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ABSTRACT 

  Students with disabilities are entitled to attend a school of their choice. In order 

for the rights of students with disabilities to be honored during the high school choice 

process, principals must create school structures and systems that are alignment to federal 

policies to lead in the best interest of students. This mixed methods, qualitative dominant 

study used a survey and semi-structured interviews with current K-8 school principals to 

better understand the experiences of principals as they support students with disabilities 

through high school selection.  

This research study was designed to answers the questions of (1) how do K-8 

principals understand and implement their role in the School Selection Process for 

students with disabilities? (2) how do K-8 principals create conditions and school culture 

so that students with disabilities have choices in the school selection process?, (3) in what 

ways are the rights of students with disabilities honored in this large urban district’s 

School Selection Process? 

There were several themes that emerged from this research (1) the principal as an 

advocate for students with disabilities, (2) the principal as an ethical leader in their 

decision-making, (3) the principal creates organizational structures in their schools based 

on the knowledge that they have, (4) the principal creates a school culture built on a 

shared collective efficacy and (5) the principal creates a school culture where families are 

authentic collaborators.  
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

 Principals in large urban school districts have a huge responsibility. West et al. 

(2010), describe the principal’s daily work as following a routine script that has both the 

anticipated daily routines and the unanticipated and unscheduled events of the day. A 

principal is responsible for cultivating a school vision and culture that will support high 

quality learning for all students. Principals are instructional leaders as they participate in 

classroom observations, decompose Common Core Standards to assist with high quality 

planning, and analyze data to determine what improvements need to be in the 

classrooms/grade bands/contents or schoolwide. Additionally, principals sustain systems 

to keep the school safe, communicate with all stakeholders, while building relationships 

with all stakeholders and demonstrating ethical leadership in problem solving.  

In addition to these daily tasks, principals are responsible for talent management 

as they hire and assign staff, supporting differentiated professional growth and building 

the leadership capacity of some staff members. In 2013 the Wallace Foundation 

described five elements of what effective school principals do which includes: shaping a 

vision of academic success for all students, creating a climate hospitable to education, 

cultivating leadership in others, improving instruction, and managing people, data, and 

processes to foster school improvement. Principals also manage school resources to 

ensure that they are used effectively and in alignment with the school’s needs. Principals 

must be aware of federal, state and local mandates as it relates to education and 

maintaining compliance around that. Principals in large urban districts are responsible for 
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being operational leaders, managerial leaders, and transformational leaders all to ensure 

that all students are able to have access to a Free and Appropriate Public Education.  

These responsibilities however do not encompass the extensive responsibilities of 

principals in large urban school districts. West et al. (2010) suggest that since its 

inception, the school principalship has been a position with significant, diverse, and 

sometimes competing responsibilities. Some of those competing responsibilities are due 

to the unique challenges of your school, but also more broadly within the nuances of the 

district that also could be in areas in which the principal has limited control. According to 

West et. al (2010) many principals described the central office demands as “subservient 

status and accentuating their stress” (p. 247). 

 School principals are also challenged with supporting students with disabilities to 

ensure that they also have equitable educational outcomes. Lipsky (1980) discusses that 

even though principals are not the sole leader of special education, they are the ones who 

have the sole institutional authority to implement their interpretation of policies. This is 

significant as there are a myriad of policies on the federal, state, and local level that 

impact students with disabilities. In a book entitled An Educator's Guide to Special 

Education Law, Bowlby et al. (2010) describe this as having knowledge of the 

organizational framework which addresses the extent to which formal procedures can be 

implemented. In a meta-analysis study conducted by Cobb (2010), the researcher 

identified that principals take on seven key roles as it relates to special education 

leadership which include visionary, partner, coach, conflict resolver, advocate, interpreter 

and organizer.  
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 In large urban districts, one of the unique challenges that principals face is that 

students in grades K-12 have school choice options for their academic career.  Section 

504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973, the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA), The 

Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) are federal laws that dictate that 

students with disabilities are given a free and appropriate public education. In addition, it 

serves as a protective umbrella for students with disabilities and their families. Mead and 

Green (2018) argue that school leaders are faced with a significant challenge as they 

ensure that students with disabilities have a meaningful opportunity to participate in 

publicly funded parental choice programs.  

Background of Setting 

This large urban district is one of the top 20 largest school districts in the United 

States. Approximately 205,000 students are a part of the overall large urban district 

numbers because it includes Alternative Schools, Charter Schools and Neighborhood 

Public Schools. However, for the sake of this analysis only Traditional Public Schools are 

being examined which serves approximately 118,000 students across the city. This large 

urban school district currently enrolls 52% Black students, 21% Hispanic/Latinx students, 

14% white students, 7% Asian students and 6% Multiracial/Other students (School 

District Records, 2020*). Of the total population of district students, 17% of them are 

students with disabilities. This large urban district comprises 215 schools and 57 of them 

are high schools. This large urban district has a mission that they will deliver on the civil 

right of every child to an excellent public school education and ensure all children 

graduate from high school ready to succeed, fully engaged as a citizen of our world 

(School District Records, 2020). 
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Background of High School Selection Process 

Every parent and guardian desires for their child to attend the school that is the 

best “fit” for their child. Every student wants to be in the school that is the best “fit” for 

them. Fit could mean a plethora of things. It could include proximity to home, access to 

additional opportunities, resources available, racial or ethnic breakdown, vision or 

interest. As we think about what fit means, we need to consider that every student 

deserves the opportunity to have access to learning environments that meet their specific 

needs and learning outcomes. With the varying types of schooling, public education 

continues to evolve to ensure that the varying needs of students are met. As public 

schools form their open enrollment and admission policies, there needs to be an analysis 

to ensure that students with disabilities have equal access to the best school fit for them.  

In this large urban school district, all students have the right to participate in the 

school selection process which occurs in the fall of every year. Eighth grade students are 

able to choose up to five schools outside of their neighborhood school for admissions for 

the following school year. Their choices of schools include Special Admission, City 

Wide and other (not within boundary) Neighborhood Schools. Special Admission schools 

are considered magnet schools and have strict admission requirements. Each of the 

Special Admission schools has their own set of requirements that are related to 

attendance, behavior, standardized scores, grades and in some cases require auditions, 

interviews, essays and letters of recommendation. City-wide schools accept students from 

across the city and some of them have their own set of admissions requirements related to 

attendance, behavior, and potentially an on-site interview. Neighborhood high schools 

have no admissions requirements and are described as open admissions policies for 
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students who have attended a school within the neighborhood zoning boundary. In an Ed 

Law compliant to this large urban school district’s school board, advocates 

communicated that the high school selection process is full of many barriers that in fact 

could impede equitable access to students (2016).  

There was a study conducted in this large urban school district of the experiences 

of students who were eighth grade students during the 2014-2015 school year (Pew 

Charitable Trust 2017). This report highlighted the obstacles that exist for students with 

disabilities and English Language Learners in the high school selection process and the 

lack of adequate support for these children and their families. Data in this report shows 

that students with disabilities and English Language Learners are grossly 

underrepresented in selective high schools and under-represented in Career and Technical 

programs as well. This information is noteworthy as both school and district leaders 

navigate the implications of policies on students.  

Background of Safeguard Policy 

IDEA is the federal legislation that ensures that the rights of both students with 

disabilities and their parents are protected. In this large urban school district, eighth grade 

students with disabilities are entitled to participate in a safeguard regulations process 

during the School Selection process. The safeguard regulation process was implemented 

in 1995 and modified again in 1998 after the result of a lawsuit between this large urban 

district and a student. The safeguard advocacy policy is supposed to give equal access to 

all students with disabilities to high school programs. This safeguard advocacy policy is 

set to ensure that students with disabilities were not denied for admissions due to 

disability related characteristics. According to the Special Education Office in this large 
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urban school district, each student with a disability or English Language Learner (ELL) 

has an equal opportunity to attend a criterion based high school and/or programs that are 

available to students in city wide and special admission schools. This policy and process 

allows for students to not be excluded from a preferred school of their choice. Students 

with disabilities are able to request an exemption to one of the admission criteria on their 

application. Although students are able to seek exemption from one of the criteria, 

students must still come close to meeting the criteria for admission. The admission 

criteria that a student may seek an exemption from and must provide supporting 

documentation includes: attendance/lateness, punctuality, behavior, grades, standardized 

testing and other (it is not clear what qualifies as other). The unfortunate issue is that 

students are not always aware of why they are being denied in full explanation after they 

complete the waiver.  

Unfortunately, the school selection process is proving to not be representative of 

the entire school district as the number of students with disabilities in all high school 

settings is disproportionate. According to School District Open Records, Special 

Admission Schools have an average 7.3% of their school population receiving special 

education services, while city-wide schools average 17.4% special education student 

population and neighborhood schools support an average of 26.1% special education 

students. These disproportionate numbers are reflective of the discrepancies that we see 

in urban schools.  

The three school choice option types in this large urban district all vary in student 

outcomes and student opportunities. Sumbera et al. (2014) found the following: 

Because of civil rights requirements and the necessity to ensure that every 

student—including students with disabilities—are academically 
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successful, gaining insight into the ways in which principals have made 

sense of and enacted these federal mandates and how their interpretation 

of the legal requirements for implementing FAPE within the LRE in their 

schools has varied is important. (p. 298)  

 

There needs to be an analysis of the selection process and the role that school principals 

play in this process, particularly those choices that students with disabilities make. In 

order for there to be a strong and equitable approach to the vision of making sure 100% 

of students graduate college and career ready, then we need to ensure that students with 

disabilities are in the appropriate educational placements.  

School Selection is like the intra-district open enrollment part of the School 

Choice Policy in this large urban district. Intra-district open enrollment is described as the 

process in which regardless of location, every parent has the right to transfer their child to 

any public school. The University of Minnesota has a project entitled Enrollment Options 

for Students with Disabilities where they studied the impact Minnesota’s school choice 

legislation had on students with disabilities. Minnesota’s school choice varies in options 

including charter schools, open enrollment, dual enrollment in high school and 

universities, school vouchers and second chance programs. Open enrollment in 

Minnesota is written by law to be available for all as long as space is available. Students 

cannot be denied due to having a disability. Over the six-year period, research was found 

that showed a relative increase from year to year for students with disabilities opting into 

open enrollment. According to Lange and Ysseldyke (1998), about 10% of Minnesota’s 

population are students with disabilities and only 2% of the students that participate in 

open enrollment are identified. Additionally, it was noted that the proportion of students 

with disabilities participating in school choice mirrored the state’s ratio of the breakdown 

of the various disability categories. Although it is the differences of special education 
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categories, a researcher could do a cross analysis of the influence of socio-economic 

status. 

The research that was conducted asked families why they participated in the open 

enrollment process. According to Lange and Ysseldyke (1998), the results of the survey 

were the following: 

● My child’s special education needs are better met at the chosen school (64%) 

● Teachers are the chosen school can give my child more personal attention (41%) 

● We were unhappy with our former school district (40%) 

● Our child’s friends, brothers or sisters attend(ed) the new school (40%) 

● Special education teachers at the chosen school keep me informed of my child’s 

progress (38%) 

● The chosen school gave my child a fresh start (36%) 

● The chosen school gives my child more options in special education programs 

(33%) 

● The chosen school has better teachers (33%) 

It is clear that families had positive reflections surrounding the choice of open 

enrollment. Some of the findings from this research suggest that the role that teachers 

play in what transfers were happening during open enrollment. Parents discussed the 

importance of having teachers who were knowledgeable, supportive, and collaborative. 

Communication between school personnel and parents was key to satisfaction with the 

schools (Lange & Ysseldyke, 1998). It should be noted that students that receive 

emotional support services may not benefit in the long term from open enrollment like 

other disability categories. Although students with emotional needs could also benefit 
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from a fresh start, one could wonder what the impact of their behaviors could have on 

their new school choice. The Individuals with Disabilities Education Act, describes 

students with an emotional disturbance as a student that presents characteristics over a 

long period of time that has a negative impact on a student’s educational performance. 

Those characteristics include: 

● An inability to learn that cannot be explained by intellectual, sensory, or health 

factors 

● An inability to build or maintain satisfactory interpersonal relationships with 

peers and teachers 

● Inappropriate types of behavior or feelings under normal circumstances 

● A general pervasive mood of unhappiness or depression 

● A tendency to develop physical symptoms or fears associated with personal or 

school problems. 

Lange and Ysseldyke (1998) suggested that “students with emotional behavioral 

disorders were subtly or overtly asked to leave their schools through open enrollment or 

school choice options” (p. 260). There needs to be analysis of the discrepancies within 

the various IDEA special education categories as it relates to school choice. Schools 

could be avoiding policies and legal mandates to service all, especially students identified 

to receive emotional support services.  

 Yell (2012) describes the need for principals (often the Local Education Agency 

Representative) to be willing and able to allocate the necessary resources for a child to 

have FAPE in the LRE. Principals interpret and make sense out of policies that they 

implement in their schools. According to Yell (2012), how the principal constructs his or 
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her interpretation of what is “appropriate” can have a significant impact on the outcome 

of a child’s IEP—a legal document that represents “the embodiment of a student’s 

FAPE” in the LRE (p.184). Due to the disproportionate numbers, one cannot help but 

wonder if students with disabilities could have a different level of opportunity and access. 

This large urban school district continues to refine their practices through honest 

and continuous improvement for the students in which it serves. Like other corporate 

actors, there are structures for accomplishing collective action as well as repositories of 

corporate resources (Hannan & Freeman, 1984). Principals should analyze their school’s 

approach to school selection and its implementation of the safeguard policies. There are a 

host of people who are corporate actors or street level bureaucrats who have to make 

sense of the safeguard policy. In addition, street level bureaucrats have to also make 

sense of what it means to provide a Free and Appropriate Public Education (FAPE) in the 

Least Restrictive Environment (LRE) for every student with a disability in accordance 

with the IDEA law.  

Conclusion 

Large districts are complex to navigate as they have many policies and procedures 

that could impact practices for students with disabilities. Schools in large urban districts 

have a bigger challenge as the principal is maintaining the policies from 

federal/state/local arenas and the specific challenges that exist in an urban community. As 

principals navigate that, they are still legally responsible for maintaining a school that has 

integrity as it ensures programming for students with disabilities. Their programming is 

inclusive of their rights and various safeguard policies.  
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According to the National Center for Education Statistics (2019), there are 7.1 

million students nationwide that are students with disabilities. The process of high school 

selection is designed to be a fair process for all. However, that only becomes true if 

families and principals are informed advocates. In some cases, families are not even 

aware of their rights and informed of the process to be able to advocate for their child. 

Therefore, it requires the school team to initiate that work. In the Ed Law complaint, they 

suggested that school teams receive training on how to communicate with families 

around navigating the high school selection process and the safeguards advocacy policy 

to ensure proper implementation (2016). Principals must create conditions in their 

building to support students with diagnosed disabilities to access school choice for high 

school. Principals must know the policies, know the people and know the structures to be 

able to leverage the safeguard policies for students to ensure that the Free and 

Appropriate Public Education is provided to students with disabilities in the Least 

Restrictive Environment. K-8 principals in this large urban school district might not 

understand what they should know. Additionally, K-8 principals in this large urban 

district might not have the ability to implement the practices that align to the policies. In 

addition, some K-8 principals might not have the ability to focus and be intentional in 

their special education programming. Therefore, this research study is designed to better 

understand the experiences of K-8 principals to better equip K-8 principals to be 

advocates for their students with disabilities.  
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Research Questions 

In this study, I will be examining what school culture and conditions K-8 

principals create in their schools to ensure that students with disabilities have access to 

high school options of their choice. My research questions are as follows: 

● How do K-8 principals understand and implement their role in the School 

Selection Process for students with disabilities? 

