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Abstract of Dissertation 

 

A High School as a Learning Organization: 

The Role of the School Leadership Team in Fostering Organizational Learning 

 

The study was designed to understand the role that the school leadership team 

(SLT) plays in fostering practices consistent with organizational learning.  The study 

population included five administrators and eight teacher leaders in a large, 

comprehensive high school in a mid-Atlantic school district.  A qualitative case study 

approach was employed, purposively selecting a site where the SLT members were 

intentionally involved in distributed leadership based on expertise.  The findings 

indicated that SLT members engaged in four practices associated with improved 

teaching, all of which, past research suggests, are also aligned with organizational 

learning: providing feedback, engaging in collaborative decision-making, building 

positive relationships, and focusing on student results.  Collaborative roles facilitated 

collegial discourse about teaching practices and built a culture of trust among members of 

the SLT.  Collaborative structures supported common goals, values, and norms.  Further, 

fostering a collaborative environment supported knowledge building and the 

development of shared ideas about teaching and learning.  The school’s administration, 

including a strong collaborative principal, provided leadership and support for the work 

of the SLT throughout the study.   
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

Overview 

In 1983, the National Commission of Educational Excellence report, A Nation at 

Risk: The Imperative for Educational Reform, warned that “the educational foundations 

of our society are being eroded by a rising tide of mediocrity that threatens our very 

future as a nation and a people” (National Commission of Excellence in Education, 

1983).  That report sparked the school reform movement in public education (Childress, 

Doyle, & Thomas, 2009).  While progress has been made, the diverse needs of students 

and the high-stakes accountability mandates by No Child Left Behind (NCLB) have not 

been met.  Educators will need to learn new and more collaborative ways of doing 

business in order to achieve their school-reform objectives (Leithwood & Jantzi, 1990). 

Organizational theorists have argued that organizational learning improves the 

internal capacity of an institution to manage change processes in a shifting environment.  

Organizational learning is defined as “the deliberate use of individual, group, and system 

learning to embed new thinking and practices that continuously renew and transform the 

organization in ways that support shared aims” (Collinson & Cook, 2007, p. 8).  This 

concept of renewal as a process of continuous professional learning seems to hold 

promise for schools.  Educational theorists define organizational learning as an 

intentional process that depends on the collaborative engagement of the school staff to 

identify and solve problems that directly improve teaching and increase student learning 

through networking and learning by school staff (Collinson & Cook, 2007). 

Theorists argue that linking collaborative learning, which is based on the 

combined experiences, perceptions, insights, and practices of the members of the group, 
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to organizational learning, which focuses on the specific, identified needs of the institute, 

results in improved performance.  Realizing this vision of an educational reform that 

focuses on managing change and continuously improving results will require schools to 

become both collaborative and learning organizations (Collinson & Cook, 2007; 

Leithwood, Jantzi, & Steinbach, 1999).    

Distributed leadership models that access the expertise of teachers to improve 

teaching have the potential to enhance organizational learning in schools (Cleveland 

Initiative for Education, 2004; Timperley, 2005).  The school leadership team (SLT) is 

designed to be a group-empowerment model that reflects the collective belief that the 

members of the SLT can enhance learning for all students (Fullan, Bertani, & Quinn, 

2004).  Developing the collective capacity of SLT members to facilitate actions that lead 

to new learning for all members of the organization is critical to organizational learning.  

“Lasting organizational reform requires changes in an organizational culture 

characterized by horizontal relations, open and accessible networks, responsiveness, and 

group empowerment” (Shafritz, Ott, & Jang, 2005, p. 415).   

Research points to the importance of changing the organizational culture so work 

is distributed evenly across the SLT, but investigations into how the SLT structure fosters 

organizational learning in schools are scarce.  Researchers have focused more on the 

leadership knowledge and skills that a team needs, and less on the educational values, 

beliefs, and basic assumptions likely to create and sustain school improvement efforts.  

The principal purpose of this dissertation was to examine the role the SLT plays in 

fostering comprehensive school reform, enabling leadership teams to question and alter 

values and beliefs as they create a new culture of learning (Principals, 2011).    
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This research study focuses on high schools.  If high schools are to become 

learning organizations, the school culture needs to evolve into a student-focused and 

learning-focused culture (Principals, 2011).  High schools are large, complex 

organizations that have internal organizational boundaries that are typically difficult to 

penetrate.  A whole school culture is very rare in high schools.  They are usually 

“balkanized into subject-based departments, each with its own distinct culture” (Elmore, 

2003, p. 199).  Lortie (1975) posited that these organizational and cultural patterns in 

high schools promote professional isolation.  This encourages teachers to view teaching 

as an individualistic rather than a collaborative practice.  Teachers generally assume they 

would work alone rather than with other adults.  This isolation gives rise to another 

problem: the lack of a common language.  Without a common language, it is difficult to 

have a common goal (Lortie, 1975).  Thus, high schools provide a rich terrain in which to 

study organizational learning.    

Developing capacities of the leadership team for organizational learning has to be 

a key priority in designing and managing high schools in order to ensure staff members 

are prepared to make informed decisions to meet the increasing demands of the 21st 

century workplace (Fullan, 2001; Marzano, Waters, & McNulty, 2005).  High school 

leadership teams can develop capacities that allow them to “scan and anticipate change in 

the wider environment; develop an ability to question, challenge, and change operating 

norms, and assumptions; and allow an appropriate strategic direction and pattern of 

organization to emerge” (Morgan, 2006, p. 87).  Organizational learning is a  

process of detecting and correcting error.  Error is any feature of knowledge or 

knowing that inhibits learning.  When the process enables the organization to 

carry on its present policies or achieve its objectives, the process may be called 

single-loop learning.  When the process is not only capable of detecting error but 
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of questioning the underlying policies and goals as well as its own program, it 

might be called double-loop learning.  (Argyris, 1977, p. 116) 

 

For the SLT, double-loop learning is the process of identifying the high leverage problem 

related to teaching and learning (error).  Once the problem is determined, SLT members 

identify what they need to know and be able to do to change their practice.  This requires 

knowledge building.  Organizational learning is seen as depending on the team’s  ability 

to reframe their thinking, gain new understandings, and produce new patterns of 

behavior—all on a continuing basis and in a way that engages the whole team.  

To become skilled in the art of framing and reframing the assumptions, 

frameworks, and norms is critical to double-loop learning (Morgan, 2006).  Many high 

schools have developed the ability to scan the environment, set goals, develop outcomes, 

create action plans, and monitor the performance of the school based on these goals and 

outcomes (Collinson & Cook, 2007; Morgan, 2006; Silins, Zarins, & Mulford, 2002).  

However, performance is not likely to be sustained over time without a well-defined 

process for ongoing organizational learning.   

This study examined the role of an SLT in a comprehensive high school that 

practiced organizational learning.  While SLT team structure and distribution of 

responsibilities are not new concepts, a shift in thinking to shared, collaborative 

leadership resulted in an organizational culture where members of the SLT were 

committed to examining their own beliefs, taking responsibility for their actions and 

inactions, and identifying and changing operating norms to ensure organizational learning 

(Collinson & Cook, 2007; York-Barr & Duke, 2004). 
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Distributed Leadership 

Creating opportunities for distributed leadership, in which teachers see themselves 

as leaders of learning and learn how to solve problems collaboratively, is fundamental to 

any successful learning organization (Collinson & Cook, 2007; Marzano et al., 2005; 

Spillane, 2006).  Distributed leadership is an organic activity, dependent on 

interrelationships and connections and focused on how school leaders promote and 

sustain conditions for successful interactions with one another (Hargreaves & Fink, 

2003).  Distributed leadership is distinct from contrived collegiality.  Contrived 

collegiality is defined as: “collaboration among teachers that is compulsory, not 

voluntary.  It is bounded and fixed in time and space; implementation oriented rather than 

development oriented; predictable rather than unpredictable in its outcomes” 

(Hargreaves, 1991, p. 68).  Contrived collegiality draws attention to the micro-political 

aspects of distributed leadership.  Distributed leadership, by contrast, is about 

empowering teachers and creating opportunities for teacher leaders to work 

collaboratively to improve teaching and learning.  When high schools embrace 

organizational learning, they are more likely to understand the importance of building the 

collective capacity of staff.  As models of group empowerment, school leadership teams 

may be called on to help develop all staff members (Collinson & Cook, 2007; Marzano et 

al., 2005). 

Distributed leadership is a framework for thinking about leadership.  It offers a 

practical and systematic way of thinking about school leadership (Spillane, 2006). 

What distributed leadership, like all leadership theory, can do is provide a frame 

that helps school leaders and others interpret and reflect on practice as a basis for 

rethinking and revising it.  In this way a distributed leadership approach can be a 

powerful tool for transforming the practice of leadership.  (Spillane, 2006, p. 87) 
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Leadership is distributed by weaving together people, materials, and organizational 

structures around a shared task and shared common values (Elmore, 2000; Spillane, 

2006).    

An alternative way to think about distributed leadership is to view it as an 

entitlement that is linked to practice.  Thus, leadership is distributed to those who have 

the expertise and commitment.  Those who lead are “those who have the will, expertness, 

temperament, and skills to help us achieve our goals” (Sergiovanni, 2006, p. 175).  

Entitlement places those with the ability to act in the forefront of decision making.  Those 

who are entitled to lead should be responsible for leading (Sergiovanni, 2007). 

Widely dispersed leadership is essential to creating and sustaining organizational 

learning (DuFour, DuFour, Eaker, & Many, 2010).  It supports the collaborative efforts of 

SLTs.  Distributed leadership focuses on multiple school leaders in different roles, and 

considers the knowledge and expertise needed for each task.  Distributed leadership ties 

leadership to collective inquiry when it intentionally focuses on learning.  Organizational 

members are encouraged to question practices in an effort to uncover and examine 

behaviors that do not lead to cognitive change (Aryris, 1977).  The distributed leadership 

framework that brings together members of different perspectives and expertise to learn 

creates the potential for organizational learning, and avoids getting trapped in traditional 

hierarchical leadership systems.    

School Leadership Teams 

For the purpose of this study, the SLT is defined as the administrators and 

teachers who come together to analyze data and design, advocate, monitor, and 

implement the school improvement plan.  The team is composed of content experts from 
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various school departments (Lambert, 2003).  The SLT uses a collaborative team model 

focused on organizational learning.  The team supports the instructional practices that 

promote enhanced learning for all students in the environment in which they work 

(DuFour & Marzano, 2011).  The SLT, as a structure in schools, has been referenced in 

educational research since the early 1990’s.  The vision of SLT as a team engaged in 

collaboration, and focused on organizational learning in order to produce higher levels of 

academic achievement for all students, has garnered more attention as theorists make a 

case for having multiple school leaders (Marzano, et al., 2005; York-Barr & Duke, 2004). 

Researchers have articulated the value of empowering teachers to address the 

unique challenges faced in building the collective capacity of staff to meet the purpose 

and priorities of the school (Lambert, 2003; Muijs & Harris, 2003; York-Barr & Duke, 

2004).  A key goal in the design of the leadership team is to craft the team into a 

“purposeful community, one with the collective efficacy and capability to develop and 

use assets to accomplish goals that matter to all community members through agreed-

upon processes” (Marzano et al., 2005, p. 99). 

Learning Organizations 

Despite decades of research, a clear definition of organizational learning remains 

elusive.  The concept of a learning organization originated with Senge’s concept of 

systems thinking.  He defined learning organizations as “organizations where people 

continually expand their capacity to create the results they truly desire, where new and 

expansive patterns of thinking are nurtured, where collective aspiration is set free, and 

where people are continually learning how to learn together” (Senge, 1990, p. 3).   
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Organizational learning involves being able to detect and correct errors.  It is 

linked to inquiry, which is connected to error detection and correction.  An error is “any 

mismatch between the plan or intention and what actually happened when either is 

implemented” (Argyris, 1999, p. xiii).  The organization identifies the problem, collects 

data, analyzes the data, and determines how the analysis is interpreted in the solution.  

This process is not just to solve an immediate problem, but also to improve the 

organization.  

Organizational learning is “the capacity of an organization to learn how to do 

what it does, where what it learns is possessed not by individual members of the 

organization but by the aggregate itself” (Cook & Yanow, 1993, p. 371).  The group must 

acquire the knowledge to perform its collective work.  The knowledge is learned 

collectively and resides with the organization.  Elmore (2000) emphasized this theme 

positing, 

Improvement at scale is largely a property of organizations, not of the pre-

existing traits of the individuals who work in them.  Organizations that improve 

do so because they create and nurture agreement on what is worth achieving, and 

they set in motion the internal processes by which people progressively learn how 

to do what they need to do in order to achieve what is worthwhile. . . .  

Improvement occurs through organized social learning.  (p. 25)  

 

Cutting across this scholarship is a strong link between collaborative learning and 

organizational learning.  Organizational learning relies on shared understandings and 

inquiry among SLT members before it can become integrated into the organization.  The 

SLT serves a critical role as a learning broker and facilitator (McLaughlin & Talbert, 

2001). 
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High Schools as Learning Organizations 

Restructuring high schools as learning organizations will require a deep 

understanding of academic departments in the context for teaching and learning.  

“Subject departments fill a variety of needs for teachers and schools; they are deeply 

embedded in the social, political, and intellectual structures of high schools as institutions 

and teaching as an occupation” (Siskin, 1994, p. 189).  Recognizing the importance of 

academic departments to teachers’ professional identities is critical to understanding and 

changing high schools (Siskin, 1994). 

Understanding how a successful high school SLT supports the collective learning 

of staff members to enhance student learning will provide additional knowledge and 

skills to support the training and development of SLTs.  Although there exists an 

abundance of research on exceptional principals and their methods of fostering learning 

organizations, reliance on the principal alone is no longer a viable option for sustaining 

school improvement.  Teams with distributed leadership roles “can have a lasting impact 

by creating a culture that challenges and educates each student” (Principals, 2011, p. 7).   

Organizational Culture 

The school’s belief system plays a critical role in the sustainability of school 

improvement efforts (Principals, 2011).  Developing cultures of organizational learning is 

a key priority for high schools in a time of increased student diversity, high-stakes 

accountability, and decreased education budgets.  Central to the current policy 

environment is the requirement that teacher effectiveness be evaluated, in significant part, 

by student growth (U.S. Department of Education, 2012).  The transformation from a 

culture of isolated educators to one in which teachers work interdependently on common 
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goals remains difficult.  Departments in high schools interrupt communication and isolate 

colleagues.  They serve as barriers to school-wide coherence and collaboration (Sisken, 

1994).  High schools represent a complicated cultural terrain because of their discipline 

identities and subject subcultures (McLaughlin & Talbert, 2001).  It is this duality that 

challenges leaders to rethink how their teachers will work together to achieve school 

goals.  Without mutual engagement on shared goals and common work that extends 

beyond subject-matter disciplines, teachers are likely to experience organizational 

learning as contrived collegiality, to use Hargreaves’ (1991, p. 68) term.   

Educators’ long-standing beliefs, values, and assumptions about collaborative 

learning have wide-ranging implications for educational practice.  Collaborative school 

cultures, while challenging, have been associated with effective school reform (DuFour 

& Marzano, 2011).  An examination of the organizational culture of the school and the 

part it plays in shaping norms, values, and expectations is fundamental to fostering a 

learning organization.   

Defining Culture 

Culture is “a set of values, beliefs, and feelings, together with the artifacts of their 

expression and transmission (such as myths, symbols, metaphors, rituals) that are created, 

inherited, shared, and transmitted within one group of people and that, in part, distinguish 

that group from others (Cook & Yanow, 1993, p. 272).  Culture functions within the 

group as 

[a] pattern of shared basic assumptions that the group learned as it solved its 

problems of external adaptation and internal integration, that has worked well 

enough to be considered valid, and therefore, to be taught to new members as the 

correct way to perceive, think, and feel.  (Schein, 1993, pp. 364-365) 
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From an organizational standpoint, attention is drawn to aspects of organizational life that 

historically have often been ignored or understudied (Martin, 2002).  Culture is a hidden 

unifying theme providing meaning, direction, and mobilization (Shafritz, Ott, & Jang, 

2005).  Examining these themes will provide new insights into how SLT practices foster 

the conditions necessary to sustain organizational learning.    

 Leadership associated with culture includes school purpose and mission; 

socializing new staff to the environment; telling stories and reinforcing myths, traditions, 

and beliefs; explaining how things operate; developing a system of symbols; and 

rewarding those who reflect the culture.  School culture is the constructed reality and 

shared meanings of parents, students, teachers, and others who serve the community 

(Sergiovanni, 2006).  The more cohesive the culture of the school, the better able it is to 

reach its goals and objectives. 

Our challenge in education involves addressing fundamental cultural changes that 

will require collective learning (Senge, 1990).  It is important to understand how SLT 

members create a collaborative culture characterized by a collective focus on learning 

throughout the organization.  However, little is yet known about how such collaborative 

cultures develop.   

Statement of the Problem 

The purpose of this research study is to understand the role a SLT plays in 

fostering practices consistent with organizational learning in a comprehensive high 

school.  The analysis seeks to provide insights into how the team members identify their 

roles and responsibilities, as well as how they construct a culture that encourages 

organizational learning.  The overarching research question is: Does the SLT foster 
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practices consistent with organizational learning?  If so, how?  Sub-questions include the 

following:  

1. How do SLT members identify high leverage problems related to improved 

teaching and learning? 

2. How do members of the SLT demonstrate shared beliefs about the goals of their 

work?  

3. What structural and cultural conditions facilitate the practices of the SLT? 

4. How do internal and external factors support the work of the SLT?   

Theoretical Perspective 

The theoretical perspective for this study is grounded in the research on learning 

organizations.  The theory of organizational learning is rooted in Argyris’s concept of 

single-loop and double-loop learning.  He defines organizational learning as   

a process of detecting and correcting error.  Error is any feature of knowledge or 

knowing that inhibits learning.  When the process enables the organization to 

carry on its present policies or achieve its objectives, the process may be called 

single-loop learning.  When the process is not only capable of detecting error but 

of questioning the underlying policies and goals as well as its own program, it 

might be called double-loop learning. (Argyris, 1977, p. 116) 

 

Double-loop learning involves questioning and challenging basic paradigms and 

operational norms (Argyris, 1999; Morgan, 2006).  Argyris (1999) argued that double-

loop learning is necessary if organizations are to engage in the self-reflective practice 

necessary to deal with complex, nonprogrammable issues and make informed decisions 

in rapidly changing contexts.  This process results in changes in beliefs and practices that 

support sustained organizational learning.  Double-loop actions support the long-range 

effectiveness of the organization.  Organizational double-loop learning begins at the 

individual level.   
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In school culture, there are hidden and complex aspects to the everyday 

interactions of SLT members.  Critical to that culture is the “sharing with colleagues, the 

system, and the profession what members have learned” (Collinson and Cook, 2007, p. 

109).  In high schools, opportunities for teachers across departments to work with and 

learn from each other have the potential to promote learning and change.    

Methodology 

Case studies are the “preferred strategy when ‘how’  or ‘why’ questions are 

posed, when the researcher has little control over the events, and when the focus is on a 

contemporary phenomenon within some real-life context” (Yin, 2003, p. 1).  This study 

investigated the phenomenon of single-loop and double-loop learning through an 

examination of a high school SLT in a large urban/suburban school district in the mid-

Atlantic region of the United States. 

Multiple data collection tools, including observations, interviews, and document 

reviews, were used to gather data from research participants.  Methodological 

triangulation was used to enhance trustworthiness.  In addition, the researcher included 

member checks to ensure validity of findings.  Research participants included 

administrators and teachers from the school leadership team.  

Among the high schools in this district, four schools surfaced as strong candidates 

for the study based on my review of data on student population, demographics, and 

academic progress.  Roosevelt High School is the pseudonym for the comprehensive high 

school described by the “gatekeeper,” the person who controlled access to the research 

site (Wanat, 2008, p. 191).  She noted the school had been showing improvements in 

student academic achievement and was led by an energetic principal known for her 
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“dynamic leadership” style that was hands on, highly participatory, and empowered 

teachers.  In describing the principal, the chief academic officer noted, “She is in it to 

make a difference for the students.”  The chief academic officer also characterized the 

principal’s work with the teacher leaders as contributing to the unique culture of the 

school.  She noted, “Teachers buy into [the principal’s] vision.  She makes her staff part 

of the decision making.  She believes you hold people accountable.  The teachers hold 

each other accountable.  This is the culture.  She gets results.”  I relied on the 

gatekeeper’s feedback to make the final decision on which school to access for this 

research.  Based on this conversation and my review of documents to confirm the 

characteristics and practices of the school, I selected Roosevelt HS for the study.   

Significance 

This study builds on the research tradition recognizing that SLTs are essential to 

improving achievement for students (Lambert, 2003; Marzano et al., 2005; Muijs & 

Harris, 2003; York-Barr & Duke, 2004).  Given the complexity of modern high schools, 

the reliance on one individual to create a learning organization is no longer a viable 

option.  By examining the role the SLT played in developing a successful learning 

organization, this study sheds light on structures and processes that can help high schools 

develop the characteristics of a learning organization.  

Research suggests that a shift to organizational learning will require a 

commensurate shift in educational policy and practice toward leadership development.  

Increased opportunities to enhance distributed leadership practices may facilitate the 

implementation of higher education partnerships that focus on leadership development 

programs for teacher leaders seeking to serve on SLTs.  Some institutions have responded 
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by offering master’s or certificate programs in teacher leadership.  Universities may 

create other opportunities by including teacher leadership coursework as part of their pre-

service offerings.  The findings from this study may provide additional content for 

courses focused on SLT development. 

This research addresses a problem of practice.  The level of teacher inquiry 

necessary to successfully implement school reform will require a change from a 

managerial orientation to collective learning orientation.  A shift to purposeful and 

skillful participation by members of the team focused on establishing a culture of 

teaching and learning is crucial (Lambert, 2003).  Districts may find SLTs a valuable 

resource to design and facilitate job-embedded professional development, given the 

elimination of so many central office positions.  This research will augment the 

understanding of the roles of teachers and administrators in building collective efficacy in 

secondary schools, thus supporting the collective learning of staff members to enhance 

student learning. 

Findings from this study may help districts and teams examine the organizational 

structures of high schools and enable SLT members to promote key practices and 

processes associated with learning and improvement.  Further, the data may be used to 

determine how best to design and manage the organization of SLTs so that they can 

support and improve teaching and learning, both effectively and efficiently.   

As the director of the Department of Instructional Leadership, my background 

knowledge and experiences provide me a rich set of professional experiences to draw 

upon for this research study.  At the same time, these same experiences may also be a 
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limitation by predisposing me to a particular point of view.  As a result, I took great care 

to forego the evaluative stance and quick snapshot impressions.   

My research findings will have implications for the work of my department as we 

design professional learning opportunities to build the capacity of SLTs to support the 

learning and practices of teachers.  The case study will provide best practices and a model 

of organizational learning for a large urban/suburban school district in the mid-Atlantic 

region of the United States. 

Conceptual Framework 

The single-loop and double-loop conceptual framework guided the data analysis 

process.  Governing variables were my preferred operating norms.  Single-loop learning 

is relatively simple.  SLT members engage in practices and processes fundamental to how 

the school works.  Basic structures and roles are the same.  The existing norms remain 

unchanged.  The focus is on effectiveness and involves improving what they already do.   

Double-loop learning occurs when the SLT members assess their practices and 

then redesign basic structures, roles, or operating procedures that are fundamental to how 

the school goes about its business, and that represent a significantly new approach to 

teaching and learning.  The SLT, under the right circumstances, serves as the structure to 

challenge the status quo.  Members of the team are encouraged to ask questions not only 

about objective facts, but also about the reasons and motives behind these facts (Argyris, 

1994).  In these situations, the problem must be reconceptualized.  They learn new skills 

and information that expand their values, beliefs, and attitudes and inform decision 

making (Argyris, 1999; Heifetz, 1994).  Solutions to most recurring modern-day 

problems have not been developed and will require double-loop learning.  Double-loop 
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questions bring with them a level of risk-taking and, indeed, the possibility of failure.  

Members of the team recognize that it will take this level of learning to make a 

significant difference in the quality of teaching and learning.   

Seeing successful school improvement as the ability to live with contested and 

problematic issues is a more realistic and developmentally helpful way of 

preparing for sustained reform.  This way of operating implies an acceptance that 

conflict is a necessary dynamic of good reform and a healthy learning 

environment.  (Clarke, 2000, p. 350) 

 

Single-loop and double-loop learning are diagrammed in Figure 1.  The diagram 

indicates that learning has not occurred until a match or a mismatch is actually produced.  

Double-loop learning occurs when beliefs and basic assumptions are changed that result 

in new solutions. 

 

Figure 1. Single-loop and Double-loop Learning 

 

Schools “need to develop a new language of improvement that is better designed to 

respond to the problems of the present and lead into the future” (Clarke, 2000, p. 48).  

Members of the team must be encouraged to constantly challenge the status quo.  When 

they do, they foster opportunities for learning that may change thinking and practice. 

Creating a learning organization in which members of the SLT openly debate 

issues aimed at improving teaching and learning is critical to changing organizational 



 
 

18 

norms (Argyris & Schön, 1978).  My research identified four practices that the SLT 

engaged in that are associated with organizational learning and the improvement of 

teaching.  The practices include providing feedback, engaging in collaborative decision-

making, demonstrating relational trust, and focusing on student results.  Further, the 

research identified a combination of structural and cultural conditions that foster trust 

among the SLT members, as well as improve teaching.  

Delimitations 

A delimitation of this study is that the research is confined to one high school.  

Another delimitation is that it focuses only on practices associated with the identified 

characteristics of a learning organization.  Understanding how to transform a 

comprehensive high school into a learning organization will provide insight into the level 

of teacher inquiry necessary to successfully implement school reform at all levels in the 

district.  The research reported here focused on understanding how the SLT fostered 

practices consistent with a learning organization from the perspectives of the members of 

the high school SLT.  It does not address the challenges of organizational learning.  By 

design, the findings were oriented toward finding what was possible.  I want to add that I 

am not claiming that there were no critics, but my study did not seek them out.    

As I reflect on my own research process, it is important to note I should have 

sought the counter narrative to organizational learning to identify the challenges or 

weaknesses associated with organizational learning.  There were three members of the 

SLT who did not participate in the interviews.  While multiple attempts were made to 

schedule the interviews, I question whether important perspectives were not included as a 

result.  Additional data might have included an analysis of student learning/achievement 
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data, observations of department meetings and coaching conversations among SLT 

members and teachers, interviews with teachers in the department, and student voice 

data.  The district site was chosen based on location.  I had no professional or personal 

affiliation with, or knowledge of, the school and staff prior to beginning the review of the 

documents posted on the district website; these materials can be reviewed by the public 

without permission.  The school system’s chief accountability office selected the school 

site for the study.  The decision was based on the expertise of the principal, who works 

collaboratively with the SLT and staff to ensure maximum interaction.  The school’s 

student achievement on annual state assessments and nationally recognized measures of 

academic performance indicated that all subgroups met the system targets.  Further, the 

school demonstrated progress toward the goals of the district’s strategic plan, which aims 

to close the achievement gap, especially for African American and Hispanic students, 

English language learners, and students with disabilities.   

Limitations 

This study on the role of school leadership teams in fostering organizational 

learning in an exemplary comprehensive high school does not provide a definitive test of 

the theoretical framework proposed in the beginning of this dissertation.  Creswell (2007) 

stated that one of the challenges inherent in the case study research methodology is the 

identification of the case.  Given that one high school was chosen for the case, selection 

bias is inherent.  That is, other schools that could represent the case better may have been 

overlooked.  Another limitation of this study was that all of the data on SLT practices 

were self-reported.  To truly understand the impact of the practices that foster 
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organizational learning, one would have to interview teachers and observe changes in 

their practice. 

Methodologically, the design focused only on the SLT model.  Those models 

limited the documentation of double-loop learning.  Empirically, there was little evidence 

of fundamental assumptions about teaching and learning being reconsidered, but rather, 

teachers were more involved in refining their craft.  This SLT model may be best suited 

for helping teachers make incremental changes, as opposed to rethinking fundamental 

assumptions about teaching and learning.  Upon reflection, I believe an in-depth study of 

the collaboration of the members of the SLT with the teachers in their department would 

be required to assess double-loop learning.  In an effort to make the research study 

manageable, I limited the boundaries to focus only on the SLT.  I recognize that by 

imposing these boundaries, I missed the opportunity to go beyond the leadership team to 

the collective work of the teacher leaders as they lead their departments, build trust, and 

provide professional development including feedback and coaching for their colleagues.   

Consequently, I was not able to examine the work of members of the SLT as they 

led department meetings and coached their colleagues.  Additionally, I did not interview 

or observe teachers in the department.  Recognizing the importance of academic 

departments to the professional identities of high schools makes changing practices 

difficult.  Without these data on the observation and analysis of changes to teacher 

practice, I do not know what, or whether, changes were made to practice based on the 

work of the SLT.   

If I had the opportunity to repeat this study, I would develop my skill in probing 

the participants’ responses to the interview questions.  Through careful probing, I could 
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clarify a response while at the same time unearth what was not said.  More importantly, I 

would ask follow-up questions to the responses.  Asking participants “why” and “how do 

you know” can provide additional examples and evidence to ensure a richer narrative 

about the work of the SLT.   

My greatest personal discovery throughout this process is that it was difficult for 

me to remain objective.  Even while controlling for subjectivity, I found myself crossing 

the line between what I do in my work environment and what I was trying to learn in the 

research environment.  I frequently had to ask myself, “Is this biased toward the goals of 

my research study?” 

Operational Definitions 

1. Collaborative leadership: administrators and teachers working together “to 

achieve collective results that they would be unable to accomplish working alone” 

(Garmston, 2007, p. 57).   

2. Culture: a pattern of shared basic assumptions learned by the group as it solved 

problems of external adaptation and internal integration that worked well enough 

to be considered valid and, therefore, to be taught to new members as the correct 

way to perceive, think, and feel (Schein, 1993, pp. 364-365).   

3. Distributed leadership: leadership responsibility allocated to multiple leaders in 

different roles, each focused on clearly defined goals (Spillane, 2006). 

4. Organizational culture: a set of values, beliefs, and feelings, together with the 

artifacts of their expression and transmission (such as myths, symbols, metaphors, 

rituals), which are created, inherited, shared, and transmitted within a group, and 
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that, in part, distinguish that group from other groups (Cook & Yanow, 1993, p. 

272). 

5. Organizational learning: the deliberate use of team learning to embed new 

thinking and practices that renew and transform the school in ways that support a 

shared aim.  Deliberation signals the school’s intentions to look for opportunities 

to detect and correct errors (Collinson & Cook, 2007, p. 8).  

6. Professional learning community: an ongoing process in which educators work 

collaboratively in recurring cycles of collective inquiry and action research to 

achieve better results for the students they serve.  (DuFour, DuFour, Eaker, & 

Many, 2010). 

7. School leadership team: the administrators and teachers who come together to 

analyze data and to design, advocate, monitor, and implement the school 

improvement plan.  The team is composed of representatives from various school 

departments (Lambert, 2003, p. 16). 

8. School reform: “Developing a results-oriented culture committed to building the 

collective capacity of staff to fulfill the purpose and priorities of their school” 

(DuFour & Marzano, 2011, p. 67).   

9. Shared school leadership: teachers’ influence over and participation in school-

wide decisions to improve results for all students (Wahlstrom & Lewis, 2008). 

10. Teacher empowerment: “A subjective state of mind where an employee perceives 

that he or she is exercising efficacious control over meaningful work” (Potterfield, 

1999, p. 51).  
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Chapter 2: Review of Literature 

Introduction 

Research points to the relationship between organizational culture and distributed 

leadership.  However, investigations into the actual processes by which SLTs foster 

organizational learning in schools are scarce.  More commonly, researchers have focused 

on the leadership knowledge and skills needed by a team, and less on the educational 

values, beliefs, and assumptions likely to create and sustain school improvement.  The 

principal reason for this study was to examine the role SLTs play in creating practices 

leading to organizational learning. 

Researchers have conducted studies on the importance of collaborative, shared, 

and distributed leadership.  Empirical studies on how these practices lead to 

organizational learning and the improvement of teaching are limited.  Specifically, we 

need to know: what structural and cultural conditions enable the development of SLTs as 

a purposeful community, “one with the collective efficacy and capability to develop and 

use assets to accomplish goals that matter to all community members through agreed-

upon processes” (Marzano et al., 2005, p. 99)? 

