you could have had these types of conversations with. He would have told
you to get on with your work, but it was a colleague on the staff at the
time, who ended up remaining a very close friend and who still acts as a
mentor to me. On issues that I will have conflict with resolving, I will speak
to him about them and he challenges me to think about the matter.
[SB#200.PH.P]

The findings suggest that feedback is a key practice within the practice for
principal’s and staff but that there are challenges in enabling this practice to be
executed effectively.
The evidence suggests that shared values, dialogue and feedback are reflective
current aspects of current leadership practice in the schools. The principal has
a central role in modelling the practices that influence staff, other leaders and
followers, in ways that can positively respond to working collaboratively on
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whole-school projects. The next section will examine the second theme of the
schema, resourcing.

5.4

Resourcing
In the data that was
gathered across all the
interviews

and

observations, the topic
of ‘resourcing’ emerged consistently as a common theme. It was identified
through the coding process as being a core element of the schema that school
leaders engage in through their daily practice. The researcher during the first
phase of the data collection process reflected on this concept and adopted the
definition presented by Erich W. Zimmermann (2017), who stated:
The word resource does not refer to a thing or a substance but to a
function which a thing or a substance may perform or to an operation in
which it may take part, namely, the function or operation of attaining a
given end such as satisfying a want. In other words, the word resource is
an abstraction reflecting human appraisal and relating to a function or
operation.

In this context, the concept of ‘resourcing’ is understood to uphold two
principles, functionality and utility. Therefore, to resource, is a function of the
principal or other leaders to provide or satisfy a want or need that exists.
Resourcing refers to, materials, staff, energy and knowledge and are further
classified if they are renewable or non-renewable. Resourcing as a verb, is the
process in which resources are provided to satisfy the need that is there. The
participants identified several ‘resourcing’ challenges that arose through their
daily practice. The challenges identified in the area of ‘resourcing’, included,
time, finance and building capacity. These are illustrated in Figure 5.4.
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Figure 5.4 Resourcing challenges in current leadership practice
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Source created by the author.

The concept of ‘resourcing’ is something that followers see as the delegated
responsibility and practice of the principal. In some situations, it may be the
other leaders organising the initiative or the followers own desire to cooperate
and share the resource of their competencies. Resourcing in this context does
not reflect the influence of external resources delegated by the DES or the
Department of Employment Affairs and Social Protection. The concept itself
emanated from the views all participants in both schools. These views are
outlined below:
I certainly welcome the changes that are being implemented including this
project, but it is all well and good, but the reality is when do I get the time
or the extra support to teach my classes or correct the work that needs to
be done. [SA#109.NPH]
The introduction of this new project has the potential to be very good for
the school but is it going to be sustainable, is it going to provide additional
teacher allocation or remuneration for the giving of more of your time-I
very much doubt it. And I don’t want to be cynical, but you know the
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initiatives are great but are they going to resource them properly.
[SB#201.PH.DP]

The participants in both schools refer to various areas, they feel resources
should be deployed, whether this is time, finance, teacher competencies and
continuous professional development, the overarching principle that connects
these elements is the practical challenge of resourcing. From the data it is
evident that there is a consensus that the necessary resources, need to be put
in place to incentivise and support staff in participating in whole-school
leadership and management initiatives. These views were also reciprocated by
the principals of both schools, stating:
We are always trying to offer the best opportunities for our students,
whether it is subject choices, involvement in co-curricular activities in BT
Young Scientist, Sci-Fest, study clubs or music or sports clubs, but the
reality is aside from those that are in formal positions you are very mindful
of asking staff to give of more when they are already faced with cuts to
their pay and work conditions. To be fair, the staff here have always been
supportive, but I am equally very mindful of how much I can ask of them
too. So, curriculum-based initiatives which they are invited to be part of,
issues such as S&S who’s going to pay for that. I won’t be able to get, for
most the subjects, a specialist teacher to cover for most of the subjects, so
I’m caught in who I realistically free up or inhibits some staff, who might
like to be involved not have the opportunity simply because they prefer to
teacher in their classes. So, it is very much a balancing act but an act too
that needs to be resourced adequately if it is going to balance and
perform. [SA#100.PH.P]

When the principal was asked to provide further clarity on what he meant by
resources, he stated:
As I said, there are practically matters that I need to have the authority to
be able to do to ensure that initiatives such as the one we are involved in
this project, are there to support these projects. I believe in the theory of
the potential in having more staff involved in the decision making but I
need to release those staff from classes, so who do I pay to cover those
classes? I need to purchase IT equipment to support some of the
initiatives that are been developed by the working groups in this project
to video active teaching methodologies or formative assessment
techniques, where will the money come from to buy this equipment. This
approach to learning is a departure from the experiences particularly our
senior staff would be used to, so further CPD for them will be importantwhere do I source this and again who pays for their cover if I release them
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to go. So, there are these practical aspects that need to be managed to
create the space and opportunity for these initiatives to work.
[SA#100.PH.P]

The principal in School B also shared similar concerns in relation to the need to
have the necessary support structures in place which are adequately resourced
and don’t deflect from the core business of learning and teaching:
As principal I feel the Department need to adequately fund schools to
allow these initiatives to happen. Time will tell how successful they are
however, if they do not add value to students achieving and developing
their learning then quite frankly it would be a waste of time and resources;
not something that we will allow to continue. I do foresee the limited
resourcing of these initiatives being an issue for our schools. You only have
to see the moratorium on post of responsibility still being in place meaning
that staff are not being appointed to roles in the school. I think that the
goodwill of staff will dissipate pretty quickly if their efforts are not being
rewarded financially and otherwise. [SB#200.PH.P]

It is apparent from the above extracts that principals believe there is a need for
adequate resources to be available to support schools to deliver on the
expectations set down by the DES but equally the challenge is being able to
adequately resource whole-school initiatives such as the one they are presently
involved in, to a level that will meet the needs of all participants. The type and
nature of resourcing challenges varied in the data that was gathered. As
illustrated in Figure 5.4 there were three sub-themes that are presented as
practical resourcing challenges evident in the practices of school principals
which are fundamental to configuring the theme of ‘resourcing’. Each one will
be examined in more detail in the following sections.
5.4.1 Time
‘Time’ is one of three domains that configure the theme of ‘resourcing’. It was
a topic that dominated much of the conversations recorded with all the
participants. The limited time available to meet the different expectations was
a consistent resourcing challenge that both staff and the principal found
problematic in their daily practice. Participants suggested that there should be
provisions put in place, to afford more time to be made available in order to
allow staff engage in leadership and management activity especially for those
164

that do not hold formal positions of responsibility. In this context some
participants felt that it was unjust to think that staff would be expected to teach
for 22hrs in some cases, all higher-level honours classes, and in addition be part
of a whole-school sub-committee of the Board of Management with the
function of supporting the leadership and management activity in the school.
While there was a general desire by participants to be a part of whole-school
initiatives, some participants felt it was neither realistic nor sustainable due to
the restrictions on their time. Participants expressed a need for the agreed
Croke Park hours1 to be better utilised in schools to create the possibility of
freeing up opportunities for staff to be involved in other leadership and
management activities in their schools. Other participants felt that it simply
wasn’t possible for them to be able to find the time without compromising on
the standards of teaching and learning in their classrooms or impinge on their
own personal time with their families. Those participants that tried to be a part
of a whole-school sub-committees regularly left their students to attend
meetings to discuss plans that might better support student learning. The
corollary was that staff were leaving their classes to discuss hypothetical or
theoretical possibilities that may not be achieved; which was in fact more
detrimental to the learning progress of students affected by these ad-hoc
arrangements. These views are presented through a sample of the extracts
gathered in the data collection process:
There is absolutely, if time allowed, you know, I mean and that’s the
crunch point. I mean we are so busy in this school, you know, its nonstop,
you know, we don’t have the time to do that and you know, we should,
you know and it should be, you know, if I’m being critical about it, it should
be a priority to allow teachers a little bit more time to sort of reflect on
things a little bit. [SB#205.PH.2]

1

Croke Park Hours are set in the context and reference to the Public Service Stability Agreement
2013 – 2016 (Haddington Road Agreement). In this agreement it was agreed that a review of
the usage of the additional hours provided by teachers under the Croke Park Agreement would
take place involving the Department of Education and Skills, the teacher unions and school
management bodies. This resulted in an additional 33hrs of additional time to be provided for
by teachers across the 167 school days & outside direct tuition time.
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I think that there’s a serious issue of time. Where are we going to get the
time to teach our classes and be a part of other working groups within the
school, which by the way I totally support, but something has to give.
[SA#111.NPH]

The above reflections from participants in both schools indicate that ‘time’ is a
resourcing challenge that practically impinges on the leadership practices of
school principals to generate cooperate and support from staff for whole-school
projects in a meaningfully way. The allocation of time, in the context of
‘resourcing’, is a precious commodity for staff and schools in general. Staff in
themselves are a resource, bringing their own broad range of skills and expertise
to whole-school projects. However, their availability to support requests from
school leaders is something that they must ascertain to determine their
availability. The participants responses reveal how the process of ‘judgment’ is
in action when staff are deciding whether they are available or not. In the above
extracts it is evident that staff interpret being involved in additional wholeschool activities as demanding more of their time. They evaluate this against
the commitments that they already hold in their positions of responsibility or as
subject teachers. In many cases participants pointed to the challenge of being
able to ‘balance’ the day-to-day commitments of their role, simply too
demanding to support any additional time (resource) to other whole-school
activities. Therefore, these findings suggest the limited time is a restriction on
their participation and as such reflects how they prioritise their involvement
with other already established activities, on the basis of time.
The school principals also identified ‘time’ as being a constant challenge to
practice the success or not of staff being involved formally or informally in the
leadership and management activity within schools. The principals noted:
We have some highly qualified and experienced staff, whose knowledge
and expertise that would be hugely beneficial to our day to day
management of the school. The problem is negotiating the time to access
this expertise. Staff are legally contracted for 22hrs. They are entitled to
their break and lunches. If I impinge on this time, I am in breach of the
Working Time Act and every other Act you can imagine. But leaving that
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aside, if I could do it, I wouldn’t because that is not fair. These teachers
deserve their break. So, my dilemma is trying to schedule the necessary
time to harness the potential that lays within my staff. [SA#100.PH.P]
The reality is that I am restricted by legislation and trade union
agreements. The reality is that if the Department wishes to push this
agenda of greater collaboration and bringing the staff into more of the
running of schools, great, but find us the time or give us the additional
allocation to create that time. For at the moment it is not there.
[SB#200.PH.P]

In the above extracts, like the staff, the process of ‘judging’ is evident in the
responses provided by the principals. The principals must interpret, evaluate
and balance the resourcing needs of school initiatives against the time available.
Resourcing the future needs of the school are evaluated against the present
commitments. Furthermore, the principals are balancing future plans within the
broader context of other established initiatives. Therefore, principals are
judging how time is judiciously allocated, where is the time going to come from
and who has the ultimate authority to provide the additional time necessary.
Like the staff it also reflects how they prioritise what is important at a given time
in the school.
5.4.2 Finance
‘Finance’ is the second of three domains that was predominantly raised by
principals and to a lesser extent the staff, as a challenge to their daily practice,
and, their relationship with staff involved in whole-school projects. The limited
financial capital is a resourcing issue which challenges the possibilities of
developing whole-school projects. Participants revealed how the level of
financial support was an indication to staff how important the initiative was for
school management. If the adequate financial resources were made available
for initiatives to occur within the school, then it was an indication that the
project was of value or importance to the school. The participants were
influenced on whether to become involved in whole-school initiatives by the
level of financial resourcing that was going to be provided to support the
project. This occurred in this project for staff in School B when they sought
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advice of an external advisor to provide practical expertise. The staff in
organising this support, felt obliged to remunerate the advisor for his time and
expense in travelling to the school. The event was organised on a Saturday and
despite staff who were part of the initiative being happy to give of their time
they felt it was appropriate that the advisor who was delivering the workshop,
who was not charging for his time, did receive expenses. The school principal
did not support this view therefore it became a very contentious issue for the
respective staff and the principal. Primarily, staff felt a lack of trust and support
not having the authority to financially resource the project. This caused a sense
of frustration for staff who felt that they didn’t have the autonomy to make their
own decisions which included financial resourcing. This was particularly evident
during the follow-up staff meeting when the item was raised during the
meeting. Below is an extract of the notes taken by the researcher:
Staff are seated in a classroom layout within the room, with the principal
seated at the teacher’s desk and chairing the meeting. At this stage of the
meeting a number of items have been addressed. The item now being
raised is the SSE Committee members providing an update on the progress
of the work being done. It is noticeable that all members of the committee
are seating in the same location. The nominated spokesperson
[SB#206.NPH] for the committee presents their work. During the course of
the conversation when outlining the work done to date, SB#206.NPH
addresses the challenges that they face. At this stage a number of the
committee members interject to add their perspective to the lack of
financial support for an intervention of having an outside guest speaker.
The committee members are exercised on this point. Other staff don’t get
involved. The principal allows the staff to express their views. His head
remains looking down to a page on the desk. SB#206.NPH then continues
with her presentation, seeking clarity if the committee should continue
with the project or if assurances could be given the necessary support or
resources required will be available. The principal agreed to meet with the
committee to discuss the points they raised at another time. SB#206.NPH
illustrated some of the areas of focus the committee had been working on
to date and sharing with staff. The principal acknowledged the work of
the SSE. During the course of the principals comments some members of
the committee consulted with each other with some shaking their heads,
in what appeared to be discontentment with what they had heard.
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Other participants acknowledged that they understood the strain on school
principals to manage limited school budgets and recognised that difficult
decisions must be made regarding the allocation of financial resources. The
approach taken by the principal in School B in the allocation of financial
resources led to disharmony between the staff and members of the senior
management. The judicious and transparent allocation of financial resources
was important to the staff involved. In cases where staff felt this was not
happening, frustration and disillusionment emerged. As in the case of School B,
the decisions made by the principal to resource elements of the school sports
programme without any support for the curriculum reform initiative was a point
of contention for staff. This was expressed more collectively through the focus
group interviews at School B, when participants expressed:
We realise that we can make a very valuable contribution to improving
what we do in the classroom, there is a lot of extremely qualified staff
some of whom in the past were seconded to the DES and have since
returned. We were brought in to be a part of a group that would assist in
improving the quality of learning and teaching. In some instances, we have
given of our time at weekends and on one instance, when we sought the
expertise of another colleague who delivers excellent seminars on active
teaching methodologies and formative assessment techniques, we were
told that money wasn’t there. And yet, the sports department or Head of
Sport two weeks later was supported to bring 30 of the senior team on an
overnight camp just 4hrs away. We know that the school wouldn’t have
funded this completely, the rugby support group would have helped but
the school definitely had to pay for the bus which would have been at least
5-600 euro. This leaves a bad taste in your mouth. Why bother.
[SB#202.PH.1]
I think that if staff are asked to be involved in projects within the school,
budgets should be allocated, which is agreed with all staff. This might be a
little time consuming, but it would save the frustration, when you give of
your time and present proposals to be told, “we don’t have the money” or
“that’s not going to be possible at this time”. It is very infuriating.
[SB#204.PH.2]

The two incidents illustrate how the resource of ‘finance’, influences staff and
their response to the request for their support in whole-school projects,
especially those related to learning and teaching.
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The evidence further

demonstrates how staff apply criteria of financial support to the element of
‘evaluating’ in the process of ‘judging’ whether they will support a whole-school
project. The staff interpreted whether they felt support or not and evaluate this
outcome against other school initiatives that have received financial support,
balancing this outcome within their current context. In this case the staff in
School B judge that they are not receiving the adequate support of the school
leader which results in the staff questioning their continued involvement in the
project.
Staff in School A also identified challenges in accessing the necessary financial
resources to support their project. In this case they sought to purchase
computer equipment to further enhance the initiatives they were developing
through the project. They too pointed out the frustrations that emerge when
practical decisions must be made to get access to financial resources, in this case
IT support. Either the finance was not available, or funding has already been
invested in other projects in the school. The participants outlined:
I appreciate that school budgets are extremely tight, but it must be
accepted that there are going to be costs associated with any
developmental planning. In this case, we were seeking to purchase some
digital recorders, iPad’s or similar, to monitor good practice in the
classroom. To be fair to the principal he was very open and honest with
us, but the bottom line was that the money was either spent or committed
to other projects in the school. [SA#107.PH.2]