●  How do K-8 principals create conditions and school culture so that students with 

disabilities have choices in the school selection process? 

● In what ways are the rights of students with disabilities honored in this 

large urban district’s School Selection Process? 
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CHAPTER 2 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Introduction 

There is a significant amount of literature around school choice, effective school 

leadership, the need for collaboration and inclusion for special education students. There 

is limited research on what effective school leadership looks like that would collaborate 

with families to ensure that students with disabilities have access to school choice. There 

is insufficient research as to how students with disabilities have access to school choice 

options as it relates to the conditions that principals create. This study will explore the 

principal as an advocate, ethical decision making, organizational leadership, creating a 

culture of collective efficacy and family collaboration to better understand what 

limitations are evident to positively impact the field of education.  

School Principal as an Advocate 

The Pennsylvania Department of Education has a framework of leadership 

standards that serve as a guide for the role of the principal (2008). One of the seven 

standards in the framework states that one of the standards of expectation for leaders is 

“advocating for children and public education in the larger, political, social, economic, 

legal and cultural context”. An advocate is someone who publicly supports a cause, 

policy or law. Principals are often implementers of policies that are created by someone 

else. They ensure that there is execution at the school level of such policies and laws. 

However, principals often become advocates of particular policies and laws as they 

publicly take a stance for something in both word and action. One of those public stances 
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is that the principal should be an advocate for ensuring that FAPE and LRE are 

implemented for every student.  

Boyd and Crowson (2002) describe that the peculiar mixture of state-level 

policies, informed by marked-based and deliberative democratic discourses, and 

professional standards informed by social justice discourses, has shaped the role of the 

principal for one who intercedes on behalf of or defends the interests of his or her 

students. As principals continue to balance their roles, research suggests that there is a 

lack of clarity on whether or not this is the role of the principal and to what extent. As a 

principal becomes an advocate for inclusion in their local context (school), they are also 

having an impact on the larger context since they are promoting a culture of an equitable 

learning environment. Carpenter and Brewer (2012) suggest that the democratic practices 

within education have implicated the principal into an advocate. As principals continue to 

navigate through providing FAPE for students with disabilities in their LRE, they are 

often trying to balance competing perspectives. Ellis (1979) explains that the principal 

who advocates for the right of individual learning are paramount as he says “will 

transcend the functions normally perceived to be those of the principal'' (p.246).  

Ethical Leadership in Decision Making 

Shapiro and Stefkovich (2016) discuss four different ethical paradigms and their 

impact on decision making for educational leaders with real life moral dilemmas. These 

four ethical paradigms were based on a conceptual framework that they established in 

2005: the ethic of justice, care, critique and the profession. Below is a description of the 

Multiple Ethical Paradigms as described by Shapiro and Stefkovich (2016): 
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● The ethic of justice is grounded in the law. “There are questions that can best 

describe the ethic of justice “Is there a law, right, or policy that relates to a 

particular case? Is there a particular law, right or policy, should it be enforced? 

And if there is not a law, right or policy, should there be one?” (p. 13) 

● The ethic of critique has a foundational belief in the “analysis of social class and 

its inequities” (p. 14). This ethical paradigm asks questions such as “Who makes 

the laws? Who benefits from the law, rule, or policy? Who has the power? Who 

are the silenced voices?” (p. 15) 

●  The ethic of care involves emotions in the decision-making process. When using 

this ethical paradigm, some questions that could arise include but are not limited 

to “who will benefit from what I decide? Who will be hurt by my actions? What 

are the long-term effects of a decision I make today? And if I'm helped by 

someone now, what should I do in the future about giving back to this individual 

or society” (p. 18).  

● The ethic of the profession is grounded in maintaining students at the center 

“student’s best interest” (p. 27). The ethic of the profession combines the other 

three paradigms in their questions, but also goes a bit deeper and asks “What 

would the profession expect me to do? What does the community expect me to do 

and what should I do based on the best interests of the students, who may be 

diverse in their compositions and their needs” (p. 27).  

Fricke et al. (2012) discuss the role that principals play in the lives of students 

with disabilities that often “force principals to make decisions that affect the individual 

and collective best interests of students” (p. 211). Although this appears to be daunting, 
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there is a balance that has to be created for how this looks for students collectively and 

individually.  

As schools become organizations which focus on student achievement, school 

principals must not just explore organizational conditions and systems, but also their own 

leadership style that supports the school’s organizational model. Dheuy and Smith’s 

(2014) study found the following: 

Principals do not form their leadership style in a vacuum. Many outside 

factors influence the way that principals lead, some of which may also 

affect student achievement directly. Examples of the main factors 

influencing the way principals lead schools include province and district 

policies and principal’s prior professional learning and training (education, 

experience as a teacher, experience as an administrator, mentoring, etc.). 

Province and district leadership and policies are particularly important as 

they directly affect how the principal is required to lead and supervise the 

development, delivery assessment and improvement of the education for 

all students in their school. (p. 638) 

 

There are multiple explanations and reasons as to why a principal makes the decisions 

that they make. However, sometimes those decisions are not always as clear and 

straightforward. Epstein (1995) along with Waston and Supovitz (2001) discuss the 

dichotomy between providing individualized support to members of the school 

community, while also upholding the policies and procedures as they were dictated. This 

level of grappling could weigh on a principal as they balance belief statements such as, 

“Student X is deserving of another chance to go to a better high school in a new 

environment.” Or, “The school selection online portal is the only way to give students 

access to choice schools if a student meets the criteria.” 

Gardiner and Tenuto (2015) describe the ethical leadership praxis as an 

integration of personal values, leadership ethics and legally mandated 

organizational/professional standards. Urban principals are often balancing a lot of 
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decision making that could impact their school community. Gardiner and Tenuto (2105) 

discover in their research that “using an ethical leadership and decision-making approach 

supports administrators engaging in reflection and seeking justice through understanding 

the conflict in values proposed by competing arguments” (p. 7). Principals should be in a 

continuous cycle of reflection to analyze if their practices are in alignment with their 

values and policies to ultimately support the needs of students, including students with 

disabilities. Those students should also encompass students with disabilities, including 

those who receive emotional support services. McLaughlin (2010) is an advocate for 

questioning whether the needs of all students are addressed “without standards that guide 

the process, how are we to know if a student is being treated fairly?” (p. 274). There is 

evidence of standards for students in the school selection process, however it is unclear if 

those standards are implemented with fidelity for all student subgroups, including 

students with disabilities,  

The ethic of the profession focuses on the best interest of all students. Lashley 

(2007) expressed the need to understand the ethical role of the principal by suggesting 

“the best interests of all students will be served when school leaders come to terms with 

the ethical demands of their new responsibilities” (p. 186). He describes the need for 

school leaders to focus on how to ethically serve the needs of all students, including 

marginalized students especially those with disabilities with accountability “social 

justice, equity and democracy in schools” (p. 186).  Although there are federal, state and 

local policies around school choice for students with disabilities, Fricke et al. (2012) state 

“they fail to provide adequate moral or ethical guidance” for all of the stakeholders (p. 

230). It is unclear on how principals should leverage their legal obligation and the 
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Multiple Ethical Paradigm for decision making for students with a disability during the 

school selection process.  

Organizational Leadership 

This large urban school district could be defined as a bureaucratic environment 

with complex, multi-layered policies. In an attempt to keep things uniform (although 

some would argue equitable) throughout the district, policies are created at the top for 

implementation at the school level. At each school, there are people that are on the 

ground doing the work: principals, other school-based leaders, teachers, nurses and 

paraprofessionals. These persons would be defined as street level bureaucrats. All street 

level bureaucrats have specific experiences that shape and define the way in which work 

is interpreted and completed. Lipsky (1993) describes it this way: “The way in which 

work comes to the agency significantly affects the efficiency and pleasantness with which 

it is accommodated” (p. 264). Cobb (2014) describes the balance that principals play that 

includes encouraging inclusive program delivery, facilitating staff collaboration to enrich 

school-wide inclusion, and fostering parental engagement to establish an inclusive 

atmosphere in the school community. These could require the school to implement a 

policy from a federal, state, or local level.  

During the school selection process, there is a lot of information that families 

should have access to which would help them inform their decision making. School 

teams (street level bureaucrats) are responsible for sharing this information in an 

appropriate and timely manner. Lipsky (1993) discusses the danger with positional power 

as it relates to disseminating information “giving or withholding information is another 

way in which services may be rationed” (p. 267). The implementation of communication 
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throughout this large urban district is an example of the lack of equity and access for 

students with disabilities. The interpretation of the policy as it relates to the safeguard 

regulation policy can further provide access for those with certain privileges or remove 

access for others.  

Depending on your privilege, it could be of service for a student with a disability. 

For students who have more privilege (race, class, family education level, neighborhood), 

they might have school teams with solid systems to support implementing the safeguard 

regulation process. This could also be as a result of strong student-staff relationships 

where advocacy during the safeguard regulation process becomes personal and 

intentional. Students with disabilities going through the safeguard regulation process with 

some privilege have a higher chance of access and opportunity. The reverse is absolutely 

true for students who are not privileged or who are in a school with staff that are not 

cohesive in mission alignment, families who are not aware of their rights or a teacher 

who is fixated on the child’s deficit, will more than likely lessen the accessibility of 

quality and robust high school choice options. In a study by O’Laughlin and Lindle 

(2015), they found that many of the principals did not want the positional power to make 

the decisions regarding the LRE recommendations as they believed that their teachers 

were better aligned with understanding what is needed for each child. Although this does 

create a culture of shared decision making and the LRE recommendation does not 

become the sole responsibility of the principal, it does make the teachers the gatekeepers 

to a child’s LRE unless it remains a team decision. The safeguard regulation policy is a 

process that involves a lot of jargon and intricate steps that could present a barrier for the 
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community including principals, teachers, counselors and families. Street level 

bureaucrats are key for the complex policy to work for students. 

There can be an overlap with being poor and having a disability. In this case, the 

clients are the students with disabilities and the street level bureaucrats are members of 

the school team. Lipsky (1993) highlights this discrepancy “Not only may clients who 

appear more affluent get served first because it is thought that the costs of waiting are 

higher for them, but agencies often develop policy as if the costs to the poor were 

nonexistent” (p. 271). The safeguard regulation policy is a process that should not be 

rushed, but completed with students in mind. This could come at a significant cost. This 

potential cost is the lives of students, especially students with disabilities that already 

have been marginalized without access and opportunity.   

O’Laughlin and Lindle (2015) conducted a vertical discourse analysis, where they 

analyzed the principal's implementation of state and federal policies that were related to 

the least restrictive environment. These research practitioners focus on educational 

leadership issues that impact the analyzed data from over four decades. However, they 

only interviewed five elementary school principals that were selected due to their 

school’s programming serving the continuum of special education services. O’Laughlin 

and Lindle (2015) found that principals were aware of what LRE meant as it relates to 

IDEA, but it did not impact their decision making in the school. Skilton-Sylvester and 

Sleasaranskky-Poe (2009) confirm this point as well as they suggest that the LRE clause 

is simply managerial and not anything of substance for students with disabilities and their 

academic success. Special education is not just compliance with paperwork, but 

meaningful implementation of the policies that are supposed to ensure quality academic 
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programming. Urban principals have many competing priorities and policies that have to 

be implemented to meet the needs of students with disabilities. Wray and Houghton 

(2019) discuss those issues as they state “pressure from other policy areas might play a 

part in mitigating against an inclusive approach” (p. 512). There needs to be an analysis 

of what impacts how principals meaningfully interpret and implement LRE policies at the 

school level to ensure that students get what they are ethically entitled to by law to ensure 

inclusivity for students.  

Collective Efficacy 

Goddard et al. (2000) describe collective teacher efficacy as the perceptions of 

teachers in a school that the efforts of the faculty as a whole will have a positive effect on 

students. Collective teacher efficacy requires an unwavering commitment and shared 

belief in the collaborative efforts of the whole team to make an impact on one child. 

Cobb (2014) believes that principals encourage inclusive programming, but facilitate 

staff collaboration to make it schoolwide. In order for a marginalized student to have the 

best options for school choice, it requires a schoolwide, systematic and shared approach. 

Bandura (1993), identifies that there is a strong link between collective efficacy and 

student achievement and outcomes. Members of a student’s IEP Team are responsible for 

making the recommendations for the appropriate placement for a child. When members 

of the IEP team have a shared understanding and belief in the collective efforts of each 

person’s role, there is a higher likelihood that the student will have better outcomes.  

Collective Efficacy in a school can have a lasting impact on both student 

outcomes and organizational systems. Goddard et al. (2000) found the following:  

That is, if collective efficacy gains enhance organizational performance, 

reciprocal causality suggests that resulting performance improvements 
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may, in turn, strengthen collective organizational efficacy. Thus, to the 

extent collective teacher efficacy is positively associated with student 

achievement, there is strong reason to lead schools in a direction that will 

systematically develop teacher efficacy; such efforts may indeed be 

rewarded with continuous growth in not only collective teacher efficacy 

but also in student achievement. (p. 483) 

 

Given the many competing demands of educators in large urban districts, it could get 

easy to focus on individual tasks or the work ahead. However, when schools have an 

organizational culture of collective efficacy, there can be stronger organizational systems 

to lessen the competing demands, which ultimately could have a more intentional focus 

on student outcomes.  

Students cannot be discriminated against at a school of their choice based on 

disability and special education services. Meade (1995) discusses the need for the IEP to 

be comprehensive and clear so that discrimination cannot be made based on just 

disability. This is grounded in diverse perspectives being heard and valued in the IEP 

process. In a meta-analysis study conducted by Donohoo (2018), the research identified 

that when a staff has a shared value in collective efficacy, teachers have a sense of risk 

taking, receptiveness to new ideas and incorporation of families. In addition, the 

Donohoo (2018) study concluded that collective efficacy is linked to positive attitudes 

towards teaching students with disabilities. During the IEP process where decisions are 

made about a student’s LRE, members of the IEP Team must listen and work together to 

value each member’s opinions to make a decision about what will be FAPE for the 

student. According to Ross and Berger (2009), principals enable teachers to provide 

students with the support they need by creating partnerships among and between 

classroom and special education teachers and consultants. In the school choice process, 
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members must collectively work together to ensure that the student, regardless of 

perceived challenges, has a right to their legal right: school choice.  

There is a gap in the research for how collective teacher efficacy supports 

students with disabilities. Collective teacher efficacy is goal oriented. For the purpose of 

this study, the goal is for students with disabilities to have school choice options. Ellis 

(1979) explains that the need for staff involvement in the process to be helpful but not 

always easy as it directly impacts the child. He suggests that when the principal supports 

a student, the school supports a student as the student cannot be solely supported by the 

principal.  

Family Collaboration 

Family collaboration can have various meanings. There are limitations in the 

research that suggest that there is not a shared understanding of family collaboration. The 

law of IDEA mandates a strong collaboration between families and the school. The 

purpose of the IDEA law states: 

to ensure that educators and parents have the necessary tools to improve 

educational results for children with disabilities by supporting system 

improvement activities; coordinated research and personnel preparation; 

coordinated technical assistance, dissemination, and support; and 

technology development and media services. 