This literature review is divided into four sections: distributed leadership, SLTs, 

organizational learning, and organizational culture.  The first section examines the 

distributed leadership framework and how distributed leadership practices contribute to 

organizational learning, which has at its core leadership as a practice that is shared within 

the organization.  It begins with the definition of distributed leadership and then focuses 

on how distributed leadership improves schools.  This section concludes with a 

discussion of the benefits of distributed leadership in fostering organizational learning.  
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In the second section, I explore SLTs, as models of distributed leadership.  Concepts 

examined include the role of the principal, the function of SLTs, and how the 

environment influences teams.  The third section on organizational learning makes the 

case for creating a learning organization to question and examine existing organizational 

policies, processes, and structures as new problems are identified.  Questioning basic 

assumptions is fundamental to organizational change (O’Connor & Kotze, 2008).  The 

final section on organizational culture focuses on cultural conditions that foster 

collaborative decision making, relational trust, and a results-based orientation, which 

contribute to improved teaching and learning. 

Distributed Leadership 

This section highlights the theoretical underpinnings of distributed leadership, 

which provides a framework for collaborative leadership and organizational learning.  It 

further supports the structure of SLTs as a model that “shifts the focus from leaders to 

leadership practices” (Spillane, 2006, p. 89).  Distributed leadership provides an 

alternative approach to thinking about school leadership.  It offers a practical and 

systematic way of approaching school leadership.  This practical approach acknowledges 

there are members of the staff with expertise who can lead the learning. 

Leadership improvement will ultimately depend on the day-to-day practice of 

leadership in schools.  One of the greatest challenges that education will face is 

understanding leadership practice as a basis for thinking about its improvement.  

The distributed perspective shifts the focus from leaders to leadership practice.  

The practice gets defined in the interactions of leaders, followers and their 

situation.  (Spillane, 2006, p. 89) 

 

In the distributed leadership model, multiple school members exercise 

instructional leadership to effect programmatic change and instructional improvement 

(Camburn, Rowan, & Sanders, 2006; Timperley, 2005).  Distributed leadership is 
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organic, dependent on interrelationships and connections (Hargreaves & Fink, 2003).  It 

focuses on how school leaders promote and sustain conditions for successful interactions.  

Distributed leadership is nonhierarchical and inclusive.  It fosters collaboration 

(Copeland, 2003; Hodgkinson, 1991; Ryan, 2003; Starratt, 2004).  It involves “the 

sharing, the spreading, and the distributing of leadership work across individuals and 

roles across the school organization” (Smylie, Mayrowetz, Murphy, & Seashore Louis, 

2007, p. 470).  From this perspective, principals retain a key role as engineers of 

organizational learning.  They create the environment to inspire teacher leaders to move 

from isolation to collaboration (Jackson & McDermott, 2009).  

One important benefit of distributed leadership is the sharing of tasks.  Decisions 

about leaders and followers are determined by the task or problem, rather than by their 

position in the hierarchy (Copeland, 2003).  This distribution “stretched out” over 

multiple leaders in different roles.  A second important feature of distributed leadership is 

its relationship to instructional leadership.  The development of instructional leadership 

has the greatest leverage in effecting programmatic change and instructional 

improvement (Eraut, 1994; Hargreaves, 1994; Leithwood, Jantzi, & Steinback, 1999).  

Third, it implies interdependency, embracing how leaders in various roles share 

responsibility (Muijs & Harris, 2003).   

Distributed leadership differs from task responsibilities divided among individuals 

who perform defined and separate organizational roles as directed by the leader.  It 

involves dynamic interactions between multiple leaders and followers (Leithwood & 

Mascall, 2008).  Distributed leadership seeks to increase 

opportunities for the organization to benefit from the capacities of more of its 

members.  It permits members to make the most of the range of their individual 



 
 

26 

strengths.  It develops an appreciation of interdependence and how one’s behavior 

effects the organization as a whole.  (Leithwood & Mascall, 2008, p. 530) 

 

Decisions are influenced by multiple leaders.  Increased participation in decision making 

increases commitment to the organizational goals.  

The important work of improving schools must be accomplished collectively by 

those at the school level and requires a change in school culture.  Distributed leadership is 

a collective activity, focused on collective goals, resulting in a quality greater than the 

sum of individual efforts.  It involves the spanning of tasks, responsibility, power, and 

boundaries among traditionally defined organizational roles.   

This section includes several studies of distributed leadership in the context of 

elementary schools—three focused on the adoption of district programs, and two focused 

on key concepts related to distributed leadership practice in the context of school 

improvement. 

Schools implementing comprehensive school reforms (CSR) models provided an 

opportunity for studying distributed leadership.  Elementary school leadership is a shared 

responsibility of teams consisting of three to seven people, and resulting in new roles and 

responsibilities rather than the work of a single person (Camburn, Rowan, & Taylor, 

2003).  CSR was intended to foster school-wide change that affects all aspects of school 

(Cohen, Peurach, Glazer, Gates, & Goldin, 2015; Desimone, 2002).  The study focused 

on the instructional effectiveness of three of America’s largest CSR models—the 

Accelerated Schools Project, America’s Choice, and Success for All.  The study 

examined the leadership configuration in non-CSR schools and those that implement the 

CSR model.  In addition, it explored the extent to which the leadership functions carried 

out by members of different leadership positions varied within and across schools where 
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the CSR model was implemented.  The School Leader Questionnaire was sent to 503 

elementary school leaders.  The School Characteristics Inventory was given to principals 

in 114 schools.  School leaders included principals, assistant principals, program 

coordinators, and those holding new “leadership” positions created by the CSR models 

such as coaches and/or facilitators who assure program implementation.  Additionally, in 

the America’s Choice and Success for All schools, subject area facilitators are 

responsible for instructional support and development functions in selected curricular 

areas.   

Schools participating in the study were selected through four steps.  First, they 

identified public elementary schools that began their affiliation with Accelerated Schools 

Project, America’s Choice, and Success for All in the 1998-1999, 1999-2000, or 2000-

2001 school years.  In step two, they selected sample schools from a set of 17 geographic 

regions.  In step three, they chose intervention schools from the 17 geographic regions.  

In the final step, they selected comparisons from the 17 geographic regions. 

A total of 374 leader responses and 100 principal responses were analyzed.  

Schools selected for the study represented 17 geographic regions.  The 114 schools 

chosen were located in 45 different school districts, in 15 different states, and in 17 

metropolitan areas.  CSR programs affected the distribution of leadership by configuring 

the size and composition of leadership teams as well as the amount and kind of leadership 

functions performed.  CSR program participation was associated with much higher levels 

of leadership that was directly supportive of the instructional program.  The higher levels 

are associated with the instructional leadership functions provided by the CSR coach 

position.  CSR participation activated leadership practice through staff development, 



 
 

28 

which prepared leaders to teach the program to teachers and to guide, support, and 

monitor the implementation.  The number of days of professional development received 

by leaders and whether those experiences spurred leaders to reflect on their practice in a 

new light correlated with higher levels of instructional leadership.  The findings further 

suggested effective leadership was enabled by a robust infrastructure supporting 

instruction and leadership practice provided by CSR programs.  CSR coaches were 

tasked with observing the overall levels of instructional leadership practice in the CSR 

schools (Camburn et al., 2003; Cohen et al., 2015; Glazer, 2005).  

One important limitation of this study was all the data on leadership activities 

were based on self-reporting.  Another significant limitation was the lack of longitudinal 

data to understand behaviors over time.  The results of the study are tentative.  To 

understand the impact of the CSR programs, the changes in leadership practices need to 

be observed through time.  Ultimately, the goal is to understand the impact of different 

leadership practices on teaching and learning.   

The CSR study provided two important insights for the researcher.  First, it 

highlighted the benefits of shared leadership in supporting comprehensive school reform.  

Second, it added to the research on the need for additional learning to guide, support, and 

implement school-wide change. 

The use of an inquiry approach has been shown to be important to building 

teacher leadership capacity for whole-school improvement, and as a vehicle for 

developing and distributing leadership (Copeland, 2003).  These findings were based on 

the five-year longitudinal study of leadership in the context of a region-wide school 

renewal effort, titled The Bay Area School Reform Collaborative (BASRC).  The BASRC 
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theory of action is multifaceted, incorporating distributive leadership, continual inquiry 

into practice, and collective decision making.  Inquiry is seen as “the engine to enable the 

distribution of leadership, and the glue that binds a community together in common 

work” (Copeland, 2003, p. 394).  The sample included four high schools, 11 elementary 

schools, and one K–8 school.  With one exception, all schools were members of the 

BASRC Cohort of Leadership Schools.  The leadership schools received grants to fund 

support services, time for school inquiry and professional learning, and other resources 

needed to support their reform efforts.   

Copeland found that the use of an inquiry approach was essential to building 

teacher leadership capacity for whole-school improvement.  It also provided a vehicle for 

developing and distributing leadership.  The inquiry approach has six steps that enable 

schools to respond to questions about policies and practices impacting their needs.  The 

first two identify an area of academic focus and narrowing a question for investigation.  

The next step identifies measureable goals.  These targets serve as criteria for success.  

The fifth and sixth steps develop action plans and strategies for implementation.  BASRC 

also focuses on the knowledge and skills teachers need for the inquiry.  The cycle of 

inquiry implies three important organizational preconditions: a culture of 

interdependence, mutual trust, and professional learning; consensus on the issues facing 

the organization; and the expertise on improving teaching and learning.  In this process, 

the team is the creator of the work, based on the needs of the students with whom they 

work.  School leadership shifted from the hierarchical model, based on a position of 

formal authority, to a “set of functions or qualities shared across a much broader segment 

of the school community that encompasses administrators, teachers, and other 
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professionals and community members both internal and external to the school” 

(Copeland, 2003, p. 376). 

Copeland’s study supports Spillane’s (2006) contention that interactions among 

practitioners affect leadership practice.  The findings show that school leadership must be 

defined to include distribution and sharing of leadership.  Without this understanding of 

leadership, built through shared inquiry, schools are unlikely to move beyond role-based 

strategies and adopt the distributive leadership model necessary to meet the complex 

challenges of creating a culture supportive of organizational learning.  The research 

provided further evidence of the efficacy of distributed leadership practice to sustain 

school improvement.   

The strengths of Copeland’s study included a sampling of all school levels and the 

use of in-depth case studies to highlight the challenges of the reform effort.  The BASRC 

model supports the need to “reculture” schools in ways to support improved teaching and 

learning.  Reculturation suggests the need for broadly distributed leadership systems and 

processes.  Further, the study adds to the research on the importance of staff engaging in 

an inquiry approach, which has its roots in organizational learning.  The focus on inquiry 

reinforces learning that can change an organization’s norms, values, and basic 

assumptions.  A limitation of the study is the singular focus on leadership practice.  

Addressing how schools create an organization that promotes learning is more likely to 

make them accountable for their actions as individuals who share the responsibility for 

understanding the school environment.  

Case studies conducted in two exemplary elementary schools in Washington that 

adopted distributed models of leadership showed leadership, both principal and 
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distributed, was the most important factor in the success of the school-reform efforts 

(Borko, Wolfe, Simone, & Uchiyama, 2003).  The schools worked to enact Washington’s 

Essential Academic Learning requirements and help students achieve proficiency on the 

Washington Assessment of Student Learning.  Schools were identified by the 

superintendent of public instruction and members of her staff, administrators at the 

Commission on Student Learning, personnel at regional Educational Services Districts, 

and university faculty members.  All were familiar with Washington’s educational reform 

agenda.  Members of the research team made site visits to the schools whose names came 

up repeatedly, and selected the final sample of three elementary and three middle schools.  

Once the individual cases were completed, only two elementary schools were used in the 

article, to allow for rich descriptions and detailed comparisons of the schools’ reform 

efforts and capacity for change.  The two schools selected, Beacon and Vista, offered the 

greatest contrast with respect to progress in enacting the Washington reform.  The 

researchers observed writing and mathematics instruction by selected teachers in Grade 4, 

the targeted grade level for elementary testing; conducted semi-structured interviews with 

principals, teachers, and students; and collected artifacts of practice.  While they tested 

grade 4, the researchers emphasized that all teachers share responsibility in realizing 

goals.  Schoolwide commitment to the reform was critical to success in enacting the 

Washington reform.   

The researchers collected data on six dimensions of school capacity, including 

effective principal leadership, professional community, program coherence, technical 

resources, school capacity, and professional development.  At the time, Vista was in the 

early stages of enacting the reform agenda.  The school decided to implement the reform 



 
 

32 

incrementally, beginning with reading, then writing, and finally mathematics.  

Improvements reflected this incremental approach.  Development of teachers’ capacity 

was key to their progress.  Beacon made substantial progress in enacting the reform 

agenda.  Beacon began the reform with literacy and progressed toward a writing program.  

They also focused on mathematics.  Beacon had a strong instructional leader and a 

committed staff.  In addition, teachers were committed to providing learning 

opportunities for all students.  Leadership was the most important factor in the success of 

both schools’ reform efforts.  Both schools had strong instructional leaders who promoted 

collaboration and collective responsibility.  Both created learning opportunities for 

teachers and secured technical support in teaching and teacher learning.  Both adopted 

distributed models of leadership, allocating leadership tasks and functions across people.  

Both schools had leadership teams that functioned as the schools’ instructional decision 

making groups.  Further, the teachers had substantial responsibility for instructional 

programming.    

This qualitative study provided descriptions of distributed leadership practices 

that lead to change in teacher practice.  The practices highlighted aligned with the work 

of Spillane (2006).  It reinforced the importance of strong instructional leaders and a 

committed staff.  Further, the study highlighted the need to create conditions that promote 

collaboration and collective learning.  

This study also provided a strong case for distributed leadership practices focused 

on instructional leadership and collaborative work.  It indicated that distributed models of 

leadership may be essential to school reform, given the complexity of the issues being 

addressed.  Another strength of the study was its operational detail.  
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Not evident was how the principal should interact with those in leadership.  It 

would be useful to know if those in leadership positions are able to question the principal 

and the assumptions.  No one person will have the expertise needed for any effective 

change effort.  Without a clear focus on how leadership practice creates and sustains 

organizational learning, the aim of collective inquiry to enhance knowledge and skills 

and improve teacher practice may not be realized. 

Increasing the distribution of leadership is effective when the quality of the 

leadership activities helps teachers provide more effective instruction (Timperley, 2005).  

This was the finding from an empirical study focused on key concepts related to 

distributed leadership in a school improvement context.  The study highlighted leadership 

processes in seven elementary schools.  In each school, the principal, the literacy leader, 

and three teachers were interviewed annually.  The 21 teachers ranged in experience from 

1 year to more than 20 years.  Two sets of student achievement data were used.  This 

included the entry-level literacy skills data and the achievement data after Year 1.  There 

was no significant difference in the students’ achievement scores for six of the seven 

schools.  How leadership is enacted when it is distributed, and the conditions created for 

the distribution, make a difference in improving instruction.  

This study supports the concept of leadership as distributed over multiple leaders 

and situations (Camburn et al. 2003; Copeland, 2003; Spillane, 2006).  The goal of 

improving leadership is to have a greater influence on improving instructional practice in 

the interest of organizational learning.  The ultimate goal is to improve student 

achievement.  A strength of this study was the inclusion of two sets of student 
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achievement information.  Student achievement data were collected prior to the 

professional development, and over the three years of the study. 

Another research model predicted that significant outcomes of site-based decision 

making offer another benefit for distributed leadership.  Measures were based on survey 

data collected from 367 team members in 50 schools from 15 districts.  Results suggested 

that shifting the power from the traditional authorities to teams may result in enhanced 

feelings of influence (Bauer & Bogatch, 2006).  If teams think they can influence 

decisions, their practice will reflect that.     

The research showed that the work cannot be accomplished by the principal 

alone.  Leadership in schools is “almost inevitably distributed, and the issues to be 

considered are how the leadership activities are distributed and the ways in which this 

distribution is differentially effective” (Timperley, 2005, p. 397).  While the researcher 

understood the importance of addressing how leadership practices are distributed, the 

important question of how the organizational culture supports organizational learning was 

not addressed.  The lack of focus on creating a culture for learning limits the flow of 

ideas, information, and innovations among individuals, teams, and departments essential 

to organizational learning.   

The focus of this section of the literature review is to highlight the relationship 

between distributed leadership and improved instructional practices.  This work is 

accomplished collaboratively and includes both principal leadership and teacher 

leadership.  A common theme is distributing leadership practice to have a greater 

influence on decisions that impact teaching and learning.  Additionally, the studies 

offered valuable insights into the importance of group learning.  The researchers 
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acknowledged the need for on-going knowledge building that can impact organizational 

learning.  Further, the researchers connected the instructional aspects of leadership to 

student learning.  This dovetailed well with several strands of research on school 

improvement.  School and district effectiveness studies showed that high levels of student 

achievement are possible when schools and districts act as coordinated units of change 

(Chrispeels, Burke, Johnson, & Daly, 2008).    

The researchers also connected distributed leadership to the practice of 

collaborative leadership.  Team members function as agents of the organization.  Critical 

to distributive leadership is knowing how organizations “create networks of interaction 

that can self-organize and be shaped and driven by the intelligence of everyone involved” 

(Morgan, 2006, pp. 112-113).  More evidence is needed to provide a clearer 

understanding of how leadership is diffused, and the knowledge needed to understand or 

make sense of the high school environment where staff members can learn about and 

from their values, beliefs, and actions is disseminated. 

Less prominent in the research literature is the role of the leaders in fostering the 

conditions for organizational learning.  Little evidence exists that leaders were 

encouraged to ask questions about the programs in order to identify the learning needed 

for improvement.  The studies did not address the skills and information leaders had 

acquired to refine their values, beliefs, and attitudes and how basic assumptions about 

their work were changed as a result of implementing the programs.  

Distributed leadership is important to recognizing and valuing the skills and 

knowledge of all team members.  It supports instructional leadership where the leader is 

selected according to the task or problem to be solved.  In addition, it recognizes the 
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importance of interdependency, where members hold each other accountable for results.  

The distributed leadership framework highlights the critical need for the SLT (DuFour & 

Eaker 1998; DuFour & Marzano, 2011; Elmore, 2000; Fullan, 2001).   

The complexity of high schools requires organizational learning to shift from the 

responsibility of a single heroic leader to the collective responsibility of a team 

(Camburn, Rowan, & Sanders, 2006; Elmore, 2000; Hart, 1995; Timperly, 2005).  The 

research here supports collective learning as an important part of the work in creating 

learning organizations.  It shifts the focus from leadership as a position to the practice of 

working together as a group on behalf of the school.   

School Leadership Teams 

School leadership teams have the potential to support organizational learning.  

When each member of the SLT shares some of the same understandings, the purposes for 

the team’s work and the constraints within which the team must function, their potential 

can be realized.  Each member brings some unique capacities to the group’s work 

(Leithwood & Mascall, 2008).  In this sense, the total capacity of the SLT is distributed 

across the team. 

SLTs are a common organizational structure in high schools.  For the purpose of 

this study, the SLT is defined as the administrators and teachers who come together to 

analyze data and design, advocate, monitor, and implement the school improvement plan.  

The team is composed of representatives from various school departments (Lambert, 

2003). 

Understanding the leadership capacity of the SLT can serve as an important 

vehicle to promote organizational learning.  The work of the leadership team is to foster a 
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culture of organizational learning where the improvement of learning is the major focus 

(Dwyer, 1998).  This focus has generated research on models of leadership teams, 

including instructional leadership teams, principal advisory councils, school improvement 

teams, and lead-teacher committees.  Effective leadership teams manage the complex 

change required to improve learning.  The development of a strong SLT and the 

distribution of leadership responsibilities that characterize the job of an effective school 

leader are critical to effective school leadership (Marzano et. al., 2005).  SLTs are 

important for building the leadership capacity needed for organizational learning 

(Lambert, 2003).  The leadership team creates and sustains a school culture that leads to 

organizational learning (Bloom & Vitcov, 2010).  To better understand leadership teams, 

this section will explore the role of the principal, how leadership teams function, and the 

learning environment. 

Role of the Principal 

The major role of the principal is working with the adult community in the school.  

It is vital that the principal’s interactions with teachers and the school community focus 

on attaining high levels of achievement for all students (Lambert, 2003).  Principals and 

teachers work together in reflective teams.  Staff meetings serve as opportunities for 

collaborative learning.  Study groups test assumptions by introducing new ideas.  In these 

examples, leadership practices are distributed to draw on the teachers’ expertise 

(Lambert, 2003).  Principals are in “a key strategic position to promote or inhibit the 

development of a teacher learning community in their school. . . .  School administrators 

set the stage and conditions for starting and sustaining the community development 

process” (McLaughlin & Talbert, 2006, p. 56).   
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While the role of the principal continues to change, principals who are 

collaborative, open, and inclusive can accomplish remarkable improvements and deeply 

impact student achievement (Elmore, 2000; Lambert, 2003; Murphy, Smylie, Mayrowetz, 

& Louis, 2009).  According to Elmore, 

The job of administrative leaders is primarily enhancing the skills and knowledge 

of the people in the organization, creating a common culture of expectations 

around the use of knowledge and skills, holding the various pieces of the 

organization together in a productive relationship with each other, and holding 

individuals accountable for their contributions to the collective results.  (Elmore, 

2000, p. 15) 

 

Leaders cannot achieve success alone because success is a social achievement 

(Grint, 2000).  Faith in the individual and collective capacity of people to create 

possibilities for resolving problems, and the use of critical reflection and analysis to 

evaluate ideas, problems, and policies, are among the values that guide the work of the 

principal (Apple & Beane, 2007).  Principals create conditions for teacher interaction, 

including structures and policies that formalize ways in which teachers are expected to 

work together (Printy & Marks, 2004).    

The principal’s role in sharing power and responsibility with others is integral to 

how SLTs foster organizational learning (Leithwood & Jantzi, 1990).  The shift to shared 

leadership requires the principal to become proactive in working with the team to bring 

about change in the organizational culture in order to create and sustain a learning 

organization (Murphy et al., 2009).  Conceptions of teacher and principal leadership may 

develop into shared conceptions of new role relationships (Clift, Johnson, Holland, & 

Veal, 1992).  Teacher leadership roles need to be actively supported by principals as 

teachers seek greater opportunities to extend their leadership beyond the classroom 

(Silins & Mulford, 2004).  Foundational to this work is the need to clarify the roles and 
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responsibilities of the leadership team members in relation to the structure of the school 

(Dering, Cunningham, & Whitby, 2006). 

The role of the principal is “the reculturing of work” to ensure organizational 

learning (Murphy et al., 2009, p. 193).  Principals occupy a unique space in the work of 

creating a culture where collaborative leadership can flourish.  Their role is to shape the 

school culture to promote teacher leadership.  They establish a climate that encourages 

and supports members of the organization as they construct a culture of collaboration and 

shared practice.  These are the findings from one of six case studies in a larger three-year 

longitudinal distributed leadership study in two Mid-Atlantic states.  Fieldwork began in 

2004–2005.  The cases were selected from 10 schools representing variability in 

organization, demographics, and distributed leadership initiatives.  They represented 

urban, suburban, and rural geographic regions.  In this case study of Glencoe Middle 

School, researchers studied the role of the principal in creating “leadership dense” 

organizations (Murphy et al., 2009, p.184).  Each spring the lead author visited the site 

for three days, interviewing 20 participants at each school and central office staff.  

Principals, assistant principals, and teachers, central office administrators and teacher 

union representatives were interviewed.  The researchers observed distributed leadership 

team meetings and staff at leadership work.  Mid-year interviews were conducted with 

the principals.  In addition, documents about distributed leadership and general school 

operations were reviewed.  While this case study focuses on one middle school, the 

findings were informed by the other five schools in the larger study. 

The strength of Glencoe Middle School study is that it identifies explicit practical 

suggestions for helping the principal redesign the work of the leadership team to 
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overcome cultural and structural barriers to organizational learning (Murphy et al., 2009).  

A limitation of the study was that it focused on teacher leadership as the sharing of tasks 

and responsibilities.  There were limited references to the principal’s role in creating 

opportunities for teams of teachers to become leaders of learning.  Without the focus on 

inquiry that challenges beliefs, values, and basic assumptions, leadership teams will be 

challenged to foster organizational learning. 

Salins and Mulford (2004) posited that high schools that operate as learning 

organizations are led by principals that involve all their staff in identifying school goals.  

This builds a shared vision for the work.  The principal fosters a culture of “caring, trust, 

and respect among staff and students” (p. 459).  Further, the principal establishes school 

structures and leadership processes to promote shared decision making, distributed 

leadership, and professional learning.  These findings bolster the view that principals are 

essential in supporting and empowering teachers to lead. 

Building a collaborative leadership team is necessary to develop organizational 

learning and sustainable school improvement (Hallinger & Heck, 2010; Lambert, 2003).  

Comprehensive school-wide reform has to focus on improvement for the entire school 

instead of particular populations; and it cannot be limited to particular subjects, programs, 

or instructional methods (Desimone, 2002).  Principals are critical to building teams.  

They hold the unique position of being able to reframe leadership to include the 

collective work of the leadership team.  This means they are the catalysts for shaping a 

culture of collaboration (Murphy et al., 2009).  Thus, the role of the principal is to create 

an environment that values and supports team empowerment and builds the team’s 

capacity to pursue this vision collectively.  The principal has to remove hierarchical 
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barriers, while at the same time ensuring that the work of the team does not become a 

model of what Janis (1971) described as groupthink, a mode of group decision making in 

which “concurrence-seeking becomes so dominant in a cohesive group that it tends to 

override realistic appraisal of alternative courses of action (p. 186), or what Hargreaves 

(1990) described as contrived collegiality. 

How Leadership Teams Function 

The view of schools as learning organizations that foster collective leadership 

demonstrates the “fundamental interdependence of leadership and followers” (Hart, 1995, 

p. 17).  Collective leadership is “the combined effects of all sources of leadership and the 

possible differences in the contribution to such effects by each source” (Leithwood & 

Mascall, 2008, p. 530).  Collective leadership was conceptualized as a form of distributed 

influence and control. 

SLTs must address the issues of teaching and learning (Chrispeels, Castillo, & 

Brown, 2000).  Only a few large-scale studies have been conducted to understand how 

SLTs, formed to lead the rest of the staff in school reform, develop and function.  By 

examining numerous studies on the elements of effective site-based management teams, 

researchers have identified several factors that make for an effective leadership team 

(Levine & Eubanks, 1992; Malen, Ogawa, & Krantz , 1990; Smylie, Lazarus, & 

Brownlee-Conyers, 1996; Taylor & Bogotch, 1994; Weiss & Cambone, 1994).  The 

factors most frequently mentioned include: 

Clarity of roles and responsibilities, support from the district, collaborative and 

supportive principal leadership, positive relationships with the school community, 

training in how to function as a team and resolve conflicts, knowledge of budgets, 

planning and pedagogy, and a focus on students and issues of teaching and 

learning.  (Chrispeels et al., 2000, p. 23) 
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Leaders should use data to focus the team on teaching and learning (Chrispeels et 

al., 2000).  The study of the California School Leadership Academy (CSLA) for school 

administrators convened in 1984.  Over time, both the CSLA directors and school 

administrators recognized the need for a well-trained leadership team to support school 

reform.  In 1993, the SLT program was designed “to develop the capacity of the SLTs to 

facilitate actions within their schools that lead to powerful learning for all members of the 

organization” (CSLA, 1995, as cited in Chrispeels et al., 2000).   

This research highlighted the importance of building the capacity of the 

leadership team to lead the collaborative work of their teams and departments.  Team 

development is critical in a school culture that is fundamentally individualistic 

(Leithwood & Jantzi, 1990).  The tradition of teacher isolation from colleagues and the 

principal will continue without the support of a highly effective SLT.  The researchers do 

not focus on how SLTs create an organizational culture to ensure organizational learning.  

Without a focus on a culture of organizational learning, SLTs may be seen just as another 

voice of the principal.  With a focus on organizational learning, the team becomes an 

important vehicle for challenging the status quo and shaping the assumptions, beliefs, and 

values of the organizational culture. 

 High levels of student achievement are possible when schools and the district 

engage collaboratively in professional learning (Chrispeels et al., 2008).  In this  study, 

researchers analyzed multiple sources of data through the lens of tasks of leadership and 

mental models, as articulated by Senge: “Mental models are deeply ingrained 

assumptions, generalizations, or even pictures or images that influence how we 

understand the world and how we take action” (Senge, 1991, p. 8).  Often these mental 
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models serve as guides for decision making.  Aligning the mental models of the schools 

and the district is important to ensure district reforms are implemented with fidelity.   

The case study was conducted in one K–8 urban school district in southern 

California that served 19,654 students in 19 elementary and five middle schools and one 

special needs center.  Five elementary schools participated in a national study titled 

Effective Schools for the 21st Century (ES21).  The schools participated in three years of 

professional development for their leadership teams.  In addition, a district liaison worked 

with the professional developers and the SLT.  The professional development was based 

on the effective school’s correlates and team-development processes.  The goal was for 

the leadership team to become “a purposeful community” (Marzano et al., 2005)   

The researchers drew on a variety of data sources including 45 interviews of 

teacher leaders, principals, the superintendent, and central office staff, a brief survey of 

team tasks administered to school-based and central office staff members, two SLT focus 

groups, and six observations of SLT seminars.  In addition, professional development 

documents and evaluations were reviewed.  Triangulation of the data and member checks 

were implemented to develop trustworthiness.   

Findings suggested that teachers and principals began to develop a shared mental 

model of the SLT’s leadership tasks as they engaged in the collaborative work and shared 

experiences (Chrispeels et al., 2008).  During the course of the year, the district liaison 

recognized the importance of her involvement in the ES21 seminars, the significance of 

the SLT to the district’s reform process, and the need to provide professional 

development.  SLTs served as a significant communication link between principal and 

grade-level colleagues, and then, for bringing input back to the team.  SLTs and the 
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central office shared a mental model in the task of developing staff.  This reinforces the 

idea that we need to develop the capacity of the leadership team to lead comprehensive 

school reform (Chrispeels et al., 2008; Desimone, 2002). 

This study provided data that supports leadership team development over time.  

The quotes from the participants further support the finding that SLT team members and 

central office were beginning to develop shared mental models as a result of the 

professional learning.  A strength of this study was the evidence in favor of the SLT as 

the significant communication link between the central office and schools.  One must be 

cautious, however, for mental models could lead to what Janis (1971) described as 

groupthink.  In the process of aligning mental models to support the implementation of 

district reforms, there must be space for schools to question and challenge paradigms on 

behalf of their students.  It is this questioning that leads to organizational learning.  This 

level of questioning and learning is necessary if schools are going to engage in the self-

reflective practice necessary to deal with their complex issues and make informed 

decisions in rapidly changing contexts (Argyris, 1999).   

A limitation of the study was that no high schools were included.  Given the 

complexities of high schools, it is necessary to study how the task of team development 

and mental models impact how leadership teams create structures and processes to 

support organizational learning.  The organizational structures in high schools in the form 

of multiple teams and departments have the potential to diminish the integration 

necessary to support comprehensive school reform.  

In schools where the SLT was conceptualized as a major part of the 

organizational structure, team members work together, exercising power and influence to 
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implement instructional change and shape the new vision for the school.  Researchers 

explored how school structures facilitated and constrained the role that teams play, their 

influence, and the actions they take to improve student learning and professional 

development.  The study focused on four middle school teams participating in the 

training through the California School Leadership Professional Development Program.  A 

structural perspective provided the lens used to explore how SLTs are influenced by the 

environment (Chrispeels & Martin, 2002).  Specifically, how does the training and 

development enable teams to assume four roles: communicators, staff developers, 

problem solvers, and leaders of change? 

As communicators, their role was to share the information they learned in the SLT 

professional development seminars with their colleagues.  In each case, the 

communication structure of the school influenced the teams’ ability to share information.  

Communication was maximized when the organizational structure allowed the team 

multiple opportunities for communicating what was learned at the training with other 

committees and the staff (Chrispeels & Martin, 2002).  Having a structure that allowed 

the team to communicate in an organized, consistent way allowed other staff members to 

share information with the leadership team.     

Staff development was a more formal effort to provide staff with professional 

development in the same way they experienced it in the seminars.  Teams replicated 

activities they learned at the professional development sessions.  The success of the 

implementation of the professional development was the result of mental models being 

aligned with the district initiative (Chrispeels et al., 2008).  In this case, the professional 

development was part of a system-wide reform initiative and all schools led their teams in 
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developing school-wide benchmarks.  The sense of working with their staff and the 

team’s connection to the district were reflected in the team’s organizational charts.  

Among the four schools, the SLTs exercised the most power and influence in schools 

where they formed a major part of the organizational structure (Chrispeels & Martin, 

2002). 

Problem solving included the teams’ work to identify needs and develop action 

plans to address the needs.  Teams learned action research, data collection and analysis, 

problem identification and problem-solving skills.  As a result, teams were able to 

identify students’ strengths and challenges and plan accordingly.  As teams worked 

toward their goals, they built team cohesiveness, engendering a sense of member power 

that sustained the team.  Evidence strongly suggested that teams used their expert power 

to influence decisions (Chrispeels & Martin, 2002).   