The researcher explored with the focus group what impact this had on the
project, they responded:
Well it didn’t stop us continuing on what we had planned to do, instead
we decided, on free classes or times that were suitable, we would rotate
to sit in each other’s classes, but this did not always work out. While the
initiative continued, to be honest you do get a little frustrated because you
think, does not getting the financial support mean that what your doing is
not as important, and you begin to start to question your involvement full
stop. That said, the principal has been very accommodating and been very
open and transparent, and this means a lot. Otherwise, I probably would
be out at this stage. [SA#110.NPH]
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These remarks have both similarities and differences to the situation in School
B. The similarity is that ‘finance’ is a practical resourcing challenge for school
leaders to allocate especially in whole-school projects. The outcome that was
reached is the primary difference in this study because of the ‘judgement’
process staff undertook in the respective schools. The participants in School A
articulated how the financial restrictions did “frustrate” staff in their planning
but

the

positive

relationship

the

principal

has

with

the

staff,

“accommodating…very open and transparent,”, meant that staff ‘evaluated’
their situation within this context and subsequently ‘balanced’ their needs
accordingly. In contrast to School B, staff experienced the same lack of financial
resources however their interpretation and evaluation of this situation meant
that rather than accommodating the situation they questioned their future
participations and the future viability of the project. While the challenge refers
to a financial resourcing issue school leaders can also connect the learning from
this experience with the theme of modelling and more specifically the subtheme of values. The implications of modelling shared values, especially trust,
can offer positive outcomes even if the situation may not be what staff expect
it to be.
The principals in the respective schools refer to the importance of having the
necessary budget to be able to support initiatives that arise when staff come to
collectively work on a project within the school. The principal in School A,
highlighted the challenge of having to respond to unexpected financial
situations which may have implications for projects that involves the support of
staff either formally or informally. He distinguishes between this type of
unexpected cost and that of an unexpected cost that is not as emotionally
connected to a project involving a cross section of the staff, such as an energy
bill or building issue. He argues that the fallout from not being able to meet the
expectations of staff, which are typically conservative, adds further pressure
and strain on the relationships that exist across the school community. He
outlined:
171

You see the reality for me as principal is, I am the one that has the
authority to support it financially or not. I see this as a very privileged
position to hold and one that I take extremely seriously; I am very mindful
of the implications my decisions can have on others. Therefore, I approach
all of these situations very delicately and remain true to my core values of
always being honest with staff and being truthful about where things are
at. I think that when difficult decisions have to be made or conversations
about what is financially permissible or not, the staff will appreciate the
position that I am in. Because the reality is, the money is usually gone or
allocated before the school year begins. [SA#100.PH.P]

The researcher queried, how did he, as principal, ensure that this project was
going to be resourced to ensure that staff are motivated to remain a part of the
project, he stated:
Staff are aware that if we collectively agree to take on a initiative then we
give it our full support. Nothing half hearted. Staff know that if I can
support it whether this is providing financial or administrative support, I
will do this, no problem. The staff have been brilliant in realising how
constrained things are and have been giving a lot of their time after school
or in some cases at the weekend to progress things. If there are situations
during the school day, where supervision cover is required, we, the senior
management put in place the necessary cover. If staff need resources
printed, copied our administrative team are at hand to help. If staff require
access to other external expertise, for example at one of the upcoming
staff meetings it was agreed that instead of the standard meeting we
would split the meeting to accommodate a member of the PDST to speak
with the staff in relation to assessment for learning strategies. This type
of cooperation is always available. However, we do also run into some
roadblocks and these need to be worked around especially when there is
a financial expenditure to be incurred. [SA#100.PH.P]

When asked, how did he as a principal prepare himself to respond to these
“roadblocks”, he replied:
You can only prepare so much. Of course, you need to always realise the
impact financial resourcing can have on your staff and how it is perceived
and interpreted the areas you support, especially considering that we
hope that more staff will get involved in school leadership and
management activity. It is a particular area of your leadership as a
principal that has the potential to win the hearts of staff or lose them
completely. That said, when you simply cannot meet their expectations,
all the other aspects of your leadership, you need to draw on – that is
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crucially important. That is why I will never compromise on the values that
define who I am. [SA#100.PH.P]

This extract from the principal in School A not only illustrates the challenges of
financial resourcing but like the staff, the process of ‘judgment’ which he too
practices. It is noticeable how the context from which he evaluates and
balances the challenges he encounters reflects the elements of ‘modelling’,
specifically ‘values’ that equally resonate with the way in which staff evaluate
their challenges.
The principal in School B expressed a different perspective on the challenge of
financial resourcing, which focused on the potential cost implications on schools
regarding teacher allocation or associated administrative or training costs that
might arise outside the remit of the PDST. He explained:
I am concerned that schools are going to be left to carry the cost of the
activities involved in facilitating staff that will be out of class or attending
CPD. I am not putting down the potential of what this approach could
offer schools and the opportunities for staff, but I do see the practical
challenges that need to be addressed. Straight away, from my experience
of this project, there are occasions that staff do need to meet, which I am
happy to facilitate and support, but I simply cannot get cover for 5 staff
some of whom are specialist subjects, that if I was to put out a national
call it’s unlikely, I’ll get their class covered. And while you and I and the
staff can see the potential in this new thinking, the students sitting their
leaving and their parents aren’t that bothered. So, the Department or the
supporting bodies need to realise this, and instead of putting the cart
before the horse, make sure there is the adequate resources, particularly
financial, that will increase the likelihood of these well thought out
theories translate into practice. [SB#200.PH.P]

Again, the view of the principal in School B reflects the views of all the other
participants that financial resourcing is a very challenging issue that needs to be
considered when deciding to invite staff to become more involved in wholeschool projects. Equally, the process of ‘judging’ how to allocate resources
follows a similar format of interpreting, evaluating and balancing the needs the
school. In the case of School B, the principal evaluates and balances of the
initiative within the wider context of staff cover and the expectations that the
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students and parents have in his school. Overall, the data reveals that financial
resourcing is a challenge that presents many practical difficulties that need to
be considered by the principal and other leaders in whole-school projects. This
sub-theme of, ‘resourcing’, further illustrates the process of judgment that staff
and school leaders undertake to make informed judgements. Through this
process of ‘judging’, the importance of values and skills that principals’ practice
when financial challenges need to be negotiated is imperative. The findings
demonstrate the influence this has on the support and cooperation of all the
staff while engaged in a whole-school initiative.
5.4.3 Building Capacity
The sub-theme, ‘building capacity’, is the third domain within the theme of
‘resourcing’. In this study, ‘building capacity’ relates to two dimensions. The
first dimension focusing on teacher efficacy and the second on developing staff
competencies.

Developing staff competencies relates to the challenge in

providing the necessary continuous professional development (CPD) to support
staff to develop their professional knowledge, understanding and skills that will
allow them to access the potential collaborative opportunities that arises
through whole-school initiatives. Both strands of the sub-theme, ‘building
capacity’, were referred to by the participants in the data collected. These
constructs are further elaborated separately in subsequent sections.
Staff in School A spoke about the opportunity afforded to all staff to take part
in whole-school projects. They viewed these opportunities as affirming that
they had the necessary competencies to support whole-school development.
Participants noted that while creating opportunities for staff to become
involved in whole-school activities is commendable, it is also a something that
needs to be monitored and managed carefully. Participants pointed to the
potential of these opportunities being ‘hijacked’ by staff who may have ulterior
motives in cooperating with school initiative. Participants indicated how staff
perceive other staff getting involved in whole-school initiatives as an
opportunity to serve personal career development, rather than for the good of
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the school. However, the findings initially reveal the lack of awareness certain
staff had about their own capabilities and the contribution that they can make
in offering their expertise from the broad array of competencies that they have
developed over their professional careers.

Other participants reflected a

willingness to showcase further learning, that they had undertaken, to their
colleagues and the principal, and therefore open to participate in this wholeschool project. These perceptions of participants are revealed in the following
extracts:
I’m delighted to be part of this project. Yes, I have to give of my time but
it’s something different and I enjoy that. I think it reminds me of being
back at Uni which I loved my time training to be a teacher. [SA#109.NPH]

When probed about what contribution they felt they could make to this project
and how did they feel when they were asked to be part of it, they responded:
Yeah well, I had completed a course in instructional leadership, Barry
Bennett, not sure if you have heard of it, but the principal at the beginning
and end of each year will circulate a form inviting staff to update any
training or CPD they have done. Included in this you’re asked if you would
be willing to be part of any other projects in the school which I agreed to
be. I felt that when I was called to discuss being part of this project, I
thought I had from the recent training and the fact that I do have good
results and would like to think that I get on well with my students, well
most of them, that yeah, I could enjoy taking part. Oh yeah, and for me,
that I might be able to learn something new too. So, when asked if I’d do
it, I thought great yeah and appreciated the fact that I was able to
demonstrate to the principal, this is another aspect to me that you may
have never known about. And I think that is a good thing. [SA#109.NPH]

Participant SA#109.NPH, is a non-post holder, who felt that being afforded the
opportunity to be involved in a whole-school project enabled him to
demonstrate his expertise and performance as a teacher. This member of staff
receives no additional financial nor time reduction from his contractual
agreement with the school, yet he is motivated to be a part of this project. The
process of how participant SA#109.NPH arrived at his judgement is reflective of
the process found in all the other themes and sub-themes.
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Participant

SA#109.NPH, interpreted the invitation as something of value and importance
to him; he evaluated this perspective and balanced it against other activities
that he had going on at that time. The outcome for him was the desire to be
part of this project.
For another staff member from School A, when invited by the principal to
participate, she was initially concerned that she didn’t have enough knowledge
to be part of this initiative but was willing to give it a go. She felt that being
invited was a sign of support, stating:
Well to be honest, I really didn’t know what to expect. I am teaching for
the last 25years, and while I am very mindful that I am not as well informed
as some of the latest graduates from Maynooth or DCU in areas of the
latest style of teaching or classroom management, I think that the
microcosm of wisdom from my years teaching might be of help and neither
wishing to be too modest or boastful, I do achieve good results with my
students, so that might be another factor. I’m also a past student of the
school, so I am very passionate about seeing the school do well. I did ask
the principal, when he asked to speak to me about this, and he pointed to
some of the things I mentioned, and I was flattered but more so
appreciated that this was recognised. Not in some big award ceremony
but rather in a way that shows that I might have something to offer outside
the classroom here. [SA#111.NPH]

Newly appointed staff had a different experience of being invited by the
principal to take part in this whole-school project. Participant SA#110.NPH
explained during the one-to-one interviews:
God I was petrified, if brutally honest. I didn’t want to say no, but I also
didn’t want to make a fool of myself either, or step on the toes of others
in the school that might feel like, who does she think she is, you know.
That was my worries but like everything, they never materialised. I love
being a part of this group. I feel that I’m learning more than I am
contributing. I do share the experiences I have had while being in other
schools prior to here, which the group seems interested to know about.
[SA#110.NPH]

For the above staff in School A, their competencies, which varied in different
ways, all brought different dimensions to the project that would appear to
benefit the group, the school and the respective staff themselves. Interestingly
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the evidence indicates how some staff didn’t believe that they had the ability to
be involved in this project. Low levels of teacher efficacy is something that
presents a challenge for the principals. Furthermore, being able to identify the
teachers who have the necessary competencies, relevant to the initiative and to
encourage staff to be able to share the resource of their competencies by
believing in themselves, for the benefit of the whole-school project, is not an
easy task. The potential impact of low levels of teacher efficacy that witnessed
staff, not willing or having reservations about sharing their expertise was
evident in School B.
Staff in School B reflected a deeper sense of anxiety about potentially not having
the necessary competencies to justify them being part of this type of project.
Staff shared deep reservations about sharing their own personal views or
opinions which could give rise to exposing a potential lack of knowledge,
especially on policy related topics. Their insecurities arose from how a lack of
understanding might be perceived by the principal and the potential
implications this might have for them and their position in the school. During
the one-to-one interview with participant SB#206.NPH, she outlined:
When the principal wanted to speak to me about this project, I went weak
at the knees because, for years I have taught my students in a way that I
only know. I am teaching this last 20 years. It has always been about the
teaching. And while I’ve been on training days and all that, this new
language is unnerving and worried me. I felt, never mind the pressure of
having to get students prepared for the exams, I am now putting myself
on a pedestal to be securitised by my own colleagues and principal! So,
you can imagine, it took a bit of persuading, but I eventually got here. Yes,
I can see why the principal may have asked me, but I was worried I
wouldn’t have the same knowledge about this topic the others would
have. Now, if this was my own subject, my department, no problem, but
I felt I was going well outside my comfort zone on this one. [SB#205.PH.2]

In the above extract, participant SB#205.PH.2 engaged in a process of
interpreting and evaluating the implications of this invitation. Genuine concerns
were expressed by participant SB#205.PH.2 when evaluating the decision.
However, overcoming these challenges through the process of balancing the
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anxieties that were perceived might arise. It too points to the alarming low level
of teacher efficacy for this participant despite being an existing post-holder. For
other participants in School B, they associate the opportunities that are afforded
to staff as having the potential to serve personal interests over the interests of
the school. This is a sensitive issue for participants as many felt it had the
potential to create disharmony amongst the staff. Participants in some cases
were suspect of the motivations of a few colleagues who regularly availed of the
resources and training but failed to reciprocate the benefits of accessing the
training to other staff, in terms of advice of guidance when requested.
Participants who expressed these concerns felt that it undermined the entire
process of collective participation as they believed that only a certain group of
staff were motivated to develop their own careers at the school’s expense.
Participant SB#204.PH.2, outlined:
But, you know, sometimes there is a negative feeling towards staff and
there’s that person there doing that, you know, and it’s through no fault
of that person that they’re out doing courses, you know, they want to do
well and they want to progress and all of that but I think sometimes, you
know, there’s a lot of ambition in our management team. A lot of ambition
and you know, a lot of striving to maintain very high standards and we
have very high standards here which we’re all very proud of but it takes a
lot of effort to maintain that and I think, you know, if you have somebody
who’s willing to do things then they’ll constantly do things for you. Others
might just need a little bit of a chance to and they will come on board as
well then. Do you know what I mean? I think management need to be
mindful of those that are genuinely interested in supporting the school
and not just themselves. [SB#204.PH.2]

This apparent conflict of intentions was also raised by another member of staff
in School B, participant SB#205.PH.2, who expressed:
Well, you see there are some that are using this as a way to bolsterer their
CV. And that is their prerogative, but I think that there are other staff who
might be better placed to be on this project but because they mightn’t see
eye to eye with the powers that be, don’t get this opportunity. I’m not
saying that has happened in this instance, cos to be fair all staff were
invited but some staff have other interests. [SB#205.PH.2]
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The views expressed by participants in School B demonstrate the range of
challenges that the principal encounters in coordinating whole-school
collaborative projects.

Despite the practical challenges of accessing the

resource of teacher competencies, engendering a culture of celebrating
participation, was identified as one way that built teacher efficacy.