 

Since the law is broad and doesn’t speak to the implementation of how this should 

be enacted in practice, districts and school teams are left to define what this means and 

how it looks. This could be dangerous and lead to inconsistent outcomes and disparities 

for students. Historically, collaboration between schools and families have been grounded 

in structural power, where the school was superior. The IDEA mandate encourages a 

more intentional and holistic approach which allows for the power to be equally shared 
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between the school and home. For communities that have been marginalized already, 

there is a significant need to ensure that the collaboration is a shared responsibility. 

Epstein (2001) proposes that if a school addresses the shared responsibility appropriately, 

there could be an opportunity to address some of the systemic barriers that marginalized 

communities face. Professionals need to involve parents in decision making, so that all 

“members of the partnership feel equally powerful in their ability to influence outcomes 

for children and families” (Blue-Banning et al., 2004, p.174). In some communities, 

families may be equipped to be active participants in the decision- making process 

whereas some other families may be hesitant to be the active participants in their child’s 

special education programming.  

 Given that there is an inherent deference to the professionals that some 

communities experience, the families voice is often silenced during the collaborative 

process. Harry et al. (1999) did a study of eight culturally diverse families and found that 

many families do not feel empowered, entitled and often refrain from expressing their 

dissatisfaction. There is a “cultural reciprocity” that is needed in order for the 

collaboration between schools and families to match the outcomes for students. Kalpynur 

and Harry (1999) describe cultural reciprocity as a means to facilitate a process of 

introspection that should provide the results in the empowerment of professionals and 

families alike by gaining a better understanding of each other’s cultural values. As 

principals work to create conditions for families and schools to collaborate together, there 

is a need to ensure that all cultural norms are heard and understood. Those cultural norms 

include but are not limited to race, class, disability, neighborhood and familial status.  
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Trusting relationships require ongoing two-sided communication. Families want 

to trust what the school is incorporating into their student’s daily programming. Trust is 

often built by the consistency of communication that includes the successes and 

challenges that the student may be experiencing. Turnbull et al. (2015) suggest that in 

order for true trust and ongoing communication to happen during the IEP process, there 

has to be collaboration during the planning, development, implementation and evaluation 

of the IEP documents as well as the programming. Ongoing and effective communication 

is nuanced as it is reflective on a case-by-case scenario. Therefore, there continues to be a 

gap in implementation of how families identify effective communication and what the 

law suggests.  

The transition to high school is a transition that requires intentionality in strategy. 

This transition is not legally mandated to be included in their IEP. However, effective 

collaboration would be responsive to the developmental transition that a child may be 

experiencing. An eighth-grade student needs a collaborative effort from the IEP team to 

ensure that the transition to high school is intentional. That transition includes selecting a 

high school, the academic demands of high school and potential social factors that could 

happen during this transition. The research suggests that if a child has a developmentally 

responsive IEP that is reflective of the critical transition periods that was created through 

the collaborative efforts of all, there is a greater chance of efficacy (Turnball et al., 2011).  

The researchers (Turnball et al., 2011), suggest that greater power is created through the 

individual energy into group synergy.  

There is sufficient evidence and literature that supports how principals support the 

transition from early intervention to school aged services for students with disabilities as 



 26 

it relates to family collaboration. However, there is little research that examines the role 

that principals play with creating a culture of collaboration during the transition to high 

school. In this large urban school district, since students have a significant decision that 

requires a collaborative decision-making process there should be analysis of exactly what 

conditions need to be created so that students with disabilities have access to high schools 

of their choice. Turnbull et al. (2011) suggests that in order for any practice or strategy to 

be implemented, schools need to have a holistic vision for what it means to collaborate 

with families of students with disabilities. Principals must create visions for family 

collaboration that are inclusive of students with disabilities and in alignment with the 

IDEA mandate. When this vision is in fact clear, then there is a potential for the 

“intentional structures” that Epstein (2001) describes to be implemented. Those 

“intentional structures” allow for both families and school to act in tandem with resource 

sharing that goes beyond the school building.  

The low level of awareness about school choice calls for concerted efforts by 

different stakeholders to improve the marketing of school choice to parents. During the 

1990’s, England began a reform that reconstructed their public schools to ensure that 

families had more choices for their students. Bagley et al. (2001) share the preferences 

and perceptions of families who are navigating the best school choice options for their 

child as they transition into their secondary educational experiences. The authors provide 

insight into the range of difficulties that families with a student with a disability have as 

they make school choice options.  

The researchers of this study used a large scale and privately funded study to 

examine educational policy and school choice options in England. Families of children 
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with SEN were reportedly less likely to involve their child in the process of school 

selection. The interviews shed light on a lot of concerns that families were experiencing 

that could not be captured in the survey. This negative experience of primary schooling 

served to reinforce the commitment and determination of parents to identify a secondary 

school which recognized and met their child’s special needs. The manifestation of this 

deep-seated desire could be further subdivided into a range of interrelated factors which 

included the overall philosophy and commitment of the school towards SEN; the nature 

of the SEN provision; the facilities available and deemed appropriate to their child’s 

SEN; the school environment; their child’s happiness and the accessibility of the school 

related to the proximity and the availability/cost of transport; and their child’s capabilities 

(Bagley & Woods, 2001). The researchers summarized all of those concerns and grouped 

them into two categories: instrumental: academic and intrinsic: personal/concerns. 

According to Bagley and Woods (2001), the English education system is, however, 

increasingly being driven in the direction of privileging the academic, meaning a 

different system of schooling. Privileging the academic is similar to accountability in the 

United States where there is a smaller focus on meeting the needs of the whole child and 

a larger focus on student achievement. The tension between these two categories can 

have an impact on the way families navigate through the school choice process. 

Gewirtz’s book describes this tension as value tension. Bagley and Woods (2001) 

describe the pressures to move from comprehensive values (which include commitments 

to a caring ethos and student need) to market values (which include emphasis on 

academic ethos and student performance (p. 305). 
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Families of students with SEN described themselves to believe that they were not 

truly collaborative members of this process. According to Bagley and Woods (2001), 

“parents of children with SEN perceived and found themselves to be marginalized and 

devalued by LEAs and schools as they attempted to engage in the process of school 

choice” (p. 306). Additionally, the study found that families communicated that they did 

not always have all of the necessary information to make the best decision for their child 

due to lack of access to information. This is profound information as it sheds light on 

how families interpret their role to be in the process. The questions used by the 

researchers to gather data seemed to be effective and useful as it allowed for organic 

conversations to emerge based on the individual narratives of families. The limitations of 

this study do not provide context into what families needed more of to feel more 

collaborative during this school choice process. There should be accountability at the 

school or district level to monitor collaboration between families and school during the 

school choice process. During Cobb’s (2010) meta-analysis, the researcher found that 

only three of the seven roles were present when principals discussed parental 

engagement. Those three roles were partner, interpreter and organizer. Although those 

roles are necessary, they serve mainly as one side in the collaborative process needed for 

decision making. 

Conclusion 

The responsibility of an urban school principal remains complex as they seek to 

service all students. Frick et. al (2012) states, “it is imperative that school leaders be 

skilled in balancing the competing demands that emerge from the challenge to meet the 

best interests of individual students as well as the best interest of all students” (p. 227). 
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Students with disabilities are protected by legislation and it is the responsibility of 

principals to create conditions in which that can happen. Lake et al. (2010) “District and 

school leaders have ethical responsibilities to hold themselves to high standards so 

students with disabilities receive an individually appropriate special education that 

provides them with an opportunity to achieve the educational standards expected for all 

students” (p. 273).  

There is a need for authentic collaboration between all stakeholders during the 

school selection process. Families need to have a strong awareness of the policies and 

procedures that happen during the school selection process. The awareness of the policies 

and procedures should help families navigate their choices, which ultimately should be 

the perfect fit for their child. K-8 principals are responsible for creating the infrastructure 

and conditions to support families in navigating their access for all students with school 

choices, especially students receiving special education services. K-8 principals should 

identify tangible ways that they can empower families to be valuable voices in the 

decision-making process for their students with disabilities. Additionally, there is a need 

to determine how to hold schools accountable for ensuring that student’s rights are 

honored as it relates to both student and school outcomes. 

K-8 principals need to do a critical analysis on the conditions and culture they 

create to honor the rights of students that receive special education services in the school 

choice process to ensure both equal and equitable practices at the school. Ross and 

Berger (2009) stated that they believe that principals create the organizational conditions 

in order for schools to have the right teaching and learning to occur (p. 3). Principals do 

create the organizational conditions for the rights of students with disabilities to be 
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protected. Donohoo (2018) asks, “What are the antecedents and enabling conditions for 

CTE to flourish?” (p. 342). Given the increased accountability and ethical stance, those 

conditions have to be inclusive of all members in the school community. Lashley (2007) 

explains that due to the increased alignment of NCLB and IDEA 2004, principals are 

responsible for the educational performance of students with disabilities and providing 

their safeguards that are within the special education law.  
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CHAPTER 3 

RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODS 

Introduction 

There is limited research on the role that K-8 principals play in the school 

selection process for their students with disabilities. K-8 principals have to create 

conditions in their building that are in alignment with federal, state, or local guidelines 

that remain focused on the individual needs of every student. This phenomenological 

research study sought to understand the experiences of K-8 principals as they all support 

students with disabilities during high school selection. This study looked at the 

intersection of the role of the K-8 principal as an advocate, the K-8 principal’s 

interpretation of policies, the K-8 principal’s ethical decision-making process, school 

culture of collective efficacy and family collaboration. This study was designed to answer 

the following research questions:  

Research Questions 

● How do K-8 principals understand and implement their role in the School 

Selection Process for students with disabilities? 

●  How do K-8 principals create conditions and school culture so that students with 

disabilities have choices in the school selection process? 

● In what ways are the rights of students with disabilities honored in this 

large urban district’s School Selection Process? 

This research and methods design section of this dissertation is inclusive of the research 

design, the participant sample (survey respondents and interview participants), research 

tools, data analysis, ethics, role of the researcher and the limitations of this study.  
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Research Design 

 Prior to beginning the research, the researcher obtained formal Institutional 

Review Board approval. As a current K-8 principal in a large urban district, the 

researcher knows the many complexities that are involved in the role of the principal and 

the researcher understands that there is not always a one size fits all approach to the 

“work.” Mertens (2020) describes the constructivist research paradigm as “socially 

constructed by the people active in the research process” (p. 16) and that “research is a 

product of the values of the researcher and can’t be independent of them” (p. 17).  

This study included explanatory mixed methods; however qualitative data was the 

dominant method. Creswell (2009) believes that a mixed methods project can help to 

identify relationships. This research approach allowed me to gather data that allowed me 

to better understand the experiences of the principals and as Mertens (2020) describes 

“understand multiple social constructions of meaning and knowledge” (p. 19). Ivanokova 

et.al (2006) describes the need for the researcher to decide to what extent the qualitative 

and quantitative data to have priority in the explanatory mixed method. The priority in 

this research study was given to the qualitative data. The qualitative interview data was 

used to help contextualize and give further explanation to what was stated in the survey 

results.  

 This study was conducted using a phenomenological research approach. Creswell 

and Poth (2016) describe phenomenologists as researchers who “focus on describing 

what all participants have in common as they experience a phenomenon” (p. 76). The 

phenomenon that the participants have in common is their shared experience as being a 

K-8 principal of students with disabilities who are experiencing supporting students 
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through the high school selection process. Frick et al. (2012) described the need of using 

phenomenological research to “render an accurate account and interpretation of the 

experiences of educational leaders” (p. 216).  

 The first stage of this research was a qualitative-dominant survey, see Appendix E 

where participants report demographic information such as race, gender and descriptive 

information related to their role as a K-8 principal. In addition, the survey sought to 

understand the participant experiences through attitudinal questions related to themes 

such as the principal as an advocate, ethical leadership, organizational leadership, 

collective efficacy and family collaboration. Participants responded on a Likert scale (1-

5), the one representing seldom finding difficulty and the five representing finding it to 

be very difficult. Additionally, respondents ranked the items by level of difficulty and 

had the opportunity to explain their answers. This simple descriptive approach helped to 

gather information about the participants at that given time. The survey concluded with 

the participants being able to express their interest in participating in the follow up 

interviews.  

The second stage of the research process was two semi-structured interviews with 

participants who agreed to participate in both interviews. In the first semi-structured 

interview, participants were asked follow up questions from their survey which helped 

the researcher better understand their responses. The interview asked more in-depth 

questions that are framed around understanding how a K-8 principal understands their 

role in the advocacy process for students with disabilities during the high school selection 

process. Finally, the last part of the first semi-structured interview was designed to gather 

information on their knowledge of the safeguards policy and its implementation. In the 
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second semi-structured interview, the researcher asked questions that were aligned to the 

researcher-developed vignette. The vignette-based questions were framed around an 

example of an eighth-grade student with a disability and the considerations that school 

leaders need to take as they engage in the school selection process. Frick et. al (2012) 

describes vignette protocols to allow a more “elicit description of personal and 

professional experiences and the meanings ascribed to moral and ethical practice” (p. 

218). Finally, the interview asked more in-depth questions that were framed around 

understanding how a K-8 principal understands their role in the advocacy process for 

students with disabilities during the high school selection process.   

Moustkas (1994) says “the phenomenological interview involves a formal and 

informal, interactive process…aimed at evoking a comprehensive account of the person’s 

experience of the phenomenon” (p. 114).  Interviews allow for as Rubin and Rubin (200) 

describe to be conversational partners that allow for the interviewer to consistently 

unpack the interviewee as they seek to unfold more information and gather more data. 

During the interviews, the researcher was able to have authentic conversations with the 

participants that provided opportunities for more information to continue to unfold 

throughout the interview. Those interviews were held on Zoom and allowed the honesty 

and experiences of K-8 principals to be shared. Kvale (1996) describes interviews to be 

“a conversation between two partners about a theme of mutual respect” which through 

the conversation “knowledge evolves through a dialogue” (p. 125). The interviews were 

conducted on Zoom due to CDC guidelines and the COVID variant surge. The interviews 

were conducted at a mutually agreeable time. The interviews took place on Zoom in 

either the researcher’s home office or school office. The interviews were semi-structured 



 35 

with questions related to their understanding of federal policies, their school systems and 

structures and their ethical dilemma when faced with making decisions to support 

students with disabilities during high school selection.  

Through the surveys and interviews, the researcher gained a deeper understanding 

of both organizational, leadership and systematic barriers in place that impede the K-8 

principal’s ability to help navigate school choice options for students that receive special 

education services. Additionally, the researcher used the data from the surveys and 

interviews to see how K-8 principal’s perceptions of organizational leadership impacts 

the high school selection process.  

Participant Sample 

This study took place in a large urban district in the northeast region of the United 

States, which is a large city that serves students in both the district and charter sector. 

There are a robust number of school choice options available in this large urban school 

district. Given that the researcher is a K-8 principal in this district, fellow K-8 district 

principals represented a convenience sample. In this district, there are schools that serve 

elementary students as well with students in K-5 or K-6. This study was designed to 

interview the experiences of just K-8 principals.   