Leadership was defined as encompassing initiating actions that led to whole-

school learning.  All teams took actions based on the organizational structure of the 

school.  This section has focused on leadership teams as a structure to support 

organizational learning.  SLTs served as an important bridge between the school vision 

and classroom practice.  The data supported the work of the leadership teams as a 

cornerstone of school reform.  Once given the authority, SLTs assume the leadership 

roles with confidence.  What remains is the link between the work of strong SLTs and 

student outcomes (Chrispeels et al., 2000, p. 52). 

This section of the literature search on school leadership teams focused on the 

structural and cultural conditions that facilitate the practices of the SLT.  Specifically, the 

theorists identified the role of the principal in setting the tone for the collaborative work 
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of the SLT.  Additionally, they focused on the importance of goals in promoting a shared 

vision, shared decision making, and professional learning.  Further, the studies identified 

critical functions of the SLT including supporting knowledge building.  While the SLT as 

a structure is not new, the role of the team as the lead facilitator of adult learning to 

improve practice is a recent development (Marzano et al., 2005).  It is imperative that the 

roles and responsibilities of the leadership team be clarified in relation to the school 

structure and processes.  Of equal importance is the identification of essential team 

practices commonly associated with effective team performance.  In addition, teams need 

well-designed professional development that focuses on adult learning to support school 

improvement.  As leadership teams engage in collaborative work over time, they develop 

shared beliefs and practices that support organizational learning. 

New policies, especially those associated with NCLB and Race to the Top, have 

resulted in structural changes.  Redefining the roles and functions of SLTs cannot be the 

result of political or economic motivation but rather a deep understanding of the 

importance of creating an organizational culture where team members learn new skills 

and information.  The goal is to expand the group’s values, beliefs, and basic assumptions 

for the sake of the organization.  Such a culture would provide the freedom that the SLT 

would need to question, challenge, and innovate.   

Learning Organizations 

Developing cultures of organizational learning may help high schools as they take 

on the challenges of NCLB in a time of increased student diversity, high-stakes 

accountability, and decreased education budgets.  As schools become experts at dealing 

with change as a normal part of the way they do business, they reconceptualize their 
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school goals and reimagine how teachers will work together to achieve the goals (Senge, 

1990).  The reculturing of high school teaching requires “changing the ethos of teaching 

from individualism to collaboration, from conservatism to innovation” (McLaughlin & 

Talbert, 2001, p. 125).  In a changing world driven by technological innovations and 

greater diversity, high schools may want to consider practices to foster collaborative 

learning in order to meet the needs of each student.  

Defining Learning Organizations 

The concept of a learning organization originated with Senge’s systems thinking.  

Senge defined learning organizations as “organizations where people continually expand 

their capacity to create the results they truly desire, where new and expansive patterns of 

thinking are nurtured, where collective aspiration is set free, and where people are 

continually learning how to learn together” (Senge, 1990, p. 3).  He posited that change 

occurs through teams, and argued that we must give up the illusion of the world of 

organizations as separate, unrelated forces.  He espoused five disciplines (systems 

thinking, personal mastery, mental models, shared vision, and team learning) as tools for 

organizational learning.  Systems thinking is the fifth dimension and holds together the 

others in a coherent body of practice. 

Systems thinking is “a framework for seeing interrelationships rather than things, 

for seeing patterns of change rather than static snapshots of isolated parts of the system” 

(Senge, 1990, p. 69).  There are three assumptions based on systems thinking that will 

inform this study.  The first asserts that interconnectedness gives living systems their 

unique character.  How members of the leadership team perceive themselves as part of 

the leadership team will indeed define organizational actions.  Second, systems thinking 
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provides a language that changes how we think.  The leadership team has to consider 

moving beyond “the pursuit of simple answers to complex issues” (Senge, 1990, p. 185).  

Third, systems thinking shifts the focus from an individual to the people as active 

participants who shape their reality.   

Organizational learning is an intentional process.  Members of the organization 

actively focus on issues and concerns rather than accept the status quo.  They seek to 

uncover erroneous assumptions, question standard operating procedures, learn from 

mistakes, and encourage innovations on behalf of the organization (Collinson & Cook, 

2007). 

While the literature is replete with definitions of organizational learning, some 

common themes include organizational adaptability, flexibility, human potential for 

learning that supports the organization, and the creation of an organizational culture to 

support multiple perspectives (Argyris, 1999).  Argyris defined organizational learning as 

follows:  

A process of detecting and correcting error.  Error is any feature of knowledge or 

knowing that inhibits learning.  When the process enables the organization to 

carry on its present policies or achieve its objectives, the process may be called 

single-loop learning.  When the process is not only capable of detecting error but 

of questioning the underlying policies and goals as well as its own program, it 

might be called double-loop learning.  (Argyris, 1977, p. 116) 

 

Single-loop and Double-loop Learning 

 The concept of the single-loop and double-loop learning model draws attention to 

different systems of organizational learning developed by Argyris and Schön.  While this 

model of learning goes back to 1974, it did not become prominent in organizational 

dynamics until 1978.  Single-loop learning, with its emphasis on the detection and 

correction of errors within a given set of governing variables, is linked to incremental 
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change in organizations.  Governing variables are the preferred operating norms.  They 

are not the underlying beliefs or values espoused by the people, but the variables that can 

be inferred by observing the actions of individuals.  Double-loop learning involves 

challenging the governing variables themselves and often results in changes of systems, 

processes, and strategies (Argyris & Schön, 1974).      

Single-loop learning occurs when errors are corrected by changing behaviors.  

While behaviors change, existing norms, beliefs, and values remain the same.  Single-

loop learning focuses on how to meet existing goals and targets.  The chief concern of 

single-loop is effectiveness:  How can we do something better (Argyris & Schön, 1978; 

Collinson & Cook, 2007)? 

Double-loop learning creates habits and attitudes that allow organizations to 

openly confront their own errors.  Double-loop learning occurs when errors are corrected 

by “first examining and questioning underlying organizational policies and practices and 

altering the governing variables and then the actions (Argyris, 1999, p. 68).  Double-loop 

learning is necessary if organizations are going to engage in the self-reflective practice 

necessary to deal with complex, nonprogrammable issues and make informed decisions 

in rapidly changing contexts.  Double-loop actions support the long-range effectiveness 

of the organization.  Both single-loop and double-loop learning include detection of error 

as well as changes in assumptions (Argyris, 1999).   

Initiating processes that reward and punish employees creates barriers to double-

loop learning.  Further, when employees do not feel psychologically safe, they engage in 

defensive behavior designed to protect themselves and their colleagues (Argyris & 

Schön, 1978).  Thus, issues are buried, giving the impression to management that all is 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Organizational_learning#CITEREFArgyrisSch.C3.B6n1978
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well.  In organizations, formal structures, rules, job descriptions, and various beliefs may 

also lead to defensive behaviors (Morgan, 2006).  These defensive behaviors become a 

part of the culture and prevent the double-loop learning necessary for a learning 

organization striving to allow an appropriate strategic organization to evolve.  Learning 

organizations are adaptable and recognize the human potential for learning on behalf of 

the organization (Argyris & Schön, 1996). 

Schools as Learning Organizations 

The concept of secondary schools as learning organizations was examined as part 

of the research project involving South Australian and Tasmanian secondary schools.  

The study was designed to investigate the emerging reconceptualization of schools as 

learning organizations.  The following seven dimensions characterized schools as 

learning organizations: 

Environmental scanning—the activities of the school that contribute to 

broadening the scope of the information, policy, theory, and practice that is 

brought to bear on the school’s development and decision-making processes. 

Vision and goals—the recognition of and commitment to a coherent and agreed-

upon sense of direction that guides a school’s everyday actions and decisions as 

well as shapes its long-term planning. 

Collaboration—there is a climate of openness and trust that promotes 

collaboration, cooperation, support, and involvement in the functioning of the 

school. 

Taking initiatives and risks—school staff are open to change and feel free to 

experiment and take professional risks toward personal and whole-school 

improvement. 

Review—programs and practices are reviewed, evaluated, and actioned. 

Recognition and reinforcement—there is sincere recognition and valuing of 

effort, initiative, and achievement. 

Continuing professional development—encouragement, opportunity, and 

resources are provided to enable all school staff to learn, develop, and implement 

the knowledge, skills, and attitudes needed to contribute to improving the school’s 

performance as a whole.  (Silins et al., 2002, pp. 26-27) 
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These characteristics were used to develop the questionnaire for this study.  This 

study focused only on the perceptions of schools as learning organizations.  A self-report 

by teachers and principals on a five-point Likert scale provided more than 2,000 

responses on staff perceptions of schools as learning organizations.  The results of the 

study confirmed that teachers and principals identify characteristics and processes of 

learning organizations with their schools.  Thus, there was evidence for the validity of 

applying the learning organization construct to schools. 

This study reinforces the arguments put forth by Senge (1990) and Argyris (1977) 

on producing new patterns of behavior that engage the whole organization.  This was 

evidenced in the findings that identified the four factors that form the learning 

organization construct in secondary schools.  They are: 

 Trusting and collaborative climate—the extent to which the school’s climate 

and culture is one that supports collaborative work, sharing of information, and 

open communication. 

 Taking initiatives and risks—the extent to which the school leaders and school 

structures support experimentation and teachers feel valued and rewarded for 

taking the initiative. 

 Shared and monitored mission—the extent to which teachers participate in all 

aspects of the school’s functioning, including decision making and review, 

sharing a coherent sense of direction, and acknowledging the wider school 

community.  

 Professional development—the extent to which staff draws on available 

knowledge and skills to continuously improve their performance.  (Silins et al., 

2002, pp. 28-29) 

 

One limitation of the study was that it was based on self-report.  Self-report data is 

limited by the fact that rarely can it be independently verified.  

It is important to reconceptualize schools as learning organizations to promote 

successful change that impacts teacher leadership and student outcomes (Silins & 

Mulford, 2004).  This study examined organizational learning and the leadership 
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practices and processes that fostered organizational learning in 96 high schools.  In 

particular, they were interested in the relationship of teacher leadership to organizational 

learning and student outcomes.  The study uses the data collected from surveys of 

teachers and students for a larger study known as the Leadership for Organizational 

Learning and Student Outcomes Project (LOLSO), a three-year (1997–1999) 

collaborative research project by the Australian Research Council.   

Survey data from 2,503 teachers and their principals provided information on the 

“nature of organizational learning in high schools, sources of leadership in the school, 

and leadership and school management practices of the principal and the management 

team” (Silins & Mulford, 2004, p. 445).  Schools were characterized as learning 

organizations based on four dimensions, including a trusting and collaborative climate, 

shared and monitored mission, taking initiatives and risks, and professional development.  

A path model was used to examine the influence of internal school variables on teacher 

leadership and organizational learning, and the impact of teacher leadership and 

organizational learning through teachers’ work on and students’ participation in and 

engagement with the school.  The school was the unit of analysis.  The internal school 

variables used were: 

Resources—the extent to which teachers perceive resources as being available to 

the school; Leader— the nature of the principal’s practices as transformational 

leader; Staff Valued— the extent to which staff feel valued and welcome new 

staff; Leadership Satisfaction— the level of satisfaction with leadership in the 

school; Community Focus—school administrators’ response to the needs of the 

members of the community; Teacher Leadership— the extent to which staff work 

together is a source of leadership; Organizational Learning— the extent to which 

the school functions as a learning organization; and Teachers Work - the students’ 

perceptions of teachers’ work in the classroom.  (Silins & Mulford, 2004, pp. 450-

451) 
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The findings indicated that high schools operating as learning organizations 

developed a trusting, collaborative climate where teachers were encouraged to 

experiment and take risks.  School structures and processes encouraged staff to actively 

engage in all aspects of the school, including decision making and review.  Schools as 

learning organizations were proactive with regard to the changing environment because 

they were oriented toward learning and renewal.  Further, the results indicated these high 

schools operated as learning communities, and teacher leadership included the whole 

staff working collectively.  Teams provided leadership, and individual teachers provided 

leadership on an informal basis. 

The strength of this study was that the researchers identified characteristics of 

high schools labeled as learning organizations.  The findings from this study are based on 

survey results from 2,503 teachers and their principals in 96 secondary schools.  This 

study further supported the change in the paradigm away from teacher autonomy toward 

the development of learning communities that value differences, support critical 

reflection, and encourage members to question and debate issues (Peters, Dobbin, & 

Johnson, 1996).  Learning communities provided a structure to support the sustained 

changes and effectiveness needed for double-loop learning.  Staff acquired the knowledge 

and skills to challenge the status quo, question basic values and beliefs, and create a 

strategic plan that ensures they are ready to meet the needs of student learning in the 21st 

century. 

While the importance of high schools becoming learning organizations was 

reinforced, it is important to note that how schools become learning organizations was 

not addressed in this study.  Gathering qualitative data that focused on how the staff 
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fosters a culture that supports organizational learning would identify fundamental 

assumptions about teaching and learning currently being reconsidered (Salins & Mulford, 

2002).   

The Amherst Regional Middle School (ARMS) portraiture study examined shared 

and distributed leadership as a model of organizational success (Burke, 2002).  

Organizational success is seen as “depending on the organization’s ability to see things in 

new ways, gain new understandings, and produce new patterns of behavior—all on a 

continuing basis and in a way that engages the organization as a whole” (Argyris & 

Schön, 1996, p. xix). 

The conceptual framework for Burke’s study is organizational learning (Burke, 

2002).  She focused on two aspects of systems thinking: seeing interrelationships rather 

than linear cause-effect chains and seeing processes of change rather than specific 

moments in time (Kim, 1994; Sarason, 1996; Senge, 1990).  Leadership was exhibited at 

the individual level as well as the staff level through the leadership team.  The leadership 

team provided a structure for ongoing collaboration with colleagues.  The 

professionalism of teaching meant a fundamental change in the culture of schools that 

support the need for a collaborative, democratic environment.  This study builds on the 

work of Senge (1990) and Argyris and Schön (1996) and focuses on how one 

administrator’s espoused theory of action was consistent with her theory of practice.  The 

leadership at ARMS represented an understanding that schools need to shift to learning 

organizations where they see things in new ways; gain new understandings; and thus 

change their beliefs, values, and attitudes.  The strengths of the article were the focus on 

ownership of personal learning, clear delineation of roles and responsibilities of team 
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members, and acceptance of disagreements.  A limitation of the study was that shared and 

distributed leadership were discussed through the lens of the principal.  While she 

espoused a nonhierarchical environment, the voices of the members of the team have 

been omitted from this study.  

This section of the literature review focused on the importance of creating schools 

as learning organizations to meet the changing needs of the 21st century workplace.  

Defining organizational learning is the first step for high schools as they seek lasting 

reforms that will impact teaching and learning in today’s global economy and 

increasingly unequal society.  The common themes that were broadly shared by multiple 

theorists included organizational adaptability, intentionality of learning that supports the 

organization, and the creation of a climate and an organizational culture to support 

multiple perspectives. 

Equally important was the development of the SLT as the internal structure to 

communicate the internal commitment to collaborative learning toward a common goal.  

Sinclair (1992) cautioned against teamwork that recognizes and defers to the dominant 

power brokers in the group.  SLT members would be encouraged to advocate their views, 

which means that norms and assumptions could be openly challenged.  This is critical if 

we are to avoid what Janis (1971) described as groupthink.  

Grint (2005) posited that organizations need to promote constructive dissent.  To 

question their practice is to change the governing variables and then their actions 

(Argyris, 1999).  Embedded in this norm is the belief that leadership is not about the 

position, but rather the knowledge, about being competent, and about monitoring 

decisions (Argyris, 1999).  Grint (2005) asserted that we need to learn how to lead 
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without authority.  This will require us to develop a strategy for developing leadership 

cultures rather than courses for developing individual leaders.  

Organizational Culture 

The purpose of this section is to focus on how the school’s belief system plays a 

critical role in the sustainability of school improvement efforts.  If high schools are to 

become learning organizations, the school culture needs to evolve into a student-focused 

and learning-focused culture (Principals, 2011).  Despite the magnitude of change 

demanded from high schools as organizations “to prepare students for a defined 

minimum academic standard and to get all students to graduate by achieving that 

standard” (Carnoy, Elmore, & Siskin, 2003, p. 176), not much exists in the way of thick 

descriptions of high school cultures.  Lortie (1975) posited that:  

Schooling is long on prescription, short on description.  But although books and 

articles instructing teachers on how they should behave are legion, empirical 

studies of teaching work—and the outlook of those who staff the schools—remain 

rare.  Changes are proposed without sure knowledge of the settings they are 

presumed to improve.  Without a clear picture of school reality, efforts at 

rationalization can dissolve into faddism and panacean thinking.  (pp. xvii-xviii) 

 

Understanding the relationship between the ethos of the occupation and the 

culture of the high school is pivotal to organizational learning.  The extent to which SLTs 

will be able to exercise leadership is shaped by culture, values, norms, practices, and 

relationships (Fullan, 2001).  Leadership practice is best situated in a supportive, 

collaborative organizational culture that values continuous learning and recognizes 

teachers as the creators of school culture (Silva, Gimbert, & Nolan, 2000). 

The following research studies highlight organizations as cultural entities.  The 

purpose is to outline a cultural perspective on organizational learning.   
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In this study, Martin (1992) emphasized the importance of viewing organizational 

culture through three perspectives: 1) Integration—all members of an organization share 

in an organization-wide consensus of values and purpose; 2) Differentiation—there are 

frequent inconsistencies resulting in conflicts among groups in organizations with limited 

consensus; 3) Fragmentation—there is considerable ambiguity in organizations with 

consensus coexisting with conflict, and clear consistencies and inconsistencies are rare.    

Each reveals a different kind of truth and a greater understanding of the organizational 

culture emerges.  The multiple-perspective approach ensures all voices are heard.  

Hearing all voices negates the assumption that any organization has a single culture.  This 

builds on the work of Cook and Yanow (1993), who posited that organizations have more 

than one culture. 

The administrators in 12 Ontario schools with highly collaborative professional 

practices used six strategies to foster greater collaboration.  These strategies included 

“strengthening the school culture; employing various bureaucratic mechanisms to 

stimulate and reinforce cultural change; fostering staff development; communicating 

directly about cultural norms, values, and beliefs; sharing power and responsibility with 

others; and using symbols to express cultural values” (Leithwood & Jantzi, 1990, pp. 22-

23).   

The strength of this article was its focus on how a school’s culture impacts staff 

practices and staff and student development.  Further, it supported collaborative school 

cultures.  SLTs can provide the structural basis for developing collaborative cultures.  

Little is known about how such cultures are developed.  This void makes a study on how 
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leadership teams construct leadership capacity important to the research on how the 

organizational culture affects the team. 

Academic optimism makes a significant contribution to student achievement 

(Hoy, Tarter, & Hoy, 2006).  Academic optimism in schools is a collective set of beliefs 

held by the staff.  The staff believes they can teach all students, trust students and parents 

(Hoy et al., 2006), and emphasize academics.  Academic emphasis is the extent to which 

academic excellence drives the work of the whole staff (Hoy & Miskel, 2005; Hoy, 

Tarter, & Kottkamp, 1991).   

The study included a diverse sample of 96 high schools in one mid-western state.  

The researchers selected urban, suburban, and rural schools.  One hundred forty-nine 

schools were invited to participate in the study.  Ninety-six high schools, from grades 9-

12 and 10-12, participated.  Data were collected from a random set of teachers attending 

their regularly scheduled staff meetings.  They responded to measures of academic 

emphasis, collective efficacy, and faculty trust in parents and students.  The results of this 

study add to the research on the role of the school’s belief system in the sustainability of 

school improvement efforts (Principals, 2011).  A strength of this article is that the 

researchers provide strategies for building academic optimism. 

Lortie’s (1975) sociological study ranges from the early 1960s to the early 1970s.  

Lortie marshals historical review, national and local surveys, findings from observational 

studies by other researchers, and content analysis of interviews in this seminal research 

on the work life of teachers.  The sample description includes 94 interviews obtained 

through a two-step sampling procedure.  The goal in designing the sample was to ensure 

a range of socioeconomic settings and grade levels.    
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Lortie posited that the organizational and cultural patterns in high schools 

promote professional isolation.  This encourages teachers to view teaching as an 

individualistic rather than a collaborative practice.  Teachers generally assumed they 

would work alone rather than with other adults.  He suggested that developing a 

professional community would not only benefit the teachers as individuals but the 

profession as a whole.  Building a learning community into the work lives of American 

high school teachers is fundamentally a problem of reculturating the profession—

changing the ethos from individualism to collaboration (McLaughlin & Talbert, 2001).  

 Building teachers’ capacity to operate as a learning community requires a 

profound change in school structures.  In learning organizations, teacher leadership is 

characterized by the whole staff working together.  Schools that operate as learning 

organizations encourage teachers to assume informal leadership roles (Silins & Mulford, 

2004).  Maximizing professional learning requires paying careful attention to 

collaborative processes (Muijs & Harris, 2006).  Collaborative processes offer the 

opportunity for teachers to study, learn about, share, and enact leadership (Jackson, 

2000).  Leaders cannot be effective working in isolation, with little or no time to meet, 

work on, or even perceive the potential synergies of their roles (Camburn et al., 2003).   

Schools viewed as purposeful communities where educators work together, 

focusing on choices that affect students’ opportunities to learn, value collaborative 

processes.  A purposeful community is “one with the collective efficacy and capability to 

develop and use assets to accomplish goals that matter to all members through agreed-

upon processes” (Marzano et al., 2005, p. 99).  A range of conditions needs to be in place 

for SLTs to be successful, including a culture of shared leadership and a strong leader 
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(Muijs & Harris, 2006).  Supportive structures that enhanced the development of teacher 

leadership included opportunities to switch roles and responsibilities, regular meetings to 

plan new initiatives, internal promotions, and good professional development 

opportunities.  In schools where the SLT was conceptualized as a major part of the 

organizational structure, the team members acted more as leaders, exercising power and 

influence to implement instructional change and shape the vision for the school 

(Chrispeels & Martin, 2002; Lucas, 2002).   

School culture has a profound impact on the success of improvement initiatives in 

schools, and it impacts SLTs (Leithwood & Jantzi, 1990; Marzano et al., 2005; York-

Barr & Duke, 2004).  While leadership teams are not a new structure in schools, the work 

of leadership teams has changed significantly.  They play a pivotal role in engaging all 

staff in comprehensive systemic change and school improvement efforts.  The critical 

question remains:  What structural and cultural conditions facilitate the practices of the 

SLT?  After conducting his case study with high school department chairs, Feeney (2009) 

acknowledged that the pressures and demands placed on teachers require public schools 

to change how leadership is defined and practiced. 

This section on organizational culture focused on the connection between 

leadership and culture and the conditions that facilitate the work of the SLT.  The 

common themes posited by multiple theorists included supportive, collaborative culture; 

multiple perspectives approach; shared values; collective beliefs; and supportive 

structures that facilitate shared leadership.  In the context of high schools, the researchers 

identified cultural patterns that may promote professional isolation including working 

alone rather than with other adults and lack of teacher leadership opportunities.  The 
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consensus is leadership is shaped by culture, values, norms, practices, and relationships 

(Fullan, 2001).  Learning organizations create mental models that are deeply ingrained 

assumptions, generalizations, or even pictures or images that influence how they 

understand the culture and how they work together as an organization (Senge, 1990).     

When SLT members engage collaboratively in the tasks of leadership, shared 

mental models are more likely to develop.  The goal of developing shared mental models 

is not to generate shared norms and patterns of groupthink but rather a culture that 

diminishes directive, hierarchical relations and elevates strong, shared leadership that 

empowers teachers and principals to use their collective knowledge and skills to examine 

and improve educational practices.   

Conclusion 

The findings in these studies provided evidence that school leadership defined to 

include distribution and sharing of leadership can establish the conditions for 

organizational learning.  Distributed leadership recognizes and values the skills and 

knowledge of all team members and provides a critical framework for the work of the 

school leadership team.  Further, it highlights the importance of developing the collective 

capacity of members of SLTs to disperse the learning throughout the organization.  The 

SLT serves as a vehicle for focused interactions among teachers to ensure that the 

collaborative work dramatically improves the organization.  They connect the work 

among the leadership team members, their academic departments, and the school as a 

learning organization.  Often, this requires a change in life-long values, beliefs, attitudes, 

and instructional practices.  
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This literature review has sought to understand the role SLTs play in fostering 

practices consistent with organizational learning.  Creating opportunities for members of 

the SLT to lead learning and solve problems collaboratively in new and different ways—

ways that support inclusiveness—is a critical step for a learning organization.  The 

research recognizes the importance of interdependency, where members hold each other 

responsible for results.  Further, the studies provided evidence of the collective efficacy 

of distributed leadership practice to sustain school improvement.   

While SLTs are not new, the roles of the leadership of the teams have evolved 

since the early 1990s.  They are critical to leading the acquisition of knowledge and skills 

to improve the organization (Marzano et al., 2005; York-Barr & Duke, 2004).  The 

studies revealed the importance of designing SLTs as models for this collaborative 

teamwork, including leading decision-making processes on behalf of teachers and 

students.    

The studies infrequently went beyond distributed practices that support the 

implementation of a program or strategy.  Research that provides details about the way in 

which SLTs foster practices associated with organizational learning is not prominent in 

the literature.  Identifying key SLT practices, then, is critical to understanding how SLTs 

function effectively in an ever-changing field. 

Past inquiry has made a compelling case for linking collaborative learning to 

organizational learning, although it has not adequately identified practices directly 

impacting teaching and learning.  Yet in order for organizational learning to lead to 

improved outcomes, it must foster practices associated with instructional improvement.  
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Specific practices directly related to improved teaching include coaching, modeling, 

providing specific, timely feedback, and communicating high expectations.   

Organizational learning will require inquiry and rely on shared understandings 

among members of the SLT before it can become integrated into the organization.  

Members of the SLT serve a critical role as brokers and facilitators of learning 

(McLaughlin & Talbert, 2001).  Four factors characterize a learning organization: 

 Trusting and collaborative climate—the extent to which the school’s climate 

and culture is one that supports collaborative work, sharing of information, and 

open communication. 

 Taking initiatives and risks—the extent to which the school leaders and school 

structures support experimentation and teachers feel valued and rewarded for 

taking the initiative. 

 Shared and monitored mission—the extent to which teachers participate in all 

aspects of the school’s functioning, including decision making and review, 

sharing a coherent sense of direction, and acknowledging the wider school 

community.  

 Professional development—the extent to which staff draws on available 

knowledge and skills to continuously improve their performance.  (Silins et al., 

2002, pp. 28-29) 

 

Understanding high schools as learning organizations offers the potential to 

unlock the core conditions required to improve school performance and raise student 

achievement.  Restructuring of high schools to ensure effective collaboration will require 

a deep understanding of academic departments as a context for teaching and learning.  

Given their discipline identities, department structures, and size, high schools provide 

unique challenges to organizational learning.  The academic department impacts 

organizational learning in four critical ways: 1) it represents a strong boundary in 

dividing the school; 2) it provides a primary site for social interaction and for 

professional identity and community; 3) it has considerable discretion as an 

administrative unit over the micro-political decisions affecting what and how teachers 
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teach; and 4) as a knowledge category, it influences the decisions and shapes the actions 

of those who inhabit the realm (Siskin, 1994, p. 5).  Thus academic departments can 

serve either as stepping stones or barriers.   

Exploring the process by which one comprehensive high school leverages the 

strengths of their academic departments, while overcoming formidable barriers to 

organizational learning, will shed light on processes central to any high school reform 

initiative.  The high school is typically a large, complex organization because of its 

isolation.  They are usually “balkanized into subject-based departments, each with its 

own distinct culture” (Elmore, 2003, p. 199).  This isolation gives rise to another 

problem: the lack of a common language (Lortie, 1975).  He posited that teachers go 

through a lengthy apprenticeship of observation in that they spend their entire childhoods 

observing teachers teach.  Teachers are highly likely to teach in the way they themselves 

were taught.  Without a common language, it is difficult to have a common goal (Lortie, 

1975).  The work has to be done collaboratively.  How this collaborative work is 

distributed over multiple members of the high school SLT determines the success of a 

learning organization.  Thus, the high school provides a rich terrain in which to study 

organizational learning. 

Looking at a school’s culture through three layers—artifacts, espoused values, 

and fundamental assumptions—theorists agree that culture frames how tasks are 

understood and performed.  The overall conclusion is that additional research is needed to 

determine the role of the SLT in fostering collaborative learning in a high school.  Often, 

the high school culture supports individuals who maintain the status quo.  Creating a 

collaborative culture in high schools to support and sustain organizational learning 
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requires a transformation from a culture of isolation to a culture of collaboration.  

Identifying collaborative work will create new habits and attitudes that build learning 

organizations to sustain school reform. 

Limited attention has been given to understanding how the collective work of the 

SLT translates into improved school performance and how the practices of the SLT foster 

organizational learning.  Although educational theorists claim that the collective learning 

practices of the SLT are critical to improved teaching and learning, few studies seek the 

informative voices of team members regarding organizational adaptability, flexibility, 

and human potential for learning that support organizations and the creation of an 

organizational culture.  We need collective mechanisms that reinforce effective 

teamwork.  The members of the SLT must be co-creators of school improvement 

strategies.  Constructive dissent must be encouraged in order to hear different voices and 

perspectives and move beyond groupthink and authoritarian leadership (Grint, 2005).  

The studies included in this review failed to address how members of the SLT 

understand and nurture the level of collective inquiry necessary to foster organizational 

learning; thus, a rationale for this study has been established.  How leadership team 

members define their roles, engage with their colleagues, and situate themselves in the 

school environment will provide important information devoted to the explicit 

development of the knowledge and skills SLTs need to foster organizational learning 

(Chrispeels & Martin, 2002).    

The concepts discussed throughout the literature review gave rise to the single-

loop and double-loop conceptual framework design (see Figure 1, page 16), where active 

team input and participation in identifying the problems are encouraged.  By deepening 
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their collective responsibility for solving problems, the team members become 

accountable for the new ideas that are essential to organizational learning.   
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Chapter 3: Methodology 

Introduction 

This case study examines the role that the school leadership team (SLT) plays in 

fostering organizational learning in a large, comprehensive high school.  In this study, the 

members of the SLT are referred to as instructional team leaders (ITLs).  The ITL and the 

SLT are one in the same.  For the purpose of this study, the SLT is defined as the 

administrators and teachers who come together to analyze data and design, advocate, 

monitor, and implement the school improvement plan.  The team is composed of 

representatives from various school departments (Lambert, 2003). 

This research study uses a qualitative approach, based on a 

constructivist/interpretivist epistemological perspective.  With this approach, “all 

knowledge is contingent upon human practices, being constructed in and out of 

interaction between human beings and their world, and developed and transmitted within 

an essentially social context” (Crotty, 1998, p. 42).  In the constructivist/interpretivist 

view, meaning is constructed by members of the SLT as they interact in formal and 

informal ways to share knowledge and make decisions that aim to enhance the 

effectiveness of the school as an organization.  The overarching goal of the study was to 

understand how the SLT members create a collaborative culture within the school, 

devoted to the explicit development of the school as a learning organization. 

The adoption of a constructivist research orientation is critical to the examination 

of the school environment, culture, and people, as well as how they work together and 

“create shared understandings about their role and participation in school leadership” 
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(Spillane, 2006, p. 146).  The constructivist orientation acknowledges the importance of 

language and discourse in qualitative research (Creswell, 2007). 

Research Questions 

This study is designed to understand the learning organization cultivated by one 

high school SLT.  The theoretical perspectives and the research study are constructionist 

in orientation and serve as the basis for defining the research questions.  Data collection 

and analysis provide the basis for addressing the overarching research question:  Does the 

SLT foster practices consistent with organizational learning?  If so, how?  Sub-questions 

include the following:  

1. How do SLT members identify high leverage problems related to 

improved teaching and learning? 

2. How do members of the SLT demonstrate shared beliefs about the goals 

of their work?  

3. What structural and cultural conditions facilitate the practices of the 

SLT? 

4. How do internal and external factors support the work of the SLT?   

Methodology 

A case study approach was used to understand the role of an SLT in fostering 

practices associated with organizational learning in a high school.  It is the “preferred 

strategy when  ‘how’ or ‘why’ questions are being posed, when the investigator  has little 

control over events, and when the focus is on a contemporary phenomenon within some 

real-life context” (Yin, 2003, p. 1).  The “how” in this study focused on how the 

instructional team leaders (ITLs) identified a common organizational goal and how they 
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assessed the effectiveness of the work toward meeting the goal.  The “why” in this study 

focused on understanding the importance of the organizational culture in creating and 

sustaining organizational learning.  Such questions deal with processes, structures, and 

practices that must be traced over time (Yin, 2003).   

The case study is a comprehensive research strategy that involves an in-depth 

understanding of an issue explored through one or more cases within a bounded system 

(Creswell, 2007).  A single case is appropriate when it represents a critical case.  This 

study centered on a high school in which the leadership team intentionally focused on the 

practices associated with improving teaching and developing organizational learning to 

meet the needs of all students (Yin, 2003). 