This

suggestion was made my participant SA#107.PH.2. She believes that creating
opportunities for the whole staff helped negate the limitations of participation
or the low self-esteem some staff or the sceptical perception of those that are
consistently involved in school-based leadership and management activity. The
participant outlined:
I think there’s a lot of opportunities given here in this school to get
involved in different things. There’s, you know, volunteers taken for
different programmes, different courses, there’s some of my colleagues
out on instruction on leadership, for example, at the moment and things
like that. [SA#107.PH.2]

The findings demonstrate that the relationship between the principal and staff
needs to encourage a culture of trust that will increase teacher efficacy. This
understanding also relates to the theme of ‘cohering’ and the sub-theme of
‘culture’ within schools and links with the theme of ‘modelling’ and the ‘values’
that is relevant for the leader in the practice of distributed leadership.
The principals in each of the respective schools identified ‘expertise’ as being a
vital element required to deliver on whole-school projects. They pointed to
challenges in a lack of expertise, enabling the necessary expertise through CPD
or tapping into the potential already there, to make a positive difference to the
whole-school initiative. The principal of School A outlined:
I certainly feel that I want all the staff in our school to believe that they
have a contribution to make at some stage. It may not necessarily be all
the time but to be able to come in and out of certain projects. The
challenge however is realising whether the staff have the necessary
qualifications or professional development to be in a position to be part of
a project such as the one we are involved with here. [SA#100.PH.P]
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The researcher queried further with the principal, about how he engaged staff
in this process, responding:
I was somewhat fortunate whether by design or otherwise, I introduced
this survey with staff a number of years ago, particularly as numbers were
growing and we were recruiting, the other qualifications or CPD they had
and their willingness to be part of other events in the school; so I had some
prior knowledge of the capacity available within the school and there is an
overall good will by staff to support initiatives that are going to be of
benefit to the school. [SA#100.PH.P]

The principal pointed out, that while the process took slightly longer to get over
the line, he believes that it has created a greater sense of collective staff support
because they have had direct say on how this should take place. He outlined,
While the process to get staff to agree to explore the initiative, set criteria,
agree some criteria, meet with staff and get started, this takes time and
energy and sometimes can be bloody frustrating, however, I believe it was
the best way for us to get the collective body of staff on board.
[SA#100.PH.P]

The above views from the principal in School A reveal the practical challenges in
building capacity. Developing teacher efficacy or providing CPD for staff are
challenging aspects to school principals practice on whole-school projects.
Nevertheless, there are other factors that need to be considered by the leader.
Here again, the process of ‘judging’ is clearly put into place. In the case of the
principal in School A, he interpreted the needs of the school. He identified that
he required specific expertise and sought the support of staff through an
equitable platform. The principal evaluated the various levels of expertise that
needed to be required and balanced these within the broader context of the
school’s needs. The principal also explained how he requires further CPD to be
able to best understand how he is to engage his staff and build capacity. He
noted:
And this all said, I too am learning on my feet. It’s been over 20 years since
I completed by MSc in School Leadership. I’d like to think I do a good job
in running the school but am I, I wonder? I have received no professional
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development in this new language of sharing the leadership or distributing
the leadership. [SA#100.PH.P]

The principal in School B, also agreed on the importance and challenge in
building capacity so that the necessary expertise can be deployed from within
the school community. The challenge for the principal is making the correct
judgements that allow him make decisions in the best interests of the school.
He is primarily concerned with managing the expectations of staff when they
were in this process and the potential challenges that it presents when a final
decision must be made. Stemming from this is the concern that, if staff with the
necessary qualifications are not involved in the project then there is the danger
that the credibility of the conclusions or findings will be challenged and not
adopted by staff. This is not something he envisages happening on this project
but looking to other opportunities that might arise later in the year or next year,
then this is something that needs to be considered.
I think that in theory this idea of staff being involved more certainly makes
sense, and to be fair, so far in this project, I have experienced nothing that
would state the contrary however if this becomes a pattern of activity that
reflects the way schools are now expected to be managed and led, then
consideration will have to be given to developing the competencies of
staff. For I envisage, that we could be creating a rod to beat our own backs
with, if the same staff are always selected or put themselves forward, or
furthermore I don’t select staff to be part of the process, because I believe
they don’t have the necessary expertise. [SB#200.PH.P]

When the principal was asked, how he as the leader could enhance the CPD
opportunities, he responded:
I think the PDST has certainly a role to play here and even the national
subject forums, and the staff themselves will need to realise that there are
opportunities coming, if I want to be part of it, I need to make sure I am in
a position to put my name forward. Some of the education centres run
fantastic short courses, over Easter or the Summer but that is going to be
up to each individual teacher to be aware of this. I see that the school can
to limited extent, possibly facilitate external groups to come to the school
but again this will have to be normally outside of class time. [SB#200.PH.P]

181

The principal here identifies that the approach to involve more staff in wholeschool initiatives is credible, but the lack of capacity does create greater
problems for the school. In order to address this challenge, the principal points
to need for further CPD to support staff. He sees this as one way to develop the
capacity with the school but a challenge to other limited resources to provide.
The principal also implicitly points for there to be further guidance and support
for leaders into how to negotiate these challenges. He argued:
I’m not saying that it shouldn’t happen, but serious thought needs to be
put into how all the staff are going to be given equal access to being able
to participate otherwise, I see this as being more detrimental to the
climate within the school than any potential benefit that might be gained.
[SB#200.PH.P]

When the researcher inquired with the principal how, what he called the
‘detrimental’ effect of staff participation in whole-schools projects if not
properly addressed, could be averted, he too argued for there to be greater
support provided to school management which included financial and
professional development to know how best to facilitate this type of leadership
practice. He stated:
It’s like most things to be honest. Are the Department going to fund us to
do this property? Will I receive the teacher allocation to facilitate these
meetings? Will I get the time to upskill and learn more about how to role
out these new strategies? I don’t want to be pessimistic here, I do agree
that in theory it makes complete sense but unless the adequate support
structures are put in place for staff and management then, I’m sorry, I
think the status quo will remain. [SB#200.PH.P]

The findings demonstrate that resourcing is a major challenge for leaders of
whole-school projects through providing the resources in areas of time, finance
and teacher competencies. The data reveals how the process of ‘judging’ is also
reflected in the way all participants reach their decision.

182

5.5

Cohering
In this third and final
domain,

‘cohering’

identified

as

dominant

theme

was

another
that

emerged from the data. In this context, ‘cohering’ referred to the overarching
influence of the principal when coordinating others in the whole-school project.
In the data, ‘cohering’ as a practice of leadership and management involved
bringing together and connecting key aspects of the whole-school initiative. The
identification of ‘cohering’ arose from the analysis of the data, that pointed to
the principal, as the person who typically sanctioned and coordinated the
resources, staff and finance, to enable the project to happen. The evidence
illustrates the challenges faced by principals in the area of cooperation and
participation which are necessary to achieve support for collaborative wholeschool projects. Participants reported:
The school has a very collegial approach to how things happen here and
just like in this project, staff were consulted, and we agreed collectively
how this would develop. However, the principal, was the person who
permitted this topic to enter the conversation in the school.
[SA#104.PH.1]

The evidence from both schools reveals that it was the principal who actioned
the initiative to take place. If the principal did not approve this project to take
place, then it was not going to happen. Despite the principal being in the
position to sanction the initiative to take place, the paradox is that it still
requires the support and cooperation of staff to implement the project as
acknowledged by participant SA#104.PH.1. The staff in School B, expressed how
it is the principal who authorises whole-school projects.

Participant

SB#204.PH.2 during the focus group interview explained how this happens:
In this school, collective projects at whole-school level would not be
something that would happen regularly, if at all. Yes, we would
collaborate within our subject departments or even across department on
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certain co-curricular events but if there was something, like this, which
would involve the entire school, that would have to come through the
office of the principal. [SB#204.PH.2]

The researcher probed why it was the case everything came through the
principal’s office, which they replied:
Well you see, we are, I suppose, a very academic school and yes, the
students do play sport and that but for the teachers we are very much to
the fore in getting the best from the students academically. Therefore, it’s
a bit like that cliché, working in your silo that is your classroom, it’s so true.
And while this might not be the politically correct thing to say, that is the
reality, while all the evidence about new active ways to learn, which I think
is brilliant, I’ve 22 honours level students all looking A1 or A2 at leaving.
You can agree or disagree all you like but it existed long before I came and
I’m sure will long after I leave too. Any new initiatives are largely coming
from the top really. [SB#204.PH.2]
I think that any staff member who might think that they could create their
own agenda here, would be wasting their time. Quite frankly, they would
need to be Houdini-they would need to be able to create additional time
not only for themselves but also for the staff and be able to hypnotise the
principal into doing what they say! Even if that was all possible, you’d have
to ask the question, why would you want to? [SB#207.NPH]

The opinions of the principals also reflect the essence of the theme of ‘cohering’.
They too contextualise the challenges that arise through the interactions with
staff in whole-school collaborative projects. The principals both agree on the
importance of staff being involved in the decision-making process within the
school. However, in this study, the data illustrates that both principals seek to
retain the ability to be able to make the final decision on sanctioning initiatives
that take place within their school. The level of staff involvement varies and is
something that principals ‘cohere’ through their daily practice. The principal in
School A outlined:
I am very careful not to wield the principal stick because I firmly hold the
view that irrespective what role you have in this school, it is important and
your entitled to have your voice heard and be a part of the decisionmaking process if necessary. That said, I am the one that is answerable to
the Board or the Department or to the local community. I need to be
confident that whatever we are doing is always appropriate and
compliant. I must make sure all bases are covered and it’s something staff
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will not always have the full picture about for various reasons and I don’t
expect them to either. So, it’s incredibly important that I sign off if
something is going to happen inside the gates of this school.
[SA#100.PH.P]

The principal in School B was unequivocal about his legal responsibility within
his position as principal and the implications for him if decisions were made that
could compromise the school community. He argued:
I think I mentioned this before about my role as the school principal. At
the end of the day I am legally responsible for what goes on in this school.
And while people may enjoy making suggestions and even decisions about
how things should be, if I am not comfortable with this then it’s not
something that I could stand over. At the end of the day, all staff are
repeatedly advised, not to go on solo runs. They go off on something
without my approval then on their head be it. I, as the principal, wouldn’t
be as naïve to proceed with something without informing the Board of
Governors, so I think staff will always have to be mindful of this too.
Otherwise they are exposing themselves. [SB#200.PH.P]

The views expressed by the principal’s, illustrate the positional authority held
by the principal which is also understood by the staff in each school in this study.
Their authority is manifested by the statutory authority invested in the role of
principal. Therefore, it is the principal who holds the ultimate decision-making
authority to sanction projects. Notwithstanding this authority, it is also evident
how the principal or those in leadership positions need to ‘cohere’ certain
aspects of their practice; the above examples illustrating the staff and external
commitments such as the school Board of Governors or DES circulars. There are
challenges, as identified through the current leadership practice of principals,
that demonstrate the need for these matters to be negotiated carefully;
particularly when the principal is seeking the collaboration (voluntary) of staff.
Furthermore, the theme of ‘judging’ in the context of the theme ‘cohering’ is
evident in the practice of staff and the school leaders. In the latter examples of
the school principals, the process of interpreting, evaluating and balancing
initiatives is demonstrated in their practice. Principals need to interpret a range
of factors when leading whole-school projects. In the case of principal in School
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B, the nature of the project being proposed, needed to be fully understood
before he would evaluate whether he would commit to it taking place. This
involved interpreting the profile of staff required to participate in the project
and the level of expertise that staff would have to support the project. This then
resulted in evaluations being made about the viability of the project in line with
needs of the school. The final element in the process of ‘judging’; ‘balancing’, is
reflected through assessing the impact undertaking such a project may have on
the school community.

The practice of ‘cohering’ is configured by three other sub-themes that reflect
the practise or influence on the practice of the principal involved in this study.
The sub-themes include, ‘power, culture, and vision’ (Table 5.1). The researcher
will present the findings of each sub-theme and its relationship to the overall
theme of ‘cohering’ in the subsequent chapters.
Table 5.1 Current leadership practices in the context of ‘cohering’.

Cohering

Power

Culture

Vision

Source created by the author.

5.5.1 Power
The sub-theme, ‘power’, was evident through all the different strands within the
domain of ‘cohering’ and evident in the other domains too but to a lesser extent.
The concept of ‘power’ varied in terms of how it was perceived and experienced
by staff from their interactions with the principal. The principals use of the term
‘power’ was not explicitly stated, however, through their opinions and practices
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in decision-making it was a concept that became prominent. The principals
recognised it as a ‘silent’ challenge that required negotiation and careful
monitoring, especially when engaging in the process of whole-school projects.
Power was categorised within this domain, as it was interpreted from the
findings that ‘power’ was something that required the principal to cohere with
the staff in a bi-lateral way. Participants associated ‘power’ as an element that
was located primarily in the office of the principal. The data also indicates that
‘power’ is also exercised in other constituents of the school community that has
the potential to challenge the authority of the principal.

The views of the participants from both schools reflected different patterns in
which ‘power’ was enacted through daily interactions between the principal and
staff. The participants in School A believed that the principal in his role
supported staff in many ways to become involved in the leadership and
management activities of the school. However, in all cases referred to by the
participants, it was at the invitation of the principal for staff to participate. The
authority (power) was in the office of the principal and this was very much
acknowledged as the ‘appropriate’ place for this authority to reside.
Importantly, staff did express that, if they had suggestions or ideas, they would
feel very comfortable in bringing these suggestions to the attention of the
principal, confident that these would be raised at the next staff meeting if
appropriate. These views were captured best during the focus group interviews
with the staff in School A, as it appeared the staff were comfortable to speak
openly and candidly around this theme. The questioning by the researcher had
developed into the area of opportunities that were afforded to staff. The
researcher inquired if there were opportunities to lead school activities, such as
meetings or whole-school management projects, would it be something that
they would consider if the opportunity arose-either by something that they
identified or at the request of the principal. Those attending the focus group
interview reported:
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It would depend for example, the principal will always chair the staff
meetings or in his absence the deputy principal. But there are other
meetings such as the Student Support Team or Wellbeing Committee,
while the principal or deputy principal attends they wouldn’t normal chair
those types of meetings. [SA#109.NPH]

Another member of the group added:
This is good [the principal to chair staff meetings] because there are issues
that arise at staff meetings, that need to be led by the principaltimetabling or agreeing Croke Park hours. If there was no principal there
to take charge and make the decisions, then it would be difficult to imagine
how a consensus would be reached with 120 staff. [SA#106.PH.2]

This view was also supported by another group member, who stated:
And to be fair to the principal, even in the staff meetings, staff are invited
to suggest items for the agenda, and in most cases the principal will put it
out to the staff to vote on decisions, even in some cases that he will vote
against, and lose but is happy to go with the overall majority. Though, if it
was something that he really didn’t agree with he would take the staff vote
and refer to the Board-which is fair enough too. [SA#105.PH.1]

The views by the participants indicate that staff recognise that it is the principal
in the school who has the power to sanction whole-school activities.
Participants explained they felt it was important that there was someone with
the authority to make the final decisions. Of equal importance, as pointed out
by participant SA#105.PH.1, the principals equally realise how they need to
negotiate the support of staff for the implementation of a whole-school project.
This is reflected in instances when the principal is open to agreeing with the
consensus reached with staff if this means going against his own personal
preference. Furthermore, the findings also indicate how the principal ‘coheres’
the staff to ensure there is collegiality arising from the decisions that need to be
made. The views of the participants from School A demonstrate how staff, as a
result of this experience, are not averse to leading or participating in the
leadership and management of a whole-school project.

This further

demonstrates the confidence staff have, in taking on similar collaborative
projects coordinated through the office of principal. It also suggests that there
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is a willingness on behalf of the staff to lead or participate in whole-school
projects.

In School B, the staff in contrast, spoke more openly during the one-to-one
interviews about their experience of the way in which the principal executed his
authority and whether they would have a desire to be involved in future
distributed leadership projects. The participants stated:
I personally don’t think that I would be interested in taking on something
like this again. I just think that, yes you come together to discuss and make
suggestions but what real impact are our suggestions or decisions going to
have? Like, if the principal doesn’t agree or support with what we are
doing, then it won’t happen. That’s just it. [SB#207.NPH]
I’m a little indifferent to be honest. I see the potential and see the
potential benefits but unless the principal is fully behind it, I don’t know if
it will really work. That said he does need to engage with the staff more if
he is genuine in wanting these projects to work [SB#202.PH.1]

The responses indicate that the positional power exercised by the school
principal, is having an adverse effect on staff’s future willingness to participate
in whole-school projects of this nature. The remarks of participant SB#202.PH.1,
who is an assistant principal, reveals how staff recognise the power of the staff
as a collective. The participant outlines that the principal needs to consider
engaging more with the staff “if the projects are to work.” The researcher
probed the participant on what she meant by these remarks, in which she
responded:
You know at the end of the day, yes, the principal is the one ultimately in
charge of what goes on around here but you know if he doesn’t have the
support of his staff he won’t achieve very much. Staff will be very quick to
find other things that will keep them busy and not be available to support
these school events. And that would be unfortunate for the school.
[SB#202.PH.1]

These accounts indicate the challenge principals have to consider daily when
cohering staff despite the authority that comes with their position. In the case
of School B, the principal does not command the same level of cooperation with
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staff in comparison to School A, which appears to contribute to a lack of
mobilisation in initiating, leading or participating in whole-school projects by
staff. The judgement process, upon which staff arrive at these decisions, follows
a similar pattern as previously outlined in other themes. In the case of School
B, the top down approach by the principal particularly in terms of the overriding
decision-making authority of the principal, unsettles the staff. They feel it is a
futile exercise to make decisions that could ultimately be disregarded by the
principal. This belief is expressed by participant SB#207.NPH, “if the principal
doesn’t agree or support what we are doing, then it won’t happen. So why
would you bother? That’s just it.” Consequently, staff have interpreted and
evaluated, against the backdrop of existing commitments a lack of support from
the principal that has resulted in palpable despondency towards participation.