The goal was to get at least 25 K-8 principals to complete the survey. An initial 

email was sent to all 101 K-8 principals in the district, not including the researcher. The 

25 K-8 principals would represent about 25% of the total population of K-8 principals. 

Two weeks after sending the initial email (see Appendix A), a gentle reminder email was 

sent to give them an opportunity to complete the survey.  During the time when the 

research was conducted, 27 K-8 principals completed the survey. 
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 Figure 1 is a breakdown of the gender of the survey respondents. Of the survey  

respondents, 17 identified as female, 9 as male and 1 preferred not to say. 

 
 

Figure 1. Survey Respondents by Gender 

 

 Figure 2 is the results of the cross tab that highlights the relationship between the 

respondent’s gender and race. There is high representation of black females that 

completed the survey, as 12 survey respondents had this identification. Five white males, 

4 black males, 4 white females, 1 Hispanic female and 1 preferred not to identified were 

the rest of the breakdown represented in Figure 2. Figure 3 communicates the number of 

respondents by race where 16 respondents identified as Black, 9 as White, 1 as Hispanic 

and 1 preferred not to say. This represents that the majority of the survey respondents 

identified as Black. 
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Figure 2. Cross Tabulation Between Race and Gender of Survey Respondents  

 

 
 

Figure 3. Survey Respondents by Race 
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Figure 4 is the number of respondents by whether or not they had special 

education or not. It shows that the vast majority of respondents did not hold formal 

special education certification with 24 respondents not having a special education 

certification. 

 
 

Figure 4. Survey Respondents by Special Education Teacher Certification 

 

Figure 5 represents the years of experience as a principal by the respondents, 5-10 

years shows the most frequency with 14 respondents. The rest of the survey respondents 

can be identified as 9 having 0-4 years of experience and 4 survey respondents with 13 or 

more years of experience as a principal. 
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Figure 5. Survey Respondents by Years of Principal Experience 

 

In addition to the survey, the objective was to interview at least 15 K-8 principals 

for each interview following the completion of the survey. During the research process, 

15 K-8 principals participated in the research based on their indication of willingness at 

the conclusion of the survey. Table 1 represents the demographics of the 15 interview 

participants by pseudonyms. A random sample was done for 15 K-8 principals to 

participate in the interviews to get the most generalizability. The random sample included 

all demographic variables to ensure that generalizability was available for the participant 

sample size. 
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Table 1 

 

Interview Participant Demographic Information (Names Provided are Pseudonyms) 

Participant Name Race Gender # of Years of 

Experience 

as Principal 

Special 

Education 

Certified 

Taught 

Special 

Education 

Maureen Black Female 13 No N/A 

Edward White Male 6 No N/A 

Todd White Male 7 No N/A 

Mark White Male 2 No N/A 

Kourtney Black Female First year No N/A 

Martha White Female 3 Yes N/A 

Kathryn White Female 2 No N/A 

Sadie Black Female 6 No N/A 

Angela White Female 7 No N/A 

Carol White Female 7 No N/A 

Danielle Black Female 2 No N/A 

Harold Black Male 8 No N/A 

Alicia Black Female 9 No N/A 

Watson Black Male 4 No Yes 

Eugene Black Male 10 No N/A 

 

All of the survey respondent and participants shared a common phenomenon. 

Creswell and Poth (2016) believe that it could be difficult to find a group of people that 

all share the common phenomenon. However, the participants in this study, all have 

students with disabilities in their schools and all have 8th graders that participate in the 

school selection process. Survey respondent and participants were informed of the study, 
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its contents, its purpose along with a consent form for them to complete prior to the 

completing the survey and participating in the interview. Creswell (2009) reminds 

researchers that the purpose of the consent form is to ensure that the rights of the 

participant are protected during the interview processes.  

Research Tools 

This study used both surveys and interviews to gather data. Sample survey and 

interview protocols can be found in Appendices B, C and E. The survey and interview 

protocols allowed for the data collection process to be standardized. For example, the 

survey included 7-10 descriptive questions that included: name; race; gender; years as a 

principal; experience in special education; average amount of time spent on special 

education and opportunities to provide qualitative follow up to the Likert based 

questions. Additionally, there was a question for participants to express their willingness 

to participate in a follow up interview. The interviews were semi-structured. At the start 

of each of the interviews, the researcher thanked participants for reading the consent form 

that they received when they completed the survey. Additionally, at the start of the 

interview, the researcher shared their role as a researcher and professional background. 

The purpose was to establish a relaxed and respectful rapport with the interviewers, 

which as Rubin and Rubin (2005) says “creates an environment for a thoughtful and 

relaxed interview” (p. 80). As the researcher read the questions, the researcher allowed 

participants time to respond and also allot time for follow up questions. At the conclusion 

of each of the interviews, the researcher explained how the data will be used, probed for 

any additional questions and thanked the principals for their participation. 
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Creswell (2009) explains that the “standard procedures should be used from one 

interview to the other” (p.170). All interviews were recorded using Zoom and organized 

on a secured Temple University storage cloud drive. Having the interviews recorded 

allowed for the researcher as Kvalen (1996) describes “concentrate on the dynamics of 

the interview” (p. 160).  The recordings were transcribed. The transcripts did not 

represent any identifiable characteristics and are stored on secure Temple University 

drive. The transcripts will continue to not be shared to ensure that the confidentiality of 

the participants is maintained.  

Data Analysis 

 This study includes a mixed methods analysis, with qualitative being the most 

dominant. The survey includes demographic information (race, gender, years of 

experience and special education experience) about the K-8 principals. The demographic 

information was analyzed to better understand the variability within the participant 

sample and potential patterns or relationships between participants’ personal factors and 

themes across responses. In addition, given that the survey had information that is on a 

Likert scale, that information was solely analyzed descriptively and grouped by response 

counts for the various categories.  

 Immediately following each of the interviews, the researcher wrote research 

memos that helped the researcher reflect on the patterns that emerged throughout the 

interview. Gibbs (2007) describes memo writing as a “way of recording the development 

of your analytic thinking” (p. 40). As the interviews were conducted with the various 

participants in the sample, the researcher will use the memos to better understand the 

phenomena and be responsive to the rest of the semi structured interview.  
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The interviews were semi structured and were analyzed throughout the interview 

to ensure that the appropriate questions were being asked in the interview. Semi 

structured interviews as Bernard (2006) states are based on an interview guide which is a 

“written list of questions and topics that need to be covered in a particular order” (p. 212). 

This type of interview allowed for the data to be reliable which is what the researcher was 

seeking to make sense of the phenomena.  During the data analysis following the 

interviews, the researcher will attempt to make meaning. Moustakas (1994) describes the 

data analysis of a phenomenological study as a “systematic procedure” that incorporates 

the broad and narrow analysis of the participants' lived experiences.  

Transcendental phenomenological data analysis breaks down the information into 

themes that were coded by the researcher. Gibbs (2007) describes coding as a method to 

“define what the data you are analyzing are about” (p. 38). Furthermore, Gibbs articulates 

that by coding the data after an interview, the researcher is able to organize the 

information in a meaningful and structured way to support the research. The transcripts 

served as the primary data for the coding process. The codes were analyzed line by line. 

Transcripts were printed and coded by hand using deductive and inductive codes.  

The initial codes were deductive and created based on the concepts that were 

crafted from the literature of the research. Those codes are the principal as an advocate, 

ethical leadership, organizational leadership, school culture of collective efficacy and 

family collaboration. The researcher used an analytic codes approach to analyze the 

interviews, which as Gibbs (2007) describes as not just summarizing what happened but 

also what the participant “thought about or conceptualized” (p. 43). Therefore, the codes 

continued to evolve as the researcher progressed throughout the study. The inductive 
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codes were gathered from repetitive words or phrases that were said throughout the 

interviews and collected from survey responses.  Thus, the final codes were both 

deductive and inductive codes or data-driven codes, which as Gibbs (2007) describes as 

when the researcher “pull out from the data what is happening and not impose 

interpretation based on pre-existing theory” (p. 46). Many researchers utilize both 

inductive and deductive coding when they are analyzing data from interviews which 

allows for the fluidity of the phenomena to evolve throughout the research process.  

A schematic representation of the deductive and inductive codes are presented in 

Table 2.  The schematic representations are described in detail and the excerpts from the 

participant’s original transcript are verbatim to give a clear interpretation of the 

phenomenological experience. These inductive codes supported the deductive codes that 

were established throughout the literature. 

Table 2 

 

Schematic Representation of the Deductive Codes and Inductive Codes 

Deductive Code Inductive Codes 

Principal As An Advocate Policy Awareness and Implementation 

School Culture of Inclusion 

Ethical Leadership in Decision Making  

Organizational Leadership Street Level Bureaucrats 

Principal Professional Development/Training 

School Culture of Collective Efficacy Distributive Leadership 

Staff Mindsets 

Staff Beliefs and Student Expectations 

Family Collaboration Communication with Families of Student with a 

Disability 

High School Transition 

Family Education and Awareness  

School Culture of Family Collaboration 
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Ethics 

 Israel and Hay (2006) talk about the need for researchers to practice ethics as they 

are conducting their research to ensure that trust is established, there is no misconduct, 

participants stay protected and also maintain the integrity of the research. The 

constructivist research paradigm is designed to help the researcher make meaning of what 

they are studying. Mertens (2020) states “the researchers strive to build relationships with 

their participants” (p. 19). Maintaining the integrity of this study is very important, while 

also navigating the relational trust between the researcher and the participants. As the 

researcher engaged in the semi structured interview, the researcher had to ask clarifying 

questions and rephrase information. Guba and Lincoln (1981), suggests that the 

researcher creates participant checks throughout the interview to ensure the precision of 

what is being said and the meaning by the participants in the interview.  

Limitations 

There are several limitations as it relates to generalizability. The first one is that 

K-8 principals across the board may lack a shared understanding and working definitions 

as it relates to family collaboration and collective efficacy. In addition, given the timing 

of when the research was being conducted, it became a time commitment for K-8 

principals, many not wanting to participate in both interviews. The two interviews were 

primarily scheduled after school hours to try to avoid the multiple distractions that can 

happen during operating building hours. In addition, this research was conducted during a 

COVID-19 variant surge globally that impacted the availability of many K-8 principals. 

Additionally, another limitation with generalizability is how this can be 

generalizable in other districts may be limited due to not knowing their family 
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engagement strategies in school choice. It might be hard within the schools to find the 

generalizability and the variances as leadership structures look different in each school 

based on the resources that are available. In addition, only 25% of K-8 principals were 

surveyed and 15% of them were interviewed, therefore it doesn’t necessarily represent all 

K-8 principals in this large urban district. Lastly, the generalizability is difficult due to 

the various types of special education support that is offered at each of the participating 

schools.  

 Due to the timing of school selection last year, COVID-19 presented many 

barriers. This impacted the traditional ways in which schools tend to communicate and 

collaborate with families. In addition, the school selection process changed this year in 

this large urban district. The criteria and selection process for students were completely 

different from years past. This could have an impact on the investment that school teams 

and families have with school selection.  

As the researcher’s colleagues sought to share information about their 

experiences, there is a possibility for them to engage in self-selection bias, which is 

participants telling their successes and not wanting to share the complete reality or truth. 

Interviews and surveys can present limitations during any research study as participants 

can control which information they share. Given that participants had the opportunity to 

opt into the research, participants could have also been hesitant to participate if they felt 

like they were not as knowledgeable as it relates to students with disabilities or school 

selection. Creswell (2009) stresses that a limitation of interviews could be that “indirect 

information filtered through the views of the interviewees” (p. 167).  The validity of a 
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survey should also be considered, as Mertens (2020) describes surveys relying on 

“individuals self-reports of the knowledge, attitudes or behaviors” (p.184).  

Role of the Researcher 

 As a current K-8 principal in this large urban school district, the researcher has 

maintained professional and collegial relationships with various principals over the last 

seven academic years. Throughout the researcher’s current tenure, they have built 

trusting relationships and been very clear about matters that are significant to them. The 

researcher has engaged in discourse throughout the district both in formal and informal 

settings as it relates to issues regarding students with disabilities. The researcher’s 

previous experiences were shared with participants via background information which 

allowed the participants to better understand the study in the consent form and in 

conversation with the participant in the semi-structured interviews. Kvale (1996) 

describes that the researcher must “establish an atmosphere in which the subject feels 

safe enough to talk freely” (p. 125). Furthermore, Kvale (1996) explains that a researcher 

must be mindful of the “delicate balance between cognitive knowledge seeking and the 

ethical aspects of emotional human interaction” (p. 125). The researcher had to maintain 

boundaries with their personal and professional relationships during this study to ensure 

that the research did not get compromised. Therefore, the researcher had to ensure that 

their own personal experiences did not impact and interfere with the experiences of the 

participants. In order to maintain objectivity, the researcher followed all standard 

protocols for interviewing.  

Since this study took on the form of phenomenological research, the researcher 

needed to separate, or as Creswell and Poth (2016) describe it, “must bracket out, as 
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much as possible, their own experiences” (p. 81). The researcher had to be mindful of the 

ethical issues that could arise during the interview. Creswell (2009) discusses that a 

researcher has to be mindful of some issues that could arise and says, “inquirers explicitly 

identify reflexively their biases, values, and personal background, such as gender, history, 

culture, and socioeconomic status, that may shape their interpretations formed during a 

study” (p. 165). The researcher listened to the participants to gain information and make 

meaning out of their experiences. Rubin and Rubin (2005) describe the researcher to be 

an author and says an author “is granted freedom to ask questions, yet is not seen as an 

evaluator” (p. 85) and authors are perfectly positioned to “put the words and experiences 

of those they study into print” (p. 85). 
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CHAPTER 4 

RESULTS 

Introduction 

This qualitative dominant research study was designed to understand the role that 

school leader’s play in the high school selection for students with disabilities. 

Additionally, this research study was designed to better understand their implementation 

of their role as they create conditions and culture in their buildings to support students 

with disabilities during high school selection. This research study answers the following 

questions:  

● How do K-8 principals understand and implement their role in the School 

Selection Process for students with disabilities? 

●  How do K-8 principals create conditions and school culture so that students with 

disabilities have choices in the school selection process? 

● In what ways are the rights of students with disabilities honored in this 

large urban district’s School Selection Process? 

This study collected specific data to the above research questions. The results section 

reports the results that were obtained throughout the research process.  

Principal as an Advocate 

 One of the many responsibilities that a principal has is to uphold federal, state, 

and local laws and policies. K-8 principals must uphold the law to ensure that students 

with disabilities have access to the free and appropriate public education that they are 

entitled to receive. Participants responded to a series of questions around their awareness 
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and implementation of policies and their ability to create a school culture of inclusion to 

advocate for students with disabilities during high school selection.  

Policy Awareness and Implementation 

 Under IDEA law, the rights of individuals with disabilities in programs and 

activities that receive federal financial assistance are protected (IDEA, 2017). Students 

with disabilities are entitled to receive a free and appropriate public education in the least 

restrictive environment. The free and appropriate public education is designed to give 

students the resources and support they need to make educational growth and strive for 

independence.  

When asked about how FAPE and LRE are connected to a student's IEP, 

participants widely discussed the type of programming students receive in their schools. 

Participants discussed the amount of time students spend in special education classrooms 

throughout the day. Watson described how he provides students with their LRE at his 

school:  

We try to give them the least restrictive environment, which means we're not 

putting them in the full-time special education classroom and isolated from 

everyone else. We want to make sure they are part of the general population, 

where they attend preps or trips. 