A case study focuses on contemporary issues and allows the researcher to retain 

the holistic characteristics of real-life events (Yin, 2009).  Specifically, I wanted to 

understand what the school was like prior to the organizational learning, why they 

decided to make the change, the role of the SLT in the process, and evidence of the 

change.  The case study allowed for an in-depth study of the practices and decision-

making processes of the SLT with a reputation for working collaboratively with the 

school-based academic departments and staff to foster organizational learning.  The study 

examined the SLT members’ perceptions of how the culture of the school supports the 

work of the leadership team in developing organizational learning.   

This was a single instrumental case study, focused on one large comprehensive 

high school as a learning organization through an examination of the high school 

leadership team in a suburban school district in a mid-Atlantic state.  For this research, 

the SLT served as an embedded unit of analysis within the school (Yin, 2009).  
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School Case 

Qualitative research utilizes purposeful sampling.  I selected the site and 

individuals for study because they could inform an understanding of the role of the SLT 

in fostering organizational learning (Creswell, 2007).  The sampling strategy used was a 

critical case of a high school that served diverse students in terms of the enrollment of 

African American and Hispanic students and the percentage of students receiving free 

and reduced-price meals.  In addition, the school consistently made progress in student 

performance on nationally recognized measures of academic success.  The critical case 

“permits logical generalizations and maximum application of information to other cases” 

(Creswell, 2007, p. 127).   

School District 

The site for this research is an urban/suburban school district in the mid-Atlantic 

region of the United States.  There are 76 schools in the district.  The total student 

enrollment is approximately 52,000.  The district consistently ranks among the top school 

districts in the region based on student performance on state assessments.  The students 

score above the national averages on standardized tests and more than 92% of graduates 

continue their education beyond high school.  The district is diverse in terms of the 

number of students participating in the English for Speakers of Other Languages (ESOL) 

program, representing 58 different languages and 75 countries.  The demographic data, 

including the percentage of students receiving free and reduced-price meals, ESOL, and 

students for which the district provides special education services are further evidence of 

its diversity.  The school district and Roosevelt HS demographic data of student ethnicity 

and language are listed in Table 3.1.   
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Table 3.1 

 

School District/Roosevelt HS:  Student Demographics 2013-2014 

 

Student Race Student % (School District)  Student % (Roosevelt HS) 

White                  44                  30 

Hispanic                    9                  12 

Black or A-A                  21                  38 

Asian                   18                    9 

Native Hawaiian or 

Pacific Islander 

                   0.2                    0.1 

Two or more races 

 

Students in ESOL 

(English for  Speakers 

of Other Languages)  

Less than 5.0        

                                     

Other Special 

Populations                  

                   0.1                     9.1 

Students receiving 

Special Education 

Services 

 

                   6                    9 

Students who 

participate in Free and 

Reduced price meal 

system (FARMS) 

                  11                  31 

SOURCE:  School District Website, 2014 

High School Selection 

In selecting an exemplary high school, it was important to identify a high school 

that served a diverse population and made consistent academic progress on nationally 

recognized measures such as the Advanced Placement Test participation and 

performance.  It was important that the school demonstrated progress toward the goals of 

the district’s strategic plan, which is aligned with the state assessments.  Of particular 
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interest was identifying a school where the achievement scores for African American and 

Hispanic students, English language learners, and students with disabilities showed 

consist improvement overtime.  Further, a key condition was identifying a school 

leadership team where the team members worked collaboratively as instructional leaders 

to improve teaching and learning.  Finally, the SLT members would hold a common 

purpose for coming together that would include the improvement of classroom 

instruction.   

I reviewed public documents on the websites of the high schools to identify 

demographic and achievement data that matched the desired criteria for this critical case.  

My first criterion was identifying high schools that were serving a diverse student 

population and making consistent academic gains among all student subgroups including 

non-white, ESOL (English for Speakers of Other Languages), special education services, 

and free and reduced-price meal system (FARMS).  My preliminary review generated 

four district high schools for consideration.  My second criterion was to identify schools 

with a school leadership team where the team members worked collaboratively as 

instructional leaders to improve teaching and learning.  To identify such schools, I met 

with the district’s chief accountability officer familiar with the district high schools, who 

could reflect on how the leadership practices of the principal and other school leaders 

contributed to the collaborative work of the SLT.     

One school, which I call Roosevelt HS, surfaced as a strong candidate.  The chief 

academic officer noted that the school had been showing improvements in academic 

achievement and was led by an energetic principal known for a “dynamic leadership” 

style that was hands-on, participatory, and empowering to teachers.  In describing the 
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principal, the chief academic officer noted, “She is in it to make a difference for the 

students.”  The chief academic officer also characterized the principal’s work with the 

teacher leaders as contributing to the schools’ unique culture.  She noted, “Teachers buy 

into [the principal’s] vision.  She makes her staff part of the decision making.  She 

believes you hold people accountable.  The teachers hold each other accountable.  This is 

the culture.  She gets results.”  

Based on this conversation with a knowledgeable district insider and my review 

of documents to confirm and elaborate on these described school characteristics and 

practices, I selected Roosevelt HS to invite to the study.  The primary criteria centered on 

the preliminary evidence that the school leadership team worked collaboratively with 

school-based academic departments and teachers.  Their knowledge and experiences met 

the criteria I sought. 

Roosevelt HS is a large comprehensive high school serving 1,200 students in 

2013-2014.  Over the last four years, it has been recognized as among the best high 

schools in the United States by U.S. News and World Report, as well as one of the most 

academically rigorous schools in the United States by a national newspaper.  This is a 

school with a principal who was recognized by the school district for distinguished 

leadership, and by a local magazine as principal of the year for the last four years.  It is 

also the home of a handful of National Board Certified Teachers and the county and state 

teacher of the year.   

Roosevelt has a teaching staff of about 100 teachers.  Forty percent of teachers 

hold a standard professional certificate.  A standard professional certificate indicates the 

teacher meets all certification requirements.  Advanced professional certificates are held 
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by 50% of the teachers.  Earning an advanced professional certificate requires three years 

of satisfactory professional school-related experience, and a master’s degree or a 

minimum of 36 semester hours of post baccalaureate course work.  

The administrative staff consists of four assistant principals, one leadership intern, 

and the principal.  The leadership intern, who is training to become an assistant principal, 

works under the direction of the principal.  Satisfactory completion of the leadership 

intern process prepares candidates for assistant principal positions. 

The school has an active improvement agenda.  Areas for focused improvement 

for 2014-2015 include preparing staff and students for the Common Core testing through 

membership in the Partnership for Assessment of Readiness for College and Careers 

(PARCC), increasing student participation and performance in Advanced Placement (AP) 

courses, and increasing their annual staff and student engagement results on the Gallup 

Student and Staff Engagement Survey.  PARCC membership is based on a core belief 

that assessment should work as a tool for enhancing teaching and learning.  The grade-

specific assessments are aligned with the rigorous Common Core State Standards and 

help the school assess how well students are progressing on a path to college and career 

readiness.  Participation and performance in PARCC and AP programs were areas of 

focus for the school leadership team during the 2013-2014 school year. 

Roosevelt is home to a diverse student body representing over 50 countries and 

drawing together students of African American, White, Hispanic, Asian, and mixed races.   

School Leadership Team 

At Roosevelt, teacher leadership is valued and encouraged, a fact reflected in the 

composition of the school leadership team (SLT).  The SLT is the formal teacher 
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leadership team structure responsible for providing colleagues with constructive feedback 

to improve instruction.  Membership includes ten teacher instructional team leaders 

(ITLs)—seven representing different content areas, one representing guidance, one 

representing special education—the ninth grade team leader, and all of the administrators.  

As leaders of their departments, SLT members are charged with improving instruction 

and student results.   

At Roosevelt, the SLT members represent specific academic areas across grade 

levels (i.e., English, mathematics, social studies, science, world languages, career and 

technology education (CTE), and the arts).  The SLT members come together for the 

purpose of building the instructional capacity of the teachers in their academic 

departments and to improve the achievement of the students.  Working collaboratively 

with the SLT teachers are the six administrators, including the principal, four assistant 

principals, and a leadership intern.  An assistant principal is assigned to the departments.  

The assistant principal supervises each teacher leader.  

The educational experience of the SLT study participants at Roosevelt HS ranged 

from six to 26 years.  Service on the SLT ranged from one year to six years.  Three 

teacher leaders served on the SLT under the leadership of another principal.  Seven team 

leaders served exclusively under the leadership of the current principal.  One 

administrator is beginning her first year at Roosevelt HS.  The years of service for the 

other administrators range from one to eleven years at Roosevelt HS. 

The members of the SLT at Roosevelt HS are presented in Table 3.2 by key 

characteristics.   
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Table 3.2 

Roosevelt School Leadership Team Members by Years of Service as of August 2014 

(n=16) 

 

Position Number of Years at 

School  

Number of Years 

Serving on the 

SLT 

Gender 

    

Principal  

 

4 4 Female 

 

Assistant Principal  

Grade 12 

 

4 4 

 

       Male 

Assistant Principal 

Grade 11 

 

12 12 Female 

Assistant Principal 

Grade 10 

 

1 1 Female 

Assistant Principal  

Grade 9 

 

3 3 Female 

 

 

Leadership Intern  10 1 

 

Female 

 

 

Instructional Team 

Leader  

World Languages 

 

25 6        Male 

Instructional Team 

Leader  

Social Studies 

 

9 5 Female 

 

 

Instructional Team 

Leader  

English 

8 5 Female 

 

 

Instructional Team 

Leader  

Arts 

 

26 3 Female 

Instructional Team 

Leader  

Ninth Grade 

 

6 3  Female 
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Position Number of Years at 

School  

Number of Years 

Serving on the 

SLT 

Gender 

Instructional Team 

Leader  

Guidance 

 

11 3 Female 

Instructional Team 

Leader  

Special Education 

 

7 3 Female 

Instructional Team 

Leader  

Science 

 

8 2 Female 

Instructional Team 

Leader  

Mathematics 

 

7 1 Female 

Instructional Team 

Leader  

CTE 

7 1       Male 

    

 

According to the district job description, the SLT members assume other roles 

based on the needs of the school, which may include performing duties related to 

curriculum and instruction, leadership, management, communication, and professional 

development as noted in Table 3.3.  During the interviews, limited references were made 

to the management category.  This accords with what the principal shared in reference to 

the district moving away from an emphasis on management expectations to leadership 

expectations.   

 

 

 



 
 

79 

Table 3.3 

 

District Role Expectations for Members of the High School Leadership Team 

 

Focus Expectations 

Curriculum and 

Instruction 

Model and promote consistent implementation of the 

curriculum and best instructional practices. 

 

Collaborate with team members to generate and 

implement instructional strategies to support student 

acceleration and student support plans. 

 

Collaborate with team members to generate and 

implement instructional strategies to support student 

acceleration and student support plans. 

 

Participate in curriculum and assessment 

development by providing input and feedback to the 

process. 

 

Guide team members in using data to improve 

instruction. 

 

Leadership Promote the school system vision and goals of 

academic achievement and safe environment. 

 

Lead the team in implementing the Bridge to 

Excellence (BTE) Plan and other important school 

system initiatives. 

 

Serve as a member of the school leadership team and 

school improvement team. 

 

Provide instructional support for teachers on the 

team. 

 

Guide team members in the use of technology for the 

improvement of instruction. 

 

Model and promote a personal and professional code 

of ethics, integrity, honesty, and fairness. 

 

Management Identify and address management issues that affect 

student learning (budget, policies, scheduling, 

teacher assignment, materials of instruction, etc.) 
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District Role Expectations for Members of the High School Leadership Team 

 

Focus Expectations 

Assist in the collection and analysis of data. 

 

Provide direction for instructional assistants, student 

assistants, and temporary employees. 

 

Plan and manage the budget for the team, based on 

the needs of students and collaborative decision 

making with teachers. 

 
Communications Serve as a liaison between the school administration and 

team members. 

 

Foster relationships with the broader community to 

facilitate learning. 

 

Practice and promote effective oral and written 

communication skills. 

 

Attend regularly scheduled meetings with school-based 

administrators. 

 

Professional 

Development 

Plan and implement professional development 

activities for the team. 

 

Encourage teachers on the team to engage in 

additional professional learning. 
 

Participate in leadership development activities for 

high school instructional team leaders. 
 

Engage in professional learning for personal growth. 

SOURCE:  School District Website: School Leadership Team Member Job Description 

 

Each SLT member is responsible for a team of four or more full-time teachers 

who are assigned to the same discipline or grade and who meet regularly to plan, 

coordinate, implement, and evaluate an educational program for their students.  They 

serve as the first level of support for every teacher in their department. 
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Based on the participant responses, I emphasized two focus areas from the district 

role expectations for members of the high school leadership team list: leadership and 

communication.  Their responses often included references to the importance of fostering 

positive relationships in order to provide the instructional support to teachers.  Support 

may include feedback on direct classroom observations, modeling, and coaching.   

Data Collection Methods 

An important first step in data collection is identifying the location and gaining 

access to a site.  The next step involves developing rapport with the participants so they 

are willing share their views and knowledge.  An interrelated step is purposeful sampling 

of individuals who can best inform the research study.  Once the researcher selects the 

individuals for participation in the study, the data collection phase of the study begins 

(Creswell, 2007).  

Data collection at Roosevelt HS spanned four months and involved multiple 

methods to understand the process by which a high school SLT fosters organizational 

learning.  To this end, I drew upon three different methods:  interviews, observation, and 

document review.  Data collection occurred in two stages.  In stage, one I selected 

Roosevelt HS as the official research site.  I met with the principal and discussed the 

purpose of my research.  The stage-one screening process provided additional 

information about the processes and structures at Roosevelt HS as they have been 

conceptualized and implemented over time to support organizational learning.  In 

addition to the SLT, the principal identified the Teacher leadership corp (TLC), an all-

volunteer team of teachers from different grades and subjects, as an “informal leadership 

team.”  The TLC was established by the principal to provide more teachers an 
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opportunity to take on a leadership role, including decision making that focuses on 

teacher/student relationship issues.  The role of the members of the SLT was to do 

informal observations of teachers, coach, and provide feedback to improve instruction.  

My notes from this background conversation informed my understanding of the school 

and my approach to data collection. 

In stage two of the data collection, I first conducted interviews with members of 

the SLT.  I also began a series of observations of the leadership teams in the school.  

First, I observed the summer TLC planning meeting.  Second, I identified and reviewed 

documents obtained from the school district and high school websites, such as the district 

strategic plan and the school profile, to inform my interviews and aid in my 

understanding of the school infrastructure.  

I visited the school to observe three monthly SLT meetings.  Each visit lasted 

approximately one to one-and-a-half hours.  The SLT meetings were held during the 

school day and were scheduled for about 50 minutes.  During one monthly visit, I also 

conducted a 60-minute walkthrough of the school building to observe the informal 

interactions among teachers and students.  I photographed visual displays that reflected 

the school culture.  Conducting interviews, observing formal team meetings, and 

engaging in informal observations allowed me to understand the experiences of the 

members of the SLT.  Importantly, it allowed me to compare the espoused “theory of 

action” expressed during interviews with their enacted “theory in practice.”  In Appendix 

D, I include a crosswalk showing the intentional alignment between the research 

questions and the data collection methods and types of documents reviewed.  In the 
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following sections, I describe my approach to conducting interviews and observations 

and gathering and reviewing relevant documents. 

Interviews with School Leadership Team Members 

The goal of the interviews was to understand the unique experiences and 

perspectives of the participants and create a vivid picture of the practices, structures, and 

processes that participants believed foster organizational learning.  I organized each 

interview according to a semi-structured interview protocol consisting of 23 open-ended 

questions aligned with four common themes based on my review of the literature.  These 

themes included the identification of a common organizational goal, the commitment to 

collaborative professional learning and work, and the assessment of the effectiveness of 

the work toward meeting the goal and improving the organization.  The questions were 

organized in four categories—participant background, the work of the SLT, how the SLT 

learns about the school, and what mediates the work of the SLT.   

I used probes to clarify participants’ references and stories.  For example, levels 

of decision making include gathering input, consensus, decide and announce or fall back 

to leader (Scholtes, Joiner, & Streibel, 2003).  During the interviews, the SLT members 

described opportunities for participation in collaborative decision making.  The probing 

was to determine if the members engaged in any formal levels of decision making and if 

members could disagree with the administrator.  Participants reported that the principal 

often gathered their input.  An additional probe focused on questioning the principal’s 

decision.  The SLT members could question decisions because of their collective 

responsibility to implement it.  The presence of this line of inquiry on the part of the SLT 

members offers evidence of double-loop learning, an important governing norm.  A 
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group norm that enables subordinates, here teachers or assistant principals, to question 

leaders and decisions is thought to facilitate an organization to move beyond the status 

quo (Argyris & Schön, 1978).   

Questions about participants’ background helped me build rapport with the 

participants and to understand the specific leadership and work experiences that have 

influenced their perspectives.  This line of questioning focused on leadership team 

members’ role in the school, prior leadership experience, length of time at the school, and 

membership on the leadership team.  Collecting background information helped create a 

more nuanced picture of the resources that participants draw from to support their 

leadership work.   

The second section of the protocol focused on participants’ views and experiences 

as members of the leadership team, specifically, how members define the work of the 

leadership team.  In addition, I was interested in whether the espoused team purpose was 

aligned with the school goals.  The shared purpose would provide the team direction and 

helps clarify the roles and responsibilities of the team and its individual members.  

The third section of the protocol focused on how teachers become members of the 

SLT and the key practices of the team.  Specifically, how is the SLT connected to the 

other teams, (e.g., teacher leadership corp and the school improvement team)?  What are 

the meeting routines and norms?   

 The final section focused on understanding perceptions of the internal and 

external structures and processes that mediate the work of the SLT in design and practice.  

For example, what is the role of central office in supporting the work of the SLT?  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Organizational_learning#CITEREFArgyrisSch.C3.B6n1978
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The protocol guided my interview with each SLT member.  All participants were 

asked the same questions, although the order varied as participants addressed some 

questions together.  The interview protocol is included in Appendix B.   

All interviews were conducted the month prior to school and during the first 

weeks of school in August and September 2014.  Participation in this study was 

voluntary.  All members of the SLT were sent a letter of invitation via email in July (see 

Appendix F).  A second invitation letter to participate in the study was sent via email 

after school started.  A third invitation letter to participate was emailed to individuals 

who did not respond to the first or second request.  The goal was to include all members 

to understand a full range of perspectives on the work of the SLT. 

The interview sample included all role groups on the SLT, however, some 

members declined.  Two of 10 instructional team leaders did not volunteer to participate 

in the interview stage of the study.  As a result, the guidance and special education 

perspectives are not present.  Of the eight instructional team leaders who did participate, 

they present views from all the core subjects of high school such as English, social 

studies, mathematics, world languages, and science.  Given the large number of 

instructional team leaders on the leadership team, participation from teachers associated 

with the core content areas was critical.  The criterion for high school selection was 

evidence of consistent academic progress on nationally recognized measures.  While 

interviews with two of the 10 team leaders was not possible, all were present at the SLT 

meetings and actively participated in the discussions.  For example, they engaged in 

partner discussions and shared with the whole group.  They asked questions to clarify 

action items.   
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Five of the six administrators, the principal, the leadership intern, and three 

assistant principals were interviewed.  While one assistant principal’s voice is not 

represented in these interviews, the instructional team leaders supervised by this 

administrator were interviewed and their comments are included in the narrative 

providing some insight into the leadership of the assistant principal from the perspective 

of her subordinates.  The purpose of this study was to analyze the practices of the SLT 

from multiple viewpoints.    

Two of the instructional team leaders were new members of the SLT but not new 

to the school.  It was important to interview the new members of the team to informally 

assess how the work of the SLT impacted department members.  For example, one team 

leader stated, “We had a really good ITL [team leader], and she was the backbone of our 

department.  And the one thing that I wanted to make sure we kept was the traditions.”  

This statement speaks to what SLT members characterized as a “family type atmosphere” 

in terms of how members of the department worked together.  This reflection offers 

insight into the traditions of the department.  The traditions are a window into what those 

in the SLT position consider the culture of the department.  While the new members were 

not able to articulate the specific goals of the SLT, they spoke confidently and clearly 

about their department goals.  In both cases, the department goals were aligned with the 

school improvement goals.  In both cases, they had an important story to tell about the 

practices of the SLT and how the practices impacted the work of the department.  

Because the interview focused on the work of the SLT, and not the individuals, any threat 

to validity was minimized. 
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Once SLT members agreed to participate in the study, I scheduled interviews 

through emails.  All interviews were conducted between August and January.  Each 

interview lasted between 45 and 75 minutes.  Before each interview, I explained the 

purpose of the research study, topics I was interested in, and confidentiality procedures.  I 

also solicited their consent to participate.  A copy of the informed consent letter to 

participants is located in Appendix F.  Each participant was interviewed in his or her 

classroom or office.  All participants responded to all of the interview questions I asked.   

All interviews were audio-taped and stored in a password protected computer.  

Interviews were sent to REV.com, a third-party transcription service, to be transcribed.  

After I received each transcript, I reviewed the conversation for accuracy by listening to 

the audiotape and verifying the content against the transcription.  Often names and words 

that referenced educational topics were incorrect.  For example, PARCC was transcribed 

as “park.”  In addition, I was able to fill in some of the conversation marked as 

“inaudible.”  All interviews were confidential.  Instead of real names, I used position 

titles in notes and selected quotes in the narrative to capture role perspectives, (e.g., 

administrator).  All interview materials and papers were secured in a locked file cabinet 

in my home.   

Observations of Leadership Team Meetings 

 Observations allow the researcher to learn firsthand how the actions of the 

participants correspond to their words, see patterns of behavior within a group or given 

setting, and develop a level of trust with participants (Glesne ,1999).  The main focus of 

the meeting observations was to understand the purpose and goals of the meeting. 
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I used the four themes from the literature review that characterize a learning 

organization:  a common organizational goal, the commitment to collaborative 

professional learning and work, the assessment of the effectiveness of the work toward 

meeting the goal, and improving the organization.  This provided focus and a common 

framework across multiple settings and data collection methods. 

For this study, observations of the SLT offered unique insight into the level of 

decision making and collaboration among the team leaders.  During school visits, I 

observed two different types of teacher leadership meetings-the SLT monthly meeting 

and the TLC summer planning meeting.  I focused primarily on the SLT meetings.  The 

SLT members are charged with observing teachers in their department and facilitating 

learning to improve teacher practice.  I observed three SLT meetings over four months at 

the beginning of the school year.  The list of meetings is in Table 3.4.  

I also observed the summer TLC meeting.  The purpose of this observation was to 

understand this voluntary teacher leadership meeting structure, which is unique to 

Roosevelt HS and may offer further insights into the school as a learning organization.  

The principal believes this group meeting is “where the culture of the school gets 

created.”  This team has more than 50 participants and attendance is voluntary.   

During the observations I took notes and jotted down thoughts “without narrow, 

specific regard for the research problem” (Glesne, 1999, p. 48).  Taking notes on the 

participants, the meeting, and actions within the meetings was critical.  I looked for 

patterns of participant interactions by scanning for the types of processes used to engage 

team members (e.g., think-pair-share).  I also sought to identify meeting norms such as 

who participates, who facilitates, who identifies action items, the level of decision 
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making, and how feedback is provided to identify similarities and differences across 

individuals and the meetings.   

I created a diagram of the seating arrangement, and also noted who facilitated 

each meeting.  For example, the principal facilitated TLC and one SLT meeting.  The 

leadership intern and one of the teachers facilitated the other two SLT meetings.  During 

these meetings, the principal sat next to one of the teacher leaders. 

Because the gatekeeper identified this as a productive team, I wanted to identify 

practices consistent with a high performing team (Scholtes, Joiner, & Streibel, 2003).  I 

sketched the patterns related to who spoke first and who engaged in the conversations.  I 

identified the action items for each meeting.  At each subsequent monthly meeting I 

looked for evidence that the input from the members of the SLT was included and action 

items were acknowledged.  Here is an excerpt of my notes from the TLC meeting: 

At the July TLC meeting concerns were surfaced by teachers in reference to the 

inconsistencies among administrators in handling disciplinary referrals in terms of 

assigned consequences for students.  In a proactive step, the TLC developed 

suggestions and provided them to the administrators for consideration.  At the 

August SLT meeting, the administrators shared tentative steps for addressing the 

inconsistencies among the administrators.  The steps reflected the feedback 

received from the TLC.  Further, members of the SLT were encouraged to 

provide input.  One of the members of the SLT asked the principal to share the 

draft steps with the all of the teachers during the pre-service meeting.  At the 

September SLT meeting, the leadership intern asked for feedback from the team 

regarding the consistency of implementation of the revised steps for handling 

disciplinary referrals.  The members of the SLT noted that teachers had reported 

to them that the new plan was working.  Some SLT members gave a thumbs up 

and others nodded in agreement.   

 

This description reflects how my note taking and tracing of an issue across 

observations offer insight into the process and outcomes of organizational learning within 

the SLT. 



 
 

90 

My notes included key meeting topics, the professional learning, e.g., content 

identified in the Professional Learning Plan 2014-2015,  evidence of members 

questioning the status quo, and the levels of decision making e.g., who is involved and 

how the decision is made (Scholtes, Joiner, & Streibel, 2003).  I made reflective notes in 

the margins of my notes to consider post observation.  A chart of the topics discussed 

during each leadership meeting is included in Table 3.4.   

I generated both descriptive and analytic notes based on my observations.  All 

notes were connected to an observation of an action, interaction, statement, or condition 

present during the meeting.  In addition to conveying the context, descriptive notes aimed 

to capture some of the interactions among the participants.  For example, following the 

viewing of a video exploring the concept of a Circle of Safety, the leadership intern asked 

the SLT members, “How are you creating a safe space for your teachers and students?”  

Many of the responses to the question came from members located on one side of the 

room.  During the meeting, the intern noticed the imbalance, stopped talking, and turned 

to the members on other side of the room with a smile and asked, “How is this side of the 

room doing?”  One after another they offered an example or idea for creating a safe space 

for teachers and students.  These included “having lunch without school business; 

following through on requests from teachers; being honest, genuine, and authentic; and 

asking what they need.”  From this exchange I learned that the SLT members understand 

the importance of building positive relationships by ensuring all voices are heard, and, 

that they appreciate their role in relationship development.  During this observation, I 

identified a practice of the leadership team that aims to foster organizational learning. 



 
 

91 

I also added to my observations a set of analytic notations.  These focused on 

noting participant feelings, clarifying problems, earlier interpretations, and other ideas 

and impressions (Glesne, 1999).  For example, based on the administrative intern’s 

inquiry, I wrote in the margin of my notes my interpretation that in seeking the views of 

SLT members on the other side of the room, the intern wanted to hear all voices.  In my 

review of the literature, a common theme articulated by multiple theorists regarding the 

development of high schools as learning organizations was the creation of an 

organizational culture to support multiple perspectives (Argyris, 1999; Peters, Dobbin, & 

Johnson, 1996; Silins & Mulford, 2004).  The actions and explanations of the 

administrative intern suggest the SLT members thought it was important to create a safe 

environment and a sense of trust for multiple views to emerge.  This illustration reflects 

my use of descriptive notes to record actions and dialogue during meetings, while also 

jotting analytic notes that explore the presence and absence of an organizational learning 

orientation among SLT members. 

In total, I observed four leadership team meetings.  The types of leadership team 

meetings observed, including their duration and topics, are presented in Table 3.4. 

Table 3.4 

  

Observed Leadership Team Meetings, Roosevelt HS 2014 

 

Month Meeting Type Topic Duration 

( in minutes) 

July Teacher Leadership 

Corp 

Student Advisory 

Topics for 2014-

2015 

 

Mentoring Program 

180 

August School Leadership 

Team 

Responsibilities  of 

Curriculum Team 

Leaders 

120 



 
 

92 

Table 3.4 

  

Observed Leadership Team Meetings, Roosevelt HS 2014 

 

Month Meeting Type Topic Duration 

( in minutes) 

Opening Weeks 

Information for All 

Teachers 

 

September School Leadership 

Team 

Role of Instructional 

Team Leaders 

 

50 

November School Leadership 

Team 

Writing Across the 

Curriculum 

 

50 

Total 4 Leadership 

Meetings 

 400 Minutes 

 

During my observation, I also looked for evidence that the SLT was a productive 

team.  Evidence I collected included the development of guidelines within the SLT and 

TLC for effective discussions.  According to the literature, this practice sets the tone for 

collegial interactions that may tap the team’s collective knowledge and experience as 

well as individual expertise.  I monitored the discussion to see if participants shared 

without being called on.  During the TLC meeting, my notes documented the number of 

times members of the team connected others to the dialogue by using the name of a 

colleague before making a comment.  Excerpts from my notes include:  “Dan, I agree 

with what you said…,”  “Alfred and I talked about…,” “Terri, I know you have thoughts 

on that,” and “Just bouncing off Sara and Bobbi…”  The nature of this dialogue suggests 

that members hold personal knowledge of each other’s work, expertise, and viewpoints.  

Further, it suggests a positive environment of inclusivity.  I also examined the process by 

which meetings closed as further evidence of a positive environment, and one focused on 
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organizational learning.  Here I focused on how and who closes the meeting, messages 

conveyed and other actions or verbal exchanges.  A consistent pattern across all SLT 

meetings was a closing note of “thank you.” 

Each school visit also offered opportunities for informal observations.  Such 

observations rely on the researcher’s ability to gather data through the senses and allow 

the researcher to document less formal observations (Yin, 2009).  These observations 

may include notes about the building itself, the main office, or hallway displays.  It also 

includes relationships such as, general teacher-teacher and student-teacher interactions 

that offer insight into the culture and practices of the school.  

My field notes focused on interactions among staff and students at dismissal, 

interactions among students and teachers in the hallways, the office, and classrooms.  

During informal observations, I witnessed the motto ‘people are an important asset,’ 

which is displayed on the school website and in the front hall and main office.  For 

example, one of my informal observations focused on the interactions among the front 

office staff, the teachers and administrators, parents, and students in the main office.  I 

observed three parents waiting for students for early dismissal.  The computer was down, 

so the secretaries could not quickly locate the students.  Two students had been referred 

to the office for disciplinary reasons and were seated.  A teacher walked in, noticed me, 

and then asked if I had been helped.  Later, an administrator approached the referred 

students using a quiet voice and met with each one individually in his office.  The parents 

and secretaries remained calm during the seven to nine minutes the computers were 

down.  Once the office cleared, one of the secretaries escorted me to the location of my 

interview.  During our brief walk, I commented on what I observed in the office.  The 
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secretary talked about how special Roosevelt is.  I coded this vignette as ‘people are 

important,’ as it offered insight into the school culture.  From this I learned about 

everyday school life.  The recording and reflection on these short observations of 

everyday school life contributed to my broader understanding of how the SLT thinks 

about and conducts its leadership work in the school.   

I also used my observation/field notes to verify some of the information collected 

during the interviews.  For instance, during the interviews there were many references to 

the school theme, ‘Good Teaching is Good Teaching.’  During a walkthrough of the 

building, I looked for evidence of this theme.  I noted and took a photo of posters with 

instructional strategies on this theme displayed in an Algebra classroom.  Many of the 

SLT members talked about their work in service of students.  They talked about the 

importance of placing their students in the right courses, which one ITL explained as 

matching students with their passions.  I also saw many posters created by teachers 

displayed in the hallway that marketed their own courses.  The principal explained that 

this was another opportunity to encourage students to identify courses of interest to them 

to ensure that the classes would be offered the next year.  I noted a counselor talking with 

the principal about a meeting with a student where she helped the student identify classes 

for the next school year.  These short excerpts from my field notes highlight informal 

observations around the school that presented opportunities to verify information 

collected during the interviews.  Further, these excerpts add to a broader picture of school 

life that the SLT aims to support.    

My practice was to write up my field notes the same day of the school visit.  All 

field notes were arranged chronologically in loose-leaf notebook, with notes dated and 
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labeled by topic.  At the end of the fieldwork all notes were transferred into electronic 

files for data analysis. 

Document Review 

Documents provided historical and contextual insights to the SLT interviews and 

observations (Glesne, 1999).  Documents included: 

The broad range of written and symbolic records, as well as any available 

materials and data.  Documents include practically anything in existence prior to 

and during the investigation, including historical or journalistic accounts, works 

of art, photographs, memos, accreditation records, television manuscripts, 

newspapers, brochures, meeting agendas and notes, audio- or video-tapes, budget 

or accounting statements, notes from students or teachers, speeches, and other 

case studies.  (Erlandson, Harris, Skipper, & Allen (1993, p. 99) 

 

Public documents, accessible without permission, from the school, county, and 

state websites helped me gain an understanding of the school setting prior to the school 

visit.  These documents displayed the demographic features and student performance data 

over time to provide a profile of the school.  I used four factors that characterize a 

learning organization including a common organizational goal, the commitment to 

collaborative professional learning and work, the assessment of the effectiveness of the 

work toward meeting the goal, and improving the organization to brainstorm a list of 

general documents typically available in schools that may be associated with or speak to 

these themes.  During the initial visit, I requested a copy of the school improvement plan, 

the staff handbook, and the summer meeting schedule.  Through a review of the 2014-

2015 School Improvement Plan, I was able to identify the school improvement goals and 

performance targets of the school.   