The principals in the respective schools, did confirm occasions and situations
that would validate their authority (power) being enacted. The authority
(power) of the principal was recognised as an executive function associated with
the role not as something that was adjunct to the position. There was a very
concerted effort by both principals to clarify the positional authority they hold
and how they each execute it. They were keen to point out that this function
was not something that they took for granted but was a necessary element that
enabled them to make key decisions in the interests of their school. These views
are detailed below:
I cannot express how important it is to have staff at all levels involved in
our day to day management and setting out the strategy for the school.
That said, I think that is important to bear in mind, that, I am the
accounting officer for this school. That is a legal responsibility which I need
to take seriously and not for granted. If I take this authority for granted, I
could be negligent in my duties to the educational and personal welfare
for the students and staff-not something I will ever allow to happen.
[SA#100.PH.P]

The principal went on to say, that he felt this was a delicate matter that needed
to carefully be managed with staff:
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I am very conscious though that I don’t want this to restrict staff and their
involvement in the management activity. I suppose it’s having a bird’s eye
perspective on the activity but to encourage staff to feel that their
suggestions or decisions are worthwhile more than just a token gesture to
their involvement in the process, but each situation will be different.
[SA#100.PH.P]

In the above extracts, the principal outlines the legal responsibilities vested in
his role, that cannot be compromised.

However, he is very clear in

understanding that the power (authority) he holds is a commodity that has the
potential to cohere staff to encourage their participation and support in wholeschool projects.
The principal in School B was also very conscious about the legal responsibility
he held in the school and the accountable nature of the role, not only to the
Board of Governors but also the DES. He outlined:
The staff are the greatest resource to our school and any school for that
matter. Again, it is very clear that written within legislation the
responsibility that I have to this office. No more than the fact that I am
responsible to the Board of Governors, staff need to be accountable within
the framework of the school, which I control. [SB#200.PH.P]

The principal pointed to other factors aside from the legal responsibilities that
influenced his attitude. Of significance was the possibility of staff with limited
expertise undertaking leadership and management activity when engaging in
whole-school projects. In this situation he highlighted the potential negative
impact on staff relations if unpopular choices were made by those without the
necessary expertise. He noted:
No, it’s not. There are other implications in this process, again which I need
to be mindful off. You know, there are staff here that would see
themselves involved in different leadership and management activity-and
this is great-but do they have the necessary expertise? In some cases, not.
Now, how can I ensure that some staff who are very well qualified in their
subject area, who have an interest to be involved but don’t have the
appropriate training or expertise for a particular type of whole school
project. This could completely undermine the process entirely.
Furthermore, while staff are happy to put their names forward and take
part in the process, they don’t always want to assume the authority to
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make decisions that may have implications for the practice of their
colleagues, which in some cases could be an unpopular decision. This too
can have the potential of having negative consequences for the staff moral
and collegiality. [SB#200.PH.P]

The principal also pointed out for the need of staff to be able to manage
delegated ‘power’ (authority); something which certain staff may not be
comfortable being responsible with. It is something that he is very mindful
about, so to prevent any disharmony. He outlined:
I appreciate that by affording staff the opportunity to execute roles that
involve making decisions, that can influence how the school is managed,
can be empowering and affirming. But giving this power needs to be
carefully controlled. You know, I have, through my experience as a teacher
and principal seen how some people can have difficulty handling the
power bestowed to them. I’ve created over my time enough rods to beat
my back without creating another! [SB#200.PH.P]

For the principal in School B, the practice of cohering staff through the
mechanism of his positional power and authority is something which he feels is
important and necessary in his role. The justification of this judgement follows
the process of ‘judging’ already established in this study.

The principal

interprets the challenges of divesting authority for certain staff to make
decisions and he has evaluated the implications of such factors. He interprets
staff involvement as something that has the potential to be ‘empowering and
affirmative for staff’ but he also evaluates that the abuse of power is something
that could present difficulties for him as principal. The principal is aware of the
positive implications of empowering staff. The judgements that he makes are
as a result of balancing various situational factors such as staff expertise,
statutory accountability and finance while ‘cohering’ the challenges that arises
through these interactions, namely power.

The findings presented demonstrate how power is practiced and received
within the context of principals and staff who are involved in whole-school
project. All participants, through their various positions in the respective
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schools, identify power as a dominant theme that arises through the
interactions between the principal and the staff. While many of the participants
perceive power as residing primarily in the office of the school principal, the
findings reveal other sources of power. Cohering staff involvement in wholeschool projects is not one directional, as the commodity of power can exist in
other departments of the school that may not retain any positional authority
but can be powerful in their influence over other staff. This brings into focus
the culture of the school and this is the focus of the next section.

5.5.2 Culture
All participants in this study placed considerable importance on the cultural
norms and ways of working within their respective schools to influence their
practices and participation in whole-school projects. While their understanding
of culture as a concept varied within the school, there was a consistent
awareness from all participants that it was important and had the potential to
influence the success or not of new initiatives within the schools. The principal
of School A also pointed to the problems that can potentially arise if there is a
lack of understanding about how to engage with the school culture and climate:
Well, they to me, they are probably the more important aspects to my
daily work because if you don’t listen and address what comes the issues
that is arising on a daily basis, then you’re not really going to be in a
position to immediately change deep rooted attitudes and perceptions.
So, your formal plan isn’t going to work because its what’s happening on
the ground, the informal way, that is informing what should be happening
there on the other side and if you ignore that and say okay put that to one
side until next week then you’re missing an opportunity to engage
creatively with a student or a parent or a staff member or whatever or an
outside force. [SA#100.PH.P]

It was clearly apparent in the remarks made by the principal in School A, that
‘cohering’ events within the school is a responsibility that he takes seriously in
his daily practice. He recognises his role as being imperative to be able to
engage in the process of shaping the culture. It is at this juncture the process of
‘judging’ is practiced by the principal. He is interpreting; through listening, to
the daily events that are occurring in the school through various stimuli, either
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from the students, parents or staff. Through this process of listening the
principal is interpreting what is happening within the school and evaluating the
situation regularly. This, as the data illustrates, ensures that the culture of the
school community is coherent with what is happening day-to-day.

The principal in School B also emphasised the importance, as a school leader, of
knowing the culture of the school. He identified his role as a protector of the
culture rather than accommodating its change. He outlined:
Yes well, I expect the staff of the school to uphold the strong ethos of the
school that has been established here for over 100 years. We have a proud
tradition of academic success and it’s the culture of the school that
students that enrol in our school are expected to achieve. Therefore, the
staff are aware of the expectations that are there, and they are very good
a meeting these expectations. My role is to protect that culture and
ensure that we keep delivering on this success. [SB#200.PH.P]

The principal in School B confirms the symbolic importance of the culture in his
school and the challenges faced in maintaining the expectations for this school.
When the principal in School B was asked to clarify how he “protected the
culture”, he outlined:
As principal I am accountable to the Board of Governors, the buck stops
with me. I inform staff exactly the expectations at the start of the year and
I attend randomly, subject department meetings to monitor how things
are progressing. I and the deputy principal will monitor the summative
tests results through an academic tracking program and ask questions if
there are any anomalies. Staff know this is the case. In some instances,
staff are uneasy about this but most of the staff understand and like the
fact that we are monitoring closely what is going on especially those that
work hard and get the results. So, I as principal make sure that everyone
is doing their job to their best and there’s a lot to juggle in that!
[SB#200.PH.P]

For the principal in School B, establishing a clear sense of the expectations he
has for the school and the staff, are part of a suite of mechanisms that he uses
to control and maintain the culture within the school - this is his influential
stance. He recognises that he is the accountable member of staff that is now
responsible to the Board of Governors of the school. Like the principal in School
A, the process of judgement is of significance in this circumstance. The principal
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interprets that the culture of the school reflects high expectations regarding
student attainment and the implications this has on daily practice. He is making
evaluations against this information and balancing this within the daily needs of
the school while also adhering to the expectations and protecting the culture.
The principal is aware that he needs to negotiate with all key stakeholders
including teachers, the Board of Governors and Parent Association in order to
cohere the different resources, while ensuring that the culture and climate of
the school are not adversely affected by the changes in practice.

Staff understanding about their role in influencing the culture of a school varied
when asked about this within the interviews. Some recognised that their daily
interactions between colleagues, students or the management contributed to
the school culture.

Others stressed the importance of concentrating on

activities that helped to maintain the existing culture.

However, most

participants felt their interactions and activities related to maintaining the
culture and adhering to a culture and not to cultural change.

This was

encapsulated by participant SA#108.PH.2:
If you were to ask me, how did I specifically influence the culture of the
school, I couldn’t answer that question, but I do know that the type of
school that we have is as a result of how we interact as teachers with the
students, with the management, with the students on a daily basis.
Collectively, from all our interactions gives rise to the type of school we
have. [SA#108.PH.2]

Similar sentiments were also shared by participants in School B with the
slight distinction in that the participants expressed not a collective
influence on the culture but one that has already been shaped which they
continue to support. They expressed:
I am not sure how I impact directly on the culture of the school. I come
and do what is expected from me and go home. I suppose that’s how I
contribute to the school culture because that would be typical of what
most of us do here in the school. There are high expectations of us to get
good results for the students. [SB#207.NPH]
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When the participant in School B was asked to consider, why she didn’t feel that
she could contribute to the culture of the school, it was apparent that the longestablished culture of the school was a contributing factor, when she stated:
To be honest, this is not meant to be a criticism of the management, but
we are focused on getting students through the curriculum and giving
them the best opportunity to achieve top results. This means that a lot of
the management of the school or decisions of the school are made by the
senior management. Yes, on occasion we might be asked at staff meetings
if we agree on certain points but overall, it’s the principal and the deputy
that have that responsibility. That’s what their paid to do. I certainly don’t
feel that it’s up to me to be telling them how to run the school, they
probably wouldn’t listen to me anyway. [SB#207.NPH]

The remarks made by participant SB#207.NPH were also expressed by another
participant who held a position of responsibility within the school. For her,
while she held a formal seniority role in the school, she felt that her remit was
very prescriptive, to the extent that he did not have confidence to express views
on other aspects of school life that may influence the culture or climate of the
school. She outlined:
I have a particular responsibility as year head but to be honest I would only
deal with matters that concern this area in the school. I would like to think
that I am courteous and work hard, and if anyone needed support that I
would help them out, but in this school, it is very much about doing what
you are designated to do and the rest is dealt with by the principal. Most
of the time this is fine with me, but you on occasion I feel nearly like one
of the students you don’t feel that you are having much impact on other
parts of the school – maybe I am but I just don’t know it. [SB#202.PH.1]

Despite being a senior member of staff, she feels she doesn’t have much impact
on the school. Her responsibilities are delegated through the principal while
everything else is managed by the principal. For the staff in School B, there is a
clear realisation that roles and responsibilities are demarcated, and staff work
within their roles. However, participants also expressed how there is the
realisation that staff, through the process of judging, continue to support the
status quo of the school despite the potential for staff to have greater
involvement in initiatives. Through the process of judging, staff in School B, are
interpreting that there is a clear culture in the school which is focused on
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academic results - anything outside of this is irrelevant, to what is expected from
them and if it is relevant it will be the principal who will sanction it. This is also
reflected in the thoughts of the principal, who would recognise his role as
central to shaping the cultural norms of the school through establishing high
expectations for the staff and students. The following section will examine the
sub-theme ‘vision’ and its influence within the practice of cohering.

5.5.3 Vision
The findings revealed that, the ‘vision’ of a school is central to the leadership
and management practices of principals. It is something that is constantly being
negotiated by the principal with staff directly and indirectly through daily
practice. It was also recognised by the participants as an area of day-to-day
management practice that needs direction to ensure that it remains relevant
and informative for staff.
Participants in School A acknowledged that there is a vision of the school which
reflects the general beliefs about the aspirations of the school. They believed
that the vision of their school was something all staff contributed towards and
strived to achieve. Staff spoke about a range of different opportunities by the
principal which they are afforded, through their daily practice, that offers them
the opportunity to contribute to achieving the vision of the school. During the
focus group interviews they spoke about the School Self Evaluation (SSE)
process as one instrument that the school principal encouraged staff to be a
part of. They felt that this was a key part of the whole school management of
the school, that pointed to practical ways in which the school could strive to
achieve the vision they had for the school. Other staff pointed to the bi-annual
meetings the principal would have with staff to discuss a range of issues on a
one-to-one or departmental level. Others enjoyed the opportunity through
informal chats in which the principal would speak with staff regularly ‘checkingin’ on certain issues throughout the year. These opinions are reflected in several
extracts that recorded the views of the staff from both the one-to-one
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interviews, staff meeting and the focus groups when queried on the purpose
and vision statement of the school:
We have a very clear vision statement that is displayed on the way into the
school. In previous schools that I would have taught in, the vision was not
something that was taken seriously at all. I couldn’t tell you if it was there
never mind what it said. But in our school, it’s something that is constantly
referred to-whether it’s at the opening of the staff meeting in the school
year, or through new initiatives it is something that is constantly referred
to – the Principal is reputed to even reference on the staff party nights
which unfortunately I normally cannot attend with having a young family.
But it is something that is important for our school. [SA#107.PH.2]

The above remark underscores the visibility of the vision statement for staff in
School A. At a deeper level, the evidence indicates coherence is built between
the vision and the important activities of the school, such examples include
student attainment academically or socially, school development planning or
student enrolment. The evidence also indicates how staff apply the judging
process identified in the theme of the ‘judging’ earlier in this study. For the
staff in School A, the way they felt to be active authors of the vision and
consequently the future of the school was reflecting upon:
The principal places a big emphasis on what we say we do and being able
to show how we do it. So, each year we are invited to meet on a one-toone or sometimes we meet as a department to discuss a range of issues
and the vision is always on the agenda. I think this is a good way to feel
that you are connected to how the school should be and what we’re about.
And it a two-way process, we can express our views on how we feel the
school is and we hear from the principal his thoughts. I find this very good
to be honest. [SA#105.PH.1]

The above cross-section of remarks from staff, which cover post and non-post
holders, illustrate how staff are encouraged and supported to engage with and
influence the guiding vision of the school. Subsequently, staff evaluate this
opportunity and affirmation against how they can balance their daily practice
towards achieving the vision of the school.