 

The response from Watson was a response that 10 of the participants made note of 

during their interviews regarding students with disabilities.  

 In the survey conducted, survey respondents discussed their level of difficulty 

with implementing state and federal policies. Figure 6 summarizes the survey results 

where the vast majority of respondents stated it was difficult. Of the 27 survey 

respondents, five survey respondents stated it was very difficult, 14 survey respondents 

stated it was somewhat difficult, three survey respondents stated it was neither difficult or 
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easy, four survey respondents stated somewhat easy and one survey respondent said it 

was very easy.

 

Figure 6. K-8 Principal’s Response to Level of Difficulty in Survey to Implement Federal 

Policies 
 

Many of the survey respondents expressed implementing with fidelity to be 

difficult due to the lack of resources that are available to schools. The survey respondents 

expressed in their qualitative comments that it becomes very difficult to implement the 

policies because of inadequacies in the resources provided to schools. One survey 

respondent reinforced this difficulty as he described his difficulties due to the issues in 

district structures and systems. He said: 

When considering special education, there are deadlines that must be adhered to, 

legal rights and laws, etc. When I rely on psychologists that are split between 

schools so that they have to designate how much time each school gets, while 

writing reports, coupled with the experience or inexperience of the special 

education teacher, it is difficult to meet deadlines thus setting the school up for 

lawsuits, etc. Psychologists are not only in demand but every spring they are 
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called/pulled to support with Early Intervention. With so many demands placed 

on the school/principal and teachers the time needed to ensure implementation of 

state and federal policies is simply not there. 

 

There doesn’t appear to be a difference in the difficulty reported between 

subgroups. Figure 7 summarizes the difference in reporting by race. Of the respondents 

who identified as white, respondents were represented in every difficulty category except 

very easy. Therefore, the survey data doesn’t suggest that a K-8 principal’s race has an 

impact on the way in which K-8 principals perceive implementing state and federal 

policies to be difficult.  

 
 

Figure 7. K-8 Principal’s Response to Level of Difficulty in Implementing State and 

Federal Policies by Race 

 

Figure 8 summarizes the difference in reporting by gender. It is of note, that the 

number of respondents by gender shows a vast majority of females reporting difficulty in 
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implementing state and local policies. Males responded across the spectrum in their 

reporting of difficulty. 

 
 

Figure 8. K-8 Principal’s Response to Level of Difficulty in Implementing State and 

Federal Policies by Gender 

 

In the survey, Kourtney described why her experiences with implementing state 

and federal policy has been so difficult. She explained two factors that impact her ability 

for effective implementation. She said in her survey, “Implementation of federal and state 

policies, because at times language can seem subjective and lacking professional 

development in this area.” 

Some of the difficulty could be due to the nuances that are in place for each 

student with a disability. Edward further supports the nuances of implementing state and 

federal policies: “Making sure we're following the guidelines is easy. Following them in 

a way that actually benefits students: much harder.” 
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Figure 9 summarizes the difference difficulty in reporting by years of experience. 

This data suggests that experiencing some level of difficulty is a common experience by 

K-8 principals with varying years of experience and not just a subgroup of K-8 principals 

with a particular number of years of experience. This suggests that regardless of years of 

experience as a K-8 principal, there are still a large number of K-8 principals who find it 

either very difficult of somewhat difficult.  

 

 
 

Figure 9. K-8 Principal’s Response to Level of Difficulty in Implementing State and 

Federal Policies by Years of Experience 

 

In Delta School District, the high school selection process happens once a year. 

Students with disabilities have protection under a safeguards policy in Delta School 

District as they participate in the high school selection process. This safeguards policy is 

specific for this school district. This local safeguard policy allows for students to have an 

equal opportunity to apply and attend criteria based high schools and programs that are 
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available to students in city wide and special admit schools, as long as students can 

participate successfully given reasonable accommodations. Therefore, students cannot be 

excluded on the basis of specific admission criteria because they have a specific 

disability.  

When participants were asked about this safeguards policy, eight of the 15 

participants did not know what this policy was. These eight participants were unfamiliar 

with this safeguards policy, confused it with another policy or just never heard of it. 

Therefore, the data suggests that their lack of knowledge with the safeguards policy 

demonstrates that there is no understanding. Edward was familiar with the name of it and 

knew it was associated with the high school selection process, but just delegates it: “It's 

something that I have really just kind of delegated to the folks who I know understand.” 

His statement demonstrates his lack of understanding and therefore impacts his 

effective implementation as a K-8 principal with the safeguard process that helps students 

with disabilities during the high school selection process. Eugene continues to describe 

the lack of success that students with disabilities will experience during the high school 

selection process:  

I feel like with students that have disabilities, we just don't want to put them in a 

position where they have unrealistic expectations. We have to do a really good job 

of making sure that they are really clear. Just because you apply to go to Elite 

School doesn't mean that you are going to get into Elite School. 

 

The safeguards policy does not provide students with a disability to be accepted to 

every high school. However, when the safeguards policy is implemented into a 

collaborative process into a K-8 school, students with disabilities are able to make the 

choices that could increase their likelihood of being accepted into the high school of their 

choice. Another participant who was not aware of this safeguards policy has a fixed 
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mindset on what high school options students with disabilities have. Sadie stated, 

“Having a disability during high school selection is like wearing a scarlet letter.” Sadie 

and Eugene share their perspectives on the barriers that students with disabilities have in 

Delta School District as they have limited options for high school choices.  

More than fifty percent of participants did not know what the safeguards process 

was in this large urban district. On the other hand, participants who were familiar with 

the safeguards policy described it as more a compliance and technical component with a 

lack of clarity on what outcomes it really produces for students. Harold was adamant in 

his perspective of the safeguards policy in Delta School District:  

I know it came from litigation, so this is reactive to something and I know that it's 

become more of a compliance thing, we do this so we don't get sued. But I don't 

know what doors are really opening for our students. 

 

Harold felt very comfortable with his understanding of the safeguards policy. In 

this interview, he reflected on his recent role in the process of implementing the 

safeguards process for students with disabilities. He reflected a lot about the role he plays 

in reinforcing this technical system and not necessarily helping students with disabilities 

select the best high school choices while completing the safeguards process. In his 

reflections, he discussed how the application process evolved, therefore making the 

principal less involved in the safeguards process. This evolution of the high school 

selection process had according to Harold an impact on the way he could implement 

supporting students with disabilities during the high school selection process. During the 

interviews, it was unclear from the participants exactly how their understanding of the 

safeguards policy is actualized and implemented in their buildings.  
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School Culture of Inclusion 

Overview of Survey Patterns 

 Almost half (12 out of 27 survey respondents) indicated that they spend at least 10 

hours or more per week on special education matters (see Figure 10). In contrast, 10 

survey respondents stated that spend less than five hours per week on special education 

topics.  

 

 

Figure 10. Number of Hours Spent on Special Education Matters By Week 

 

Inclusion for students with disabilities is grounded in ensuring that students are 

provided with the resources and support that they need to be successful in the same 

environment as students without disabilities. This is one of the foundations of a student’s 

least restrictive environment, which is one of the six principles of IDEA which is a 

federal policy. In the survey, respondents were asked what was the level of difficulty they 
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experience when it comes to advocating for the inclusion of students with disabilities. 

Figure 11 summarizes the responses of the 27 survey respondents. The vast majority of 

K-8 principals surveyed reported that it was very difficult or somewhat difficult to 

advocate for the inclusion of students. Of the 27 respondents, 13 respondents found it 

very difficult or somewhat difficult to advocate for the inclusion of students with 

disabilities, five respondents found it neither difficult or easy and nine respondents found 

it easy or very easy (see Figure 11).  

 

 
 

Figure 11. K-8 Principal’s Response to Level of Difficulty in Survey to Advocate for the 

Inclusion of Students with Disabilities 

 

Additionally, responses to these items were patterns in response to the items by 

years of experience. Figure 12 summarizes the responses of the 27 survey respondents by 

years of experience as a principal. Respondents with 0-4 years of experience stated that it 

was very difficult, somewhat difficult, easy or very easy. It is of note that K-8 principals 
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with 5-10 years of experience were more represented in the somewhat difficult or neither 

category. Respondents with 13 or more years of experience shared that it was neither 

difficult or easy, somewhat easy, or very easy. 

 

Figure 12. K-8 Principal’s Response to Level of Difficulty in Survey to Advocate for the 

Inclusion of Students with Disabilities by Years of Experience 

 

Carol is a principal in her 7th year who talks about the nuances that exist in this 

large urban district. She reflected on the amount of difficulty that she experienced when 

she was at the start of her career as principal for advocating for students with disabilities 

as it relates to inclusion. She stated that given that she is now more experienced, she has 

learned how to navigate through the district to support her students. She further explains: 

Like as administrators it's us having all these different connections like seeing the 

big picture, it is understanding how the system works or doesn't work and 

operating on a systems level of who we need to for our students. 
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Supporting Factors 

In the survey, respondents who suggested in the explanation of their follow up 

remarks that advocating for the inclusion for students with disabilities all mentioned it 

was easy due to their ability to make meaning out of it in their building. It is suggested in 

the follow up remarks from the survey respondents that due to their level of autonomy, 

students with disabilities had a good chance of being included. In the survey, respondents 

who suggested that it was easy, further explained in their qualitative comments. Some 

responses indicated that it should be a priority for every principal. For example, Katheryn 

believes that inclusion for students with disabilities is easy as she indicated and described 

in her words:  

To advocate for the inclusion of students with disabilities. Advocating for all 

scholars should be at the forefront of an administrator's focus. We should always 

focus on providing all of our scholars with every opportunity to thrive. 

 

Other respondents indicated that it was easy because of their flexibility that they 

have in the survey. One respondent stated why he felt like advocating for the inclusion of 

students with disabilities was easy:  

To advocate for the inclusion of students with disabilities - As a building 

principal, I have flexibility in how things are done at the school level. If being 

inclusive is a priority, then as building principal that is something you have much 

greater control over. 

 

This response suggests that it would be easy to do, not that the inclusion of 

students with disabilities is a priority. Kourtney indicated that advocating for the 

inclusion of students with disabilities was easy. Her response gives more specificity for 

the how the principal can have autonomy with inclusion in their building: “Inclusion of 

students is the easiest because the school team can decide which students to include.”  
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 This statement shows the barriers that happen as it was described with inclusive 

practices in their school. The K-8 principals highlighted that they must have a belief in 

inclusion for students with disabilities. Like Kourtney, another survey respondent talked 

about the importance of the school team in the advocacy for inclusion for students with 

disabilities. Her response gives more specificity for the implications at her building: 

It is least difficult to provide opportunities for inclusion. In this area, I have 

autonomy and can create and support along with our team in the building. This is 

a success for us because the teams of teachers are collaborating successfully. 

 

Challenging Factors 

The vast majority of survey respondents stated that they find advocating for the 

inclusion of students with disabilities to be difficult. One factor that participants noted to 

be difficult was staff collaboration. Luke shares his contrasting experience:  

It's difficult to change mindsets around how special education students are 

supported, and often IEPs are written with hourly goals that make inclusion more 

difficult. Many special education teachers also prefer to "pull" students: 

collaborating with gen-ed colleagues takes time and energy they often don't have. 

 

Luke specifically notes challenges of collaboration, service models and IEP 

structures and the need for time. Another challenge that emerged described barriers and 

lack of resources. 

Angela stated in her survey that she finds advocating for inclusion for the students 

with disabilities to be very difficult, stating, “Inclusion of special education students 

because the barriers to get such services through the district are nearly insurmountable.”  

Maureen reaffirmed Angela’s perspective in her qualitative survey response as she stated 

that advocating for the inclusion of students with disabilities due to issues within the 

district, “Having the resources to properly support my students.” The resources and 
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number of barriers were a recurring theme as survey respondents reflected on their level 

of difficulty with advocating for inclusive education.  

Carol also indicated in her survey the nuances that come with advocating for the 

inclusion of students with disabilities. In her building, she believes that inclusion for 

students with disabilities is a priority and should be non-negotiable. According to Carol, 

given some of the structures within Delta School District it can be hard to actually 

implement the inclusion of students with disabilities. Carol names that operating in a 

large district to be difficult due to the lack of resources:  

Advocating for inclusion for students with disabilities, I find this easier because 

it's a non-negotiable. I'm very clear, and set high standards for my team, around 

what we will accept and expect for our students and hold everyone in our 

community to a responsibility to implement at that level. There are aspects that 

are easy (the advocacy and holding high standards with my team and community) 

and others that are challenging (doing this within a large system with limiting and 

frustrating structures, and lack of resources). 

 

Although Carol mentioned she wants to have inclusive practices at her school, 

there are systemic issues that make it reportedly difficult for her to do so. For the 

principals that stated it was difficult to do so, they suggested the difficulty is grounded in 

a lack of resources to implement inclusive practices and/or the mindsets of staff.  

In the qualitative interviews, participants spoke about the challenges for 

inclusions as students transition to high school. Angela also found advocating for the 

inclusion of students with disabilities to be difficult as they transition to high school. 

When Angela helps families navigate high school selection, she has a hard time helping 

families choose the best schools because that particular type of special education 

programming might not be available for her students. Given that she is the only K-8 

school in Delta School District that serves a particular disability type, she explained in 
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the interview if a child went to any high school their support would be at an itinerant 

level:  

They would receive itinerant services, but that might not be enough for our 

children if the school that's unable to provide for them. I think if a child wanted to 

go wherever they wanted with their special education needs, it would be difficult, 

if a program doesn't exist at that location. 

 

Angela found that the choices that students with disabilities have are limited and 

impede her ability to advocate for their inclusion in the high school selection process. 

Additionally, Harold reaffirmed the shared belief: 

Our systems of support are limited, so that they (high schools) can’t service 

certain IEPS or IEP levels right so it's set up, so a child, who may need 80% 

Autistic Support, right like some schools aren't set up to serve an 80% AS student. 

So that's off the table, even though we say it's an option. It’s off the table, because 

the programming is not available, so is that free and appropriate education in the 

least restrictive environment? 

 

This section discussed the findings in the research associated with the principal 

being an advocate for students with disabilities. The next section will discuss the findings 

of ethical leadership and how principals utilize the multiple ethical paradigms when 

making decisions.  

Ethical Leadership in Decision Making 

 

 Participants discussed that in their implementation of their role, they are required 

to make decisions consistently that are supposed to support the outcomes of students. 

During the high school selection process, K-8 principals underscored that they create 

systems and lead interactions that should help support students with disabilities make 

choices. As school teams and families navigate through a complex high school selection 

process, participants shared that they have ethical decisions to make as they lead.  
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In the second interview, participants were asked two scenario-based questions 

about what ethical paradigm they most likely would choose to support a student with a 

disability during the high school selection process. During the second interview, all of the 

participants agreed that the particular student (JJ) was all too familiar and resonated with 

them. They underscored that JJ’s story was common therefore making the scenario both 

familiar and relatable.  

The responses of the participants were coded by the dominant ethical paradigm 

reflective in their responses. In the responses to the two questions, Table 3 represents the 

breakdown for how many times participants suggested their primary mode of decision 

making when supporting students with disabilities. The table shows that ethic of justice is 

the most common and the ethic of the profession is the second most common amongst 

responses from the participants. The ethic of care had five occurrences in the two 

interview questions, while the ethic of critique was only represented twice in the two 

questions.  