During interviews and informal interactions, as participants referenced documents 

that supported their work as a SLT member, I requested a copy of the document.  For 
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example, one SLT member described the classroom observation form used to provide 

feedback to the teachers as a tool to provide consistency and a common language among 

SLT members and classroom teachers.  Upon request, she provided me with the 

Classroom Observation Tool form which is used by all ITLs in the school when they 

observe a teacher.  This document was important to understanding the nature of the 

SLT’s work as it reflects institutionalized routines in the school aligned with the four 

characteristics of a learning organization.  This document speaks to the codified 

collaboration among SLT members and teachers.  In practice, it may provide a common 

language across departments.  In addition, the strategies outlined on the Classroom 

Observation Tool are aligned with the theme ‘Good teaching is good teaching’ and the 

teachers’ professional learning goals.  

Multiple documents were collected during each team observation, such as 

agendas, meeting handouts, official meeting notes, and other school artifacts discussed.  

Examining these documents was helpful in identifying leadership team interactions and 

practices consistent with organizational learning.  For example, the Curriculum Team 

Responsibilities 2014-2015 and the Curriculum Team Meeting Minutes handouts are used 

to provide consistency and communicate expectations for the collaborative work of the 

teachers who serve as curriculum team leaders.   

I logged all the documents using the document summary form in Appendix E 

(Miles & Huberman, 1994).  The document summary form included the following 

information: name or description of document, date received, event or contact with which 

the document is associated, significance of the document, and a brief summary of 

contents.  Using the data from my document log, I created a table of the types of 
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documents collected, noting each one’s significance and connection to the research 

questions and emerging themes of feedback, teacher leadership, and relationship building 

identified through the analysis of interviews.  Table 3.5 presents a partial list of 

documents reviewed including their significance to the SLT work and my use to address 

each research question.  The full list is in Appendix H. 

Table 3.5 

 

SLT/School/District Documents Reviewed 

 

Document Title/Type Significance to SLT Work Connection to Study 

School Improvement in 

Mid-Atlantic District-

Roosevelt 2013-2014 

Provides the 

performance data on 

state assessments over 

time 

 

Identification of Site 

Mid-Atlantic District 

Strategic Plan July 2013 

Shows the alignment 

of the school goals to 

the district 

 

Research Question #3 

District 

supports/resources 

for the school 

 

Teacher Leadership Corp 

(TLC) Retreat Agenda 

July 21, 2014 

Index card feedback-

Questions, comments, 

concerns, and 

compliments 

 

Feedback on 

Feedback from the 

May 2014 TLC 

meeting – Identified 

common theme of 

Consistency of 

Consequences and 

next steps  

 

Brag about Roosevelt 

 
 

Mentoring Program 

for students with GPA 

less than 2.0 

 

Research Question #1  

Theme: Providing 

Feedback  

 

 

Theme: Building 

Relationships 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Research Question #3 

Theme: Culture 

 

Theme: Service to 

Students 
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Table 3.5 

 

SLT/School/District Documents Reviewed 

 

Document Title/Type Significance to SLT Work Connection to Study 

ITL/Coordinator Agenda 

August 15, 2014 

Topics of discussion 

Role of the 

curriculum team 

leaders 

Curriculum Team 

Meeting Minutes 

(Template) 

 

Consistency of 

consequences 

Research Question #1 

Theme: Teacher 

Leadership 

Theme: 

Collaborative 

decision making 

 

ITLs provide input on the 

documents and their role 

is supporting the team 

 

Comes back to the theme 

of Consistency of 

Consequences which was 

identified in the July TLC 

meeting as an issue from 

the May 2014 TLC 

meeting 

 

The principal gathers 

feedback from the ITs at 

the September meeting.  

She asked, “How are we 

doing with the 

consistency?" 

 

Role of the Curriculum 

Team Leaders- August 

15, 2014 

 

An opportunity to 

clarify expectations 

 

 

Consistency across 

departments 

Research Question #1 

Theme: Teacher 

Leadership 

 

Theme: 

Collaborative 

Decision Making 

 

Classroom Observation 

Tool Feedback Form (na) 

Good Teaching is 

Good Teaching 

 

 

Feedback to improve 

instruction 

 

 

Research Question  #1 

Theme: Teacher 

Leadership 

 

Research Question  #2 

Theme: 

Professional 

Learning 
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Table 3.5 

 

SLT/School/District Documents Reviewed 

 

Document Title/Type Significance to SLT Work Connection to Study 

 

 

Provides consistency 

as the form is used by 

all ITLs 

 

 

Connected to 

professional learning 

plan  

 

Common Core -8 

standards of 

mathematical 

practices and 7 

competencies of 

literate individuals 

listed on the form  

 

I used documents to confirm and elaborate on interview data.  I organized the 

documents into categories to make connections to the interviews, see patterns, and 

identify themes.  For example, one of the SLT members commented on the importance of 

having different teachers lead the professional learning and teach a strategy.  He said, “It 

keeps everyone involved, so there's that buy in.”  I observed the SLT during a 

professional learning session on Writing across the Curriculum at the November SLT 

meeting.  The reading teacher facilitated the session.  This is aligned with intentions 

articulated the Professional Learning Plan 2014-2015 document.  These types of 

comparisons can elaborate on a practice discussed in the interview.  Further, they offer 

deeper insight into how the SLT members build their capacity to support the teachers in 

their department. 
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Data Analysis 

Case studies have a “story” to tell (Yin, 2009).  I used the research questions to 

guide my analysis.  I followed up with participants as needed to ensure that the 

information accurately reflected the participants’ accounts.  The following steps guided 

my qualitative analysis: 

1. Organize and prepare data for analysis.  

 

2. Read through all of the data.  

 

3. Begin the coding process.  

 

4. Use the coding process to generate categories or themes for analysis. 

 

5. Advance how the descriptions and themes will be represented in the 

qualitative narrative. 

6.  Give the meaning of the data.  (Creswell, 2007, pp. 150-154) 

I organized the notes into a data analysis notebook and saved them in an 

electronic file by category and method of collection.  This notebook included 

transcriptions of the interviews, district and school-based documents reviewed and 

observation field notes, including reflective memos. 

I followed a routine of revisiting and expanding my school visit notes at the end 

of each round of weekly interviews.  Engaging in this process close to the school visit 

helped to ensure the richness and accuracy of my descriptions of all the collaborative 

structures.  I wrote a brief description of my experiences at Roosevelt, and I prepared 

three types of memos to help me reflect on the interview and explore informal patterns 
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(Creswell, 2007).  Theoretical memos summarized ideas that surfaced in the interview 

that I wanted to explore further.  I wrote theoretical memos to examine two surprising 

events that occurred during school visits.  The first focused on the number of times the 

principal was referenced by the participants in their responses.  Second, I used a memo to 

explore the role teacher leadership played in the work of the SLT and its potential role in 

stimulating organizational learning in the school.  I was especially interested in all the 

volunteer opportunities for teacher leadership including the TLC, the school 

improvement team, and team leaders.  I wanted to know the leadership pathway followed 

by members of the SLT.  

I used memos to examine potential methodological issues.  Specifically I 

developed memos to explore the positive and negative influence of events, exchanges, 

and unexpected interruptions that surfaced during the interview.  An initial concern was 

that these interruptions may have affected my ability to focus and continue a given 

interview.  I developed a process memo for the interviews, exploring my transcripts to 

identify the interruptions due to public address announcements and individuals entering 

the room during the interview.  By examining these episodes, I learned that while the 

participants appeared comfortable with these interruptions, they were distracting for me 

as the researcher.  One effort to manage these interruptions was to inform my participants 

that I would pause the interview if there were interruptions.  Making this a part of the 

protocol lessened my anxiety.  The process memo helped me think about how to handle 

the interruptions, remain calm, and relax in an unfamiliar environment. 

Finally, I used the personal memos as a mechanism for reflecting on how my 

subjectivity may be influencing the substantive interview focus and my ability to 
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establish rapport with participants, including how my facial expressions and body 

language may influence participant responses.  For example, early in the process, I 

realized I was often nodding or smiling during the interviews.  I worried that I was 

signaling to the participant that their response was correct or incorrect.  I tried different 

techniques to manage this response.  I found that if I took notes during the interview, I 

could record the ideas that resonated with me rather than use body language or gestures 

to signal affirmation.  Adjusting my behavior was critical to improving the interview 

process and monitoring my subjectivity.  I knew the nods were connected to judgments I 

was making about ideas that I knew from years of work- related experience.  I did not 

want to hinder my participants from discussing information they assumed I already knew. 

After the fieldwork was completed, the next step in the data analysis began with a 

close reading of the interview transcripts.  I engaged in an inductive, iterative process of 

reading and rereading the 13 interviews to develop an overall understanding of their 

meaning within the context of the research questions (Hancock & Algozzine, 2006).  For 

example, I read each interview to understand the participant’s perspective (e.g., principal, 

assistant principals, and teachers).  I took notes in the margins, highlighted the script, 

underlined quotes, and bracketed sections indicating preliminary themes to explore in the 

coding. 

I had a wide left hand margin for writing notes and coding.  Each transcript was 

coded to align with the research sub-questions.  In addition to word codes, I did some 

pre-coding of things of interest to me by highlighting, circling, and underlining text.  

During a second reading of each section, I commented on views, practices, and examples 

of learning organizations, and other key ideas and terms, such as collective responsibility.  
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I highlighted rich quotes.  I made notes that suggested the data in one place may be 

similar to data in another place.  By contrasting the data in multiple sources, I could move 

beyond the expected to what was surprising or unique as well as what was limited to a 

given data source.  Additional codes and patterns were recorded in the right margins.  

Through this close reading and interaction with the data, I gained a general sense of the 

data and reflected upon its overall meaning.  I reread each section and aggregated the data 

into categories aligned with the research questions (categorical aggregation) and the 

conceptual framework.  Categories were collapsed into concepts/themes.    

I named segments of the data using descriptive, In Vivo, and process codes 

(Saldaña, 2009).  Descriptive codes labeled evidence of the organizational learning 

components such as “common goals,” “common language” and “shared vision.”  Process 

codes reflected descriptions of “collaborative decision making” and “providing 

feedback.”  Examples of In Vivo codes capture participant words that reflected shared 

beliefs, such as “serving teachers” and “serving students,” which I connected to the idea 

of servant leadership.  Codes emerged deductively and inductively throughout the data 

analysis process.  The initial codes were revised as additional data was analyzed.  A table 

of the codes is available in Appendix J.   

This case study used triangulated data sources to build a coherent justification for 

each theme.  For example, I identified servant leadership as a theme.  The core of servant 

leadership is nurturing those within the organization (Greenleaf, 1977).  I coded the 

documents and the meeting observation notes using similar codes, identified the themes 

and interpreted them to the research questions.  Here is an excerpt from my case 

summary, which speaks to this theme drawing on multiple sources: 
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As you enter the building, the first thing you see is a large sign that states 

everybody is welcome at Roosevelt HS.  Each time I visited, I was warmly 

greeted not only by the office staff but also by every staff member who entered.  

After the greeting, the next response was “have you been helped?”  During the 

interviews, the SLT members talked about the importance of helping teachers so 

they can help the students.  During an observation of one SLT meeting, a video 

about Circles of Safety was played.  One of the points that resonated with the team 

was the belief that “leadership is a choice not a rank,” and they have chosen to 

create a safe place for those they serve.   

 

Within the literature, caring is another core characteristic of servant leadership  

 

(Greenleaf, 1977).   

    

The research questions guided the selection of the school, the protocol design, 

data collection, data analysis, and presentation of the analysis and findings.  For example, 

in the interviews there were numerous references to the different leadership roles teachers 

were pursuing such as volunteering on the school improvement team or serving as a team 

leader.  In reviewing the 2014-2015 meeting dates document, I noted 11 teacher 

leadership structures in place at Roosevelt that may encourage leadership including the 

SLT.  During the August SLT meeting observation, the focus of the SLT was reviewing 

the responsibilities of the curriculum team leader role.  The principal encouraged SLT 

members to look at teachers in their department they can develop for leadership.  I also 

identified the promotion of leadership among teachers in school documents used for 

planning and heard it in the language of the principal when thinking about how to 

stimulate leadership practice among the teachers in the pursuit of organizational learning. 

I developed generalizations about the process of fostering organizational learning 

at Roosevelt HS through the development of the themes, based on similarities and 

differences among data sources (e.g., documents, interviews, observations).  The 

overarching findings were cross-referenced with those of previous studies identified in 
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the literature review.  The goal was to connect the literature review and the major themes 

as I was addressing the research questions.  Finally, I developed a descriptive narrative to 

communicate insights for readers, for themselves or their school district, regarding how 

to think about the development of collaborative teams oriented toward the intentional 

development of schools as learning organizations.   

Trustworthiness 

I employed a number of strategies to enhance the trustworthiness of my study.  

The triangulation of diverse sources of data can enhance the trustworthiness of research.  

Specifically, triangulation has the potential to reduce the risk that the findings reflect the 

systematic biases or limitations of a specific source or method (Yin, 2009).  To this end, I 

used interviews, observations, and documents to identify corroborating evidence about a 

high school leadership team that fosters practices consistent with organizational learning.  

For example, I used different methods to gather information about the importance of 

common goals to organizational learning.  Through interviews I asked questions to learn 

how SLT members are purposeful about their responsibilities and align their work with 

the school goals.  During observations of team meetings, I took notes regarding how SLT 

members were sharing what writing looks like in their content area, which is one of the 

professional learning goals to support writing across content areas.  Through a review of 

documents such as the training plan for writing across content/curricular areas, I 

identified a department training goal that aligned with multiple content areas:  “Teachers 

will be able to identify and analyze appropriate writing prompts/tasks in order to ensure 

consistency within content/curricular areas.”  Because I was able to identify a diverse but 

consistent use of school improvement goals in different aspects of school life, I have a 
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strong chain of evidence that supports my claim that there is consistency in using the 

school improvement goals to guide the instruction within and among departments.  

Together, the three distinct sources of data reinforce my claim about the purpose of the 

SLT and enriched my understanding of the importance of common goals to leadership 

practice.  Also examining participant responses about the importance of having school 

goals and the published research findings on the importance of common goals further 

strengthened the validity of some of my claims.   

Researchers are encouraged to “solicit participants’ views of the credibility of the 

findings and interpretations” (Creswell (2007, p. 208).  This process of member-checking 

can ensure that the claims accurately reflect the lived experiences of the participants 

(Galvan, 2006).  For example, I solicited feedback to clarify my interpretation of the data 

and conclusions from the SLT members to rule out the possibility of misinterpreting the 

meaning of what they said and did and the perspective on what was happening (Maxwell, 

2005).  What I had interpreted as an omission was in fact, an illustration of the participant 

remaining true to his role as an instructional leader focused on improving teaching.  In 

addition, this member check helped me identify and check on how my own biases may be 

framing my understanding of the role of the team leaders based on my past experiences.  

Subjectivity  

Clarifying researcher bias that may likely shape the interpretation and approach to 

the study, from the outset, is an important first step in strengthening the validity of the 

study (Creswell, 2007).  The researcher’s identity memo is a tool and process for 

“exploring one’s assumptions and experiential knowledge” before the research is 

underway (Maxwell, 2005, p. 39).  I have included my identity memo in Appendix A.  
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By surfacing prior assumptions and knowledge about a phenomenon, the researcher may 

account for and monitor the unique perspective he or she brings to a given study.  

Subjectivity refers to a person’s perspective on a phenomenon, particularly evidence of 

one’s feelings, beliefs, knowledge and desires.  Traditionally, what the researcher brings 

to the research in terms of background was treated as bias and it needed to be eliminated 

from the study.  Being aware of subjectivity contributes to a “greater understanding of 

yourself and your psychological investment in your research” (Glesne, 1999, p. 95).   

My professional experiences served as both strengths and weaknesses in my 

ability to conduct an unbiased study of this topic.  While my passion for creating learning 

organizations was a strength, it was important to continue to explore the ways in which 

my personal and professional experiences informed every aspect of the research process.  

To monitor this issue, I consulted with a peer reviewer to provide an external check of the 

research process and the results of the data analysis to ensure the quality of the data 

analysis process.  The peer reviewer provided an opportunity for additional insight and 

minimized the tendency toward personal bias.   

I included a statement of subjectivity in this study.  In the statement I openly and 

honestly reflected on my experiences, opinions regarding organizational learning and role 

of school leadership teams in fostering it, and my personal and professional interest in 

this study.  The role I occupy, the positions I have held, and my beliefs are an important 

part of this work.  The following statement is an account of what I bring to this research 

study in terms of professional beliefs and attitudes about education, leadership, 

professional learning, and school improvement. 
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Subjectivity Statement 

I am the director of the Department of Instructional Leadership Support in a large 

urban/suburban school district in the mid-Atlantic region of the United States.  Previous 

professional roles included classroom teacher, mathematics instructional specialist, 

assistant principal, principal of two Title I elementary schools, and director of staff 

development initiatives.  My background knowledge and experiences provide a rich set 

of professional experiences to draw upon for this research study.  It was important to note 

that these same experiences could be a liability.  I took great care to forego the evaluative 

stance and the quick snapshot impressions that were typical in my former roles. 

In my role as a classroom teacher I developed an understanding of the impact a 

teacher can have on a student.  In my role as an elementary school principal I became 

passionate about the power of collaborative teams working together for school 

improvement.  It was that passion that resulted in my promotion to staff development 

lead for the district.  

In 2006, my district implemented a Middle School Reform Initiative.  As the 

project leader for middle school reform professional development, I worked 

collaboratively with a diverse project team in the central office to design a 

comprehensive professional development plan for all members of the school-based SLT.  

This was the first time in the district that the school-based SLT members came together 

to engage in professional learning as a team.  The members of the leadership team were 

responsible for delivering the same training to their colleagues.  This experience provided 

a unique perspective on how to create the conditions to support teachers in the role of 

leaders of learning.  I come to this experience with a blueprint for what a learning 
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organization looks like.  I was careful not to impose expectations on Roosevelt.  I created 

the space for the SLT members to tell me what was and was not happening.  Further, I 

created a personal memo to surface this early in the interview process.  I revisited this 

issue throughout the research study. 

In my role as the director of staff development initiatives at the district level, I had 

the opportunity to hone my coaching and facilitation skills.  My knowledge of adult 

learners allowed me to identify processes to engage staff in a variety of activities for 

learning.  These practices were included in the design and delivery of the professional 

learning.  One criterion for initiative success was implementation of the content in 

classrooms.  The ultimate goal of this initiative was to increase student achievement and 

close the achievement gap between African American and Hispanic students and their 

White and Asian American counterparts.  While teacher leaders were adept at building 

the knowledge of their colleagues, they did not have the leadership knowledge and skills 

necessary to engage their colleagues in collective learning that changes adult practice and 

increases student achievement. 

The Middle School Reform Initiative included three years of leadership team 

development, followed by ongoing support and development for selected members of the 

leadership team.  Tools were developed to help schools monitor the implementation.  

Also included were opportunities to gather data from students.  Although all schools in 

the reform initiative received the same training and resources, the level of 

implementation varied.  What did the successful schools do to engage the staff in the 

collaborative work to improve teaching and learning?   
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The purpose of this study was to understand how a high school SLT fostered 

practices consistent with a learning organization through the examination of one 

exemplary comprehensive high school.  Examining the work of Roosevelt HS was 

important for me as I continue to work collaboratively with school leaders in my district 

to provide support and professional learning for school administrators, leadership teams, 

and teacher leaders to ensure high-quality instruction so that achievement is not 

correlated with race and all students are prepared for college and career success. 

As I conducted this dissertation research study, I gave careful attention throughout 

the process to the biases I brought to the table, based on my past experiences, attitudes, 

and beliefs about how school reform should be designed and unfolded in a school.  It is a 

hope that the findings of my study will benefit the members of my own department and 

the high school level-alike team.  

Ethical and Political Considerations 

Many ethical issues can arise during data collection (Creswell, 2007).  Perhaps the 

most critical is related to confidentiality.  I used a number of strategies to protect the 

confidentiality and anonymity of the participants.  Real names were not used in notes or 

selected quotes.  Participants and the site were assigned a pseudonym.  Demographic 

features were reported at a general level.  No full copies of documents were used in the 

report of findings.  Excerpts from documents were used as needed.  All interview 

materials are secured in a locked file cabinet in my home.  I used my personal computer, 

which is password protected.
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Chapter 4: Results 

Introduction 

As noted in Chapter 2, organizational theorists have argued that organizational 

learning improves the internal capacity of an institution to manage demands arising from 

changes in the environment (Argyris, 1977; Cook & Yanow; 1993; Morgan, 2006; Senge, 

1990).  Organizational learning is defined as “the deliberate use of individual, group, and 

system learning to embed new thinking and practices that continuously renew and 

transform the organization in ways that support shared aims” (Collinson & Cook, 2007, 

p. 8).  This concept of renewal as a process of continuous professional learning seems to 

hold promise for schools.  Educational theorists define organizational learning as an 

intentional process that depends on the collaborative engagement of the school staff to 

identify and solve problems that lead to improvements in teaching and learning through 

collaborative professional learning (Collinson & Cook, 2007). 

Theorists argue that linking collaborative learning, which is based on the 

combined experiences, perceptions, insights, and practices of the members of the group, 

to organizational learning results in improved performance.  The vision of educational 

reform that focuses on managing change and continuously improving results places an 

emphasis on schools as learning organizations (Collinson & Cook, 2007; Leithwood, 

Jantzi, & Steinbach, 1999).    

Furthermore, theorists agree that the general practices documented in the 

organizational learning literature such as distributed leadership based on expertise, 

inquiry into practice, risk taking, identification of common goals, and support for 

professional learning can be applied to the context of schools.  These general practices 
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are manifested in schools where structural and cultural conditions foster collaborative 

decision making, relational trust, and results focused on student learning.    

Relational trust is demonstrated during sustained interactions among members of 

the organization.  Schools build relational trust as they engage in their collaborative work 

that exposes underlying intentions and motives.  The four qualities of relational trust are 

competence, respect, integrity, and personal regard.  When these qualities are 

demonstrated, trust incrementally grows (Bryk & Schneider, 2002).   

In order for organizational learning to improve outcomes, it must improve 

instruction.  Practices to improve teaching include coaching, modeling, providing 

specific, timely feedback, and communicating high expectations.  In the context of the 

current study, then, the question is: Does the School Leadership Team (SLT) establish a 

context that could contribute to instructional improvement, as team members work 

together to achieve common goals and directly support teacher growth?  

This case study was designed to understand the role a SLT plays in fostering 

practices consistent with organizational learning in a comprehensive high school.  The 

overarching research question is:  Does the SLT foster practices consistent with 

organizational learning?  If so, how?  Sub-questions include the following:  

1. How do SLT members identify high leverage problems related to the 

improvement of teaching and learning? 

2. How do members of the SLT demonstrate shared beliefs about the goals of 

their work? 

3. What structural and cultural conditions facilitate the practices of the SLT? 

4. How do internal and external factors support the work of the SLT? 
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 The conceptual framework for this study draws on the concept of single- and 

double-loop learning (Argyris & Schön, 1996).  Single-loop learning occurs when errors 

are corrected by changing behaviors.  While behaviors change, existing norms, beliefs, 

and values remain the same.  Single-loop learning focuses on how to meet existing goals 

and targets.  It is chiefly concerned with effectiveness.  How do we do what we do better?  

Double-loop learning refers to a process by which, behavioral and cognitive change occur 

when the SLT members, individually or collectively, assess their practices and redesign 

basic structures, roles, or operating procedures.  These structures, roles, and procedures 

are fundamental to the school’s efforts to revamp its approach to teaching and learning.  

In the current chapter, three key findings that emerged over the course of the 

study are presented.  First, an effectively functioning SLT shares a common language and 

set of tenets that undergird the work of shared leadership.  Second, the SLT engaged in 

four practices that are associated with organizational learning as well as with the 

improvement of teaching.  The practices include providing feedback, engaging in 

collaborative decision-making, demonstrating relational trust, and focusing on student 

results.  Third, a combination of structural and cultural conditions foster trust among the 

SLT members which also contribute to improved teaching.  

In order to set a context for the findings of this study, an overview of the culture 

of the Roosevelt HS SLT is presented followed by the specific findings related to each of 

the four research sub-questions. 

Overview of SLT Culture 

I begin this section on the research findings by first sharing findings related to the 

culture of the SLT.  At Roosevelt HS, the primary goal of the SLT is to help teachers 
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improve the quality of classroom instruction for the purpose of increasing student 

achievement.  This is reflected in Roosevelt’s theme, ‘Good teaching is good teaching.’  

The principal described the collaborative process among members of the SLT that 

resulted in the school’s definition of good teaching.  The meaning of this slogan is 

embodied in the following three questions, which the SLT employs to frame and direct 

conversation with teachers: 

1. Are your students learning? 

2. Are your students engaged? 

3. How do you know they are learning? 

At Roosevelt, good teaching is understood as entailing a strong focus on student 

engagement with rigorous content, and with multiple and varied opportunities to 

demonstrate learning. 

Evidence of the focus of the SLT on this theme was noted in the participants’ 

interviews.  One of the instructional team leaders (ITLs), a teacher member on the school 

leadership team, stated, “The theme is the top priority [work of the (ITLs)].”  Everything 

else [student engagement and results] will fall into place in my opinion.”  Another stated, 

“Being a good teacher is the ultimate goal.  If you are a good teacher, your kids are going 

to be good at what they’re doing…”  Additional evidence of the SLT’s focus on high 

quality instruction is that the theme for their year-long professional learning is ‘Good 

teaching is good teaching.’  The theme is printed at the top of the Professional Learning 

Plan 2014-2015 and drives the content of the professional development in the school.  

For example, some of the topics for professional learning aligned with both the school’s 

theme and the school improvement plan included the following:  Writing across Content 
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Areas, Responding to Multi-Step Problems, Visual Literacy, Vocabulary, and 

Technology for Literacy. 

The emphasis on high quality instruction was reiterated also by the school 

principal.  She explained,   

So most important with the staff is helping them remember that, at the base of it, 

at the end of the day, their job is to teach their kids really, really well.  …Our 

theme for last year and we're continuing with it this year is ‘good teaching is good 

teaching.’  And if it’s done really, really well, then everything will take care of 

itself.  . . .  Just focus on what good instruction is.  

 

This serves as a reminder that although the topics change, the SLT will continue to 

connect collaborative professional learning by the school staff to good instruction.  

How Do SLT Members Identify High Leverage Problems Related to the 

Improvement of Teaching and Learning? 

 

A primary goal of the SLT is to develop and support their colleagues to improve 

instruction.  At Roosevelt HS, SLT members engage in four practices associated with 

organizational learning and instructional improvement.  These practices include 

providing feedback, engaging in collaborative decision-making, demonstrating relational 

trust, and focusing on student results.   

Providing feedback.  Feedback is a key practice the members of the SLT use 

routinely to support teaching and learning.  One of the assistant principals reflected on 

opportunities for ITLs, to provide feedback to colleagues, He said,  

But I think in terms of leadership.  It then goes down into, how ITLs receive 

feedback and get feedback to the people within your department?  Do they have a 

vision for what exemplary instruction looks like?   

 

SLT members use the Classroom Observation Tool feedback form to provide feedback to 

teachers during informal classroom visits.  The form is aligned with the school 

improvement goals and includes evidence of student learning and engagement.  This 
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alignment provides consistency, supports a common language, and builds coherence 

across departments.  The strategies included on the form reflect the eight standards of 

mathematical practice and the seven capacities of the literate individual in the Common 

Core State Standards.  Posters of these strategies were created by the school district and 

were observed in some classrooms.  

In reflecting on using the Classroom Observation Tool feedback form, one SLT 

member remarked on the importance of this practice within the school,  

Providing feedback through classroom visits, yet again, ties back into where are 

the goals.  So then, that classroom visit may be based on what those goals are.  

So, if we're looking for engaging discussions or rigor, then the classroom 

observation tool would provide that feedback to the teacher of how I saw rigor in 

the classroom. 

 

At the September SLT meeting, for example, the SLT members discussed using 

classroom observations as a means of improving the quality of feedback provided to 

teachers.  One action item for the team was to visit every classroom by the next meeting 

and complete the Classroom Observation Tool feedback form.  Related to this practice, 

the leadership intern stated, “As we are filling out the forms think about evidence of 

student engagement and student learning.  How do you know they are learning?”  The 

question of how do you know they are learning is one of the guiding questions the school 

uses to define and talk about the notion of good teaching.  Thus, this statement by the 

leadership intern connects the SLT members back to the theme of ‘good teaching is good 

teaching’ while connecting it with the specific practices in which they are engaged that 

serve as evidence of high quality instruction.  Further it goes to norming of a practice and 

reinforces the shared belief that effective teaching strategies influence student learning 

outcomes. 
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The principal emphasized providing feedback that is informed by multiple sources 

of evidence and perspective.  According to the principal, the feedback that “everybody 

brings to us, especially through the leadership structures of the SLT helps us improve 

what we do [as a SLT].”  She explained, “If we don't know what's on people's mind, we 

can't address it.”  For instance, an assistant principal talked about listening and taking 

time to understand and consider others’ perspectives.  He asserted, “Their feedback is 

greatly important to the decisions that are made.  It’s important to hear all viewpoints.”  

Participants agree that providing feedback impacts improved teaching and student 

learning. 

Engaging in collaborative decision making.  Collaborative decision making is 

another practice that creates a context for instructional improvement at Roosevelt HS.  At 

monthly meetings, the SLT members provide input on topics before decisions are made.  

The significance of collaborative decision making was expressed by a SLT member, who 

stated, “With our administrator now, the ITLs have a lot of input and a lot of decision 

making and can say we want to change this, because our administrators are open to 

anything that will benefit the students.”  Further, when asked about the importance of 

collaborative decision making, the principal talked about the practice of having everyone 

on the team hear all voices to broaden perspectives and reduce ambiguity.  She reflected, 

“I think another important practice is that collaborative decision-making model.  I do 

want people to feel like they have a voice and are a part of the process and not just giving 

lip service…  [to an idea].”  The leadership intern also reflected on the value of engaging 

SLT members in decisions and the way in which this leads to a system of distributed 

leadership.  She explained,  
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ITLs have a lot of weight in the decisions that are made.  I do believe that she [the 

principal] puts a lot of emphasis on what the ITLs want because the ITLs are 

using feedback from their department members…  A lot of times what the group 

decides is her [the principal’s] decision. 

 

Evidence of the SLT’s practice of collaborative decision making was observed at 

the August SLT meeting.  The team talked about the role of the curriculum leaders and 

reviewed a team meeting template for curriculum leaders.  The principal reminded the 

SLT members that they need to make sure the meetings are happening.  One of the SLT 

members suggested that the principal circulate a “vision statement for all teachers.”  He 

added, “They need to hear it from you.  Emphasis needs to be on the [documentation of 

team meeting] minutes.”  Other members nodded in agreement.  Having the input from 

the members of the SLT resulted in a change in the implementation process.  Based on 

participant interviews, a common ideal shared is that “it is okay to disagree with our 

colleagues and administrators.”  One SLT member remarked,   

They are professionals, so they know that we are going to disagree, but it doesn’t 

affect our relationship.  It doesn’t affect what happens outside of the [SLT] team.  

They know that’s the place where we could have these conversations and have 

these discussions. 

 

Another example of SLT members being able to express their ideas and contribute to 

collaborative decision-making by providing input to administration was evidenced when 

a SLT member talked about the culture at Roosevelt HS.  She stated,  

I think the atmosphere here at Roosevelt is…people are open to listening and, 

open to hearing an opinion…  I can share without fear of reprisal or judgment.... 

and that's how I view my role.  I'm an advocate for my team, so I need to speak up 

if a decision that's being made is not going to be beneficial for my team and for, 

really, the students. 

 

Another SLT member talked about the importance of representing the points of view of 

their department when it may result in challenging a decision.  She said, 
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We are going to the meetings representing our team or representing our 

department and if something is not right, we are going to speak up.  We are not 

afraid to challenge each other when we do feel like something is not right.   