The result of this approach

generates greater levels of support and cooperation from staff to be involved in
the school.
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The participants in School B also placed great importance on the vision of their
school but articulated differently how they contributed to it. They felt that the
vision was something that provided a sense of direction and purpose in relation
to what the school aspired to achieve. This is reflected in the following extract:
There is a vision statement in our school, in terms of shared, I’m not sure
how to interpret this. If you’re asking, do I and my colleagues work
towards the vision that’s in the school, I’d be confident that we do and
that it is shared through us all having an understanding about it but not
shared from the perspective of changing or influencing it. I don’t know,
who would have the power to do that. This is a traditional school that’s
been in existence a long time. The vision hasn’t really changed, and I can’t
see it changing any time soon. And I’m ok with that-I don’t see it affecting
much with what I do on a daily basis but that is equally not to say, that I
don’t feel it’s important-because it is. [SB#207.NPH]

When participant SB#207.NPH was asked to explain she didn’t feel that it
affected her daily practice but was nonetheless still important, she stated:
Well I don’t want to be getting into trouble here, ok, I just think that as a
teacher with a 22hr timetable, teaching higher level students I don’t
consciously think that through all my interactions is this in line with the
vision of the school and to be fair I don’t think that our principal is
expecting that either. Rather, I see that my role is to get the best out of
the students that study my subject and in doing that I feel that I am
contributing to the vision of the school. Do you understand?
[SB#207.NPH]

The remarks here highlight a respect for the vision of the school but a lack of
awareness into how they can influence or direct it. The remark by participant
SB#207.NPH “I don’t think that our principal is expecting that either”- suggests
a perception by staff that the principal is also not expecting them to influence
it. Staff in School B also support the view that the vision is an important aspect
in the management of the school and the various aspects of daily practice that
need to be negotiated in different ways in order to strive towards achieving the
expectations set out in the vision. However, through the process of ‘judging’
staff in School B reflect different outcomes from the interpretations and
evaluations, in terms of how they can contribute to influencing the vision in their
school. Staff in School A express a tangible connection to influencing the vision
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of their school, being afforded the opportunity to engage in this process of
authoring through defining and shaping their school vision. In contrast, the staff
in School B, while also seeing the importance of the vision, interpret that they
are not in a position to influence the vision in any way and conclude that neither
have they the necessary authority to do so they simply remain compliant. The
evidence illustrates the challenges that principals encounter as they cohere staff
around the school vision.
In School A the principal acknowledges the importance of, firstly, the school
having a vision and secondly, that the vision is one that all stakeholders can
relate to, particularly the staff of the school:
Since appointed to this role, the values that I feel are important have
always been reflected in the values held here in the school. These
same values, that we aspire to achieve through our vision
statement. That said, it is critical that this is not something that is
taken out of the glass cabinet for special occasions or school
inspections but something that staff and students can feel is
achievable and accessible. [SA#100.PH.P]
When the principal in School A was probed to give further insight into what he
meant by making it [the vision statement] ‘achievable and accessible’, he went
on to say:
I want the staff to feel that, irrespective of whatever their role is in
the school, post-holder, resource teacher, subject teacher, guidance
counsellor-that they know that every day they drive through the
gates of the school, they understand what we stand for as a school
and what we hope to achieve for our students. For this to be
meaningful, they need to be the co-authors. By this I mean, I ensure
that I place a lot of value on the vision of the school which I think
gives it a sense of legitimacy with staff. [SA#100.PH.P]
The evidence provided by the principal in School A also illustrates the challenges
he encounters in cohering staff and departments so that collectively the school
is operating in line with the vision. The principal expresses how he wants staff
to become ‘co-authors’ of the vision of the school. From the previous evidence
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outlined from staff in School A, the sense of ownership they feel towards the
vision of the school can be attributed to the approach the principal has adopted.
In contrast, the principal in School B held a different opinion on the influence
staff should have on the vision of the school. In his remarks, he too stresses not
just the importance of the school vision but rather than the staff influencing it,
he believes that the different generations interpret the vision for that period,
and from their interpretation they make it meaningful to their context. He
outlined:
The vision in our College is one that has been established by the
founders over 100yrs ago. It is something that has stood the test of
time but never has it lost its sense of importance or motivation for
us to achieve the challenge contained within the text. I see it as our
challenge to interpret the vision in the context of the social,
economic, political and educational climate that exists.
[SB#200.PH.P]
The principal was asked to further clarify what he meant by “our challenge to
interpret the vision”, to which he responded:
Well it is primarily my role to be able to direct the staff to achieve
the expectations, ensuring that they know what is to be expected. I
ultimately do this on behalf of the Board of Governors of the college.
[SB#200.PH.P]
The remarks of the principal illustrate the challenges that need to be negotiated
to ensure the vision is upheld. In the case of School B, the principal refers to the
expectations set out by the Board of Governors and other day-to-day
management challenges such as school self-evaluation or student attainment or
wellbeing issues. The principal’s approach to cohering elements of the school
with the vision of the school is also reflected in the experiences of staff.
5.6

Conclusion

The researcher has presented the findings from the data collected undertaken
in the two schools. The field work was carried out over one academic year. In
the context of this study, the researcher gathered valuable data that focused
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particularly on the leadership practice of the principal and the experiences of
staff during this process, throughout the implementation of a whole-school
change project. From the analysis of the data, a schema was developed that
reflects the key themes that emerged from the data, based upon the interviews,
focus groups and observations carried out in both schools. The schema, that
the researcher has developed, reflects important elements of the daily
leadership practice of school principals.
The schema of current leadership practice has provided a framework, consisting
of themes and sub-themes that reflects the activities of, modelling, resourcing
and cohering, exhibited by the principal’s. The distinctive feature of the schema
is the interrelatedness between each theme and sub-theme. The findings for
each theme in the schema are not defined in isolation but are fundamental to
the collective leadership practices of the principal. The synergy that exists
between these elements will be further discussed in the following chapter. It is
important to note that the participants offered a very honest account of their
experiences from the questions that were posed during the one-to-one
interviews and the focus groups. The researcher also noted that in the findings
that emerged from the data, some accounts from participants could be
interpreted as being negative but offered very reliable data that added clarity
to the contextual nature of current leadership practices. It was evident from the
findings, that the principal holds an intricate role in crafting and orchestrating
the interactions in the relationship between staff in whole-school projects.
Chapter six will discuss the findings and the relationship that exists between
these findings and the research problem of this study. The researcher will
examine each research question in detail and discuss the implications of this in
addressing the research problem.
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6 Discussion
6.1

Introduction

This thesis set out to respond to the new approach to leadership practices
school leaders are expected to model in their daily practice in post-primary
schools in Ireland. In 2007, an OECD report advised school leaders to consider
practicing distributed leadership in in their schools. In 2018, this advice was
written into a statutory circular issued by the DES 003/2018. School leaders are
now expected to execute this practice of leadership and will be inspected by the
DES (2016) on their performance. To date, there has been no study of this
nature that has examined explicitly the principles of distributed leadership
within the context of current leadership practice in the Irish post-primary
context. Yet, in a report commissioned by the DES (2018) it highlighted that
school leaders expressed ‘a critical need’ for support in areas of distributed
leadership, collaboration and empowering staff.

The researcher outlined in chapter one the rationale, including the research
problem, for this study. In chapter two and three, a comprehensive review of
the literature relevant to the research problem was presented. The evolution
of leadership practices within the Irish context at post-primary level were
reviewed alongside an international perspective on this field. Two research
questions were subsequently developed to guide the researcher in responding
to the research problem. The theoretical framework model of distributed
leadership developed by James P. Spillane was adopted in this thesis. The
specific reason for using Spillane’s model, albeit being theoretical in design, was
that it focused on the practice of school leadership in the distribution process.
Therefore, it offered the researcher the conceptual lens to diagnose the
leadership practices of two school principals who led a whole-school change
project. In doing so, it provided the opportunity to identify any gaps between
current practice and the principles of distributed leadership. The discussions in
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this chapter aim to respond to the research problem which is framed through
the following two guiding research questions:
Research Question 1: What are the prominent leadership practices
exhibited by a school principal when facilitating staff involvement in
a whole school project?
Research Question 2: To what extent do the leadership practices of
school leaders, align with the theoretical principles of distributed
leadership?
6.2

RQ1: Current leadership practice

The researcher developed a schema Figure 6.1., that configures current practice
of school leaders identified in the findings of the study.

The schema is

configured by four themes; modelling, resourcing, cohering and judging. These
four themes reflect the leadership practices identified in the interactions
between the principal and staff involved in the teaching and learning
committee. Each theme in the schema is configured by sub-themes. These subthemes are outlined in Figure 6.2. In response to the first research question
each theme will be discussed with reference to the findings and literature
reviewed. The researcher will first address the rationale for using a schema and
subsequently respond to the research questions.
Figure 6.1 A Schema of current leadership practice

Cohering

Judging
Resourcing

Modelling

Source created by the author.
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6.2.1 The Schema-Disclaimer
Schemas by their nature are organised knowledge structures representing
concepts such as situations, objects, events and actions, and the relationships
between them. They are dynamic rather than static and exist in a hierarchy that
represents various levels of abstraction (Lipman, 1991). Schema properties are
represented symbolically, usually in the form of language that serves as the
device to organise meaning (Cossette, 1998). Pankin (2013) defines schema as
‘a branch of cognitive science concerned with how the brain structures
knowledge. It is an organised unit of knowledge for a subject or event. It is based
on experience and is accessed to guide current understanding or action.’
Grounded in cognitive science, schema theory purports that knowledge is
structured through the development and organisation of schemata (Richey et
al. 2011; Winn 2004). Schemata are considered by some to be the building
blocks of cognition (Rumelhart 1980, p. 33); as such, schema theory has played
a significant role in the history of the field of Learning (Neumann and Kopcha,
2018 p.429). Rumelhart and Norman (1978, p.39) suggested that schemata
develop through three processes: accretion, tuning, and restructuring.
Accretion is a gradual process that is composed of daily experiences and
exposure to new concepts; it adds new concepts to existing schema without
disturbing the organisational system. Tuning occurs when there are changes in
the schemata used to organise information; this process modifies the existing
schemata until they are aligned with the demands put on the schemata by the
learner. Restructuring takes place when a new schema is developed to interpret
new information and the new schema forces stored knowledge to reorganise;
these reorganised schemata allow for changed interpretations and therefore
the acquisition of new knowledge
The rationale for constructing a schema was to frame the cognitive knowledge
on current leadership practice that will enable the researcher to reflect on these
practices through the lens of distributed leadership. It is not the intention of
the researcher to create a standardised prescriptive toolkit or blue print that
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defines the duties or roles of leaders executing distributed leadership. The
schema captures current practice that can facilitate a review, and redesign
where necessary, of that practice to become more aligned to the principles of
distributed leadership. The chapter will discuss in turn each theme of Figure
6.2.
Figure 6.2 A cross-section of current school leadership practice

Judging
Modelling
Resourcing
Cohering

•Interpreting
•Evaluating
•Balancing
•Values
•Dialogue
•Feedback
•Time
•Finance
•Building Capacity
•Power
•Culture
•Vision

Source created by the author.

6.2.2 Modelling
This study identified that modelling, the expected norms within the school, is a
practice held in high regard by principals and staff. The theme of modelling
referred to the practice of modelling shared values, a commitment to teaching
and learning or effective channels of communication. The staff from both
schools felt that the principal should be able to model good practice in
promoting the values of the school, in dialogue and feedback. Leaders and
followers are influenced by the way in which the formal leader models different
aspects of their practice. Robinson, et al. (2008) identified that the most
influential factor on creating a learning culture in a school, was the extent to
which the principal participated as a learner with staff. Fullan (2016, p.54)
argues that ‘modelling is crucial for developing a learning culture.’ Louis et al.
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(2009, p.159) too point to the significant influence the principal can have on
staff participation, stating ‘the person [principal] with the greatest legitimate
influence over school operations [is the principal], their behaviour will
determine the degree to which teachers trust that taking on new leadership
roles.’ The willingness of staff, to participate and remain involved in the school
projects, as evident in School A, was influenced by the way in which the principal
modelled good practice. Participants placed their trust in the principal and this
trust was fostered by simple practical things such as addressing staff by their
first name or affording time to meet with staff and discuss their concerns,
individually or collectively, or simply being generally accessible to staff.
While in School A, participants spoke positively of their experiences working
collaboratively with the principal, in School B, staff reported an indifferent
attitude towards their experience of the collaborative project. Their grievance,
as illustrated in the findings, centered around the belief that the principal was
not modelling the same practices himself as he expected of the staff. Fullan
(2016) highlights the importance of modelling the practices expected from staff.
The impact of not modelling good practice can result in individualistic
behaviours as evidenced in School B. Bandura’s (1989) work in social learning
theory helps in decoding how modelling can influence others. Bandura’s three
concepts identify that individuals can learn through observation and that when
something is learned this does not always follow a change in behaviour. The
findings from both school’s suggest that staff observe the behaviour of the
respective principals - in some instances, it influenced staff to make positive
contributions to the school community, and, in other situations not as positive.
The principal plays a critical role in this process. Other areas of literature would
suggest, that through modelling the desired behaviour, whether this is shared
values or effective communication or the practice of feedback, the principal
legitimises the expected norms of the school (Hinchey 1997; Doyle 2000). When
the environment, like in most schools, is focused on teaching and learning being
the core business of the school, time spent outside of the classroom maybe
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construed by some staff as time undermining teacher effectiveness and
inconsistent with the school norms (Fay, 1992b; Smylie and Brownlee-Conyers,
1992). In School B, the culture was explicitly focused on academic attainment.
Disruption to instruction time was not supported by the principal which meant
that staff were less likely to move outside what is perceived to be the ‘norm’.
While the principals in this study do understand the importance of modelling
good practice, further consideration should be given into the way in which
modelling good practice in areas of values, dialogue and feedback can influence
the interactions between other leaders (teachers) and followers, and
consequently the impact on leadership practice within the whole-school.

6.2.3 Resourcing
The findings identified a range of resourcing challenges such as finance, time,
expertise and legal compliance, that placed sustained pressure on the day-today management of the school, particularly for the school principal. The
principal has a central role in the allocation of resources which has a direct effect
on their relationship with other staff. The challenge for school principals is being
able to facilitate or lead staff in whole school projects despite the challenge of
finite resources. Although the cooperation and support of staff was influenced
by the listed resourcing challenges, the findings would suggest that their
relationship with the school principal has a more significant influence on their
participation on whole-school projects.
Locating the resourcing challenges within the framework of Spillane’s (2006)
model provides the opportunity for school principals to view alternative ways
to negotiate resourcing challenges. This could involve leveraging of other
aspects of the situation that will result in the redesigning or realigning of their
leadership focus and practices. The findings revealed how staff remained loyal
to the collaborative project in School A despite the financial restrictions or the
impingement on their personal time. The influencing factors here were the
shared values exhibited by the principal, the positive school culture, the
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opportunities afforded to staff to develop their expertise and the effective
methods of communication. The principal was able to engender greater levels
of participation through the development of teacher engagement and efficacy
that subsequently influenced positively the teachers’ involvement in the project
despite the resourcing challenges. Muijis and Harris (2007, p. 130), argue that
for teachers to become involved in the leadership practice, ‘they must be given
real support for their work. Consequently, it is important that teachers are both
willing and sufficiently skilled to take on leadership roles. This implies a time
and resource investment to ensure they are prepared to lead.’ The resourcing
challenges school principals are required to facilitate staff involvement in
collaborative leadership level projects, is complex and demanding.

The

evidence highlights that staff do realise there are limited resources, but their
perception and experience are influenced by the way in which the leader
allocates the resources, interacts with and supports them. Presently, principals
are viewing these resourcing challenges as accessories (Spillane, 2006) to the
leadership practice and therefore failing to grasp the significant impact on the
relationships with other leaders or followers. To avert conflict or simply the
negative perception of staff, if they believe they are not being supported by the
principal through the allocation of resources, principals need to centralise the
resourcing challenges within the practice of their leadership. This would help
principals to view how they can design or redesign their leadership practice in
order to alleviate or accommodate the adverse impact of limited resources on
the interactions within the initiative.
6.2.4 Cohering
In the literature on coherence Merriam-Webster (cited in Fullan 2016, p.6)
defined coherence as the ‘integration of diverse elements, relationships, or
values.’ Fullan (2016, p. 12) argues that coherence is an ever-evolving process
about making sense, sticking together and connecting. He asserts that leaders
‘need to find the glue that will increase the coherence’. One aspect of that glue,
Fullan argues, is ‘a developed and focused direction.’ In the context of this
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study, vision was identified as an element of the sub-theme cohering. Fullan
(2016, p. 13) defines ‘focused direction’ by four elements. The first of the four
elements are ‘purpose-driven’. Fullan (2016) argues that leaders need to be
able to develop a shared moral purpose and meaning including a pathway to
attain that purpose. The study identified other sub-themes that associates the
principal as having a central role in cohering. These include power and culture.
The traditional understanding of school leadership in terms of duties and traits
of the individual leader in the highly structured and autonomous school
environment, remains reflected in the current leadership practices in the case
study schools. Although both principals cohered all aspects of their leadership
activity, the principal in School B explicitly viewed and demonstrated a very clear
demarcation between his role as principal to that of the other staff. The
principal in School A facilitated greater levels and patterns of collaboration with
staff but he remained central in cohering the fundamental aspects of the school
such as power/authority, the culture and the vision of the school. In the
literature reviewed on distributed leadership, the role of the principal,
statutorily and educationally, is of paramount importance. As this study would
indicate, there is a significant challenge in bridging the gap in understanding
between the current traditional practice of school leadership in post-primary
schools in Ireland and the new approach towards a distributed leadership
model. The underlying premise of Spillane’s model is that leadership practice
should focus on aggregating the actions of the collective rather than the
individual. The collective being the interactions that arises from the relationship
between the leader, follower and the situation. The challenge for school
principals is knowing how to perform the pivotal role of oversight on the
interactions between leaders and followers and simultaneously to orchestrate
how best to cohere different aspects of the situation to support distributed
leadership practices. This challenge exists in a context where the prevalent
perception and practice of current leadership practice is located in the
framework of their and teachers’ more traditional duties and practices. This is
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the paradox of distributed leadership which many policy-makers, advisors and
practitioners are still struggling to grasp in the Irish context. Louis et. al (2009.
p.157) in their work of sensemaking and trust in developing distributed
leadership argue, that the principal commands a central role in cohering
different events to take place whether this is allocating the necessary time or
legitimising the types of activities that will take place, stating:
The role of principals in creating the conditions for both distributed
leadership and learning how to enact distributed leadership are
rather obvious. First, they play a central role in determining the
opportunities for sensemaking and organisational learning because
they have a role to play in determining structures (time to meet and
talk) and the allocation of other resources to any change activity
(Marks et al., 2002; Spillane et al., 2002).
Second, because they have traditionally been regarded as the
“head” of the school and the person with the greatest legitimate
influence over school operations, their behaviour will determine the
degree to which teachers trust that taking on new leadership roles
will be rewarding and have long-term benefits to themselves and
others.
Therefore, the real dilemma facing current principals is their ability to dismantle
the traditionally held beliefs about the nature of school leadership and teaching
and to negotiate the structural barriers that exist within schools to
accommodate a distributed perspective. Framing current practice of cohering
within the situational dimension in Spillane’s (2016) model offers school leaders
a way of viewing current practices and if necessary, redesigning aspects of the
situation in a manner that could better support distributed leadership.