Table 3 

 

Breakdown of Responses from Ethical Leadership 

 

Ethic of Care Ethic of Justice Ethic of Critique Ethic of Profession 

5 occurrences 13 occurrences 2 occurrences 10 occurrences  

 

Table 4 represents how each individual participant responded to each of the two 

questions around ethical leadership based on the vignette-based questions. Although it 

does continue to express that the ethic of justice has the most frequency amongst the K-8 

principals, it further illuminates how each participants understands their ethical decision 
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making. This table does not represent their implementation of their ethical decision 

making.  

Table 4 

 

Responses from Each Participant to Each Question 

 

Participant  Question 1: Considering the 

multiple ethical paradigms, what 

ethical paradigm would you 

primarily use to support JJ when 

the email came out about additional 

seats being available? 

Question 2: Considering the multiple 

ethical paradigms, what ethical 

paradigm would you primarily use to 

support JJ when the high school 

principal declined his acceptance due 

to his disability? 

Maureen Ethic of Care Ethic of Justice 

Edward Ethic of Critique Ethic of Justice 

Todd Ethic of Justice Ethic of the Profession 

Mark Ethic of Justice Ethic of Justice 

Kourtney Ethic of the Profession Ethic of the Profession 

Martha Ethic of Justice Ethic of Justice 

Kathryn Ethic of the Profession Ethic of the Profession 

Sadie Ethic of Justice Ethic of Care 

Angela Ethic of Care Ethic of Care 

Carol Ethic of Justice Ethic of the Profession 

Danielle Ethic of Critique Ethic of the Profession 

Harold Ethic of Justice Ethic of Justice 

Alicia Ethic of Justice Ethic of the Profession 

Watson Ethic of the Profession Ethic of Justice 

Eugene Ethic of Care Ethic of the Profession 
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Ethic of Care 

Shapiro and Stefkovich (2016) describe the ethic of care as being grounded in the 

emotions of the work and how people will feel as a result of a principal's actions. The 

ethic of care also considers who does or does not benefit from the decision of the 

decision-maker. During the interview, only three participants discussed their desire to 

advocate and support students with disabilities through high school selection from the 

lens of the ethic of care. Angela described her care being grounded in what is best for 

each student and knowing that rules are okay to be broken, “Every single rule, every 

single policy, there are exceptions to everything, always.” 

Angela’s care for each of students causes her to advocate for her students 

unapologetically. She stressed the importance of using her care to get the best for each of 

her students and the loyalty she has to them. Sadie expressed that her care for her 

students in the decision-making process is grounded in understanding the complexities of 

supporting students with disabilities and their families. She stated that her care is being 

protective of her students with disabilities:  

The world is not a kind place for children with no disabilities and it's definitely 

not kind to children with disabilities and parents feel very worried, so I think there 

has to be an extra almost a covering per se. 

 

Sadie continued to explain that it was her responsibility for her students with disabilities 

and their families to understand that all of her actions and advocacy is grounded in her 

care and wanting what is best for every student.  

Ethic of Justice 

When asked about the ethic of justice, almost half of the participants stated that 

the ethical paradigm resonated with them the most. They discussed that during high 
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school selection, there are so many nuances for all students, especially students with 

disabilities. When advocating for students with disabilities to have access to high schools 

of their choices, they discussed that advocacy could sometimes take on different forms. 

According to Shapiro and Stefkovich (2016), the ethic of justice can be described as 

being grounded in what the laws, rules and policies communicate. Participants discussed 

the need to use the ethic of justice in their implementation of supporting students with 

disabilities because it carries a heavier weight with getting outcomes with stakeholders. 

Martha describes:  

I think people, listen to the law, the most and that's where you get the most bang, 

for your buck that's where you're going to really be able to get to people……. has 

precedent and so therefore you're going to be able to do something about it later.  

 

She continued to describe why the ethic of justice serves as her primary approach. From 

Megan’s perspective, many times people don’t implement the right support for students 

because they aren’t knowledgeable. She explains:  

I don't think people really in this profession make decisions. To be harmful I think 

they do it because they're not knowledgeable they don't know the law they don't 

know what is required, and so I think being able to back it up with that. 

 

Todd agreed with primarily using the ethic of justice when making decisions. When he 

highlighted advocating for students with disabilities, he shared that the ethic of justice 

grounds his work from a job protection standpoint as well. He explained that as he 

implements, he asks himself these questions when trying to do what is best for students, 

“Am I going to get jammed up in this? Am I running afoul of what my employer or 

profession or the state says?” It is not clear if Todd always agrees with his decision from 

the lens of the ethic of justice, but it provides the protective layer he needs from his 

employer.  
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Ethic of Critique 

 Participants resonated that the ethic of justice wasn’t just about what rules or 

policies existed, but also what rules and policies don’t exist. Shapiro and Stefkovich 

(2016) discuss that this level of critique aligns with the ethic of critique where principals 

remain mindful of the decisions they make and how it reinforces particular “social classes 

and its inequities” (p.14). Sadie discussed the options that students with disabilities have 

during the high school selection process to be “It's a red lining of a child who, with the 

right services, just like adults can rise to the occasion.” 

One other participant agreed that the policies and processes around high school 

selection for students with disabilities is a flawed system. He continued to state the 

importance of making decisions alongside families to be grounded in improving the 

system to improve policies for his students and all students. He simply stated after the 

scenario-based question, “I have to advocate for him and for the people that are coming 

after him who fit in the same boat.” 

Danielle reaffirmed the above sentiments. She believes that the ethic of critique 

helps to uplift the voices of students during the high school selection process. She 

believed that students with disabilities have a silent voice and it was her responsibility to 

critique the system for them:  

There are voices that are silent. especially who would stop who's the silent voice 

and that's that student. I would be critiquing the system to make better choices for 

students in our school and the larger school district. 

 

Ethic of Profession 

Shapiro and Stefkovich (2016) describe the ethic of the profession as a 

compilation of the ethic of critique, the ethic of care and the ethic of justice. The ethic of 
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the profession is grounded in what is best for the child while considering the many 

stakeholders. The ethic of the profession requires many steps and also many perspectives 

for the multiple stakeholders involved in the process of advocating for students with 

disabilities to have choices during high school selection. Eugene believes that all of his 

decisions should be beneficial to students. He states that during high school selection, the 

ethic of the profession should be utilized, commenting, “It is all grounded in what is best 

for students, It’s my responsibility to advocate for my students.” 

 Kourtney discussed that the ethic of profession proves to be actionable. She 

believes that her ethics should produce visible steps in her advocacy. Kourtney explained 

that during high school selection, there are loopholes and she is responsible for using 

them in the best interest of her students with disabilities. She described an example of 

what that could look like during the high school selection process for students with 

disabilities. In her explanation she mentioned that she would seek to provide unique 

opportunities for each student to be able to have access to a school of their choice. She 

understood the complexities that exist within policies and knows that the ethic of 

profession gets outcomes, stating, “Sometimes we have to move in the moment where we 

don't have the time to wait for a policy to be changed.”  

Carol agreed that the ethic of the profession is her primary paradigm in her 

decision-making process during the school selection process. She stated the nuances that 

exist for students with disabilities is complex and requires a critical lens and awareness of 

resources. Carol commented that with the years of experience she has now as a principal, 

she is able to enact the ethic of profession differently than she would have earlier in her 

career as a principal, “I know so much more, and I see so much more, and I'm connected 
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to more. I feel like I have the resources and the understanding to do so much more than 

maybe in year one.” 

She believed that she was always driven by the ethic of the profession, but her 

awareness allows her to not accept particular responses and how to navigate within this 

large and often complex district.  

As you can see from Table 4, most participants make decisions from multiple 

ethical paradigms. Eugene explained his rationale with the multiple ethical paradigms:  

 I have to get this kid what he needs so that's the ethic of care. But I am doing 

what's in the best interest of the students so that the ethics of the profession. 

Honestly, this is what I am supposed to be doing and I probably should have done 

earlier, then they would not be in this situation. 

 

The intersectionality of the multiple ethical paradigms represents the various factors that 

K-8 principals considered during the decision-making process as they supported students 

with disabilities during the high school selection process.  

 This section discussed the findings of ethical leadership that participants utilized 

of the multiple ethical paradigms when making decisions as they supported students with 

disabilities during the high school selection process. The next section will discuss the 

findings that highlight the organizational leadership of participating K-8 principals.  

Organizational Leadership 

Street Level Bureaucrats 

 The high school selection process occurs every school year during the fall 

months. When discussing with participants via the interview, it was clear that many 

participants had their own systems and processes to implement high school selection in 

their schools. A few participants discussed the significance of having their school’s 

mission and vision statements be grounded in students either getting accepted into or 
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attending high schools of their choice. They believed that their schools are specifically 

designed to provide students with support that they need due to the organizational belief 

that students should have high school choice. Todd, states: 

The other thing is it's in our school's mission statement. We do say that our job is 

to make sure that students can go on to be successful in the high school of their 

choice, and so we do make sure that when we talk about it, we generally get very 

high participation in the selection process. 

 

As Todd states, he believes that due to his school’s mission statement and shared belief in 

high school choice, his eighth-grade students have a high participation rate in the high 

school selection process. An interesting note is that Todd mentioned he doesn’t think a 

lot about. It is unclear if that is the implementation is therefore an enacted in practice for 

all students, including students with disabilities. Alicia shared similar beliefs with Todd, 

noting, “It's 100% submission for every student in the school and that’s for all the 

students.”  

Kourtney also agreed with the need for the school to have a belief in the student’s 

success in the high school selection process. She described her role in supporting that as, 

“To be the champion, really, for this student. We are the decision maker so whatever we 

can do you know that's in our control let's do it.”  

Kourtney’s response communicates the interpretation of her school team’s belief 

to know what is best for students and that then therefore implement policies to the best of 

their understanding. Some of the participants suggested that at their schools their process 

and responsibilities for supporting students with disabilities during the high school 

selection process is very similar to students without disabilities. Danielle emphatically 

and simply stated, “No, it wasn't really a difference for students with disabilities.” 
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Participants that mentioned that there was a difference in the high school selection 

process for students with disabilities discussed timing being a factor. The difference that 

they reported at their schools was that students with disabilities began the high school 

selection process earlier. Participants discussed that school teams normally collaborate 

together during the sixth and/or seventh grade year. Mark explains what their school 

implementation looks like at his school:  

My hope is that once we get to the high school selection process it's sort of simple 

because they should be well aware………. A year or two actually in advance of 

when you actually go for selection so once the process actually begins, it should 

be, in my view, relatively simple. 

 

Todd shares the same sentiment and practice as Mark. He explains that at his school, the 

IEP team works together earlier than when the school selection window begins, “We 

generally try to bring it up at the IEP meeting in the seventh grade at the latest, for what 

they were thinking for high schools and what support the students will need, so we have a 

game plan.” 

Although, it does appear from the participants perspective to be a good practice to 

begin the conversation and planning early for students with disabilities. It is not a practice 

that all the participants mentioned. This underscores the participants clarity in their 

understanding of the high school selection process.  

In addition, two participants discussed how they review the evaluation or 

reevaluation reports of students with an emotional disturbance during their seventh-grade 

year. They review the student progress towards their IEP goals and development in social 

and emotional needs to determine if the classification of an emotional disturbance is still 

relevant. According to these participants it is to ensure that students are afforded all of the 

possibilities and opportunities when they are applying to high schools during their eighth 
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grade year. These two participants communicated that they believed that students who are 

diagnosed with an emotional disturbance have limited options for high school and that 

diagnoses provides a barrier. The decoupling and interpretation that K-8 principals have 

of the reevaluation process, the safeguards policy, or the lack of clarity of how the high 

school selection process and the safeguards policy is not happening across all schools 

from the responses of participants.  

Principal Professional Development and Training 

There are practices and policies that have to be upheld in order to protect the 

rights of students with disabilities. Youngs (2001) discusses the need for there to be 

coherent professional development at the district level to ensure reliability and accurate 

capacity. When asked in the interview what type of training principals received to support 

families of students with disabilities to make high school choices, all fifteen participants 

stated that they didn’t receive any training. In fact, Todd stated emphatically, “Most of 

what I've learned, I've learned on the job.”  

One could argue that on the job training does not provide specificity or accuracy 

on the best course of action for students that is grounded in policy.  

In this large urban district, individual school teams are required to make meaning 

out of policies that have a particular set of institutional knowledge. This however does 

not suggest that students are getting all of their support met by law. Carol explained:  

None. I have received no training as an administrator in this building, I rely on my 

team to do that work and make sense of it on our own, along with our counselor 

who's incredibly strong. We use our own resources to do what we think is 

necessary and is best, but I am not provided any particular guidance, direction or 

support from the Office of Specialized Service, from my network or from anyone 

else. Therefore, creating what I believe is an equitable system, because I am made 

to make sense of all of these things on my own due to my best judgment. 
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Although Carol has a belief that she is creating an equitable system for students 

with disabilities in her school, it is unclear as to what choices those students actually 

have.  

 There was an apparent lack of training and professional development for K-8 

principals in Delta School District. More than half of the participants mentioned not 

knowing what safeguards processes were available for students with disabilities. This 

could underscore the quality of implementation of the policy, but also of the K-8 

principal’s role. Alicia made a statement that reinforces that the high school selection 

process and safeguards process is a compliance-oriented step that has to happen:  

There is no support and training, I have not received any support and training. I 

think that it's more of a deliverable that the high school selection process is open, 

so there has not been any professional development. 

 

Given that all participants stated that they received no training or development to 

support students with disabilities during high school selection, participants were asked 

what type of training they would need to be able to successfully support students with 

disabilities. Sadie struggled to even put her reflections to that into words:  

I'm thinking and what would that even look like, what would training look like? 

I'm trying to do what needs to be done for sure. It is like I should already know 

how to do but have never been trained on it. 

 

The above reflection summarizes how Sadie understands that she should be more 

informed of how to properly implement the high school selection process for students 

with disabilities. The expectation is that principals have students with disabilities 

participate in the high school selection process. Some participants stated that they would 

like to know more about each high schools and their offerings. For example, Martha 

explained her desire to be able to support her students: 
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I would like to help assist them in finding the best place. It's just really hard as an 

elementary principal to know everything. I mean I don't know how many high 

schools there are, but to know every high school inside and out. 

 

In addition, some participants stated that they wanted more clarity in policy as it 

relates to students with disabilities. Carol provided her perspective:  

Maybe handbooks with not just high school selection, but just like within our 

district within our office specialized services that outlines what is our vision for 

special education, how do we operate, what are our responsibilities, protocols, so 

that way all administrators, teachers and school teams are following similar 

processes and procedures? 

 

This research study is consistent with the literature of Skilton-Sylvester and 

Sleasaranskky-Poe (2009) that suggests that schools, although well intentioned, interpret 

their own policies for it to make sense in their schools, as school teams become street 

level bureaucrats.  

 This section discussed the findings associated with organizational leadership of 

participating K-8 principals. The next section will discuss the findings that further 

highlight the school culture that is created or not created as it relates to collective efficacy 

during the high school selection process.  