 

A member of the SLT reflected on the difference between his understandings of how 

decisions were made before and after he was a member of the SLT.  He emphasized what 

he learned about understanding the school as a complex system which contains many 

interdependent parts.  He explained,  

I think there's a lot that goes on behind the scenes.  A lot of decisions are made for 

The good of the order …As a classroom teacher, I might get frustrated.., but when 

you can remove yourself and see the big picture of a building that's functioning 

for over a thousand kids, sometimes you realize, oh, that's why the decision was 

made.  It might inconvenience me, but I see why.  It has really helped me in 

general kind of zoom out and see the big picture of how this building functions as 

a whole and how I can help that. 

 

As a member of the SLT, he now sees the work behind the scenes.  He admits that prior 

to becoming a member he did not always understand the decisions.  Now he sees the 

complexity because he is part of that decision making process.  The SLT member used 

his new understanding of the decision making process to support the school’s shared 

aims.   

Based on these examples and others provided by the participants, members of the 

SLT have a voice in collaborative decision making related to improved teaching.  Their 

views are encouraged and taken seriously by the administration.  This is important 

because it avoids the model of groupthink, “a mode of group decision making 

characterized by a kind of thinking in which “concurrence-seeking becomes so dominant 

in a cohesive group that it tends to override realistic appraisal of alternative courses of 

action” (Janis (1971, p. 186).  Further, these examples are at least suggestive of double-

loop learning in which the operating norms, underlying assumptions, and objectives of 
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the school are held up to collective scrutiny.  It is through this process of questioning that 

members of the team may begin to change beliefs that ultimately influence practices and 

attitudes.  By engaging the SLT members in the decision-making process, they share 

responsibility for change and mutual accountability for results.   

Building relational trust.  Participants stated that the collegial relationships 

among SLT members coupled with the commitment to instructional improvement 

contributed to efforts to identify and solve key problems of teaching and learning.  

Attention to relationships among members of their department seems to support change 

in the classrooms.  The SLT members have made a collaborative commitment to build 

strong relationships to support the work of the team.  To do this, SLT members engage in 

varied social interactions (greeting colleagues, inquiring about personal issues, 

scheduling time to socialize, and taking time to listen).  One ITL expressed his 

commitment to socialize with his colleagues to build positive relationships.  He 

explained, 

I made the simple decision a few years ago to seek out my colleagues and to eat 

lunch with them and get to know them…  For me it's stopping in the morning and 

saying hello, asking how they're doing, saying good bye when I leave, and 

spending time with them in school and sometimes, too, outside the school. 

 

Other members reflected on the rationale for creating opportunities to intentionally get to 

know members of the team and department.  He said, “You have someone that you can 

trust and someone that you can come to if you are having problems.  It helps people be 

less resistant to change.”  Another stated,  

Leadership isn’t you doing everything you are supposed to do by the book, by the 

rules.  It’s also maintaining relationships.  You have to develop a relationship.  

Otherwise there is no real purpose to what you are doing. 
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Rapport between ITLs and teachers in their departments builds positive 

relationships and trust.  A member of the SLT stated, 

So for me it's a simple equation.  It's one, you need a relationship.  You need to 

know the people you're leading, and if you know them then they can get to know 

you and trust you.  Relationship is the foundation and then hopefully you can 

build trust, and so when a problem does arise, I can be an advocate for them. 

 

The SLT members spend time and energy initiating and cultivating relationships.  

For example, during the September SLT meeting, they talked about the ways they build 

relationships.  The ideas shared included having lunch together without talking about 

school business, recognizing the talents and expertise of team members by having them 

share best practices with colleagues; being honest, genuine and authentic; asking them 

what they need and always following through; and visiting classrooms.  Another example 

of relationship building was evidenced at the November SLT meeting.  An action item 

was to “identify a department introduction song that represents your department.”  

During a school visit, I asked about the songs.  The principal shared the Kahoot.it 

website.  A game was created using this software.  The final product was shared at the 

staff meeting.  After listening to the song, the staff members used their smart phones to 

identify the department it represented.  These are relationship building practices that 

foster a positive climate for the collaborative work they do together. 

The commitment to strong personal relations creates the basis for members to 

discuss professional issues with colleagues.  The principal captured this point.  

 So physically and in practice, maybe spiritually, having an open door where the 

staff members know that they can come to instructional team leaders with any 

concern at any time and they will get support, and that any staff member can 

come to any administrator at any time and they will get support.  That, again, 

helps to create a culture where people feel, I think, invested and engaged in the 

work that we're doing.  If people feel invested and engaged, they're going to work 

harder.  They're going to want to do more. 
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Some participants talked about how being a good listener builds relationships 

among their colleagues.  Some members shared that “there is no way you can create 

relationships with teachers or with the students if you do not listen.”  In talking about the 

importance of listening and the behaviors that communicate active listening, one SLT 

member shared,  

If I want to build those relationships, if I want them to feel trusted, and if I want 

them to talk to me, I need to give them my full attention.  I need to stop what I’m 

doing, and I need to listen. 

 

Another SLT member commented on her own professional learning around 

listening and creating an open door policy.  She stated, “It’s actually something that I’m 

learning as well, but I think it’s always listening and having an open-door policy.”  The 

leadership intern talked about the importance of creating an inclusive climate to support 

the work of the SLT members.  She stated, “So I think it’s our job to keep them 

motivated and to keep them realizing that they’re not alone and that we’re all in this 

together.”  Engaging in positive social interactions seems to contribute to strong 

relationships among the SLT members.   

Focusing on student results.  The substance of the SLT’s collegial interactions is 

focused on the link between teacher practice and student learning.  During the interviews 

participants were asked to identify the evidence that the work of the SLT is making a 

difference.  Many participants referenced student results.  For example, one participant 

stated,  

I think that more of our students are enrolling in college.  We are getting kids high 

school diplomas.  I think participation of students in upper level classes, in AP 

exams, and increased SAT scores [are examples of student results]. 
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The principal reflected on the role of the staff in improving teaching and increasing 

student learning.  She explained, 

It starts and ends with the classroom teacher.  We need to make sure that they 

have all of the resources and support they need in order to be able to do their best 

teaching.  Yes, the classroom teacher is the first and the last. 

 

Thus, what teachers need to know and be able to do is linked directly to improving 

teaching and learning.   

At Roosevelt HS, student results are measured by graduation rate, participation in 

and performance on SAT/AP, and engagement.  These measures are also used as 

evidence of the contributions and effectiveness of the SLT.  The assistant principal 

acknowledged the work of the SLT members as it relates to student results when he 

stated,  

At the same time, we had more kids taking the SAT and normally that is an 

inverse relationship.  There are so many places where ITLs are able to look at data 

points and go, wow, what we're doing matters. 

 

Ensuring that every student is ready for college and career upon graduation drives 

some of the work of the SLT.  Data points related to career and college readiness are 

accessible without permission for all school on the district website.  The Class of 2014’s 

documented decisions to attend a 4-year college or a 2-year college are 54% and 38% 

respectively.  See documented decisions in Table 4.1.  The graduation rate is 93%, up 

from 89% in 2013.  The percentage of students taking advanced placement (AP) classes 

has increased, as well as the percent of exams with scores of 3 and 4.  The AP results are 

listed in Table 4.2.  The SAT scores and participation show an increase in participation 

and performance in mathematics, writing, and critical reading.  See all SAT scores and 
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participation results in Table 4.3.  Although these outcomes cannot be attributed to the 

SLT, it is suggestive that Roosevelt’s overall performance is strong. 

Table 4.1 

Class of 2013 Documented Decisions 

         Decision                                                                Percent of Students 

Attend a 4-year college               53% 

Attend a 2-year college        38% 

Specialized school/training     <5.0% 

Employment       <5.0% 

Enter the military      <5.0% 
 

 

Table 4.2 

 

Advanced Placement Test Results 

 

School Year    Number of       Percent of                   Percent of         Percent of        Percent of 

                            Exams        Students taking           Exams with      Exams with     Exams with 

                             Taken          an AP Exam          Score of 3          Score of 4       Score of 5 

2013-2014     378                  16%                              29%                   23%                18% 

2012-2013             391                  16%                              26%                   22%                23% 

2011-2012             400                  16%                              27%                   19%                17% 

2010-2011             361                  14%                              27%                    21%               19% 

2009-2010             315                  12%                              27%                    21%               19% 

 

 

Table 4.3 

 

Roosevelt HS Participation and Mean SAT Scores  

 

School Year          N      Percent Participating        Mathematics     Writing   Critical Reading 

2013-2014   234           77                                          501                503            494 

2012-2013           248               69                                  497                488            488 

2011-2012           223               68                                    492                493            479 

 

The SLT members at Roosevelt HS believe that improved instruction plays a 

critical role in student learning.  Still there are 185 students who have not achieved a 2.0 

grade point average.  Until they accomplish this goal, they will continue to create 

opportunities that build capacity for adult learning that improves instruction and increases 

equitable outcomes for all students. 
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Beginning with the incoming ninth graders, Roosevelt starts with graduation in 

mind.  The goal is to have all ninth graders graduate in four years.  This begins with 

putting processes and structures in place for ninth graders to ensure a smooth transition to 

high school.  A review of the Roosevelt HS website includes the following statement in 

reference to ninth grade students:  “The ninth grade team will focus on the needs of the 

ninth grade learner to ensure a successful student transition from middle school.”  To 

achieve this focus, Roosevelt HS has invested in creating supports for ninth grade student 

success.  This is evidenced in the inclusion of the ninth grade team leader position as part 

of the SLT.  It is the only position on the leadership team where the team leader is 

organizing teachers in direct service to students. 

The ninth grade team leader works with other members of the SLT to problem 

solve for individual students.  She stated, “The leadership role essentially focuses on 

being able to connect with multiple disciplines on behalf of students.”  For example, 

during my walkthrough I talked to an English teacher about the collaborative work 

among the English, special education, reading, and ESOL departments on behalf of ninth 

grade students.  She said, “The goal is to have them [grade nine students] graduate in four 

years.  For some it means teaching them how to study and organize and not procrastinate.  

For others the focus is on reading.”  Teachers and SLT members enter into a 

collaborative relationship with the expressed purpose of improving the quality of 

instruction and ninth grade success rates.  

The school’s results-orientation keeps the focus on the students and student 

learning.  During meeting observations, there was no evidence of negative behavior 

among members, such as finger pointing, shame, or blame.  The interview responses 
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consistently reflected that members of the SLT are “all in this [work] together.”  They 

seem to believe they can make a difference for all students at Roosevelt HS.   

Summary 

SLT members engage in four practices associated with improved teaching that 

past research suggests are aligned also with organizational learning.  These practices 

include providing feedback, engaging in collaborative decision-making, demonstrating 

relational trust, and focusing on student results.  Each of these practices was 

demonstrated by members of the SLT.  When teachers and members of the SLT can enter 

into trusting and collaborative relationships with the express purpose of improving the 

quality of instruction, instruction will improve and the school moves toward the 

accomplishment of their vision of having all students college- and career-ready. 

How Do Members of the SLT Demonstrate Shared Beliefs About the Goals of their 

Work? 

SLT members demonstrate shared beliefs about the goals of their work by 

discussing and refining the goals in SLT meetings; using the goals as the basis for their 

focus on instructional practice; using the goals to inform professional learning; and using 

the goals as a basis for classroom observations and instructional coaching.  Across all 

interviews and team meeting observations, there is a sense that members of the SLT 

consider the quality of teaching the primary goal of the school improvement plan and an 

important component of their work.  The SLT has a primary role in guiding and 

monitoring instruction to meet the school improvement goals.  Their goal is to make sure 

teachers have the knowledge/skills and resources they need to improve classroom 

instruction.  
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While the school system strategic plan identifies the goals and sets system targets, 

each school drafts specific school improvement goals based on their unique student data 

points.  The school improvement plan identifies the goals and practices to improve 

student learning.  The principal reflected on the importance of goals at Roosevelt HS.  

She stated, 

It starts with the administrative team all recognizing the importance of those goals 

and us being aligned in our philosophy about how we're going to achieve those 

goals even if we go about it in different ways because we've got differences.  But 

then we also need all of the staff understanding the importance of each of those 

goals.   

 

SLT members support the staff’s understanding of the importance of the goals and why 

they exist.  One SLT member talked about the responsibility of the SLT in supporting the 

school improvement goals.  She explained, 

The ITLs have been a part of that process [school improvement process] as well, 

especially when you’re looking at improving instruction and student achievement.  

They’re an integral part of looking at strategies and providing data to make sure 

that’s actually taking place within the classrooms. 

 

SLT members generally agree that the goals “foster that communication from one 

department to another” thus demonstrating this as a shared belief.  

The SLT ensures all operational structures, professional learning opportunities, 

and accountability measures are aligned with the goals.  They believe that this orientation 

helps Roosevelt HS to be more focused, efficient, and effective as they work in multiple 

contexts toward meeting their school improvement goals.  The principal explained, “They 

need to create the vision for their departments that allows great teaching to happen, so we 

will then naturally meet the school improvement goals.”  In general, the school 

improvement goals give the SLT a purpose for meeting as a governance body and for 

sharing of best practices within the group and then across the school.  The team is guided 
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by these goals, which, in turn motivates and informs their daily work within the school as 

teachers, administrators, and guidance counselors. 

SLT members hold a shared belief of collective efficacy.  One ITL reflected on 

his experience working with colleagues as a member of the SLT noting, 

We have this wider range of skills coming together.  It's so cool how we all get 

along.  Because regardless of how many years we've been teaching, we're all 

doing it for the same reason and that is the kids.  And the thing is if you walk by 

any of their classrooms, they are all great teachers.  They make me want to step 

up and even do better. 

 

The principal described the team’s collective efficacy when she shared additional 

information about the work of the members of the SLT.  She added, 

What we [have] found over the years is they [school staff] don't really care about 

titles.  They don't really care about stipends.  They don't really care about 

workshop wages.  It's all nice.  If they feel like they can have a positive impact on 

their profession and their work and the culture of the school and where they invest 

their time and their heart and, frequently, their money out of their pocket, and 

they feel like the investment of their time is paying dividends, then they will go to 

the ends of the earth. 

 

The principal’s comment suggests that the level of collective efficacy demonstrated by 

the members of the SLT influences their work and commitment to student outcomes.  

That sense of efficacy, believing that what they are doing as an SLT makes a difference 

for faculty and students stems from their shared beliefs about serving teachers and 

students. 

What Structural and Cultural Conditions Facilitate the Practices of the SLT? 

A combination of structural and cultural conditions enables SLT members to 

collectively work toward the improvement of practice.  Collaborative structures facilitate 

collegial discourse about teaching practices while contributing toward shared trust, goals, 
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and norms.  These, in turn, create the conditions for the development of shared ideas and 

knowledge about teaching and learning.  

Building trust within the SLT.  Collaborative structures facilitate collegial 

discourse about teaching practices and build trust within the SLT.  The monthly SLT 

meeting structure is an important venue for interactions that also sets the context for the 

development of relational trust.  One participant reflected on her professional and 

personal interactions with members of the team that exemplify trust.  She stated, “In 

addition to us working together professionally, we also can talk to each other about 

what’s going on in our lives…”  Another member described the important nature of the 

work of the members of the SLT that signals trust.  He explained, “We're all 

professionals here, and we all really are trusted with some important jobs.”  As a follow 

up, I asked him to elaborate on the “important jobs”.  He added,  

When we have that adult interaction, I think that's just really important for us.  To 

have a mature adult here to listen to what you have to say and respect your 

opinions, I think can go a long way.   

 

Another example of collaborative interactions among members of the SLT was 

observed during a routine monthly team meeting.  These meetings always have an 

instructional focus.  During this meeting, a teacher engaged members of the leadership 

team in a professional learning session on writing across the curriculum.  The teacher was 

providing content, which each SLT member would then present to members of their 

department.  One of the members talked about his struggle with the writing content.  He 

told his colleagues, “I struggle with this.  I could use some help.”  As other members of 

the team shared examples of what this would look like in their content area, it became 

clearer to the participant how he would present the content to his team.   
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Another structure is the focus on best practices during department and staff 

meetings.  The ITLs ask teachers to share a best practice at a department meeting.  This 

structure supports collegial interaction among teachers.  The assistant principal 

commented on this practice.  He said, “Again that starts with a culture that the ITLs have 

helped cultivate and promote collaboration and best practices.”    

At Roosevelt HS, the administrators use index cards to solicit feedback from SLT 

members and teachers at the start of monthly meetings.  In addition, members are also 

encouraged to provide oral feedback during meetings.  For some, these practices have 

created a culture of frank and honest professional discourse.  A SLT member suggested 

there is a ready audience in the school waiting to hear others’ views and experiences.  

She explained, “There's never a moment that you don’t feel like your voice isn’t being 

heard.”  An assistant principal highlighted the feedback exchange as open to 

contradictory views.  He said, “You can sit in a room with the professionals and have 

people disagree with each other openly and nobody takes it as personal attacks.”   

Yet another structural condition intentionally created at Roosevelt HS to facilitate 

the practices of the SLT is the master schedule, which provides common time for ITLs to 

meet with their colleagues.  An assistant principal talked about the expectations for ITLs.  

He explained,    

We want them [SLT members] talking and providing feedback and going from 

there.  It's built into our schedule.  It's built into the teachers’ schedules.  The 

[SLT members] are leading it [discussion] and supporting it, so there's a lot of 

energy behind it. 

 

A common ideal shared by SLT members is that “it is okay to disagree with our 

colleagues and administrators.”  One SLT member reflected,  
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They [SLT members] are professionals, so they know that we are going to 

disagree, but it doesn’t affect our relationship.  It doesn’t affect what happens 

outside of the [SLT] team.  They know that’s the place where we could have these 

conversations and have these discussions.  

 

Structured opportunities to engage in collegial discourse builds trust and enhances team. 

Supporting common goals, values, and norms.  Common goals, values, and 

norms foster conditions that could potentially contribute to more effective teaching and 

learning at Roosevelt HS.  The school’s vision statement, created by the SLT, reflects the 

goals and values the school hold for all students and guides what members of the SLT do 

and how they work.  The vision statement is posted on the Roosevelt HS website and also 

included in the Roosevelt Staff Resource Manual.  One assistant principal talked about the 

role of the members of the SLT in supporting the vision.  He stated,  

They know the mission and the vision here.  They want to see the students 

achieve because they truly and honestly want to help them improve the school and 

make it the best high school in the county. 

 

One SLT member reflected on the team norm that recognizes the work of the team in 

supporting teachers so they can increase student learning.  He said, 

We have the overall mission.  Do things in the best interest of the kids while at the 

same time fulfilling the needs of the staff and your department.  …Getting them 

[teachers] what they need to do a good job teaching and getting these kids where 

they're academically ready to go out in the world. 

 

A common belief among the members of the SLT is “the principal values and 

supports teacher leadership.”  The importance of SLT members working to accomplish 

the vision is reflected in the statement of one assistant principal who shared that SLT 

members are not “working in isolation trying to do their own thing.  Everyone is trying to 

work together to move the school forward.”  The assistant principals talked about the 

value Roosevelt HS places on teacher leadership.  One assistant principal commented, 

“The mere idea that we have teachers who are collaborating on setting those goals allows 
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a process that helps build leadership among teacher leaders within the building.  So it's 

not top down.”   

Supporting the development of shared ideas about teaching and 

learning.  Collaborative structures and practices support the development of shared 

ideas about teaching and learning.  SLT members have release time to meet with other 

team members, to observe classroom instruction and coach members of the department.  

Participants talked about the collaborative work in which they engage as members of the 

SLT to both develop their expectations for and support consistency and coherence in 

teaching and learning.  This was reflected in the comment of one of the SLT members.  

She said, “We're looking at student learning objectives, putting together our curricular 

teams, and [providing] examples and encouragement to the teachers as they build those 

objectives.”  Another ITL talked about the connection between helping teachers improve 

their instruction and student learning.  He said, “By helping the teachers in the classroom, 

by being a support to the teachers, and helping them in the plethora of ways that ITLs 

help teachers, it allows teachers to do their best work in the classroom.”  Supporting the 

development of the teachers is reflected also in the statement of one of the SLT members 

who said they “do things in the best interest of the kids, while at the same time fulfilling 

the needs of the staff and the department, and getting them [teachers] what they need to 

do a good job teaching.”   

A third ITL talked about how he supports teaching and learning.  He commented,  

 

I find that it’s extremely rewarding to be able to play a part in instruction at all 

levels, to be able to get out and observe teachers and provide that support for 

them, provide suggestions and strategies for instruction. 
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Enabled by cultural conditions of trust and shared values and goals, SLT members 

aim to motivate and inspire their colleagues.  An assistant principal identified the 

leadership qualities of the ITLs that enable them to foster the conditions in which they do 

this work in their departments.  She stated,  

The team leaders are a great group of people.  They are very dynamic.  They are 

in their role because they are well suited to it.  They care very much about the 

students.  They care very much about the school.  They're not, you know, staff 

members who worry about their own well-being.  They are truly leaders in their 

departments.  So, they live by example.  They're very strong instructors.  They are 

organized and they do have that leadership quality.  I mean, they definitely have 

ideas and vision …vision for their department, not just the school's vision…, and 

are able to get their team on board with them. 

 

The assistant principal’s comment not only describes the leadership characteristics of the 

ITLs, but it also reflects the sense of collective responsibility demonstrated by the ITLs. 

One ITL identified some of the areas of support requested by the teachers.  She 

said, “A lot of times the teachers will ask questions, just regarding strategies for 

teaching…maybe ways to improve their teaching, and …ways to increase achievement 

amongst their students.”  In response to these requests, she “gathered the information to 

help these teachers develop better strategies for increasing student achievement and 

communication.” 

 The role of coach allows for ITLs to extend themselves as master teachers.  This 

enables them to provide differentiated support to teachers while they are engaged in 

classroom instruction.  One ITL identified how a classroom visit can provide 

differentiated support to the teachers.  She said, “That classroom visit may be based on 

what those goals are.  So, if we're looking for engaging discussions or rigor, then the 

classroom observation tool would provide that feedback to the teacher of how I saw rigor 
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in the classroom.”  The ITLs embrace their job as staff developers.  They support their 

colleagues so they can teach all students. 

The ITLs seem to understand these collaborative structures as systems of support 

in which their shared beliefs about teaching and learning can be translated into practice in 

a large comprehensive high school.  It is a role that requires them to coordinate 

curriculum across content areas as well as within subject areas.  The sense of subject 

orientation and departmental isolation is something the ITLs seek to overcome by 

engaging in collaborative meetings that provide opportunities to understand the “big 

picture” and hear multiple voices.  One SLT member talked about his shift from focusing 

on his needs as a teacher of particular subject area content to focusing on the goals of the 

school.  He explained,  

Being on the TLC helped me see why decisions are made overall, and then that's 

helped me, as I lead for my team, be able to see kind of the big picture and how 

the whole school functions and how it's not just my needs as an individual, not 

even the need of the department.  It’s what’s best for Roosevelt. 

 

He further elaborated on this with a specific example:  

[Serving on the TLC] helped me, again, to see the, the big picture and to know 

that what I teach ... the way I teach can help the kids make connections to other 

classes or other subjects and, that's something I personally have been working 

on...especially for the past two years.  Ninety-nine percent of my kids take tenth 

grade GT English.  So [I work] really closely with that English teacher.  He and I 

have a great relationship.  He's a great teacher.  How can I be teaching [my 

content] but supporting what you're learning in English and vice versa.  He does a 

great job, especially getting ready for the AP tests and taking time out to help my 

kids get ready. 

 

Members of the SLT are actively involved in the work of the department as well 

as the school improvement team.  They are encouraged to serve on the school 

improvement team.  One of the assistant principals stated,  
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They’ve been a part of that process as well, especially when you’re looking at 

improving instruction and student achievement.  They’re an integral part of 

looking at strategies and providing data to make sure that’s actually taking place 

within the classrooms. 

 

The members of the SLT are effectively communicating and supporting their shared 

beliefs about teaching and learning in their individual teams and departments.  

Connecting their responsibilities as instructional team leaders and their role as a member 

of the school improvement team puts SLT members in a unique position to be able to 

transfer their shared ideas about teaching and learning to the school improvement team.   

Supporting knowledge building.  SLT members at Roosevelt HS engage in 

continuous and focused professional development based on teachers’ and students’ needs.  

Collaborative structures support ongoing knowledge building that, in turn, contributes to 

meeting teachers and students’ needs.  Roosevelt HS draws on the talent and expertise of 

its teachers to collaboratively plan and deliver content and to build knowledge and skills.  

The Professional Learning Plan 2014-2015 reflects “teacher-created and teacher-led 

monthly professional learning workshops on PARCC and College and Career Readiness 

topics, including writing and reading across content areas, responding to multi-step 

problems, and visual literacy.”  The professional learning priorities are aligned with the 

district goals and the school improvement goals, which reflect the specific needs of the 

students at Roosevelt HS.  An ITL commented on the purpose of the professional 

learning plan.  He stated,  

Ultimately it's all about the kids and making good decisions for the kids; and 

whatever entity makes that decision, whether it's the principal, the administrative 

team, the TLC, you know, we're here to help implement it [the plan] and make 

sure that it runs smoothly, and it's going to help kids. 

 

One of the assistant principals added,  
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I also think it’s important that the professional learning plan is focusing on skills 

that all students will need and so when we are developing our teachers and 

helping them to see different ways that they can do different activities in class. 

This is going to apply to everyone, not just for the content areas and not just 

certain kids.  

 

Another assistant principal talked about the commitment of the teachers to deliver the 

content.  She stated, “The fact that people have already signed up to deliver this 

information to their staff is pretty impressive.”  A member of the SLT commented on 

how having different teachers lead professional learning sessions.  He added, “It keeps 

everyone involved, so there's that buy in.”   

Each month there is a focus topic facilitated by expert teacher leaders.  The 

teachers engage in new strategies to support the school improvement goals.  One ITL 

reflected on the significance of a single topic.  He said, “By focusing each month on one 

small area that we can focus on with teachers is really important.  We look at it on a 

month to month basis.”   

At Roosevelt HS, members of the SLT identified working with colleagues in the 

classroom as an effective learning opportunity for the teachers.  After each professional 

learning session, there is a professional implementation period (PIP).  During the 

scheduled monthly PIP sessions, teachers are paired with a colleague in their department.  

Each pair visits each other’s classroom, observe the application of the strategy, and 

provide feedback on the implementation.  Highlights from the peer observations are 

shared at each month’s staff meeting.  An assistant principal described the PIP process.  

She explained, “We want them talking and providing feedback and going from there.  It's 

built into our schedule.  It's built into the teachers’ schedules.  The ITLs are leading it and 

supporting it, so there's a lot of energy behind it.”  These collaborative, micro experiences 



 
 

137 

represent collective efforts among teachers and coaches to generate and apply knowledge 

locally in ways that are responsive to the specifics of the local context.  As evidenced 

here in the description of the PIP process, the professional development practices 

supported by the SLT require well-developed structures that support learning beyond the 

initial training experience. 

SLT members engage in knowledge building that supports and advances the work 

of the SLT itself.  When SLT members build their capacity as instructional leaders, they 

provide the practices and resources to improve the learning of their colleagues.  For 

example, in one November SLT meeting, the focus was professional learning for the 

SLT.  Specifically, the team leaders engaged in learning on Writing across the 

Curriculum.  The focus was on writing to learn.  Together SLT members identified what 

writing would look like in their content area.  Responses included, “Reflections, 

summarizing, synthesizing, and justifying an answer.”  In describing the importance of 

the writing, the reading teacher facilitating the writing session noted, “The focus is on 

key words and key ideas.  Clarity is important.”  This train-the-trainer model supports the 

significance of knowledge building for SLT members. 

An instructional team leader talked about the learning among the team members 

to support teachers in their department in developing student learning objectives.  He 

said, “We're looking at student learning objectives and putting together our curricular 

teams, and providing examples and encouragement to the teachers as they build those 

objectives.” 

Another instructional team leader talked about the learning goal in her 

department.  She said, “The common planning and having teams work together with 
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common assessments [having] data driven discussions, and trying to make that more 

cohesive is my goal.”  Having a common goal ensures consistency across content teams, 

and together with organizational structures and culture establishes the basis for 

knowledge building and improved practice. 

SLT members developed new management knowledge and skills to enhance their 

role as teacher leaders.  The importance of developing conflict management, time 

management, and collaboration skills was expressed in a comment by one of the ITLs.  

He said,  

Certainly dealing with conflict- learning not everybody's not going be happy at 

the decisions you make or at the decisions that are made that you have 

communicate, and that's okay.  Time management, how to manage all the 

responsibilities of an ITL has been helpful too.  I think more collaboration has 

been definitely something that [has developed].  Getting to work with the other 

ITLs of each department and seeing what they do and thinking about ways to kind 

of interact with them and support them and not only be focused on [my 

department] but also supporting English and Business and the computer classes is 

very beneficial. 

 

Another SLT member talked about “learning how to have tough conversations with 

people that need to happen for the school and for the kids.”   

Supporting knowledge building is a shared belief among members of the SLT.  

One member talked about the role of the SLT members in supporting the development of 

their colleagues.  He said, “Teacher development plays a big part in the role of the ITL.”  

The principal connected knowledge building to the school theme ‘good teaching is good 

teaching.’  She made the following connection:  

So most important with the staff is helping them remember that, at the base of it 

[knowledge building], at the end of the day, their job is to teach [the students] 

really, really well.  …Our theme for last year and we're continuing with it this 

year is ‘good teaching is good teaching.’   And if it’s going really, really well, 

then everything will take care of itself.  . . .  Just focus on what good instruction 

is.  
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At Roosevelt HS, the professional learning supports the team’s beliefs about 

teaching and learning.  The school goals drive the learning outcomes.  Knowledge 

building encourages collaboration and reflection among colleagues that may impact their 

practice.   

What Key Practices Among the Administrative Team Support the SLT? 

The work of SLT at Roosevelt HS is supported by internal and external structures.  

They include Roosevelt’s administrative team, its principal, and central office staff.  Each 

engages in a key set of practices (distributed leadership, collaboration, and modeling 

leadership skills) to support improved teaching and learning.  These practices are 

described and analyzed below. 

Key Practices of the Administrative Team 

The work of the SLT members is bolstered by the administrative team which 

consists of the principal, a leadership intern, and four assistant principals.  The 

administrative team uses three key practices to support the work of the SLT members.  

They include sharing leadership, encouraging collaboration, and creating opportunities 

for teacher leadership.  

Sharing leadership practice.  In a shared leadership structure, the principal has a unique 

opportunity to build and strengthen the capacity of the assistant principal(s) and the 

teacher leaders.  This core group of leaders gradually takes on the role of resident experts 

on specific school improvement goals identified as critical to improving teaching and 

student learning.  This paradigm allows for responsibility and accountability for student 

success to be carried by a team as opposed to a single leader. 

 For example, an assistant principal is responsible for looking at both the dropout 
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rate and the attendance rate, because those two issues often can be tied together.  Another 

administrator works with the advanced placement teachers to monitor student 

participation and performance as well as supporting teachers’ professional learning.  In 

addition, each administrator supervises multiple departments.  Each administrator also 

serves as liaison for specific school improvement committees.  Two teachers led each 

committee.  The role of the assistant principals is to support those teachers who are 

leading the committees, not lead the committees themselves.  The principal described the 

support ITLs and other staff members can expect.  She said, “Any staff member can 

come to any administrator at any time, and they will get support.  Again this 

helps to create a culture where people feel, I think, invested and engaged in the work that 

we're doing.”  Additionally, assistant principals serve as coach and mentor for ITLs 

creating opportunities for them to question and reflect on their work.  Further research  

should address the relationship among the assistant principals and the ITLs.  This is a 

leadership structure that impacts school leadership decisions. 

Administrators model leadership practices for members of the SLT.  An assistant 

principal reflected, “I guess I've learned that you do have to really teach by example, by 

modeling.  So anything that we expect the team leaders to do, we as the administrative 

team have to do as well.”  This line of thinking is corroborated by comments from the 

other assistant principals.   

The administrative team shares leadership skills with the ITLs by intentionally 

sharing responsibilities and by providing support to ILTs as they take on these leadership 

roles.  They support the SLT by setting expectations and supporting ILTs to learn and 

perfect their own leadership skills.   
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 Encouraging collaboration.  The administrative team members work 

collaboratively with ITLs in ways that embody and support a collaborative culture.  They 

view the ITLs as the first level of support for every teacher.  An assistant principal stated, 

“We are being much more direct about our expectations in terms of the [ITLs] providing 

that instructional support for teachers.”  She added, ‘We trust and support our ITLs.  

They are professionals.  They're in the role because they have a lot of experience.  So, we 

give them a fair amount of decision making latitude...”   

Instructional team leaders collaborate regularly with the administrative team.  

Their work with the administration is reflected in the comment of one ITL, who 

explained,  

I work closely with the assistant principal who's in charge of [of my department].  

So he and I work closely together.  Whenever there's a decision to be made, I 

usually run it by him … depending on the situation too, him and [the principal].  