In this study, the most notable aspects of the practice of cohering is evident in
how the principal coheres staff around the vision of their school; how they
cohere power within the school and cohere staff to support or engage with the
culture.

The major challenge is how leaders’ practice does not reflect the

interplay between cohering of power, vision or school culture on the
interactions with others and so their distributed leadership practice.
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6.2.5 Judging
In the findings chapter the theme of judging was identified as a practice that
was executed by leaders and followers. It was reflected in the interaction
between the three other elements in the schema, modelling, resourcing and
cohering. As a theme, the practice of judging consisted of three sub-themes,
interpreting, evaluating and balancing. These three sub-themes combined
configured what this study understands as the practice of judging. The findings
indicated that both leaders and followers’ practice judging before reaching their
decision on an issue or proposition. It is a practice that strongly influences the
relationship between the principal and other staff and so the extent and level
of participation by staff in the school is influenced by this practice. In School B,
participants demonstrated the practice of judging during the allocation of
resources. The participants explained how they felt frustrated and questioned
their future commitment to the project in the school. They interpreted the
principal’s decision to allocate financial resources to an alternative project at a
time when the teaching and learning committee were also seeking financial
resources meant that staff evaluated that these actions by the leader signified
a lack of support from the principal for their work. They balanced this evaluation
against other various factors, including the giving of their own free time, which
included weekends, to support the work of the teaching and learning committee
and the poor channels of communication between the principal and the
committee. Consequently, it led them to consider their future participation in
the teaching and learning committee. Their final decision was moderated by
other factors which meant that they remained committed to the project.
However, valuable insight was gained into the thought process of staff
particularly the factors that influenced this process. The unit of interest is not
trying to predict what individuals are thinking but to identify the factors that
influence the judging process that in turn influences the interactions between
leaders and followers.
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The literature in the area of judging in school leadership is limited. Leise (2013)
refers to the concept of ‘judiciousness’ as the sense of thoughtful consideration
of the issues preceding a decision. To decide is to “cut the knot” in the sense of
coming to a determination that one “side” is the winner; sound judgment lies
on that side.

Leise (2013, p. 72) defines judging as the ‘comparative

discernment of choices or options expected to provide better accuracy or
benefits and fewer errors or risks than alternatives.’ Judging requires the
capacity to use accurate knowledge or information to reduce biases and
influences on the process.

Kahneman (2011), in his work on judgment and decision making refers to the
“conditions of uncertainty”. The title refers to the great differences between
decisions based on intuition (“fast” thinking) and reason (“slow” thinking). The
situations that arise in daily school life tend to be managed with quick
judgments, followed, as needed, by problem solving - this “quick” approach is
usually helpful for achieving task that are time limited or if consequences of
mistakes are minor. All participants from both schools reflected this approach.
In the context of this study, this usually occurs at the interpretation stage of
judging. It can be viewed as a very transactional process. Kahneman (2011)
argues, people frequently make serious mistakes in judgment because they
react too quickly and are not aware or expert enough to detect sources of
influence and bias that result in regrettable decisions particularly made during
intuitive phases. For the leaders in this study, their approach to judging the
different situations or propositions depended largely on the nature of the
matter. They made the distinction of having to decide on sanctioning a school
fundraiser for a year group to deciding whether to sanction a whole-school
initiative like the one that this study is investigating. They also pointed to taking
the necessary time to think through proposals or initiatives. They refer to the
influences such as their own personal value system or that role of fellow
colleagues’ inside and outside of the school community.
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In some cases,

principals accessed the support of mentors, which one principal referred to
them as ‘the well springs’, to help them in the process of judging. Processing
judgments on the bases of intuition can be a high-risk approach. The literature
highlights how the factors that influence the judging process are significant.
Nevertheless, the significant influencer is the leader or source of authority in
the situation or interaction out of which the judging process takes place. This
does not always mean it is the school principal. Leise (2013, p.73) argues that
‘influences from authority, whether positive or negative, play a substantial role
on judging and deciding, as can groupthink, the tendency of members of
cohesive groups to emphasise agreement with a respected or feared leader.

There is also the issue of staff capacity to be able to formulate appropriately the
necessary elements of their thoughts in the judging process. The quality of
judging and deciding depends, significantly, on whether a person or group has
metacognitive awareness and of what kind and level of expertise is reflected in
the mental representation of the decision problem. The work of Arendt on the
concept of judgement, can provide principals with the practical support in this
process. Her work on the concept of judgment suggests that judging is a distinct
mental activity (Coulter and Wiens, 2002). Arendt (1978a, p.185) explains,
“thinking . . . is a solitary but not a lonely business; solitude is that human
situation in which I keep myself company.” The challenge of thinking is to listen
carefully to oneself, to be consistent, “the partner who comes to life when you
are alert and alone is the only one from whom you can never get away - except
by ceasing to think” (Arendt, 1978a, p. 188). The by-product of such thinking is
not only knowledge, but a conscience that helps provide the space and
environment to enable the process of judging to prevail. However, Coulter and
Wiens (2002, p.16), argue that even if the appropriate time was allocated for
teachers to withdraw and think, the style of thinking Arendt advises could
present greater challenges than leaders could be realistically expected to
manage. Unpacking the implications of this is for another study, however, there
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is much that principals can learn about the factors that influence the judging
process and how judging itself influences the interaction between leaders and
followers.
Principals as school leaders, in considering the importance of interactions
between other leaders (teachers) and followers, need to think how they can
best support the practice of judging-which as the findings suggest links to all
other elements of their practice. Creating the space and time for staff to hone
their ‘thinking skills’ and to develop the self-efficacy, to have confidence in
themselves so that they believe in themselves, is something that the literature
strongly supports (Kahneman, 2011).

Muijis and Harris (2007, p.114)

highlighted in their research into teacher leadership that, ‘one of the main areas
of capacity building for teacher leadership suggested by the previous research
is the need to improve teachers’ self-confidence to act as leaders in their schools
(Gehrke, 1991; Clemson-Ingram and Fessler, 1997). So, principals need to
consider more explicitly and consistently how the practice of judging impacts on
interactions with other followers which is mediated through aspects of the
situation. The leadership practice required to intervene in designing or
redesigning the situational dimension, consisting of tools, routines or structures
(Spillane, 2006) that impacts on the interactions with leaders and followers, is
better informed by this understanding of judging.

6.3

RQ2: The principles of distributed leadership

This section of the chapter will respond to the second research question:
Research Question 2: To what extent do the leadership practices of
school leaders, align with the theoretical principles of distributed
leadership?
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Figure 6.3 Distributed Leadership in the context of current leadership practice.
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Source created by author.

The researcher will discuss the findings of the study in the context of the
principles of distributed leadership defined by Spillane (2006) also presented in
section 3.6.1. The section will include an analysis of areas in which principals
will require further support in the context of this style of leadership. The section
will unpack each of the three principles advocated by Spillane (Figure 6.3).

6.3.1 Principle One: The practice of leadership is the central focus
The first design principle focuses on the practice of leadership. It will identify
the pattern of distribution that took place in each school but more specifically
discuss the practice of leadership exhibited by the two principals. The patterns
of distribution are not the area of focus for this study, but it is an important
contextual factor that informs the relationship that arises between the
leader(s), follower(s) and the situation.
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In both schools, the pattern of

leadership could be argued as collaborated distribution (Spillane, 2006). At the
outset of the study the researcher adopted the working definition of leadership
as a ‘process whereby an individual influences a group of individuals to achieve
a common goal’ (Northouse, 2007, p. 3). The study identified that the patterns
of distribution were coordinated collaboration, deriving from the principal and
not from other members of staff. Therefore the main source of influence was
one directional from principal to staff. In this case the teaching and learning
committee

collaborated

on

implementing

assessment

for

learning

methodologies in the context of the school self-evaluation process. There was
a collective interaction between all the participants to achieve the same goal.
The interactions that arose between the leaders suggest that there were mainly
positive outcomes from this experience for all the participants. This was evident
in

the

way

the

groups

worked

together

demonstrating

positive

interdependencies and heedfulness through their interactions (Spillane, 2006).
The leadership practice was influenced by the interactions that arose. The
opportunities afforded to staff, leaders or followers, fostered a sense of active
collaboration. The practices executed by the principals had a significant impact
on the interactions between other leader(s)/follower(s) and the situation and
this will be examined through the second principle, attention to the
interactions. The findings revealed that there were some nuanced differences
in terms of interdependencies or heedfulness between the schools. Spillane
(2006, p.70) explains ‘being heedful of another leader’s practice does not
necessarily entail responding in a way that is supportive of that practice.
Instances of collaborated distribution involve reciprocal interdependency, with
different leaders playing off one another’s actions.’

The establishment of the teaching and learning committee to lead the AfL
project, provided the structure, space and time, to action collaborated
distribution amongst the staff. However, the principal’s attention in both
schools was focused more on the responsibilities of each committee member
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and achieving outcomes from the process. In School B the principal was
observed as oblivious to the impact of the group dynamic and the implication of
interdependencies or heedfulness. This level off awareness was influenced by
situational factors, such as pre-existing tools, routines and structures like the
methods of communication, the school ethos or external influences in the form
of state accountability either in the form of curriculum, financial or
employment.

Both principals in this study did demonstrate leadership traits and behaviours
expected of school principals in their interactions with other leaders (teachers)
and followers. They demonstrated awareness particularly through the judging
process, how other situational factors could influence the outcomes of this
process. However, this information was not used to inform how interventions
could be made on improving the leadership practices of others.

6.3.2 Principle Two: Attention to the interactions
The second principle of Spillane’s (2006) model of distributed leadership places
attention on the interactions. The focus on the interactions between the three
elements, leaders, followers and situations, is a distinctive aspect to his
framework. In the literature reviewed, many of the contemporary theories
point to the importance of leader’s actions or behaviours, but not on the
importance of the interactions between the leaders, followers and the situation.
This study identifies that this element of the leadership practice is not
something that is consistently happening in the case study schools. The findings
revealed how the principals’ attention to the performance of the teaching and
learning committee arose more from a review of the actions not through the
monitoring or reviewing of the collective interactions. The other leaders,
deputy principal and post-holders, did reflect on their individual roles that
suggested awareness of the importance of interdependency and heedfulness
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that is necessary to work collaboratively. However, this was not something that
informed any change of future practice at a collective level.

Staff expertise was identified as a factor that could influence the interactions.
The principal’s in both schools were congnisant of the importance of staff
expertise on effectiveness of collaboration. The establishment of the teaching
and learning committees averted to some extent the lack of expertise or the
perceived lack of expertise some participants expressed. The importance of
developing teacher efficacy and collective staff competencies to support
collaboration was identified. Greater emphasis on monitoring the interactions
between leaders and followers, what Spillane (2006) refers to as the ‘collective’,
requires further investigation and support from the school principal. In some
instances, participants felt that they didn’t have the required competencies to
support whole-school projects, other participants questioned the motivation of
participants always getting involved in projects, some contesting that it was for
personal gain rather than to benefit the school. The principals, on their part,
indicated a desire to have as many of the staff involved in whole-school
initiatives however the inhibiting factor in some cases was the lack of desire,
time expertise or the necessary competencies of staff. They believed that
allowing staff to become involved in whole school projects without the
necessary competencies could be more detrimental than good for the school.
Timperley (2005, p. 414) highlighted the risk this posed as he felt that by
distributing leadership could result in distributing incompetence.

The need to build awareness regarding the importance of the interactions and
their sources is significant. The principals acknowledged they need support to
improve their understanding of how the interactions are influenced by
situational aspects such as existing tools, routines and structures that are
already established with the school or by the State. Tools such as School SelfEvaluation, DES Circulars, finance or the building of capacity in the areas of
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teacher efficacy or staff competencies influenced the relationship between
other leaders and followers. In terms of routines, practices such dialogue or
constructive feedback alongside organisational structure aspects, which
included the vision, values, climate/culture, time, further impacted on the
interactions that took place with leaders and followers. However, principals did
not consistently recognise the influence these aspects of the situation on the
collective relationship with other staff.

The literature on school capacity building identifies it as being crucial for
affecting and sustaining educational change (Copland 2003; Borko et al. 2003;
Hallinger and Heck 2010; Newmann et al. 2000). Harris and Muijis (2004)
argued that the sustainability of distributed leadership is predicated on the
capacity of staff which is supported by cohesion and trust. Teachers are
considered important agents of change who play a major role in the
implementation of change initiatives and thus have determinant impact on the
effectiveness of any change efforts (Fullan, 2007). This research identified that
teacher efficacy and staff competencies are two of the fundamental
components that leaders need to consider when they promote the distribution
of leadership. While much of the literature focuses on the impact teacher
efficacy on learner experiences and outcomes the evidence from this study
offers insight into the relationship between high levels of teacher efficacy and
collaborative practice within a whole school project.

Da Costa and Riordan (1996) explored the relationship between teachers’ sense
of efficacy and the role of trust in teachers’ willingness to engage in work
focused relationships with colleagues. Both principals identified this as having
a significant impact on the whole-school project. The lack of competencies in
leadership practices by their staff presented difficulties arising around team
work and understanding the nature of collaboration between colleagues and
leadership in the project.
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The challenge at school level is providing the necessary resources to ensure that
all fully understand the skills, knowledge and attitudes necessary to participate
in distributed school leadership. The findings indicate that a good starting point
would be with providing practical support to principals. Both principals in this
study identified that they require further support to fully understand how to
best engage in the practice of distributed leadership. From their present
experience they felt that, as the principal in School A described, ‘walking around
in the dark looking for the light switch.’ The limited understanding principals
have of distributed leadership is evident and resonates with much of the
misconceptions about this theory of school leadership. Fullan (2005) pointed
out that ‘organisational capacity which consists of providing training and
ongoing support for teachers is an essential element of the change process, one
which is led by the principal.’

This also resonates with the findings of the

reported conducted by the DES (2018) which identified that principals are
seeking critical support in distributed leadership, teamwork and empowering
staff.

6.3.3 Principle Three: Attention to the design and redesign of the situation
Spillane (2006, p. 75) argued that ‘tools, routines, structures and other aspects
of the situation often serve as ‘go-betweens in our interactions with others in
and on the world’. Aspects of the situation mediate our interactions, and in
these interactions, practice take shape.’ The findings in this study point strongly
to the situation as a fundamental element that shapes the interactions and
ultimately the distributed practice of leadership. The evidence from both
School A and School B revealed how different aspects of the situation altered
and shaped the interactions that arose through the leadership practice. In both
schools, tools such as finance, power and capacity building alongside the
routines such as dialogue and feedback, all influence the nature of the
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interactions between leaders’ and leaders and followers. Other themes such as
the school culture, values, vision and time were also identified through the
findings and classified as structural factors that influenced the situation. The
different aspects of the situation identified in the findings have been mapped
against Spillane’s situational dimension Figure 6.4.

Figure 6.4 Spillane's Situational Aspects

Tools

• Finance
• Power
• Building Capacity

Routines

• Dialogue
• Feedback

Structure

•
•
•
•
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Vision
Time

Source taken and adapted from James P. Spillane’s (2006) theoretical framework into
distributed leadership.

The findings revealed that both principals identify the evolving elements of the
situation but there is difference in how they respond regarding the situational
factors. In School A, feedback was a routine that was been advocated as a new
instrument to support teaching and learning.