Collective Efficacy 

 Through this research, collective efficacy is described as a shared belief in the 

positive outcomes for students through the combined efforts of the entire team. During 

the data collection process, participants mentioned the need to have a school team that 

shares in the responsibility for providing students with disabilities access to high schools 

of their choice during the high school selection process. Participants discussed the need to 

have staff with the proper mindsets, school systems to support the collective efficacy and 

a distributive leadership style.  
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Staff Mindset 

Bandura (1993) argued that one of the most powerful constructs that is 

systematically associated with student achievement is the collective efficacy of teachers 

within a school. This foundation is critical for student success and collective staff 

mindsets. Within that mindset, participants underscored that all staff must collaborate to 

support students towards their fullest potential. In both the survey and interviews, 

participants and respondents discussed some of the challenges of collective efficacy that 

are driven by the mindsets of staff. One survey respondent provided qualitative feedback 

and discussed the challenges as it relates to staff mindset:  

It's difficult to change mindsets around how special education students are 

supported, and often IEPs are written with hourly goals that make inclusion more 

difficult. Many special education teachers also prefer to "pull" students: 

collaborating with gen-ed colleagues takes time and energy they often don't have. 

 

The above quote underscores the respondent’s belief in the need to have staff 

collaboration and how the mindset around the lack of collaboration makes it difficult in 

her school. On the other hand, Eugene discussed the collaboration that is happening in his 

school:  

Lots of conversations between the general ED teacher and then learning support 

teacher so they're providing the student with whatever they need to be to be 

successful. Nobody can operate in a silo that needs to be like a real collaboration 

between those two. 

 

Eugene’s perspective highlights his belief that in order to support students with 

disabilities, not one staff member can operate alone. 
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School Systems 

 During the interviews, participants discussed some of the school systems that they 

implement in their building during the high school selection process. The systems that 

were discussed participants believed were in favor of ensuring that students with 

disabilities had access to a high school of their choice. Four of the participants have 

staffing structures in their schools which they believe allow for schools to have the 

perception of being more intentional in supporting all students, including students with 

disabilities during the high school selection process. These four schools have two 

counselors, where one counselor solely supports middle school students. The participants 

described the middle school counselor’s ability to dedicate most of their time at the start 

of the school year with the steps involved in the selection process.  

In two schools, participants mentioned that their counselors are rostered to a 

period per day with the eighth-grade students to be supportive to them in their selections 

during the start of the school year. Most of the other participants mentioned teachers and 

counselors collaborating together around purposeful times where individual support 

could be provided to students. In Martha’s school, time is designated for there to be a 

roundtable conversation with all the teachers, including the special education teacher and 

counselors to discuss the specific needs of special education students. Those needs are 

identified and then high school choices are drafted for talking points. At Watson’s school, 

students are paired with specific staff members to support them in the application process 

for criteria-based schools. So, if students need to submit a specific task, there is a staff 

member that gives them direct and personalized support to be eligible for those criteria-

based schools. 
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Only a few schools mentioned a team approach in collective efficacy. At Todd’s 

school, when making decisions about high school options for students with disabilities, 

they include all members of the team. He shared how even the special education assistant 

has insight for the student and that should be considered when thinking about what 

environments would be the best fit for the students.  

Distributive Leadership 

 K-8 principals are tasked with managing many responsibilities and often 

competing priorities and as Alvoid and Black (2014) describe “a modern-day principal 

has transformed into something that would be almost unrecognizable to the principals of 

the 1960s, 1970s, and 1980s” (p.1). In the interviews, it was found that most of the 

participants distribute the responsibility of high school selection for students with and 

without disabilities to their counselor and/or special education compliance monitor. Mark 

shared at his school his expectation was for the special education compliance monitor to 

own the process:  

I think actually the learning support teacher that worked with our special 

education middle years population actually did more of the work, the SPECM and 

kind of oversaw and made sure that it was occurring. The LS teacher that actually 

had those students on their caseload spent more time actually in the process. 

  

It is clear that Mark was not involved as his sentiments present some uncertainty 

as to who does this meaningful work. Angela also practices distributive leadership unless 

it is completely necessary to be involved. She explains: 

I give all of the safeguard’s packets and all the information my special education 

compliance monitor…she's extremely knowledgeable about that, so I don't 

participate in it too much if there's a problem, she calls me in, but she does all of 

that work with that, I'm not too heavily involved in unless there's an issue that 

comes up. 
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Angela highlights in her response that she does not get involved in the high school 

selection process for students with disabilities unless there's an issue.  

This section discussed the findings that highlight the school culture that is created 

or not created as it relates to collective efficacy during the high school selection process. 

The next section of findings explains family collaboration during the high school 

selection process for students with disabilities.  

Family Collaboration 

Family collaboration as a theme in this research study is described as the ways in 

which schools’ partner with families of students with disabilities and factors that could be 

of support or barrier during the high school selection process. In this section of the 

findings, the sub themes that emerged through the research process are highlighted: 

communication with families of students with disabilities, transition to high school, 

education of high school programming options and a school culture of collaboration.  

Communication with Families of Students with Disabilities 

 Results from the research communicated that the participants valued the need to 

have relationships with families that are grounded in ongoing communication and trust. 

Participants underscored that they understand that in order for their schools to be the 

institution where students truly learned, families had to be a part of the process. 

Participants discussed that families need to feel connected and trusting of the people that 

educate their child. Mark emphasized that when he said, “I feel like the important piece 

of collaborating with families of a student with a disability is that they can trust the 

people that they're relying on to educate their child.” 
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As K-8 principals navigate through the nuances of supporting every student with a 

disability, there was an expressed need to keep it grounded in both parties wanting the 

best outcomes for the students. Participants discussed that the student’s progress has to be 

explicit and transparent between both the school and home. Kourtney expressed that the 

K-8 leader must model that investment in the child’s progress at her school for the 

relationship to work for students with disabilities. She further explained:  

I think that parents should feel from the school leader that they know the school 

wants to see their child grow as well. Sometimes we get stuck in this child has an 

IEP and make sure that we don't limit progress or see it, you know, as a deficit. 

 

Kourtney was clear that she needs to ensure the culture of mutual investment in 

the student’s progress is evident in her school, commenting, “The relationship is really 

based on just that mutual purpose of being invested in that child's progress.” 

Several of the participants agreed that families of a student with a disability 

require more intention and ongoing conversation. According to IDEA, students with 

disabilities are legally required to have their families be a part of their educational 

experience and programming. Given that there is a required family collaboration that has 

to occur, principals understood and recognized that they were often in more 

communication with the families of students with disabilities. Eugene discussed that 

although all students are entitled to open communication between home and school there 

is a necessary component for students with disabilities: 

Obviously, there has to be like open like-minded communication between the 

school and the family, because not that all kids don't like are entitled to this, but I 

think there's a special level of communication that has to happen, because there 

are specific goals that needs to be achieved for those specific students, so I think 

the level of the communication happens, a little bit more often than it does with 

the general ed student. 
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Some participants even suggested that students that have particular disabilities 

require communication to happen even more regularly due to student’s specific needs. 

For example, some participants stated that students with more significant needs naturally 

lend itself to more frequent and ongoing communication. For instance, Martha believes 

that families of a student with a disability are a partner in the relationship between the 

school and the family. She states:  

Especially depending on the level of disability, we have autistic students, here we 

have some nonverbal autistic students so we really rely on our parents to give us a 

lot of the information that we can't get from the kids and in that way, I think it's 

really important that we have an open communication two-way communication 

where they feel like they can bring us information and we can give them the 

information that we are seeing here. 

 

 Participants noted that building relationships requires time and intentionality.  

They discussed that families have to be consistently a part of the discussion and dialogue 

surrounding their student with a disability. One participant mentioned that the role that 

families play is as crucial as any other role and has to be valued as such. Alicia describes 

it as, “Truly asking our parents to be partners and sit at the table with us.” 

Alicia was clear that families must be valued as partners. Her statement alludes 

two-sided collaboration where each voice has equal weight. Alicia’s perspective is one 

that many participants shared.  

However, when asked about that collaboration during the high school selection 

process for students with disabilities, many participants described the implementation of 

their behaviors to be more one sided. As participants described their implementation of 

family collaboration it was described to be more where the families are the receivers of 

information, and the school is the one communicating. For example, Maureen describes, 

“I would describe that as a relationship that I have built over some time and something 
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that I had been talking to not only to students about, but the parents and giving them lots 

of information.”  

The above quote explains the way in which Maureen defines the relationship that 

she has with families of students with disabilities. 

Transition to High School 

It was found in the literature review that there is little research around family 

collaboration for students with disabilities during the transition from middle school to 

high school. This research study confirmed the literature as many participants did not 

take any steps to help transition students during the high school selection process. A few 

of the participants discussed the need to be intentional about the transition to high school 

for students with disabilities. Todd states that transition supports begin prior to the child 

entering eighth grade:  

We always talk about it early so that there's a game plan. We don't ever talk about 

it just in the eighth-grade year when they're applying to high schools. We start 

that conversation around sixth or seventh grade, especially during the IEP 

meeting. 

 

Some principals recognized the importance of the transition to high school for 

students with disabilities. They stated that there was a need for families to have a deeper 

understanding of choices that students with disabilities have when making that transition 

to choose the best option for their student alongside the school team.  First year principal 

Kourtney mentioned in her interview the need to be intentional about supporting students 

with disabilities and their families in the high school selection process. She has not been 

able to implement her ideas. However, she stated parents need to know what special 

education programming looks like before high school so that parents can make an 

informed decision, explaining, “I think that would help eliminate some of their anxiety, 
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by putting a face to you know, to the name, knowing what their day will look like, I mean 

really whether you have special needs or not.” 

Angela shared some of the same beliefs as Kourtney. She explained that the 

transition from elementary school to high school could be difficult given the context of 

her school.  

I think parents have a lot of fear and a lot of hesitancy after going from a very 

small sheltered special school where there's a tremendous amount of support and 

it's easy to access the principal. It's easy to call the SPECM. It's easy to come to 

the school, but when you go to a big school and you're not sure what it's going to 

be like there's a lot of fear, especially from our students that have special needs 

that were placed in our small school. 

 

Angela underscored how her school was the only school for elementary students 

who offered a more restrictive level of a particular special education programming. She 

was referring to the only high school in Delta School District that offers a similar type of 

special education programming where many of her students attend.  

From the participant's perspective, it is common practice across this large urban 

northeastern school district that K-8 schools host high school teams to present 

information to them during the high school selection window. Two of the K-8 principals 

invite families to participate in the High School Open Houses alongside students. At 

Carol’s school, students in the 6-8th grade autistic support classroom engage in high 

school visits with their families as a part of the high school selection process. Carol states 

that this has been really helpful:  

That's been really, really helpful is when she works with the students and the 

families and kind of finds out what schools, the students are interested in what's 

going to be a good match, and once they kind of get to that place of you know, 

making their shortlist she has arranged trips to visit schools and again just sort of 

done that, just like one her own. 
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 There are possibilities that are happening at Carol’s school that from Carol’s 

perspective are benefitting her students with autism. Carol’s students that receive learning 

support do not have this as an option. Carol recognizes the inequity in her school:  

I appreciate that she does that and so thankful for that, again I think about the 

equity on that, though, of what if the children don't have a teacher who's able to 

do that or most people are motivated to do that. You know, and so I certainly 

never take away opportunities from my students because we're going above and 

beyond, but I do often think about just because we are like what that looks like, 

for others, and so I think about. How as a district, can we create more systems and 

structures like that. 

 

Family Education 

 When speaking with the K-8 principals in these interviews, some principals 

discussed the family awareness and education that families have as it relates to the district 

and also high school selection. Additionally, participants discussed that in their role, they 

are responsible for implementing school structures to ensure that families are aware of 

the process and their options. Participants underscored that in order for them to 

adequately implement their role during the high school selection process, they needed to 

be aware of the school options, the process and the student needs. Eugene discussed that 

at his school it is really important that families have access to information so that he can 

support them in the high school selection process “Knowing all of those things and then 

really being able to guide the family”. This statement from Eugene underscores an 

assumption that families already have information prior to the principal getting involved 

and not that the principal ensuring that families receive the information from the school.  

 Angela has a large population of students with disabilities in her building. She is 

the only school that offers a particular type of special education programming for K-8 

students district wide. She expressed that she firsthand understands the critical role that 
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families play in their child’s education when they are educated on their child’s needs, 

legal rights and programming. She mentioned that families have to be uniquely 

positioned to advocate for their child at all times and also during high school selection:  

Really advocating for parents to let them know that they have a voice, and their 

voice is much stronger than teachers and principals in this Delta School District 

that their voice carries with much more than us. 

 

In the above quote, Angela discussed the need for families to be leveraged into advocates 

and letting them know that their voices mattered. The statement above explains Angela’s 

belief in families being advocates for their students with disabilities and them being 

positioned to do so. Whereas the below quote summarizes Angela’s actions of what 

happens during the high school selection process for families with students with 

disabilities Angela states, “You know it's definitely a collaborative process and we do try 

to provide as much guidance as possible and think about where the child, with their 

needs, will be successful.”  

Martha has been a principal at two different K-8 schools in this school district. 

Although the two schools are less than five miles apart, they are vastly different. One 

school serves families with higher affluence than the other. Martha shared that at her one 

school with more affluence than the other, families came to the school with information 

and were already educated about the high school selection process. They didn’t really 

rely on the school to collaborate with them in the decision-making process.  

I have seen the parents play a huge role in it, where they almost make the 

decisions for the children, and we are like a conduit for filling out the application.  

It was definitely more taken on by the parents……they would come to her with 

their suggestions for their children and then what in my current position, which is 

in a higher need school. With less affluent parents, we are definitely the pushers 

of the high school application process. 
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Martha underscored her experience at the different schools and the ways in which 

families interacting with the high school selection process.  

School Culture of Family Collaboration 

In the survey, respondents answered three questions on a Likert scale about their 

level of comfort with leading their school. Figure 13 summarizes the level of difficulty 

that K-8 principals communicated that they have when it comes to creating a culture 

where families are valued as collaborators. As shown in Figure 13, of the 27 respondents, 

two K-8 principals thought it was very difficult, seven K-8 principals thought it was 

somewhat difficult, six principals thought it was neither difficult or easy, ten K-8 

principals thought it was easy and two K-8 principals thought it was very easy. 

 
 

Figure 13. K-8 Principal’s Response to Level of Difficulty in Survey to Develop a School 

Culture Where Families are Valued as Collaborators 
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One of the survey respondents finds creating a culture where families are valued 

as collaborators to be the easiest, he states:  

To develop a school culture where families are valued as collaborators - engaging 

with families meets a need that has been neglected - families are extremely 

responsive to engagement practices because many feel they have been ignored 

and marginalized in the past. 

 

While Harold mentioned in his survey that he finds it the most difficult in his 

responsibilities as a principal:  

I find developing a school culture where families are valued as collaborators to be 

the most difficult because I have to change the mindset of staff, parents, and 

stakeholders. Each group comes with their own predispositions and bias towards 

how valued families can be to the school community. 

 

Creating a school culture of family collaboration is one of the many 

responsibilities that participants described that they have as they work to ensure that 

students with disabilities have the best outcomes. The participants perspectives discussed 

both barriers and successes in creating that culture in their schools. Sadie discussed the 

need for doing so, noting, “It's not as time consuming as it seems, but it's something that 

has to be done and be scheduled to really be intentional for children and families.” 