But usually it's a collaborative effort.  It depends on the issue.  You know, there 

are some things where, you know, definitely I would go to them and some things 

that I can make a call on. 

Another ITL talked about the importance of administrative support in ensuring the 

effectiveness of the ITLs.  She compared the ITL position in the district office to what 

happens in the ITL school-based position at Roosevelt HS.  She said,  

I think the unfortunate part about the ITL positions in our [school system] is that 

we have a lot of work, and no power.  So the problems I have to address [as and 

ITL], I have absolutely nothing I can back it with [authority].  Its very leadership 

dependent [on those] above me.  So I happen to have a great curriculum team 

leader [in my department], and I happen to have a great principal.  In our 

atmosphere here [at Roosevelt HS] I think we get a good say in what goes on. 

 

In this statement, the ITL talks about how much more influence she has in her role at 

Roosevelt HS and credits this to the principal and the support of the administrative team.  

This further reinforces the importance of a culture with a high level of trust among the 

administrators and teachers to facilitate the work of the SLT.  
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Working collaboratively with members of the administrative team, the principal 

has created opportunities for assistant principals to develop their own knowledge and 

skills.  The administrative team meets regularly for their professional learning aligned to 

the school improvement goals.  In addition, there is professional learning sessions based 

on the district-level professional learning for principals.  The principal explained,  

The school district does a nice job to keep us abreast.  So we've been doing 

StrengthsFinders through Gallup.  We did it with the Teacher leadership corp 

also.  This year, the superintendent is having [administrators] read Growth 

Mindset, by Carol Dweck. 
 

Another example of the collaborative work can be found in the two book studies 

conducted by the Roosevelt HS administrative team.  The principal explained, “This year, 

I've asked each of the administrators to identify a chapter or a topic in the book [on 

which] they would like to lead discussions and the questioning around it.”  This 

administrative professional learning community models the norm of collaboration, 

collective responsibility and continuous improvement.  Moreover, these types of 

sustained professional discussions have the potential to support organizational learning 

and knowledge building.   

Creating opportunities for teacher leadership.  The administrators encourage 

teachers to assume a variety of formal and informal leadership roles.  Based on the 

interviews with the SLT members, teacher leadership emerged as a key practice to 

support teaching and learning at Roosevelt HS.  The school has shaped leadership roles to 

serve the interests and meet the needs of the students and staff in the school.  Teacher 

leadership structures supported by the administrators include the instructional team 

leaders (ITLs) and a variety of volunteer experiences.   
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Instructional team leaders.  The high school ITL position is an example of a 

formal leadership position as defined by the school district.  According to the school 

system job description, the high school instructional team leader is a teacher or counselor 

who, in collaboration and agreement with the building principal, performs duties in the 

categories of curriculum and instruction, leadership, management, communication, and 

professional development (see Table 3.2), based on the needs of the individual school. 

The ITL leads a group of an equivalent of four or more full-time teachers or 

counselors who are assigned to the same discipline or grade and who meet regularly to 

plan, coordinate, implement, and evaluate an educational program for a group of students.  

This position is a year -to-year contracted position with a stipend associated with it.  Over 

the years the positions in the district have evolved from a managerial focus to a 

leadership focus.   

While the ITL district positions are advertised as one year positions, the ITL 

position is not up for interview every year at Roosevelt.  The administrative team 

members shared that “an ITL will continue the next year unless there have been some 

major concerns, and that is definitely not typical at all [at Roosevelt].  If an ITL is doing a 

good job they are automatically renewed.”  When a vacancy does occur, members of the 

department are notified and all interested department members are invited to apply.  The 

interview panel consists of the principal and the assistant principal who is in charge of 

that department.  Based on the administrative teams’ commitment to this leadership role 

that comes with expectations and support, consideration of a broad range of leadership 

behaviors and skills is a key element in the interview process for identifying the best 

person for this critical role at Roosevelt HS.  
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For instance, members of the SLT described the process as similar to “an actual 

job interview.”  One stated, “You know if you want the job, you have to apply.”  An 

assistant principal talked about the culture of the interview process.  She stated, “They 

bring a resume.  We expect them to dress professionally.”  Administrators see this 

position as a job.  They shared that this process communicates, “You are applying for a 

job, just like you are applying for a teacher position.”  Another SLT member talked about 

the content of the interview questions.  She stated, “There are questions regarding 

previous experience, the goals that the ITL sets for the team or will set for the team… 

how the ITL will support other activities in the school.”   

The interview is also designed to assess the leadership qualities of each candidate, 

so the interview panel can find the right match for the school and the department.  The 

principal explained their goals: 

We are looking for someone who is respected by their colleagues and collaborates 

with them.  Someone who is excited about the work they do.  They buy into the 

[school] vision, but bring their own ideas about how we best serve kids. 

   

In identifying the leadership qualities of a candidate seeking this position, one 

ITL described his former ITL.  He said that “she not only wanted to be a leader but also 

somebody the [members of the department] could always trust and would be there for 

[them].”  An assistant principal offered further insights into the characteristics they look 

for in a team leader based on this year’s process.  She explained, “We got to hear from 

each of those teachers about their goals and vision.  And, I think we chose the person 

who really expressed what we're looking for as a team is terms of supporting their 

department.”  Identifying team leaders who have common goals and a vision for 

supporting the team and critical leadership skills may positively impact the team, the 
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department, and the students.  At Roosevelt HS, the administrative team uses this position 

to focus on improving teaching and learning.  Further, administrators take it upon 

themselves to support the ITLs in their development as leaders. 

Volunteer leadership experiences.  Teachers also volunteer for other leadership 

experiences that strengthen the system of distributed leadership and organizational 

learning.  A teacher leader reflected, “There are hundreds of ways to volunteer and get 

involved and to participate in some sort of leadership in some aspect here at Roosevelt.”  

Another talked about the value the administration places on teachers engaging in 

leadership practice.  She stated, “Well, see our administration is really good at providing 

all kinds of leadership roles that we can get involved in.”   

A secondary benefit to these voluntary and informal leadership roles appears to be 

that they help to prepare teachers for more formal leadership roles later.  When asked 

about previous leadership experiences that informed their work as a member of the SLT, 

many SLT members cited two types of roles at different points in their careers.  An early 

career experience serving as the teacher sponsor for student extracurricular programs and 

committees was referenced by one SLT member.  Later experiences included serving as a 

formal member of the school improvement team or teacher leadership corp.  SLT 

members see these different experiences as connected.  One SLT member describes how 

her early volunteer leadership experiences informed her current role as a member of the 

SLT. 

I organized a lot of the events for the ninth grade team.  My specific role now 

[SLT member] is as kind of an organizer in a way… to put all those teachers that 

teach eighth graders together.    
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Another SLT member talked about the advantage of having served as a leader of a 

small team before taking on this role.  She explained, “I was the team leader [when I was 

a classroom teacher].  So just working with a small group of about five teachers along 

with two co-teachers was helpful.”  The SLT members also articulate a common theme 

around their voluntary leadership experiences.  SLT members valued their informal 

leadership experience in a small setting within the school, such as a classroom.  They 

were important as teachers felt these volunteer experiences as an informal leader were 

helpful. 

The creation of and support for voluntary leadership roles at Roosevelt HS is 

another example of the administrative team’s commitment to teacher leadership in 

general, to provide teachers with opportunities to prepare for more formal leadership 

roles in the future, and to informally build the capacity of teachers in leadership skills.   

Key Practices of the Principal  

At Roosevelt, the principal engages in practices that SLT members believe 

contribute to capacity building of teachers and leaders, and ultimately to their success as 

members of the SLT.  An ITL said, “I feel like she, usually comes to us to kind of get that 

pulse of the building.”  Another added, “I think she has put together a really powerful 

team that shares the vision that is really student-focused.”  Another ITL shared, “And of 

course with [this principal] came great opportunities.  She's very [much] into developing 

leadership skills in her staff.”  Teacher leadership at Roosevelt HS is not just about 

improving instruction, but more importantly it is about improving the people.  This is 

significant as their motto is ‘People are Our Most Important Asset.’ 

Another ITL talked about the importance of listening to colleagues as a practice 
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the principal models.  He described his opportunity to participate in a leadership coaching 

class recommended by the principal.  The class focused on developing listening skills.  

He reflected, 

…So to sit back and just listen to somebody and not want to throw my opinion out 

there.  Just actually listening to what they have to say made them [teachers] feel 

better than me saying what [they] should do or what I would have done.  But just 

to listen to what they go through, and allow them to vent a little bit definitely is 

something that I've gotten a lot better at. 

 

Another team leader reflected on a process the principal uses to encourage SLT 

members to model best practices they observe during classroom visits.  She talked about 

the fact that the principal takes special pride when the actions of the ITL results in 

improved classroom instruction.  She stated, “Part of the plan is to share good feedback 

with our principal and then she can share that out.  So it's kind of a celebration thing, as 

well, at the end.” 

Yet another SLT member explained how she was incorporating the practice of 

soliciting and using feedback to inform decisions which is an example of a key practice 

modeled by the principal.  She said, “Well one of the things that [the principal] does is 

gets a lot of feedback by using the index cards.  I started using… that method 

with…educators.  I needed more feedback.  I think that's something that I found that I’m 

using more… getting  more feedback and asking my department what do need me to do, 

what do I need to help you with, [and]where can I be of service to you. 

An assistant principal talked about the value of leadership in the school beginning 

with the person in the principalship at Roosevelt HS.  He said, 

[Leadership] really starts with our building principal.  We have a county that 

gives great resources [and] hires awesome people.  There's not another place 

where a lot of folks would not want to work.  I number among them.  The 

importance and value of leadership is immense.  Having an empowering leader 
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who listens, doesn't judge, and lets their people shine, that's what a great leader 

does.  They're a great head coach. 

 

The principal articulates a vision for student learning.  She works collaboratively 

with the teachers and SLT to build their capacity to facilitate instructional improvement.  

She helps the SLT members define their role as instructional leaders.  This role seems to 

inform their professional learning goals and activities, how they organize to do the work, 

when they collaborate, and how they support teachers to meet the needs of all students at 

Roosevelt.   

For example, at the August SLT meeting, the focus was on the roles and 

responsibilities of the curriculum team leaders.  This included the coordination of 

common student learning objectives, coordination of common unit and lesson plans 

aligned with the county essential curriculum and common core state standards, creation 

of common formative and summative assessments, and analysis of student performance 

data for instructional decision making.  To support consistency and timely 

communication, a Curriculum Team Meeting Minutes template was developed for use by 

each curriculum team leader.  The form was shared with teachers as part of the Opening 

Weeks Administrative Memo-August 2014. 

The September SLT meeting focused on the intangible things that ITLs do every 

day to make Roosevelt a safe place for both students and teachers.  They watched and 

debriefed a video titled Why Good Leaders Make You Feel Safe.  The video stimulated a 

conversation among the SLT members that reinforced their role in creating a safe space 

for students and staff.  They talked about the ways in which the intangible things they do 

contribute to the creation of safe spaces within Roosevelt HS.   
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Across all interviews, many of the SLT members reflected on the special culture 

fostered by this principal.  For example, one SLT member noted, “We have a great 

culture here at Roosevelt which is one of the awesome things that I love about working 

here.  And I know…specifically under [this principal] that it has been developed.”  

Another team member explained, “Because the leadership in this school is strong, and 

because a lot of people have leadership roles in this school, that allows more voices to be 

heard.”  An assistant principal described an inclusive culture that empowers teachers.  He 

explained it as “a leadership value that [the principal] brings that I think now has become 

a part of the culture.  You build leadership capacity by including people and empowering 

them.”  Collegial discourse and teacher empowerment are practices that support the 

collaborative work of the SLT. 

Creating opportunities for all voices to be heard and empowering teachers are 

among the behaviors that have built trust at Roosevelt HS.  Many SLT members credited 

the principal with creating these opportunities.  One administrator talked about the 

principal’s open door policy as an example of trust.  She said, “Office doors are always 

open, so staff members and students can come by and share what’s on their mind…”  An 

ITL talked about trust as it relates to providing feedback to the principal.  She said the 

principal “wouldn’t put something out there if she didn’t trust our opinion of what we 

were going to figure out.”  A shared belief is that the principal has fostered a positive 

school environment that positively influences teaching and learning.  This belief offers 

further evidence of the principal’s role in setting the tone for openness, trust, and 

collaboration at Roosevelt HS.  
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Key Practices of Central Office Staff 

The work of the SLT is indirectly supported by the staff in the district central 

office.  Three key practices referenced by members of the SLT were developing the 

district strategic plan which identifies the system goals, providing professional learning 

for the instructional team leaders, and creating a data accountability system. 

The District Strategic Plan.  In this mid-Atlantic district, this support begins 

with the superintendent creating the vision for the whole school system.  Working 

collaboratively with the entire education community, a multi-year strategic plan was 

crafted to guide the work of the system.  The principal stated, “The strategic plan 

absolutely guides our school improvement plan, our priorities, and our school 

improvement goals.”   

 Professional Learning.  Participants talked about the opportunities for 

professional learning as another central office practice that supports the work of the ITLs.  

They provide ITLs with access to professional learning opportunities that support both 

school and system goals.  The curriculum coordinators in the central office meet with the 

ITLs.  One of the ITLs described the value of these routine meetings.  He said,  

One Wednesday a month, I'll go over to central office and meet with the eleven 

other department heads in the different high schools and our county curriculum 

coordinators.  They definitely give us direction too, especially when it comes to 

content.  They provide resources to support the implementation of the curriculum 

content.   

 

The curriculum coordinators lead the county monthly meetings for ITLS across the 

district so ITLs can engage in their own professional development.  In addition, the 

curriculum coordinators serve as the conduit for information from the state.  In this way, 

they are able to build shared knowledge across the district about what teachers and 
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leaders need to know related to the curriculum.  It also helps them generate a common 

language for improving adult practice across schools. 

The system also provides professional development in the areas of human 

relations, leadership development, cultural proficiency, instructional strategies, and 

mentoring/coaching.  The ITLs share the information, resources, and professional 

learning experiences with members of their department at the monthly department 

meetings.  These meeting dates and times are included in the Staff Resource Manual. 

 Data and Accountability System.  Another essential practice supporting the 

school leadership team is the district’s robust data and accountability system.  We know 

from research on data use that timely, consistent and easily accessible data ensures the 

use of information for continuous improvement.  The accessibility of system, school and 

student performance data by the school ensures that decisions are informed by relevant 

data.  The school uses the comprehensive school performance data to monitor patterns of 

progress within and across schools by student demographics including race/ethnicity, free 

and reduced meals, students with disabilities, and English language learners.  These 

accountability and performance data inform goal-setting, planning, and professional 

learning.   

Conclusion 

In this chapter, I presented the findings regarding the role a SLT plays in fostering 

organizational learning.  The central purpose was to examine the role of one 

comprehensive high school’s SLT in fostering conditions and practices consistent with 

organizational learning.  The findings presented here were organized into four categories: 

the extent to which the SLT members engage in practices associated with improved 
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teaching; the extent to which the SLT members demonstrate shared beliefs about the 

goals of their work; the structures and cultural conditions that facilitate the practices of 

the SLT; and the key practices among the administration to support the SLT.   

In regard to SLT practices, evidence shows that SLT members engaged in four 

practices associated with improved teaching suggested by past research to be aligned with 

organizational learning.  These practices include providing feedback, engaging in 

collaborative decision-making, attending to varied social interactions, and focusing on 

student results.  Feedback among SLT members and the administration is consistent 

throughout the school.  Collaborative decision making reflects the importance of 

gathering input from teachers before decisions are made.  Varied social interactions 

including greeting colleagues, inquiring about personal issues, scheduling time to 

socialize, and taking time to listen are understood within the school not simply as polite 

small talk, but as fundamental to building trusting relationships.  SLT members 

consistently link instructional practice and school-wide policies to student achievement.   

The SLT practices reflect the team’s shared value and commitment to student 

achievement as their primary goal.  These shared beliefs were the backbone of 

professional discourse dedicated to building knowledge and improving practice.  Beyond 

this belief system, collaborative structures and formal roles facilitate collegial discourse 

and build trust within the members of the SLT.  The collaborative structures support 

common goals, values, and norms.  Further, they support knowledge building and the 

development of shared ideas about teaching and learning.  The work of the SLT is 

mediated by the school administration including the assistant principals and the principal.  

Further the work of the leadership team was supported indirectly by central office staff. 
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Chapter 5: Findings 

Discussion 

The central purpose of this case study was to understand the role that the SLT in a 

comprehensive high school plays in fostering conditions that support organizational 

learning.  If high schools are to become learning organizations, the school culture needs 

to evolve into a student-focused and learning-focused culture (Principals, 2011).  High 

schools are typically large, complex organizations that have internal organizational 

boundaries that are typically difficult to penetrate.  A whole school culture is very rare in 

high schools.  They are usually “balkanized into subject-based departments, each with its 

own distinct culture” (Elmore, 2003, p. 199).  Lortie (1975) posited that these 

organizational and cultural patterns in high schools promote professional isolation.  This 

encourages teachers to view teaching as an individualistic rather than a collaborative 

practice.  Teachers generally work alone rather than with other adults.  This isolation 

gives rise to the lack of a common language.  Without a common language, it is difficult 

to have a common goal (Lortie, 1975).   

Roosevelt High School provided an alternative context as a collaborative, learning 

organization.  It is important to note that while the study focused on Roosevelt High 

School, the findings can offer valuable strategies for elementary and middle school 

leadership teams.  The overarching research question was:  Does the SLT foster practices 

consistent with organizational learning?  If so, how?  In addition, I addressed the 

following research sub-questions: 

1. How do SLT members identify high leverage problems related to the 

improvement of teaching and learning? 
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2. How do members of the SLT demonstrate shared beliefs about the 

goals of their work?  

3. What structural and cultural conditions facilitate the practices of the 

SLT? 

4. How do internal and external factors support the work of the SLT?   

In this chapter, I consider the findings in terms of their broader implications for school 

reform.  The chapter explores what the findings might imply for practice in school 

districts, state departments of education, and higher education programs.  Specifically, is 

there an interdependent relationship among these three entities? 

Based on the study, the SLT members engaged in four practices associated with 

improved teaching that past research suggests are aligned also with organizational 

learning.  These practices included: providing feedback, engaging in collaborative 

decision-making, attending to varied social interactions that build positive relationships, 

and focusing on student results.  These practices are consistent with the characteristics of 

a school operating as a learning organization as defined in the academic and practice-

based literature on school improvement (Collinson & Cook, 2007; Hirsh, Psencik, & 

Brown, 2014; DuFour & Marzano, 2011; Garmston, 2007; Huffman & Hipp, 2003; 

Marzano et al., 2005; Silins & Mulford, 2004; Silins, Zarins, & Mulford, 2002; Spillane, 

2006).  In addition, the SLT practices reflected the team’s shared value and commitment 

to student achievement as their primary goal.  SLT members believed effective teaching 

strategies influenced student learning outcomes.   

Collaborative structures and roles facilitated collegial discourse about teaching 

practices and built trust among members of the SLT.  The discourse that transpired within 
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the collaborative structures supported the development of common goals, values, and 

norms.  Further, they supported knowledge building and the development of shared ideas 

about teaching and learning.    

The SLT members fostered a climate of openness and trust to promote 

collaboration, cooperation, support, and involvement in the functioning of the school.  

Sustained interactions with the members of the teacher leadership corp built trusting 

between the two groups, which, in turn, allowed them full participation in leadership.  

Relational trust enabled honest feedback and collaborative decision-making processes 

both of which established key conditions for organizational learning.  This trust is the 

foundation of key relationships in the school and as such was a key component of an 

honest, open environment where difficult decision-making can occur.   

The principal plays a very clear role, in setting the tone, building positive 

relationships and infusing her vision onto the teacher leadership team.  This impacts the 

attitudes of parents, students, and staff.  Student-centered teaching, innovation, and a 

commitment to collaboration creates an atmosphere in which improvement can be 

collectively pursued and maintained over time.  At Roosevelt HS, the principal models 

transparency and the regular solicitation of constructive feedback to improve the 

organization.  As she seeks input from the team leaders, she creates opportunities for on-

going collaboration focused on improving the instructional capacity of all teachers.  

Together, their goal is to motivate teachers to make continuous adjustments to their 

instructional practice to increase student achievement.  The principal seems to understand 

that the partnership she has created among the teacher leaders is critical to building the 

capacity of the SLT as well as impact improved teacher practice.  Further, this 
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collaborative leadership model builds a strong positive culture focused on shared 

commitment and accountability for developing teachers and enhancing student success.   

This review of the research on the role of the principal in supporting school 

leadership teams and the practices of the Roosevelt HS principal demands a critical 

review of traditional principal preparation programs, evaluation tools, and on-going 

professional learning.  The significant role of the principal’s leadership cannot be 

minimized.  With the focus on improving instruction and ensuring that all students are 

college and career ready, the strong collaboration among schools, districts, and higher 

education is imperative. 

This analysis has also shown that effective leadership practice is maximized when 

situated in a supportive, collaborative organizational culture that values continuous 

learning and recognizes teachers as instrumental to school culture (Silva, Gimbert, & 

Nolan, 2000).  The extent to which the school leadership team is able to exercise 

leadership that fosters organizational learning is shaped by interactions among culture, 

norms, practices, and relationships (Fullan, 2001).  Thus, the SLT members are able to 

engage in learning because they trust each other and have jointly put in place structures 

and processes. 

The theory of organizational learning rooted in the concept of single-loop and 

double-loop learning served as the basis of the assumptions for this research study. 

Organizational learning is a process of detecting and correcting error.  Error is any 

feature of knowledge or knowing that inhibits learning.  When the process enables 

the organization to carry on its present policies or achieve its objectives, the 

process may be called single-loop learning.  When the process is not only capable 

of detecting error but of questioning the underlying policies and goals as well as 

its own program, it might be called double-loop learning.  (Argyris, 197, p. 116) 
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Argyris (1999) argued that double-loop learning is necessary if organizations are going to 

engage in the self-reflective practice necessary to deal with complex, nonprogrammable 

issues and make informed decisions in rapidly changing contexts.  The dual process of 

questioning and self-reflection are crucial to changing the status quo.   

Methodologically, the design, which focused only on the SLT model, provided 

useful and important strong single-loop learning.  The model imposed limitations to 

documenting double-loop learning.  Empirically, there was little evidence of fundamental 

assumptions about teaching and learning being reconsidered, but rather, teachers were 

more involved in refining their craft.  This SLT model may be best suited for helping 

teachers make incremental changes, and less suited for rethinking fundamental 

assumptions about teaching and learning.   

Further research should include opportunities to observe SLT members working 

with teachers in their departments, as well as conducting interviews with teachers.  

Recognizing the importance of academic departments to the professional identities of 

high schools makes changing practices difficult.  Additionally, it may not be a realistic 

expectation for a single school to engage deeply in practices that reframe their thinking 

and beliefs about teaching and learning without the support of the local school district 

and state department of education. 

Nonetheless, the question remains whether this SLT could foster continual 

organizational learning even if there were a change in leadership?  The norms governing 

the work of this SLT are possible because the principal believes in and values distributing 

leadership and empowering teachers.  She empowers and supports the members of the 

SLT.  She fosters the conditions for them to challenge established ways of working and 
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thinking.  Through formal and informal teacher leadership opportunities over time, 

members of the SLT and administrators have built strong relationships.   

What is missing from this study are the data on the relationships among the 

members of the SLT and the teachers in their departments.  Whether the infrastructure 

supporting and sustaining organizational learning at Roosevelt HS is embedded enough 

to withstand inevitable changes in leadership cannot be adequately assessed without data 

describing the impact of the work of the SLT through the voices of the teachers and 

students on a range of student outcomes.  Sustaining change requires sustaining deep 

learning (Hargreaves, 2003). 

While the infrastructure supporting organizational learning extends beyond the 

principal and utilizes the expertise of the members of the SLT, leadership turnover will 

not necessarily end the culture and practices of shared decision making and distributed 

leadership.  The distributed nature of organizational learning in Roosevelt HS may enable 

the school to maintain some consistency despite leadership change.  While a new leader 

would not necessarily bring about the end of Roosevelt HS as a learning organization, it 

would be essential that the new leader embody beliefs and commitments to organizational 

learning. 

Trust in the organization is based equally on the relationships between the 

principal and the teachers as well as among the teachers and their colleagues.  The new 

leader will garner goodwill if he or she honors the work and puts successful processes in 

place.  Taking next steps to move the team to a higher level will move more organically if 

the new leader and the established team(s) acknowledge and honor the past work and 

goal set collaboratively (Bryk & Schneider, 2). 
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Summary 

One key takeaway from this analysis, then, is that the principal has a critical role 

in fostering the conditions for organizational learning.  Chief among them is creating a 

shared vision that learning is the most important work in the school for students and 

adults.  Recognizing that this is work that cannot be done alone or in isolation, the 

principal engages the support of a committed group of teacher leaders.  Together in a 

partnership, they foster a culture of trust that enables the implementation of this vision. 

In the context of a collaborative culture, schools are more apt to develop and 

expand the roles of teachers to serve in both formal and informal leadership positions.  

Further, the recognition that empowering teachers can lead and facilitate adult learning is 

critical to ensuring that all students learn at high levels.  The high school leadership team 

is the familiar model of a formal leadership structure but it is only within the context of 

collaborative culture that these structures foster learning and improvement.  Team leaders 

are potentially well positioned to serve as instructional leaders providing direction 

through coaching and mentoring their colleagues while teaching alongside them.  In 

situations where they focus on improving instruction by working shoulder-to-shoulder 

with their colleagues, they stand to impact teaching and learning.   

By defining school leadership as the collaborative effort of teachers and 

administrators, the SLT has the potential to positively impact the educational 

environment for teachers and students.  As we have seen, nurturing teacher leadership 

can be an essential component in organizational learning and continuous improvement of 

teaching and learning.  Teachers who feel their contributions are valuable and their 
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opinions and feedback matter in decision making will do whatever it takes to ensure that 

all students are ready for college and career upon graduation. 

Implications and Recommendations for Practice 

Over the past several years the job of school leadership has evolved to include to 

cultivating leadership in others.  The shift from the principal acting alone to distributed 

leadership requires school districts and state boards of education to re-evaluate and 

consider the professional learning that both teachers and administrators need in order to 

construct and operate in environments that value collaboration.  The findings from my 

research have several implications for school districts, state departments of education, 

and higher education institutions interested in developing collaborative school leaders.    

Under No Child Left Behind Act (2001), the states, districts, and local schools are 

under tremendous pressure to improve the results of student performance on standardized 

tests.  Further research confirms that the quality of teaching is the most important 

variable in students’ achievement, and that the principal comes second (Elmore 2004; 

Leithwood, Louis, Anderson, & Wahlstrom, 2004).  The implication of these ideas is that 

organizational learning geared toward the improvement of practice is a practical necessity 

for schools and districts in the current environment.  School districts will need to learn 

new and more synergistic ways to provide high quality job-embedded professional 

learning for teachers that improve instruction.  No longer can school districts rely on pull-

out or extended day programs, remedial interventions, or non-certificated staff supporting 

students who are most at risk to achieving at high levels.  An intentional focus on the 

development of capacity among teachers and administrators will enhance professional 

learning that transforms adult learning processes and improves student learning.  When 
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engaging staff in high-quality professional learning that improves instruction, it is 

possible to make progress in improving learning for all students and eliminating the 

achievement gaps between African American and Latino/Hispanic students and their 

White and Asian counterparts. 

Recommendations for School Districts 

School districts seeking to create collaborative leadership teams devoted to 

developing learning organizations should consider reevaluating their leadership 

development program to adopt a focus on distributed leadership to utilize the expertise 

and leadership of teachers to improve teaching and learning.  It is essential for school 

districts considering collaborative leadership teams to clearly define a shared vision of 

collaborative leadership geared toward the development of a learning organization.  Once 

a clear vision of a collaborative leadership is established, essential knowledge and skills 

can be identified and cultivated.  Essential knowledge and skill includes providing and 

soliciting feedback, collaborative decision making, relational trust, and fostering a 

results-orientation.  For example, at Roosevelt HS, each SLT meeting begins with an 

opportunity for the team leaders to provide feedback.  Index cards are distributed 

soliciting questions, comments, and concerns.  Additionally, teacher leaders described 

collaborative opportunities to engage in and influence decisions. 

Districts must also recognize and support the creation of collaborative structures 

that support collegial discourse about teaching and learning.  Together, mutually 

reinforcing culture and structure are the basis for developing a continuous learning 

progression that guides the administrators’ growth in the district leadership development 

programs.  Program outcomes should be developed collaboratively to ensure that they 
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meet the needs of administrators, teachers, and the school district.  They should also be 

directly aligned to state standards; the goals in the district strategic plan, and foster a 

climate of trust in schools.  One key to the success of the program is targeting distributed 

leadership as a key practice to be developed so as to ensure that administrators engage 

members of their school leadership teams (SLT) as leaders of instruction.  This 

knowledge building has to extend beyond the development program to job-embedded 

support for SLT members.  The SLT members talked about the various informal 

experiences created at Roosevelt that prepared them for their formal leadership role as 

instructional team leader.  In this way, the school district models and supports 

organizational learning.  

The expanded role of school leadership teams will also make it necessary to 

redefine the roles of school districts to support this transformation.  This will require 

members of the central office to understand both how this leadership structure impacts 

improved teaching and learning and how to support it.  The central office has an 

important role in ensuring that individuals coming into leadership roles have a good 

foundation for what leadership means and what it looks like in the learning environment. 

It is essential for school districts to provide additional time and structures for 

principals to focus on collaboration and learning together.  As system leaders prepare 

their annual budgets, job-embedded professional learning should be a high priority 

knowing that this effort cannot be outsourced to external agencies.  In addition, district 

leaders may want to explore alternative ways for creating time for collaboration.  For 

example, Roosevelt High School established the professional implementation period 

where teachers meet monthly in partner-pairs to provide feedback to colleagues on their 
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instruction related to the on-going professional learning.  Also examining the 

organizational structures of high schools and their impact on how the SLT members 

construct their learning opportunities and how they learn from others is key.  If team 

members perceive their role as promoting organizational learning, they will maintain a 

collective focus on teaching and learning.   

Further, school districts need to encourage administrators to assess the talent and 

skills of the leadership team to identify areas of strengths and needs as they continue to 

cultivate collaborative school leadership teams.  Another important job is to identify staff 

with potential for leadership and carefully nurture it through informal leadership 

experiences, coaching, and mentoring.  In the Roosevelt HS study, for example, many of 

the members of the SLT talked about the value of their informal and volunteer leadership 

experiences in preparation for this leadership position. 

Recommendations for State Departments of Education 

Just as school districts must shift educational policy towards leadership 

development, state boards of education need to ensure seamless policies cover the career 

of educational leaders.  The four key areas of licensure, preparation, evaluation, and 

professional learning must be included in new policies on leadership development.   

Leadership preparation programs should include opportunities to build the 

knowledge and skill of future administrators to be instructional leaders.  This includes 

effective teaching and learning, instruction, and professional learning.  To support 

organizational learning as a strategic priority, state boards of education should ensure 

learning priorities that include action research with strong field-based experiences that 

engage the administrative intern in the collaborative work among the administrative team 
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and team leaders.  Professional learning should focus on strategies that foster a climate of 

trust in the school.   

Also, expectations for collaborative leadership must be explicitly expressed in 

licensure.  State departments of education should consider adding tasks to assess the 

collaboration skills of each perspective administrator.  Evaluation systems should include 

a standard that evaluates the administrators’ skills in building the leadership capacity of 

the members of the instructional leadership team.  In addition, strengthening the 

facilitation skills of the administrators to lead collaborative high-performing teams will 

be invaluable.   

State departments of education interested in supporting the development of those 

school leadership teams with training programs should consider developing Leadership 

Academies for cohort groups of administrators.  The professional learning efforts should 

be aligned with instructional leadership thereby enhancing the capacity of leaders to 

coach, model, and supervise teachers to improve their practice.  In addition, administrator 

professional learning should be aligned with organizational development to support 

collaboration, professional learning, and the use of student data to drive the work.  These 

are practices that are associated with organizational learning.   

As a result of the refresh of the 2014 ISLLC Standards, the accountability for 

administrators to lead for equity will add another layer of complexity and yet another set 

of job-embedded skills that administrators will need to meet.  This work is about a belief 

system.  There is an intense level of trust that teams must take on to do this work.  