However, the routine was

something that challenged the concept of tools, such as finance and capacity
building or the structure including the school culture or time. The teachers did
not respond favourably to the proposal due to the lack of clarity into how
existing routines or structures could accommodate such change. Consequently,
the leaders accommodated feedback by allocating the necessary time and
continuous professional development. In reviewing the leadership practice of
the principal, the reaction of the principal was viewed in terms of responding to
the needs of others (teachers) as leaders or followers to execute the necessary
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actions. Viewing this intervention, through the lens of distributed leadership, a
redesign within the situation, supported the interaction between the leader and
followers. In this case, the redesign resulted in improved interaction which
allowed for leadership practice to develop. In School B, the leader was less
heedful and did not recognise the need to redesign the routine of
communication to avert the disharmony that arose as a result of the existing
routines. Spillane (2006, p. 18) points to how the situational dimension which
includes the tools, routines or structures have up to this point been recognised
by school leaders as ‘accessories to leadership practice.’ Viewing the situational
dimension in this way ‘misses the fact that tools in interaction with leaders and
followers fundamentally shape the practice.’ (Spillane, 2006, p. 18).

6.4

Addressing the challenges of alignment

The findings reveal two particular areas of current school leadership practice
that require attention to enable greater alignment to the principles of
distributed leadership. Firstly, the leaders’ capacity to intervene to improve the
interactions between the leaders and the followers. Secondly, recognising the
aspects of the situation which can influence the interactions between leaders
and followers and to understand how these elements are part of the interaction
rather than being merely accessories to it. The researcher will discuss these two
points in the following sections.

6.4.1 Leaders capacity to intervene to improve the interaction
As identified in the theory and confirmed in the findings, principal’s attention is
predominately focused on the actions of other leaders and followers and the
outcomes of the process than the activity itself. The interactions between
leaders and followers or influence of aspects of the situation on the interactions,
is not something that is consistently reflected in the leadership practices by the
principals in this study. There is an overreliance on the outcome rather than the
process which results in principals not being attuned to the potential
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opportunities to intervene to improve the practice of leadership that affects the
interaction.

Evidence from the schools demonstrated how external tools such as school
inspections or legal responsibilities had an inhibiting influence on the leadership
practice of the principal that in some cases adversely impacted on the
interactions with staff. The failure to identify and intervene to redesign the
environment to improve the interactions and consequently the relationship
between these entities means that schools are missing out on being more
responsive to the day-to-day challenges that arise within the school and the
leadership opportunities for staff to participate in. An example of this was
evident in School B. The principal understood that his responsibilities were
framed and accountable to the statutory instruments defined by the State i.e.
1998 Education Act, Articles of Management. His approach to interacting with
staff and leadership of the school reflected this attitude, that if he, as principal,
was not happy with something taking place “it’s not something that [he] could
stand over” which meant that staff were not allowed to go on “solo-runs” and
if they did ‘’on their head be it” was the reaction of the principal. His approach
to school leadership in the context of collaborative distribution was constrained
by external situational dimensions which in turn influenced his interactions with
staff.

It was apparent that staff were not responding positively to the

experience of their interactions with the principal. In School A, the principal too
was constrained by situational aspects that influenced his interactions with
others. The overriding factor that impinged on this relationship was the issue
of statutory compliance. This was identified in the theme of power, where the
principal outlined how he understood his legal responsibility when it came to
empowering staff through distributed leadership practice. The tension for the
principal was understanding how much authority he could realistically be
expected to divest to staff without being negligent in the event that something
went wrong or compromised the safety or welfare of a student or member of
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staff. The legal responsibilities on the principal derive from external situational
tools and structures. Despite the challenge of the situation, the principal, in
contrast to the principal in School B, redesigns other aspects of the situation
such as ensuring that there are effective channels of communication so that
forms of dialogue between the principal and staff were accommodated. This
provided the structure to abate the concerns or frustrations of staff around
areas of support or respect for their role.

The principals in both schools demonstrated a lack of confidence in monitoring
the interactions between staff and the influence of situation on the interactions
between themselves and staff. Both principals felt they require greater support
in this area. The literature too, highlights how principals are seeking this support
to better understand their role in building collaborative cultures, developing
distributive roles and responsibilities, building teams and empowering staff
(DES, 2017). It is interesting to note though, that much of the discourse around
school leadership for post-primary schools is about building, creating or
developing. While this is commendable there is much less being spoken or
written about monitoring, intervening or appraising the practice of leadership.
To use the analogy of assessment teachers use with their students. Teachers
are creating more innovative tools, routines and structures to formatively assess
their students because summative assessment offers limited feedback for
improvement. From a school leadership perspective, too much focus remains
on the summative approaches to improving practice. Greater focus needs to be
placed on analysing the collective performance and the components that
configure the practice that influences these interactions in real time. This leads
to the second area of current practice, school principals recognising the
centrality of the situation to impact on the interactions between leader(s) and
follower(s), that is not aligned with the principles of distributed leadership.
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6.4.2 Leaders capacity to accommodate aspects of the Situation
The second main challenge that this study identified was consistency in
principal’s recognising how aspects of the situation can influence the
interactions between them and other leaders and followers. In addition, the
ability for leaders to understand how these elements are part of the interaction
rather than being merely accessories to it. The situational aspects reflected are
practices exhibited by school principals however, how the principal interpreted,
evaluated and balanced the impact of these situational aspects on the
interactions with other leaders and followers is the main issue being raised. The
study identifies this as the practice of judging or what Spillane would refer to as
the leader being ‘heedful’ of aspects of the situation. There were occasions in
which the principals did demonstrate awareness of the impact of certain
situational aspects i.e. how building capacity or dialogue could affect the
interactions between the leaders and followers. These views were supported
in the literature as central to the building sustainable learning communities
(Bandura, 1995; Ross, 1998; Mascall et al.2008). However, there is limited
awareness by the two principals of other aspects of the situation such as power,
feedback, values or time and their impact on the collective interactions. The
fact that principals in this study recognised dialogue as an important factor in
interactions, however, the principals appeared to view it as an accessory. This
means that the situational aspects are not central to the interactions and
therefore not seen as something that can directly impact on distributed
leadership practices.

Hence, principals not connecting how dialogue

(communication) and values such as trust can connect in a way that influences
the relationship between the principal and staff. While there are undoubtedly
many other situational aspects that may be considered, for the purposes of this
study only those aspects that arose through the data were identified and
applied to Spillane’s framework (Figure 6.4). As pointed out by Spillane (2006),
that aspects of the situation, such as the tools, routines and structures do not
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straitjacket the leadership practice. Aspects of the situation constantly evolve
through time and interactions with other leaders and followers.

6.5

Conclusion

The chapter has discussed the findings in detail in the context of the research
problem that was framed through the two research questions. The discussions
concluded that there are two areas in which current school leadership practice
needs to narrow the gap in order to align more closely to the principles of
distributed leadership. The first area relates to the need for the school principal
to focus attention on intervening to improve the interaction between leaders
and followers and so enable the distribution of leadership. The second area
where all leaders, including principals, need to improve current practice is
regarding the design and redesign of their practice to accommodate the
challenges of various aspects of the situation ranging from the tools, routines or
structures. The chapter discussed these areas in detail, identifying that the
practice of judging as a critical element necessary in the practice of leadership
from a distributed leadership perspective.
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7 Conclusion
7.1 Introduction
In this final chapter the researcher will review the research study, highlighting
attention to its contributions to knowledge, practice, and policy. The researcher
considers the quality and limitations of the study as well as recommending areas
for future research, before concluding with final reflections.

7.2

Summary of the research study.

The researcher undertook this study to identify current leadership practices and
explain the relationship between these and the principles of distributed
leadership. The researcher was motivated by the publication of the OECD
Report into post-primary school leadership in 2007, in which it recommended
that school principals should consider distributed leadership to assist in the
challenges faced by the accelerated pace of change, schools are currently
experiencing.

The recommendations are now reflected in the statutory

instrument issued by the DES Circular 003/2018. Despite this, school principals
in a report in the same year, 2018, called for greater levels of support into
knowing how to distribute leadership, how to empower staff and how to
develop collaborative distribution within their schools.

The researcher

identified a serious lack of research into distributed leadership at post-primary
level in Ireland. Consequently, he decided to research this area of school
leadership to identify and respond to any shortcomings there may be between
current practice and the theory of distributed leadership.

In chapter two, the study charted the historical development of school
leadership in Ireland and contextualised the need for change as identified by the
OECD in 2007. The report commissioned by the DES into CSL being the pivotal
point that underscored the need for further research in Ireland. In chapter
three, the researcher reviewed the extensive literature on school leadership
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including distributed leadership from an international perspective.

The

research problem was subsequently framed into two research questions that
guided the research design and the methodology in chapter four. In chapter
four the researcher outlined the research approach and design. The study was
designed using a case study approach over one academic school year. The data
collection instruments included, semi-structured interviews, focus groups and
non-participant observation, facilitated the researcher to collect valid and
reliable data. In chapter five the researcher presented the findings from the
data collected. The researcher incorporated controls that would uphold the
integrity and trustworthiness of the research process and data collection
procedures. The findings captured the current practices of two school principals
engaging in patterns of collaborative distribution. In chapter six the researcher
discussed the findings in the context of the research problem guided by the two
research questions that were developed at the end of chapter three.

7.3

Contribution to knowledge

The findings of this study identified that distributed leadership, as a leadership
model, is very complex in practice requiring considerable understanding into
how this multifaceted model of leadership can be effectively executed. The
researcher presents, Figure 7.1, a schema, as a framework for school leaders to
analyse their leadership practice. This schema emerged as a representation of
the intricate nature of the leadership activity from a distributed leadership
perspective within two the case study schools.
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Figure 7.1 Cross-section of the schema on coordinated leadership distribution

Source created by author.
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As discussed in the previous chapter, the scheme reveals a complex labyrinth of
factors that reflect the interactions between leaders’, leaders and followers and
the relationship between leaders, followers and the situation.

The schema

presented makes the case that the leadership activity captured through the
findings of this study demonstrate that there is are complex factors that need
to be consider when engaging in distributed leadership practice.

The researcher presents the schema as a framework that all school leaders,
irrespective of position, should reflect upon when engaging in the practice of
coordinated leadership distribution.

It is likely that certain aspects of the

schema will be familiar to those in formal leadership positions however there
are other aspects that school leaders may not have considered particularly the
interrelationship between the various elements within the schema.

The

researcher sets out the fundamental aspects of the schema which makes it
unique including the interrelated dimension.
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Figure 7.2 A schema of leadership practice in coordinated leadership distribution

Source created by author.
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7.3.1 The centrality of judging
The practice of judging is interwoven through the practice of leadership
especially between leaders and followers and aspects of the situation. Leaders,
particularly school principals, do not readily identify with this concept and
consequently don’t see the influence it has on the interactions with other
leaders, followers or the situation. There is also the capacity of the leader to be
able to formulate appropriately the necessary elements of their thoughts in the
judging process that considers the different elements of the schema. The
quality of judging and decision-making depends, significantly, on whether a
person or group has metacognitive awareness of what kind and level of
expertise is reflected in the mental representation of the decision problem. As
identified through the theme of resourcing, building capacity through teacher
efficacy or staff competencies should enable leaders to build the whole school
capacity. Being aware of these implications for the leadership practice of
distributed leadership is critically important. Reflecting on this theme of
judging, leaders’ understanding how this concept can influence and the
interaction and is influenced by other situational aspects will help inform them
of how best they can support their staff. Leaders need to further consider the
studies of Hannah Arendt, on the concept of judgement, as it points to the
practical ways upon which they can help support the necessary conditions to
enable other leaders or followers execute the practice of judging best. Her work
on the concept of judgment suggests that judging is a distinct mental activity as
she links thinking with judging. Although separate concepts, the two are also
interrelated. The current style of leadership evident still reflects a traditional
style of school leadership where the elements of practice are still orientated
around the hierarchical framework of administrative and bureaucratic practices.
Notwithstanding this, the principals in this study demonstrated a capacity to
create and support patterns of distribution.

They demonstrated a good

knowledge of the different influences in the school such as school culture, vision
and management practices. However due consideration is not given to the
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practice of leadership and more specifically the practice of judging executed by
leaders and followers. This aspect of the practice of leadership as presented in
this schema is a key element in connecting the other elements of leadership
practice from a distributed perspective.
7.3.2 A focus on diagnoses and improvement of interactions
The schema provides school leaders with a practical framework to diagnose
their current practice with a view to improve. However further support is
required for school leaders in being able to diagnose and intervene to redesign
the interactions between other leaders and followers in the context of the
schema that is presented in this study. Although principals are positively
disposed to supporting patterns of distribution in their schools, there is an
urgent need to develop school leader’s capacity to have the necessary skills to
analyse the performance of the collective activities in patterns of collaborative
distribution and diagnose the components of the performance that are not
performing optimally in the leadership practice. The findings reveal that this is
not a consistent practice executed by school leaders. This too, links with the
need to develop leader’s capacity to make informed judgements in this analysis
or diagnostic phase of intervention. The schema that has been developed will
facilitate school leaders to reflect on their current practices and that of the
followers, that should assist in their ability to make informed diagnoses of their
current practice. As illustrated in the findings and presented in the discussion,
the multifaceted nature of the schema can support school leaders in the
implementation of distributed patterns of leadership activity, however they
should proceed with caution. This study has viewed the leadership activity from
one type of distribution and furthermore, from one perspective within the
relationship, of leaders and followers, that of the leaders. So, the schema is not
the panacea to addressing the challenges of practicing distributing leadership.
Rather it reveals that complex arrangement of practices that need to be
considered under this type of distribution from the leaders perspective.
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7.3.3 Accommodating aspects of the situation
The schema presents resourcing, cohering and modelling which are configured
by subthemes, presented in Figure 7.2, that reflect key aspects of the situation.
School leaders require support to identify and understand how the situation,
which is configured by tools, routines and structures, can influence the
performance in the leadership practice. They need to be able to consistently
identify and associate how different aspects of the situation can influence and
impact interactions between leaders and followers and determine how they can
best respond to the needs of the leadership activity. Currently, there are
inconsistencies in principal’s understanding, in being able to recognise and
connect aspects of the situation, as being a key part of the tripartite relationship
that exists in the leadership practice.

Finance is a situational factor that influences the interaction between leaders
and followers.

Financial constraints impeded leaders’ ability to support

collaborative whole school initiatives.

Nevertheless, in some instances

principals can navigate the financial challenges through other situational tools
or routines. Principals need to be cognisant of the overarching influence of their
positional power on the relationship with staff which by extension affects the
effectiveness of their leadership. The burden of statutory responsibility can
adversely affect the relationship between leaders and followers and in some
cases can act as a mirage not to empower staff. While the principal remains the
central authority to sanction initiatives that impact on the day-to-day
management of the school, they must be mindful of the importance of dialogue
as an essential situational element that fosters and sustains relationships with
staff. A lack of dialogue results in staff being less likely to support whole-school
initiatives and the ability of principals foster credibility with staff. Closely
related to this challenge are the values held by the leader. Leaders or followers
can struggle with those whose values conflict with their own. A conflict in values
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between leaders or followers results in routines such as feedback, the vision or
school culture being undermined.
Building capacity of staff, their knowledge, understanding and skills in
curriculum and leadership practice is critical for leaders to actively support.
Capacity building involves the use of strategies that increase the collective
effectiveness of all levels of the system.

Teacher efficacy and staff

competencies are two of the fundamental components that leaders need to
consider when building capacity that can accommodate the distribution of
leadership practice. However, time has a significant impact on the interactions
between leaders’ and leaders and followers. The constrains of time against
existing workload influence the level of support leaders’ or followers can offer
to whole school collaborative initiatives. There are real challenges in having the
necessary time to adhere to all the statutory commitments expected from
schools. The principal has no direct control on influencing other leaders or
followers to participate voluntarily in collaborative distribution projects but by
redesigning their practice, by altering different tools, routines or structures in
the context of the situation can impact positively on staff to alter their response
to a structural challenge like that of time.
The vision of the school, which imbibes the values of that school, creates an
understanding of the culture and the norms of the school community. Whether
by choice or compliance the school vision is influenced by the concept of power.
Principals who actively facilitate staff to become ‘co-authors’ of the vision of the
school as he believed that if the vision is going to be a lived reality, it is the staff
who will deliver on this through their daily practice. Staff being invited by the
principal to engage in the vision of the school evokes a positive response by the
staff. This fosters a sense of commitment and loyalty to the vision of the school.
Staff involvement is not something that happens by accident but rather by
design. The relevance of values in supporting the interactions between leaders
and followers and secondly, the primacy of the value of trust that validates
236

other aspects of the situation and leadership practice executed by the leader.
The schema demonstrates that the basis for positive professional working
relations required a shared value system. This supports the principal, other
leader(s) and follower(s) a platform to engage and interact in a language that
promotes respect, tolerance, integrity and trust. However, values are not a
commodity that can be traded nor are they something which can be easily
established. The defining value in all the interactions is trust. If trust is not
present in the interactions between leaders and followers, then the relationship
will not be conducive for distributed leadership.