Changing beliefs that impact results is at the core of organizational learning. 
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Lastly, recognition by the state boards of education that the knowledge and skills 

needed for school improvement does not reside in one individual calls for the boards to 

consider standards that support collaborative leadership.  Creating partnerships and 

alliances in joint efforts to support administrators and teachers will require professional 

learning for both the school and district organizations that is sustained over time.  All of 

this can be achieved by implementing robust professional growth systems aligned to the 

2014 ISLLC Standards (Council of Chief State School Officers, 2014).   

Recommendations for Higher Education Programs 

Increased opportunities to utilize distributed leadership practices that facilitate 

collaboration among school districts and higher education partners are likely to result in 

improved administrator and teacher leader preparation programs at colleges and 

universities.  This includes developing programs with performance expectations to ensure 

that instructional leaders model leadership as it relates to the real demands of 

collaborative school leadership.  Some institutions have responded by offering master’s 

or certificate programs in teacher leadership which focus on the teachers using their 

expertise and leadership to improve teaching and learning.  It will be important for higher 

education programs to create dual certification programs including teacher leadership 

coursework as part of the pre-service offerings.  Specific content might include teacher 

leadership skills, such as mentoring and coaching colleagues at various stages of teacher 

development, conducting effective team meetings, collaborative decision making, and 

provision of feedback.  One assistant principal talked about “more actual leadership skills 

and development” as the next level of work for instructional team leaders.  In summary, 

this research study reinforced the need for colleges and universities to work 
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collaboratively with school districts to develop pre-service programs that center on the 

role and importance of these non-evaluative positions as leaders of teams. 

As school districts develop partnerships with universities to ensure teachers have 

their administrative and supervisory certification, they have a unique opportunity to focus 

on trust and the skills for developing collaboration and change as part of the discussion 

and preparation for licensure.  Specifically, Standard 6 of the 2014 ISLLC Standards: 

Professional Culture for Teachers and Staff, reinforces the importance of developing 

productive relationships and trust.  Additionally, it addresses the administrator’s role in 

fostering and supporting the growth of trust.  Further, the study of the standards will 

illuminate the common thread of trust that runs through all the standards (Council of 

Chief State School Officers, 2014). 

Recommendations for Further Study 

While this study focused on the role of the school leadership team in fostering 

organizational learning, it would be useful to have research on the role of informal 

teacher leadership structures, such as the teacher leadership corp at Roosevelt High 

School, to determine the extent to which they structures integrate the expertise and 

contributions of all teachers.  The research study should focus on additional questions, 

such as the extent to which the informal teacher leadership role impacts the collaborative 

work of the leadership team and the way in which informal teacher leadership supports 

organizational learning.  Further, it would be important to trace the path from collegial 

collaboration and feedback to instructional practice in order to better understand the way 

in which teachers use the feedback to make specific changes in teaching. 
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Studying informal teacher leadership has another advantage because it is teachers 

who deliver instruction in the school.  Teachers interact with other teachers, students, and 

their parents.  The way in which these teachers enact these informal roles of leadership 

can deepen the understanding of how to continually improve instruction in high schools. 

Rather than using a single case study, multiple cases would be more beneficial.  

The data collection should include structured interviews with members of the leadership 

team, the informal teacher leaders, and other teachers who benefit from their support.  

The contextual features that are unique to teachers and how they contribute to 

organizational learning would be a key factor.  Researchers should consider the ways in 

which organizational themes connect to contexts of the different schools where the 

teacher leaders work.  With increased accountability and the expectation that every child 

learns, teacher leaders can have significant impact on improved instruction and student 

achievement.   

Also, the study should consider the impact of demographics, specifically looking 

at enrollment size, socioeconomic status based on free/reduced meals, and minority 

enrollment.  This would allow for comparative studies to determine the impact of 

informal teacher leadership operating in diverse contexts.  The organizational context of 

teacher leadership in the schools may also help uncover the multi-layered structures 

found in some high schools that may impact organizational learning.  Such case studies 

may offer important ways to understand the future work of informal teacher leadership in 

supporting instructional improvement and organizational learning. 
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Final Thoughts    

This study of the role of the school leadership team in fostering practices 

consistent with organizational learning in an exemplary comprehensive high school 

cannot provide a definitive test of the theoretical framework proposed in the beginning of 

this dissertation.  However, the story that unfolded was consistent with the research on 

organizational learning and instructional improvement.  In order for organizational 

learning to lead to improved outcomes, it must foster practices associated with 

instructional improvement.  This research points to the value of four SLT practices 

associated with organizational learning and instructional improvement.  Further, a 

combination of structural and cultural conditions fostered trust among members of the 

school leadership team, which also contributed to critical conditions that established a 

context for the improvement of teaching.   

So the question remains: What is the impact of the work of the SLT on 

organizational learning at the teacher level?  The answer goes beyond the leadership team 

to the collective work of the teacher leaders as they lead their departments, build trust, 

and provide professional development including feedback and coaching for their 

colleagues.  To answer this question, additional research needs to include an analysis of 

student learning/achievement data, observations of department meetings and coaching 

conversations, interviews with teachers in the department, and student voice data.  The 

final results rest on the observation and analysis of teacher practice.  What changes are 

made to practice over time and teachers work in a school that supports organizational 

learning?  As schools and districts consider ways to create the conditions for 

organizational learning, the focus should be on distributed leadership.  Further, schools 
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will need to define teacher leadership and how it impacts improved instruction and 

organizational learning.  Organizing and supporting the SLT may be a district’s best use 

of limited resources to continually improve teaching and increase student learning. 
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Appendix A 

Researcher Identity Memo 

I come to this research with broad and deep experiences as a classroom teacher, 

mathematics instructional specialist, assistant principal, principal of two Title I 

elementary schools, professional developer, and central office administrator.  Having 

served in these positions provides a rich set of professional experiences to draw upon for 

this research study.  My passion for teaching probably has its roots in elementary school.  

I remember how excited I was every day in school.  I loved all the special projects 

especially the table top dioramas and our group projects.  I still remember working on a 

science fair project with my best friend, Dr. Sylvia Crowder.  Sixth grade was special.  

We sang our favorite songs at the beginning of every day.  My favorite was a hymn titled 

“It is Well.”  Our teacher read his favorite Paul Laurence Dunbar and Langston Hughes 

poems.  “Hold Fast to Dreams” provides inspiration for me to this day.  

I did not think about these experiences at the time, but the hands-on, authentic 

learning opportunities shaped who I am as a teacher.  Every day the lesson objectives 

were written on the chalkboard.  It was important for the students to know not only what 

they were learning but why they were learning.  Picking the right activator ensured 

immediate engagement of all students.  There were many opportunities for my students to 

work in cooperative groups on projects aligned with the curriculum.   

I often asked myself, “Is it well?”  Often the answer was yes, but when the answer 

was no, I knew I could get help from my teammates.  This was especially important for 

me as a new teacher.  From those team planning meetings I learned the importance of 

multiple perspectives.  I also knew my final lesson plans were better because we worked 

together.  
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After my eighteenth year of teaching, I set a personal goal to get my doctorate.  

But that was to be a dream deferred.  The following year I was promoted to the position 

of mathematics instructional specialist.  This was a job I would later describe as my 

dream job.  I loved teaching mathematics.  I worked all day in schools with teams of 

teachers to build their mathematics content knowledge.  This job would only last a few 

months.  However, it was long enough for me to know that a new passion had emerged-

teaching teachers.  I learned new strategies for working with adults.  This focus on 

teaching teachers had new meaning when I became an elementary assistant principal and 

principal.  It was in my role as elementary principal that I figured out the connection 

between building teacher capacity and student learning.  What I did not understand 

clearly was the connection between building teacher capacity and school improvement.  

From my work as an elementary administrator, I learned that this is work that I could not 

do alone, but it was work I had to lead.  I engaged my team leaders to lead this work.  

 My passion for instruction and instructional leadership lead me to my current 

position as director of the department of instructional leadership support.  We provide 

differentiated support to principals, leadership teams, and teachers as they plan, 

implement and monitor the school improvement process to meet the needs of their 

students.   

Two assumptions have resulted from these experiences.  First, teacher leaders are 

untapped resources with unlimited potential to support on-going professional learning in 

their building.   Second, we can improve student learning by building the capacity of all 

teachers.  This requires us to develop collaborative relationships in our schools. 
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Recognizing that all high schools have 15-20 teachers who serve on the leadership 

team, this research provides an opportunity to learn how a school leadership team can 

support knowledge building of all teachers.  The goal is to hear the voices of the teacher 

leaders and the administrators as they describe practices associated with improved 

instruction and describe the structural and cultural conditions that facilitate the practices 

of the school leadership team.  

Teacher voice is critical as we elevate teacher leadership as an important lever to support 

knowledge building of all teachers.  

My past experiences, assumptions, and goals have been the blueprint for this 

research study.  They have defined me as a practitioner.  I am an undeterred advocate for 

the nation’s moral imperative to honor its responsibility to educate all students.  To 

educate all students, we must continue to build the capacity of all teachers.   

The potential advantage of my past experiences, assumptions, and goals is that I 

will enter the research site with practical knowledge of effective instruction, instructional 

leadership and professional learning.  These same advantages can serve as disadvantages.  

The potential to have my experiences shape what I see or write is real.  I must focus on 

what the data are telling me.  I know there are limits to what can be definitive from the 

research.  Thus, I need to be conservative in what the data show.  I need to be constantly 

aware of the tension between practitioner and researcher.  My goal is to learn from the 

Roosevelt High School participants. 
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Appendix B 

Interview Protocol 

First, let me thank you for agreeing to participate in this study of the work of the 

leadership team in your school.  To remind you, this study, which is being conducted as 

part of my doctoral program at The George Washington University, will help me learn 

about the practices of your leadership team.  I have created questions to get an 

understanding of my research topic, which will examine the school leadership team 

practices that foster organizational learning.  There are 21 questions.  I may or may not 

end up asking you all the questions, and your responses may lead me to ask you different 

questions.   

I want you to know that everything we talk about is completely confidential.   

Real names will not be used.  Participants, such as yourself, and this site will be assigned 

a pseudonym. Participants are referenced according to their position.  Demographics 

features will be reported at a general level.  No copies of documents will be used.   All 

interview materials will be secured in a locked file cabinet in my home.  Your 

participation in this study is voluntary, and you may decide not to continue at any time.  I 

will not talk to anyone in your district about what you say here or my own district in 

MCPS.  I want you to respond based on your experiences and views of being an SLT 

member.  I am going to tape-record your interview so that I do not have to write furiously 

while you are talking.  I may jot down key words, phrases, and passages.  These notes 

will help me think about your experiences and ask follow-up questions.  

Before we start, do you have any questions for me? 
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Participant Background 

1. How did you become a teacher/administrator at this school? 

2. How long have you worked at the school? 

3. How long have you been a member of the leadership team? 

4. What prior leadership experiences do you find valuable in your work on the 

leadership team?  How has this made a difference in your contributions? 

5. What new knowledge/skills have you developed? How are these valuable to your 

work? 

How is the SLT learning to do the work? School Improvement Goals  

6. What is the problem/area for improvement the SLT is seeking to address? 

7. What are the goals of this school’s SLT this year? 

8. How are this year’s goals building from the past goals, accomplishments, and 

practices?  

9. Reflect on the role the goals play in the work of the SLT? 

10. How do the goals help or hinder communication among departments? 

Participation?  

11. What evidence convinced you that your SLT goals led to the achievements you 

boast of today?  

How is the SLT learning to do the work? 

12. How is SLT membership determined in your school?   

13. How is the SLT in this school organized?  

 Probe: membership/roles, structures/subgroups, levels of decision 

making/how is it related to other decision-making teams in the school 
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14. What is the most important work underway? Why? Who are the critical players? 

15. What are the key practices that help the work of the SLT? 

 Probe: relationships, meeting times 

16. I am interested in your efforts to build the capacity of the SLT and teachers.  You 

have a professional learning plan (review together).  What parts of the plan are 

important and why? 

What internal and external factors mediate the work of the SLT?  

17. What is the relationship between the work of the SLT and any other school 

improvement priorities or goals?  Probe: similarities and differences 

18. How does the SLT determine and communicate its work to other teachers?  How 

are department members involved, if at all?  

19. What is important to know about the team? 

20. What have you learned about trying to lead this kind of work as a member of the 

SLT?  How did you learn it? 

21. What role, if any, did the district play in the work of the SLT? 

 Probe: direct and indirect contributions 

Results-orientation 

22. What evidence convinces you that the work of the SLT is having a positive effect 

in this school relative to this particular goal?  What role has the teachers outside 

the SLT played in the SLT efforts to transform learning into practice? 

Closing 

23. Is there anything more you would like to add about the work of the SLT in the 

learning of this school over time? 
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Thank you so much!  Thank you so much for agreeing to participate in this 

interview.  I really appreciate you sharing your experiences with me.  I have learned a lot 

today.  If I have any questions, would you mind if I touch base with you in the future.  

Any final questions for me?  Thank you! 
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Appendix C 

Draft Meeting Observation Protocol 

Date:                                             Time:                                        Place: 

Category Includes Researcher Notes 

Setting 

 

  

Participants   

 

Personal Space 

 

 

 

 

 

Outcomes 

 

 

  

Action Minutes 

 

 

Tasks Assigned to Whom  

Questioning 

 

  

Seating Chart  

 

 

 

 

 

Roles 

 

 

Note-taker: 

Facilitator: 
 

Levels of Decision Making Issue (s) 

Resolution 
 

 

Meeting Evaluation What Worked 

Opportunities for 

Improvement 

 

 

 

Verbal 

Behavior/Interactions 

  

 

 

Physical Behavior and 

Gestures 
  

Who Stands Out   

 

Events/Acts 

 

 

  

Meeting Summary: 
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Memos: 

Descriptive 

 

Interpretive 
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Appendix D 

Data Collection Methods Connected to Research Questions 

 

Cross Walk of Research Questions with Data Sources and Analysis Goals 

 

Research Questions Data Source Data Collection Method Analysis Goals 

What does the high 

school SLT do to 

foster organizational 

learning?  

 

Administrators & 

teachers who serve 

on the school 

leadership team 

Interview 

What new 

knowledge/skills 

have you 

developed? How 

are these valuable 

to your work? 

 

How is SLT 

membership 

determined in 

your school?  

 

How is the SLT in 

this school 

organized? 

 

What is the most 

important work 

underway? Why? 

Who are the 

critical players? 

 

What are the key 

practices that help 

the work of the 

SLT? 

Identifies how 

members of the team 

define collective 

learning to enhance 

adult practice 

How is the SLT 

learning to do the 

work? 

 

 

Administrators & 

teachers who serve 

on the school 

leadership team 

Interview 

I am interested in 

your efforts to 

build the capacity 

of the SLT and 

teachers.  You 

have a 

professional 

learning plan 

(review together).  

 

Identifies and defines 

roles and 

responsibilities of the 

members of the SLT; 

supports the goal(s) 

 

Provides evidence of 

distributed leadership 

practice 
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Cross Walk of Research Questions with Data Sources and Analysis Goals 

 

Research Questions Data Source Data Collection Method Analysis Goals 

What parts of the 

plan are important 

and why? 

 

What evidence 

convinces you 

that the work of 

the SLT is having 

a positive effect?  

What role has the 

teachers played in 

the SLT efforts to 

transform learning 

into practice? 

 

What evidence 

convinced you 

that your SLT 

goals led to the 

achievements you 

boast of today?  

 

What have you 

learned about 

trying to lead this 

kind of work as a 

member of the 

SLT?  How did 

you learn it? 

Identifies common 

learning based on 

goal(s) 

SLT meeting  

 

Observation 

Bulletin board 

displays 

 

Seating 

arrangement in 

meeting 

 

Processes used for 

participation and 

engagement 

Allows researcher to 

see evidence of the 

goal (s) in the context 

of the participants’ 

interactions to 

determine the 

alignment of their 

interview responses 

and team practices 

SLT meeting 

artifacts 

Document Review 

Agendas 

Identifies alignment 

of practices based on 
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Cross Walk of Research Questions with Data Sources and Analysis Goals 

 

Research Questions Data Source Data Collection Method Analysis Goals 

 Meeting notes 

Action items 

Vision/mission 

statement 

Staff newsletters 

Student/Staff  

handbooks 

 

the participant 

interviews 

 

Provides evidence of 

distributed leadership 

practice 

 

Provides evidence of 

goal(s) 

 

What internal and 

external factors 

mediate the work of 

the SLT? 

 

 

Administrators and 

teachers who serve 

on the school 

leadership team 

 

Interview 

What is the 

relationship 

between the work 

of the SLT and 

any other school 

improvement 

priorities or 

goals?   

 

How does the 

SLT determine 

and communicate 

their work to other 

teachers?  

  

How are 

department 

members 

involved, if at all? 

 

What is important 

to know about the 

team? 

 

How do the goals 

help or hinder 

communication 

among 

departments? 

Participation? 

 

Provides evidence of 

distributed leadership 

practice 

 

Demonstrates the 

importance of inquiry 

in organizational 

learning 
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Cross Walk of Research Questions with Data Sources and Analysis Goals 

 

Research Questions Data Source Data Collection Method Analysis Goals 

What role, if any, 

did the district 

play in the work 

of the SLT? 

 SLT members and 

teachers 

Interview 

What are the key 

practices that help 

the work of the 

SLT? 

 

What is the most 

important work 

underway? Why? 

Who are the 

critical players? 

 

How does the 

SLT determine 

and communicate 

their work to other 

teachers?  How 

are department 

members 

involved, if at all?  

Elicits a rich 

description of the 

practices 

SLT members and 

teachers 

 

 

Observation 

SLT meeting 

Allows researcher to 

observe collaborative 

practices, collective 

learning, and 

processes aligned 

with the goal 

What does the high 

school SLT do to 

foster organizational 

learning?  

 

Administrators and 

teachers who serve 

on the school 

leadership team 

 

Interview 

What is the 

problem/area for 

improvement the 

SLT is seeking to 

address? 

 

What are the goals 

of this school’s 

SLT this year? 

 

Determines what data 

are used to identify 

goal(s) 

 

Identifies the level of 

decision making 
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Cross Walk of Research Questions with Data Sources and Analysis Goals 

 

Research Questions Data Source Data Collection Method Analysis Goals 

How are this 

year’s goals 

building from the 

past goals, 

accomplishments, 

and practices?  

 

Reflect on the role 

the goals play in 

the work of the 

SLT? 

School Website 

School Newsletters 

Staff Handbook 

Student Handbook 

Climate Survey and 

Results 

Vision/Mission 

Statement 

Document Review Allows researcher to 

review past policies, 

practices, and 

procedures 

 

Provides evidence of 

changes in practices, 

and procedures 
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Appendix E 

Document Summary Form 

(Adapted from Miles & Huberman, 1994)   

 

 

Title of Document :                                                                          Date:          

           

Date Retrieved: 

 

Source: 

 

Event from Which the Document is Associated: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Summary of Content: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Significance of the Document: 
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Appendix F 

 

Informed Consent Letter to Potential Participants 

IRB#041451 

August 18, 2014 

 
 

Dear, 

Thank you for agreeing to participate in this study to understand the work of the 

leadership team in your school.  The study is research that is being conducted as part of 

my doctoral program at The George Washington University.   Dr. Patricia Ehrensal, 

assistant professor in the Department of Educational Leadership, serves as the principal 

investigator for this research.  The research will help me learn about the practices of your 

school leadership team. You have been chosen to be part of this study because you are a 

member of the leadership team.  

As the researcher in this study, I am interested in the perspectives of all members 

of the leadership team regarding the work of the school leadership team and will be 

asking all participants about their experiences as a member of the team.  The goal of this 

study is to learn about the practices of your school leadership team and how these 

practices foster organizational learning.  A total of approximately 20 people will 

participate in this study. 

No potential risks are likely as a result of participating in the study.  Your 

participation in the study is voluntary.   You are free to withdraw at any time. You are 

also free to refrain from answering any questions during the interview.  The total time 

involved in participating in this study is approximately 60 minutes.  The interview will be 

audio taped.  A transcriptionist and the researcher involved in the study will hear the 

tapes and read the transcripts.  No identifying information will be maintained on the 
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written or electronic data.  The audio tapes will be destroyed after the data is transcribed.  

Any information shared in the interviews will be kept confidential, and it will not be 

repeated outside the interview setting.   This information will not affect participants 

outside of the interview in any way.  In addition to the interviews, the researcher will 

observe four school leadership team meetings.   

Your name or your school’s name will never be used in conjunction with the 

information you share.   No published results will include names or other identifying 

information.   

Although you may not benefit directly from this study, it is expected that the 

results may be of benefit to education policy makers, administrators, staff development 

designers and others involved with supporting school leadership teams. 

 

 

� I agree to participate in this research study of principal preparation programs. 

 

Signature                                                                                     Date 
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July 28, 2014 

Appendix G 

Invitation to Participate in the Study 

 

Dear Instructional Team Leader, 

Expansive studies have been conducted on the importance of changing the 

organizational culture so work is distributed over the school leadership team (SLT), but 

investigations on how the SLT structure fosters organizational learning in schools are 

scarce.  Instead, researchers have focused more on the leadership knowledge and skills a 

team needs, and less on the educational values, beliefs, and basic assumptions that are 

likely to create and sustain school improvement efforts.   

This research study will prove instructive in furthering our understanding of how 

an SLT with a history of improving student achievement fosters practices consistent with 

a learning organization through the examination of one exemplary high school.  This is 

important because it will provide new information on how to create collaborative teams 

devoted to the explicit development of schools as learning organizations. 

I am writing to invite you to participate in a study to understand the work of the 

leadership team in your school.  The study, which is being conducted as part of my 

doctoral program at The George Washington University, will help me learn about the 

practices of the instructional team leader (ITL) team.  You have been chosen to be part of 

this study because you are a member of the ITL.  

As a participant, you will participate in a 60-minute interview that will be audio-

taped for the purpose of accuracy; however, you have the right to decline being audio 

recorded.  Your participation will be voluntary, and you may withdraw from the study at 
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any time.  All responses will be kept confidential, and the participants will not be 

identified by name.  Participants will be referenced according to their positions and years 

of experience in the position.  Only I will have access to the records of information 

obtained directly from the interviews and survey.  Should I need further clarification, I 

may contact you again to clarify your responses. 

As an educator, I realize you have a busy and demanding schedule.  If you are 

willing to participate, please respond to this e-mail and provide a convenient time for me 

to call you to set up an interview.  If you prefer, you may provide dates and times that 

you are available in your email response.   

The results of the study will be provided in the form of an executive summary and 

made available to the institution and the participants upon request.  Thank you in advance 

for your participation and prompt response. 

 

Best regards, 

 

 

Betty J. Collins, Doctoral Candidate 

The George Washington University 
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Appendix H 

SLT/School/District Documents Reviewed 

Document Title/Type Significance to the 

SLT Work 

Connection to Study 

School Improvement in Mid-

Atlantic District-Roosevelt 

2013-2014 

Provides the 

performance data on 

state assessments over 

time 

Identification of Site 

Mid-Atlantic District 

Strategic Plan July 2013 

Shows the alignment of 

the school goals to the 

district 

 

Research Questions #2 and 

#4 

 

District 

supports/resources 

for the school 

Teacher Leadership Corp 

(TLC) Retreat Agenda July 

21, 2014 

Index card feedback-

Questions, comments, 

concerns, and 

compliments 

 

Feedback on Feedback 

from the May 2014 

TLC meeting – 

Identified common 

theme of Consistency of 

Consequences and next 

steps  

 

Brag about Roosevelt 

 

Mentoring Program for 

students with GPA less 

than 2.0 

Research Question #1  

Theme: Providing 

Feedback  

 

Theme: Building 

Relationships 

 

Research Questions #2 and 

#3 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Theme: Culture 

 

 

Theme: Service to 

Students 

ITL/Coordinator Agenda 

August 15, 2014 

Topics of discussion 

Role of the curriculum 

team leaders 

 

Curriculum Team 

Meeting Minutes 

(Template) 

 

Research Question #3 

 Theme: Teacher 

Leadership 

 Theme: 

Collaborative 

decision making 
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Document Title/Type Significance to the 

SLT Work 

Connection to Study 

Consistency of 

consequences 

ITLs provide input on the 

documents and their role is 

supporting the team 

 

Comes back to the theme of 

Consistency of 

Consequences which was 

identified in the July TLC 

meeting as an issue from the 

May 2014 TLC meeting 

 

The principal gathers 

feedback from the ITLs at 

the September meeting.  She 

asked, “How are we doing 

with the consistency?" 

TLC  Retreat Meeting Notes  

July  21, 2014                                           

Responses to index card 

questions  

 

The RELATIONSHIP 

piece is our greatest 

strength (particularly 

staff-to-student) 

 

the Mentoring program 

should help our 

students recognize that 

staff do work hard on 

their    behalf and care 

about    them 

Research Question #1 

Theme: Providing 

Feedback 

 

Research Question #3 

Theme: Service to 

Students 

 

Common themes from 

teachers responding to the 

following prompts: 

I wish our 

STUDENTS 

would/knew that… 

 

I wish my 

COLLEAGUES 

would/knew that… 

 

I wish the 

ADMINISTRATIVE 

Creates opportunities to 

surface issues that may 

result in changes in 

beliefs, values, and 

attitudes in order to 

resolve them 

 

Celebrates the work and 

achievements of staff 

and students. 

 

 

 

 

Research Question #1 

Theme: Providing 

Feedback 

 

 

 

Research Question #3 

Theme: Culture 
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Document Title/Type Significance to the 

SLT Work 

Connection to Study 

TEAM would/knew 

that…  

 

I wish [principal] 

would/knew that…? 

July 21, 2014 

Role of the Curriculum Team 

Leaders- August 15, 2014 

 

An opportunity to 

clarify expectations 

 

Consistency across 

departments 

Research Questions #1 and 

#3 

Theme: Teacher 

Leadership 

 

Theme: 

Collaborative 

Decision Making 

Curriculum Team Meeting 

Minutes (Template)- August 

15, 2014 

Consistency across 

departments  

 

 

Collective 

responsibility 

Research Question #3 

Theme: Teacher 

Leadership 

 

Theme: Collaborative 

Decision Making 

Opening Week 

Administrative Memo- 

August 15, 2014 

Draft was shared with 

ITLs by principal 

during the August ITL 

meeting 

 

ITLs provided input on 

the memo 

 

Includes expectations 

for curriculum team 

Research Question #3 

Theme: Culture 

 Theme: Consistency 

 

 

 

The memo aims to provide 

teachers more time to work 

in their classrooms in 

preparation for the opening 

of school 

Beginning of the Year To Do 

List for Teachers- August 15, 

2014 

September 2-30 –

Teachers complete 

Learning Objective 

Conference with 

department 

administrator 

Research Questions #2 and 

#3 

Aligned with the 

Professional 

Learning Plan for 

2014-2015 

Classroom Observation  Tool 

(na) 

Good Teaching is 

Good Teaching 

 

Feedback to improve 

instruction 

 

Research Question  #3 

Theme: Teacher 

Leadership 

 

Research Question  #2 and 

#3 
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Document Title/Type Significance to the 

SLT Work 

Connection to Study 

Provides consistency as 

the form is used by all 

ITLs 

 

Connected to 

professional learning 

plan  

 

Common Core -8 

standards of 

mathematical practices 

and 7 competencies of 

literate individuals 

listed on the form  

Theme: Professional 

Learning 

School Improvement Plan 

2014-2015 

School vision and 

mission 

 

School goals are 

identified 

 

Areas for focused 

improvement 

Research Question #3 

Theme: Culture 

 

Theme: Service to 

Students 

 

School Website (2014-2015) School vision and 

mission 

 

Core values 

 

Research Question #3 

Theme: Culture 

Staff Resource  Manual 

(2014-2015)                                    

List of team meeting 

dates and time for the 

school year 

 

Committees 

Research Question #3 

Theme: Teacher 

Leadership 

Professional Learning Plan 

(2014-2015) 

Good teaching is Good 

Teaching 

 

Focus on Common 

Core Strategies 

Research Questions #1 and 

#3 

Theme: Teacher 

Leadership 
 

Connected to 

Classroom Feedback 

Form 

 

Identifies teachers 

who will lead the 
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Document Title/Type Significance to the 

SLT Work 

Connection to Study 

professional learning 

sessions 

The High School 

Instructional Team Leader 

Job Description  (na)                                                                   

 

Referenced by one of 

the ITL during the 

interview 

Research Questions #3 and 

#4 

Theme: Teacher 

Leadership 

 

Focus on the role of 

the district in 

defining the 

roles/responsibilities 

of the ITL, the 

qualifications, and 

duration of 

assignment. 

 

Also addresses the 

role the district plays 

in supporting the 

development of the 

ITL. 
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Appendix I 

Data Accounting Log 

Date Documents Reviewed Interviews Observations 

1-14 District and School 

Websites 

  

7-21-14 Agenda 

Professional Learning Plan 

2014-2015\ 

 

Meeting Notes-Common 

themes from: 

I wish our STUDENTS 

would/knew that… 

 

I wish my 

COLLEAGUES 

would/knew that… 

 

I wish the 

ADMINISTRATIVE 

TEAM would/knew 

that… 

 

I wish [principal] 

would/knew that...? 

 TLC Meeting  

(180 minutes) 

20 Teachers  

4 Administrators 

 

7-28-14 Staff Resource Manual   

8-13-14  Principal  
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Date Documents Reviewed Interviews Observations 

8-14-13  Assistant 

Principal  

 

8-15-14 Agenda 

 

Beginning of the Year To Do 

List for Teachers 

 

Role of the Curriculum Team 

Leaders 

 

Curriculum Team Meeting 

Minutes (Template) 

 

Opening Week Administrative 

Memo 

 

Leadership 

Intern 

ITL Meeting 

(120 minutes) 

10 ITLs 

3 Administrators 

 

 

8-18-14  Resource 

Teacher   

 

8-22-14  Resource 

Teacher  

 

8-25-14 The Instructional Team Leader 

Job Description                                                                      

  

9-4-14  Assistant 

Principal  

Walkthrough 

9-5-14 School Improvement Plan 

 

District Strategic Plan 

Resource 

Teacher  

Resource 

Teacher  

 

9-11-14 Classroom Observation 

Monitoring Feedback Form 

Resource 

Teacher  

Resource 

Teacher 

Assistant 

Principal  

 

9-18-14   ITL Meeting 

(50 minutes) 
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Date Documents Reviewed Interviews Observations 

10 Instructional 

Team Leaders 

(ITLs) 

2 Administrators 

Walkthrough 

9-23-14  Resource 

Teacher  

 

 

11-13-14 Writing Across 

Content/Curricular Areas (for 

PARCC success) 

 

Writing Across the Curriculum 

(Definitions) 

 ITL Meeting 

50 minutes 

10 ITLs 

1 Administrator 

12-5-14  Principal   

1-20-15   Walkthrough 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

211 

Appendix J 

Codes 

Preliminary Codes Categories Themes Research 

Questions 

Accountability Practice Culture 3 

Attitudes Culture Culture 3 

Beliefs Practices Culture 3 

Climate Culture Culture 3 

Central office Structure Culture 3 

Common language Communication Culture 3 

Communication Communication Culture 3 

Culture Culture Culture 3 

Values Culture Culture 3 

High expectations Process Culture 3 

Norms Process Culture 3 

Responsibilities Practices Culture 3 

Setting Expectations Practices Culture 3 

Teaching Practice Leadership 1 

Instruction Practice Leadership 1 

Leaders Structure Leadership 1 

Leadership Practice Leadership 1 

Roles Practice Leadership 1 

Support Practice Leadership 1 

Content Knowledge Practice Teacher Leadership 1 

Departments Structure Teacher Leadership 1 

Empower Process Teacher Leadership 1 

Formal Leadership Structure Teacher Leadership 1 

Informal Leadership Structure Teacher Leadership 1 

Instructional Leaders Structure Teacher Leadership 3 

Instructional Team 

Leaders 

Structure Teacher Leadership 3 

Mentoring Service Servant Leadership 1 

Student Service Servant Leadership 1 

Student Learning Service Servant Leadership 1 

Servant Leader Structure Servant Leadership 1 

Student Achievement Results Servant Leadership 1 

Challenge Decisions Process Decision Making 3 

Collaboration Process Decision Making 3 

Collective 

Responsibility 

Process Decision Making 3 

Decision Making Process Decision Making 3 

Dialogue Communication Decision Making 3 

Improving Achievement Practice Feedback/Learning 2 
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Preliminary Codes Categories Themes Research 

Questions 

Improving Instruction Practice Feedback/Learning 2 

Instructional/Best 

Practices 

Practice Feedback/Learning 2 

Reflect Practice Feedback/Learning 2 

District Structure Shared Vision 1 

District goals Practices Shared Vision 1 

Goals Practices Shared Vision 1 

Vision Culture Shared Vision 1 

Planning Process Structures/Processes 3 

Feedback Process Structures/Processes 3 

Procedure Process Structures /Processes  3 

Processes Process Structures /Processes 3 

Resources Process Structures/Processes 3 

Structures Process Structures /Processes 3 

Respect Culture Relationships 1 

Relationships Culture Relationships               1 

Trust Culture Relationships 1 

Learning Community Structure Professional Learning 2 

Organizational Learning Practice Leadership 2 

Professional Learning Practice Professional Learning 2 

 

 