7.3.4 Distributed leadership in the context of the Schema
The schema offers a valuable framework for school leaders to reflect on their
practice when engaging in collaborative distribution. However, the schema is
not a blueprint or a prescription for the effective implementation of the
distributed leadership model. The schema certainly adds knowledge to this
model of school leadership in that it is designed to support those in leadership
positions, particularly in the context of coordinated distribution, to reflect on
their current practices in the context of the schema. The schema captures the
intricate nature of school leadership from a distributed perspective. However,
there is a real significant risk that policymakers and school leaders do not fully
consider the multifaceted nature of this leadership model; resulting in school
communities failing to reflect the key principles of distributed leadership.
Consequently, a lack of understanding is having a detrimental impact on the
interactions

between

leaders

and

followers

and

ultimately

being

counterproductive to the potential of distributed leadership. Furthermore, with
particular reference to the Irish context, given that distributed leadership is
being advocated as a leadership model of choice for school leadership teams,
its meteoric rise in popularity within very little significant research conducted
into this model in Ireland raises further concerns.

Currently distributed

leadership is most representative at the level of discourse amongst school
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leaders or part of the print in statutory instruments and policy documents
regarding leadership and management. The little regard for the complexity of
this model in terms of practice is evident in the conflated terminology
surrounding distributed leadership and the misunderstanding of how this model
can actually impacts on schools, reflects a very naïve view in Irish education.
The schema sheds to some extent a light on the complexity but there is a health
warning attached to the schema. It is a lens that frames the leadership activity
from a distributed perspective for leaders at this particular period in time. For
the schema to remain relevant further research needs to inform the evolving
nature of this model. Aside from the lack of appreciation towards the complex
nature of distributed leadership model and the naive view on how it can be
practiced, the establishing of new and popular leadership models is adding
further confusion to an already chaotic field of school leadership. The transient
nature of what constitutes effective school leadership is creating instability in
the school system at a time when stability is required.

7.4

Limitations of the study

Despite the controls put in place to prevent bias, the nature of this
interpretative study will undoubtedly reflect bias which points to one of the
limitations of the study.
A limitation of this study is the generalisability of the finding. This study involved
two post-primary schools, representing the Voluntary and ETB sectors. The
study was intentionally set in the context of post-primary schools in Ireland.
Part of the rationale for conducting the study was to respond to the lack of
empirical studies that had been undertaken in Ireland in distributed leadership.
This study offers that deep contextual exploration and analysis to respond to
the research problem. This allowed the researcher to get to the interactions
between other leader(s), follower(s) and aspects of the situation. However, the
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limitation will be the applicability to other sectors or jurisdictions which remains
unknown.
The theoretical leadership model used to frame this study was provided by
James P. Spillane (2006). It may be viewed that using a theoretical model for an
empirical study is a limitation in itself. However, the researcher used the model
as a lens to view the relationship that existed between the main elements that
existed within each school. Subsequently the researcher used this model to
locate the unit of analysis which in this case was focused on the principal, as the
leader.
The sample size is another limitation of the study. The researcher would have
liked the opportunity to involve other schools in the project however due to this
study being a part-time voluntary funded research study, the researcher was
not able to increase the size of the sample group. Due to the research design
itself, it would not have been practical for the researcher to get as close to the
interactive space between the principal, other leaders and followers to capture
that important data in the context of this study, had it been a large sample size.
The duration of the study is another a limitation of the study. The study has
taken six years to complete. However, as pointed out throughout the study, the
concept of distributed leadership is only now becoming an established
expectation in the daily practices of school leaders, therefore despite taking six
years to complete, the study is being published at a very opportune time to
support practitioners and contribute to the field of school leadership in Ireland.
Therefore, while the duration may be a limitation, the timing is certainly not.

7.5

Recommendations for further research

The study makes several key recommendations arising from the research. These
recommendations have implications for policymakers, researchers and
practitioners namely school principals/leaders.
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7.5.1 Implications for Policymakers
Policymakers need to consider how continuous professional development for
school principals is designed and focused on the area of distributed leadership
that will address topics such as:

•

The patterns of leadership distribution.

The misconceptions and misunderstandings about distributed leadership is
compounded by the lack of understanding about the different elements of this
approach to school leadership. School leaders need greater clarity in being able
to distinguish between the different patterns of distributed leadership.
Engaging school leaders around how patterns of distribution are formed and the
influence this has on their leadership practice, but first, they need to be able to
recognise the identify the required pattern of distribution to best meet the
needs of school.
•

The nature of leadership practice within the schema;

School leaders require support in being able to understand the practice of
leadership more so than their actions, traits or behaviours. This study has
identified a lack of insight from an educational perspective particularly into the
practice of judging and the implications this has on decision making, particularly
for school leaders. The study presents a schema that school leaders in particular
school principals can use to redesign their leadership practice to align more
closely to the practice of distributed leadership.
•

Leadership capacity and competence development

School leaders need support to better assist in the analysis of the interactions
within their school. This will support their ability to consistently identify and
diagnose different elements of the situation, which includes tools, routines and
structures, that impact on the distribution of leadership. In doing so, leaders
will have the skills to redesign their leadership practice to accommodate
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different aspects of the situation that are challenging their and other leaders’
practice.
•

School Environment and Structures.

School structures, such as the configuration of the timetable, curriculum and
the physical environment of the school, needs to reflect the philosophy of
distributed leadership. Current structures and school cultures are inhibiting
practitioners from optimising the opportunities that can potentially arise
through patterns of collaboration.
7.5.2 Implications for Researchers & Practitioners
More empirical research to support the development of knowledge in this field
of school leadership is needed by both practitioners and researchers. It is
essential that practitioners are engaging with this research as they have firsthand experiences into the interactions and aspects of the situation that shape
the practice and so the potential to reveal the factors which influence the
practice of distributed leadership is heightened.
School principals should reflect on the concept of power and its influence
relative to their positional status in the school community. Fostering greater
levels of cooperation and support from staff is still heavily predicated on the
gatekeeper of the school, the principal.

Further consideration should be

afforded to the development of controls that can ensure that the limitations of
distributed leadership does not remain overshadowed by the dark veil of
potential abuses of power.
School principals need to consider more deeply elements of their leadership’
the practice of judging in the decision-making process. This study has identified
how judging connects the different elements of the leadership practice from a
distributed perspective but does not constitute distributed leadership on its
own.
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7.6

Final Reflections

This chapter has summarised the overall study undertaken including respond to
the research problem identified at the outset of the study. The study has
identified that principals play a central role in the leadership and management
activity in a school but not solely on their own. The advent of new expectations,
in the context of distributed leadership for post-primary school principals, is
bringing its own challenges. The study had confirmed that principals do require
further support in specific areas of leadership practice, analysis and diagnoses,
to best accommodate patterns of leadership distribution. The study has made
a significant contribution to the understanding of the practices of leaders within
a distributed leadership model. The researcher is confident that the schema (fig
6.3) will make a valuable contribution to this field of school leadership for
current and future school leaders. The researcher is equally cognisant that the
development of this schema through an investigation of the interactions in the
context of distributed leadership is entering a rapidly changing arena of
leadership models. The increasing focus on direct measurable outcomes from
models of leadership will continue to challenge the existing model’s viability.
Consequently, this will necessitate of further studies into patterns of
distribution, principals’ leadership practice and the aspects of the schema that
are constantly evolving to safeguard future engagement in this model of school
leadership. A word of caution-these models needs the test of time, even
considering new qualitative instruments that can measure the impact of
performance. School communities are living organisms that present complex
inter-relationships that reflect the complexity of life itself.
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PDST Programmes of Support for School Leaders
Appendix A PDST Programmes of Support for School Leaders

Source taken from and adapted Professional Development Service for Teachers (PDST).
Available at: https://www.pdst.ie/node/326
Accessed: June 2016
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Sample Representation
Appendix B Sample Representation

School
Name
School A

School B

No. of
Staff
12

8

Position of
Responsibility
Principal
Deputy Principal
Deputy Principal
API
API
API
APII
APII

Gender Duties

APII

Female

NP
NP
NP

Male
Female
Female

Principal
Deputy Principal
API
API
APII

Male
Male
Female
Male
Female

APII
NP
NP

Female
Male
Female
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Male
Female
Male
Female
Female
Male
Male
Male

Year Head
Year Head
Year Head
Book Scheme
Literacy & Numeracy
Coordinator
School Self Evaluation
Coordinator
Subject Teacher
Subject Teacher
Subject Teacher

Year Head
Year Head
Literacy & Numeracy
Coordinator
SEN Coordinator
Year Head
TY Coordinator

Demographics of each school sample
Appendix C Demographics of each school sample
School
Name
School
A

School
B

No.
Staff
12

8

Position of
Responsibility
Principal

Gender

Methodology

Sessions*

Duration

Environment

Male

2

6080min

Designated
Room

Deputy
Principal x2

Male:
Female

AP1 x3

Male x2:
Female

APII x3

Female
x3

Subject
Teacher x3

Male:
Female
x2

Semi-Structured
Interview; Focus
Group; NonParticipant
Observation
Semi-Structured
Interview; Focus
Group; NonParticipant
Observation
Semi-Structured
Interview; Focus
Group; NonParticipant
Observation
Semi-Structured
Interview; Focus
Group; NonParticipant
Observation
Semi-Structured
Interview; Focus
Group; NonParticipant
Observation

Principal

Male

2

6080min

Designated
Room

Deputy
Principal

Male

API x2

Male:
Female

APII x2

Female
x2

Subject
Teacher x2

Male:
Female

Semi-Structured
Interview; NonParticipant
Observation
Semi-Structured
Interview; Focus
Group; NonParticipant
Observation
Semi-Structured
Interview; Focus
Group; NonParticipant
Observation
Semi-Structured
Interview; Focus
Group; NonParticipant
Observation
Semi-Structured
Interview; Focus
Group; NonParticipant
Observation

*Sessions
•
Focus groups were conducted x2
•
Non-Participant Observation x2
o
This was conducted at two staff meetings, one at the beginning of the school term and the
second last staff meeting of the academic term
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Sample Letter of Invitation
Appendix F Sample letter of invitation

Ref: Letter of Invitation for Interview
Dear Colleague
Thank you once again for agreeing to participate in this research study. As you are aware, this
Ph.D. research study aims to address the following research questions:
1. What are the prominent leadership practices exhibited by a school principal when
facilitating staff involvement in a whole school project? And, to what extent do these
practices align with those theoretical practices associated with DL?
2. How best should school principals configure their leadership practices, as they lead
teachers in the implementation of a whole school change project through the model of
distributive leadership practice?

I am seeking to develop an understanding of interactions that arise between the principal and
staff during a change project. I invite you to participate in this research. Participation will take
the form of an informal interview (approximately 60 minutes) at a time in a location within the
school. There will be two interview sessions. Session 1 will take place in September and
Session 2 will take place in April.
If you would be willing to participate, or would like to discuss further, please revert to me by
email, n.mcveigh1@nuigalway.ie or alternatively inform the school principal of your decision.
I reassure you that, matters of confidentiality and anonymity will be rigorously adhered to
throughout this study. I plan to interview a broad range of staff across different posts of
responsibility, experience and subjects. I look forward to meeting with you to learn more about
your experience in this area.

Many thanks for your consideration.

Yours sincerely

________________
Mr Niall McVeigh
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Appendix G Informed consent

Informed Consent Form
Please circle as appropriate. By circling “YES” to the following five questions, you are
affirming your desire to participate in this study. Once this is completed, the electronic survey
will begin.
1. I confirm that I understand the information contained in these documents and I have
had enough time to consider my participation in this study [YES] [NO]
2. I confirm that I was provided with contact details for the primary researcher of this
study and was encouraged to ask any questions I may have. [YES] [NO]
3. I certify that my participation in this study is completely voluntary and I understand
that I may withdraw from this study at any time without penalty or prejudice. I also
understand that I may re-join the study at a later date if I so choose. [YES] [NO]
4. I agree to take part in this study and the required research associated with this study.

[YES] [NO]
5. I agree to the use of audio recording being used by the researcher to record the

interview, with the assurance of confidentiality and anonymity at all times.
[YES] [NO]

Name of participant: _______________

Signature of participant: _______________

Date: ____________

Name of Researcher: _________________

Signature of researcher: ________________

Date: ______________
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Code of Conduct (Focus Group Interview)
Appendix H Code of Conduct (Focus Group)

Code of Conduct for Focus Group Interview
Gentle reminders:
•

This session will take approximately [1 hour].

•

Turn off/silence all mobile phones, blackberries, etc.

•

Feel free to take part in refreshments or use the toilet at any time.

•

There are no right or wrong answers - we want honest, candid opinions. Don’t hold
back - if something concerns you about the document or you found something
particularly helpful, we really need to know.

•

No Names. We won’t be taking names. Only the actual comments expressed or
submitted will be noted, not who said what during the session.

•

Please speak in a clear voice, loud enough for everyone to hear. Also, please speak
one at a time and try not to interrupt another speaker.

•

We may not be able to answer all of the questions that come up, but will try to get
back to the group as soon as possible with the answer if needed.

•

What is said in the room, stays in the room.

•

We will be recording this session, so we don’t miss anything.

•

Please keep everything you hear today confidential.

•

We will summarise themes without identifying individuals by name.

Please confirm your commitment to upholding the Code of Conduct for the Focus
Group Interviews.
•

I commit to the above Code of Conduct. I realise that if I breach any of the above I
may be asked to leave the focus group without prejudice. Yes/No

•

I commit to upholding the principles of confidentiality and anonymity in accordance
with the agreed protocol set out in this study. Yes/No

•

I have been briefing on the appropriate areas of support if need arises. Yes/No

Date: ________
Participant Name: _______________

Participant Signature: ____________

Researcher Name: _____________

Researcher Signature: ______________
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Unique Code Identifiers
Appendix L Unique Code Identifiers

Code: SA#101.PH.2

Definition

SA

School identifier

#101

Staff

PH

Position of formal responsibility

2

Level in position for formal responsibility

Source created by author.
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Appendix M Coding Data

Yes. (Laughs). No but how you view it.
Ah no. Yeah the manager says “go” and the leader says “let’s go”.
(Laughs).
Isn’t it something like that? Yeah how do I view them? In what sense?
In the fact that when we’re looking at the analysis of leadership and management,
from your position how do you view the leadership and management? Who does
that rest with? Does it ultimately rest with you? Does it rest with other members
of the senior management team, the deputy principal? Does it rest with you
middle management, your subject teachers?
Yeah.
Who do you view rests with and what degree does it rest with?
I think, you know, what you find in this job is, you know, one of the tough decision
are made I have to make them.

Commented [NM6]: L9

Yeah.
Yeah and I have not problem making them.

Commented [NM7]: L9

Hmm…
Sometimes its not whatever everybody wants but we will be as democratic as we can
but we have to look. I have as Owen would say the helicopter picture. I have to look
at everything. I have to look at the Board, finances and all those things. So from that
point of view but there is a kind of a collective approach here in the school. I would
rather the staff, no I don’t want to say I would never come along and say here’s a
policy. I want everybody to follow.

Commented [NM8]: L2, L5, L9
Commented [NM9]: L10, L11

Commented [NM10]: L2, L10, L11

Yeah.
I would say I have an idea for a policy and I would let it, I suppose, permeate from the
staff. You know, that’s a bit more…

Commented [NM11]: L7, L9, L10 & L11

Yeah could I ask you about that, the challenges that presents?
Its more timely, yeah. There’s more ownership.

Commented [NM12]: L10

Yeah.
Yeah.
When it goes to… When you’ve identified something do you feel for the college
and you’re bringing to the staff where there’s initially your management team,
how is that played out for you and what challenges are you trying to navigate and
what opportunities do you feel that it brings for you?
Yeah, I suppose, you know, we could do our staff feedback in May so there’s a whole
thing we do in May with the staff. Areas that worked for them, areas that didn’t work
and its out of the areas that didn’t work we go and start looking at in June and you’ll

4
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Stages of Framework Analysis
Appendix N Stages in Framework Analysis

Appendix A

Stages of Framework Analysis Ritchie and Spencer (1984)

Source taken from Ritchie, J. & Spencer, L. (1994) ‘Qualitative data analysis for applied policy
research’ in Bryman, A. & Burgess, R.G. (eds.) Analyzing qualitative data. London: Routledge,
pp.173-194.
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