All of the interview participants’ responses related to the criticality of a need for a 

culture of intentional systems during the high school selection window such as 

individualized family meetings. However, one principal discussed a school system that 

extends beyond high school selection. The practice at her school that supports creating a 

culture that values families is there is scheduled time weekly in the bell schedule where 

teachers can meet with families. It is entitled “PM” which stands for parent meeting. This 

allows for families and staff to collaborate together around an individual child. Kourtney 
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expressed that she believed that this time is critical in her building and demonstrates that 

by scheduling this it becomes a transparent priority.  

The next section discussed the findings that explained family collaboration during 

the high school selection process for students with disabilities. It highlighted the role that 

K-8 principals play in the collaborating with families and ways in which they implement 

that collaboration during the high school selection process.  

Conclusion 

 This research study sought to better understand the experiences of K-8 principals 

in Delta School District as it relates to their understanding and implementation of their 

roles and responsibilities that they have during high school selections for students with 

disabilities. Additionally, the research wanted to better understand what particular 

conditions and school culture that principals create during that process for students with 

disabilities to ensure that the student’s rights are upheld. The themes and subthemes that 

derived from a thorough analysis of the responses from the survey respondent’s and 

interview participant’s experiences in the interview indicate that K-8 principals play a 

critical role in the creation and implementation of a school culture and school systems 

that support students with disabilities in the high school selection process.  

 K-8 principals utilize the multiple ethical paradigms during the decision-making 

process. The majority of the participants stated that the ethic of justice resonated with 

them primarily when supporting students with disabilities. However, the ethic of justice is 

not just about adhering to the guidelines in the high school selection process, but also 

ensuring that the local and federal policies that drive the high school selection process for 

students with disabilities is upheld with integrity. It is of note that there needs to be a 
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bridge between a K-8 principal’s understanding of their ethical leadership to their 

implementation of the ethical leadership as it relates to support students with disabilities 

during the high school selection process. 

What was very evident is the lack of awareness and training of the various special 

education policies in this district. Principal interviewees pointed to the lack of training 

around institutional knowledge that is derived from federal policy in support of students 

with disabilities. However, their implementation was inconsistent. K-8 principals have a 

belief in advocating for students with disabilities, but the practice is unevenly aligning. 

So, although K-8 principals are clear about what their role and responsibilities may be as 

it relates to supporting students with disabilities during high school selection, most are 

unable to appropriately implement their role. Their sensemaking of their understanding 

impacts their implementation. This tension that K-8 principals maybe experiencing could 

ultimately have an impact on the choices that students with disabilities have during high 

school selection.  
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CHAPTER 5 

DISCUSSION 

Introduction 

School leaders reported that the high school selection process for students with 

disabilities is a complex, but yet important and bureaucratic process. The participant’s 

perception is that many understand their role and responsibilities, although their 

experiences were not common across the schools. The data suggests that the 

implementation is inconsistent at times with their understanding and sensemaking of 

what their role is during the high school selection process. Additionally, the data 

demonstrates that each school has varying levels of implementation with the high school 

selection process.  

The evidence from this research study suggests that K-8 principals are seeking to 

create equitable schools for students with disabilities, but there are uneven outcomes for 

students with disabilities during high school selection. K-8 participants expressed a 

strong desire to want to honor the rights of students with disabilities, but not always 

feeling prepared to do so appropriately. Lashley (2007) describes the direction that K-8 

school leaders should be moving into:  

A new understanding of the school leader’s accountability for the education of all 

students—an understanding that emerges from the knowledge traditions of special 

and general education, the provisions of the IDEA and NCLB, and the wisdom of 

practice—is necessary to focus on leadership, not only for school improvement, 

but for social justice, equity, and democracy in schools. (p. 186) 

 

As K-8 principals seek to better understand and implement their role, they must 

conduct a high level of reflection on their leadership and school systems. These 
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reflections could help K-8 principals identify ways in which they need to better support 

students with disabilities during high school selection.  

Discussion of Findings 

Research Question 1: How do K-8 principals understand and implement their role in the 

School Selection Process for students with disabilities? 

K-8 principals need to have the mindset and belief that advocating for students 

with disabilities is a priority. The perception of participating K-8 principals is that they 

must have a mindset and belief that advocating for students to be receiving their FAPE in 

the least restrictive environment is a priority as well. It was unclear from the research if 

all K-8 principals think that providing students with disabilities consistent access to the 

general education classroom and curriculum is a priority. Inclusion is not a federal 

requirement, but providing students with services in the least restrictive environment is. 

Although all K-8 principals were able to state what least restrictive meant in definition, 

all participants couldn’t provide examples of what that implementation looks like for all 

students in their schools. It was suggested that students, especially those with more 

complex needs only participated in the regular education environment for specials and 

lunch. K-8 principals suggested that they want to advocate for the inclusion of students 

with disabilities both in their current buildings and next educational setting. However, it 

is unclear if K-8 principals are prepared to do so.  

One aspect of being an advocate for students with disabilities is having an 

awareness of the laws and policies that support their outcomes. Smith and Colon (1998) 

said the following: School administrators must understand the law as it is actually written 

or they will be subject to poor decisions that commit district resources to inappropriate 
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and often legally liable situations (p.41). Most K-8 principals suggested in the research 

that the ethic of justice is critical as it grounds the decisions that they make when they 

support students with disabilities. The ethic of justice is grounded in the laws and policies 

that ground the work of the profession.  

With the number of participants not being aware of the safeguards process, it 

takes away a principal's ability to help advocate for a student with a disability in the high 

school selection process. From the research, as K-8 principals suggested that the ethic of 

justice grounded their decisions to support students with disabilities. However, they were 

inconsistently able to state what and how the policies support students with disabilities 

and what their implementation of that is in their schools. Therefore, FAPE and LRE 

cannot really be upheld for students with disabilities. When discussing how FAPE and 

LRE are connected to the choices that students have in the high school selection process, 

K-8 principals suggested that students truly do not have opportunities to attend a high 

school of their choice that will allow for both their FAPE and LRE to be honored.  

The lack of knowledge that K-8 principals demonstrated in the policies that 

ground the high school selection process for students was astonishing. As participants 

discussed the lack of training in this area, they mentioned how they received the training 

to implement high school selection for all students, including students with disabilities. 

The participants discussed gaining knowledge about the high school selection process for 

students with disabilities on the job. This knowledge acquisition is not reliable and can 

present an uneven implementation of legal and equitable practices in the school as K-8 

principals seek to implement their roles and responsibilities. Additionally, it can reinforce 

the idea that completing the five high school selections is important, but not the 
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intentionality of what five selections the students make during the process. The research 

suggests that K-8 principals may not have the essential knowledge and skill set to 

effectively lead their schools for students with disabilities during the high school 

selection process. K-8 principals appear to understand what their role and responsibilities 

are as they support students with disabilities during high school selection. However, there 

is an apparent tension with how they are able to implement their understanding due to a 

lack of training and professional development.  

A barrier that some participants indicated as it relates to being able to fully 

implement playing an effective role in the high school selection process for students with 

disabilities is the lack of awareness of high school programming. Participants shared that 

the Delta School District provides profiles of each high school on the school’s website 

and also a handbook that gets published every year. Although these resources provide 

opportunities for the K-8 principal to better understand at a high level each high school’s 

profile, it does not provide them with the nuanced information that will help them 

collaborate with school teams and families in making the best selections with their school 

teams and families.  

The barriers became even more nuanced as Delta School District only provides 

certain special education support to certain schools. The special education service 

spectrum is not available in all schools. Participants shared that special education 

programming changes in high school and the implementation of particular programming. 

Harold explains his perspective:  

I think more information that I would need is not really about the process itself, 

but just so that we could speak intelligently to families about what options are 

realistically available. For example, what schools with an Autistic Support 

Program vs Learning Support Program. I want to know what they offer and how it 
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may look different when they move into high school versus what they 

experienced in eighth grade at my school. 

 

Additionally, the support type can change from year to year that each high school 

offers as the district modifies special education programming. This year, the selection 

criteria was very different for all students in Delta School District. Therefore, K-8 

principals expressed not having accurate and updated information to support students, 

especially students with disabilities. As Delta School District and other districts alter 

policies, it is important that all stakeholders are completely informed of the changes and 

the implications of the changes that it has on both implementation and student outcomes.  

In interview one, participants were asked what their specific responsibilities were 

during high school selection. Additionally, they were asked how those responsibilities 

changed for students with disabilities. Of the 15 participants, nine participants mentioned 

that their own responsibilities didn’t really change for students with disabilities. For 

example, Carol stated:  

We don't do anything differently for children with IEPs. We just feel that the 

individualized process is important for every single child, but we do want to be 

mindful of students with IEPS and actually aware of their specific needs.  

 

Most participants mentioned schoolwide structures that they have for all students 

and the roles that they play in the high school selection process. Participants mentioned 

serving as the mediator between high school principals and their communities to organize 

presentations for eighth grade students to learn more about specific high schools. 

Participants also discussed being the contact person for hard-to-reach families.  In 

previous years in Delta School District, the safeguards packets had to be created for each 

student with a disability and signed by the principal. Now that the process is widely done 

online and the safeguards packet doesn’t require the signature of the principal which 
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creates an opportunity for the principal to be less involved. According to the participants, 

when the principal had to sign each safeguards packet, the principal automatically was 

included in the conversation and the high school selection process.  

It is clear that K-8 principals in Delta School District are busy and have many 

responsibilities, but they also delegate high school selection for students with and without 

disabilities to other staff members. Other data collected throughout the data collection 

process, suggest that the lack of training and awareness could impact how K-8 principals 

share in the school culture of collective efficacy. Participants discussed delegating the 

task of high school selection to other staff in their building who they believed were more 

informed and competent in that area. For students with disabilities, most of the principals 

had their special education team complete the high school selection process. Although, 

participants discussed delegating these responsibilities due to an assumption of others 

being more knowledgeable, it doesn’t suggest that those parties are in fact actually more 

knowledgeable.  

This delegation and hands off approach could imply whether or not school 

choices are truly a priority or just a task. This research is not suggesting that K-8 

principals should do all of the work involved in high school selection or even manage the 

implementation for students with disabilities. However, the research is suggesting from 

what is learned from the participants that by delegating the process completely it could 

remove any role that principals have and also communicate that it is not a priority. As K-

8 principals in Delta School District delegate the task of supporting students with 

disabilities during the high school selection process, the outcomes and fidelity of the 

practice is at risk. 
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Given the lack of consistency and clarity that participants mentioned in their role 

in the high school selection process for students with disabilities, there could be an 

assumption that all schools are operating under their own interpretation of the process. 

Given the loose coupling approach to high school selection for students with disabilities 

in Delta School District, then street level bureaucrats are created with their own 

interpretation of what is best. In order to avoid street level bureaucrats in Delta District, 

there must be clarity on what needs to be considered and completed during high school 

selection for all students, including students with disabilities. Every participant shared 

various experiences of what their role was that included both tasks on the micro and/or 

macro level. There were various levels of involvement that participants mentioned.  

Martha had experience of being a K-8 principal in two very different schools in 

Delta School District. She discussed her experiences as being extremely contrary from 

the others in practice during the high school selection process. The differences between 

affluent schools where participants came from versus non affluent schools in what robust 

programming they provide was astounding. In the K-8 school with more affluent 

families, the K-8 principal discussed that families were more involved in the process, but 

she mentioned when it came to supporting students with disabilities, her entire team 

(including herself) participated in meetings to discuss the student’s needs and what 

schools could best support their needs in alignment with their interest. This participant 

mentioned that with less affluent families, her involvement was not to this magnitude.  

All participants highlighted that they received no training to support students with 

disabilities during high school selection. The lack of training and professional 

development for principals from Delta School District could impact the mindsets and 
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behaviors that those have about the high school selection process for all students and not 

just students with disabilities. All of the participants suggested that they needed training 

or the person that they delegate to oversee the high school process could benefit from 

formal training. This level of clarity that most participants suggested that they were 

seeking in training and professional development could help alleviate the many street 

level bureaucrats. In addition, participants believed that with more training they would be 

better equipped to implement their role with fidelity to support students with disabilities 

overall, not just with high school selection.  

K-8 participants underscored their ethical decision making when it comes to 

supporting students with disabilities. They discussed the very complex and nuanced 

layers to supporting students with disabilities. Participants in this research study 

highlighted that they often make decisions from multiple ethical paradigms. However, the 

ethic of justice resonated with most participants. Participants discussed that their role as a 

K-8 leader is to uphold the policies and use those to support students with disabilities.  

What was unclear was the lack of awareness of the policies and the impact it has 

on the ethical leadership that drives K-8 principals during their decision-making as they 

support students with disabilities. Participants shared in their interviews, that many of 

them gain their understanding of regulations and policies from various places and not 

from Delta School District. Participants shared what their understanding of their ethical 

decision making, but could not describe effective implementation of what this looks like 

in practice in their schools. The ethical paradigm could serve as a bridge between their 

level of understanding and their implementation as K-8 principals support students with 

disabilities during the high school selection process. K-8 principals have a responsibility 
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to implement policies for students with disabilities, but the research suggests that there is 

an uneven and conflicting understanding of those policies  

 

Research Question 2: How do K-8 principals create conditions and school culture so  

that students with disabilities have choices in the school selection process? 

When students are going to high school, they experience a transition. Students 

with disabilities are not exempt from that transition. Leltrello and Miles (2003) discussed 

the transition that 8th grade students experience as they “transition in their physical 

environment in the move from one school to another, as well as different academic 

requirements, larger school size, and new social interactions” (p.212). It is important that 

K-8 principals create intentional systems and structures at their schools to ensure that 

when the transition happens, students with disabilities have access to schools of their 

choice during high school selection process. Schools are positioned to be the gatekeepers 

of knowledge, privilege and access to the high school choices for students with 

disabilities.  

In Delta School District, every school has a different staffing structure depending 

on various factors that are created from District constructs and also a principal’s 

discretion. Some schools where participants led had different staffing structures that 

include variety of roles that include special education compliance monitors, learning 

support teachers, number of counselors, additional special education teacher and other 

building administrators. The K-8 principals that underscored that they have a perceived 

more positive experience supporting students with disabilities during high school 
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selection, mentioned that they have a middle school counselor/point person to oversee 

this process.  

During the qualitative interviews with the participants, it was mentioned what 

schoolwide structures occur for high school selection for all students. Some of those 

structures include writing workshops, audition support, eighth grade seminar, high school 

visits and family meetings. In most of the school, students with disabilities participate in 

those structures that all students have access to during the high school selection process.  

It was implied during the interviews that students within different disability 

categories receive different types of support and services during the high school selection 

process. For example, students with higher needs were noted to have more contact with 

their families. Another example came from Todd’s school where he discussed students 

that have paraprofessionals have targeted high school planning meetings. It was not clear 

if all students with disabilities, regardless of having a paraprofessional or not had 

collaborative meetings that were described.  

Another example came from Carol’s school where the 8th grade students with 

autism get to visit high schools and their families are invited. However, her students that 

receive learning support do not have this opportunity because their teacher doesn’t 

organize the visits.  Although this is a great benefit for one subgroup of students with 

disabilities, it is not benefitting all of the students with disabilities at her school. This 

unintentional inequity mirrors what occurs throughout this school district. Although Delta 

School District should have clear beliefs and practices for students with disabilities 

during the high school selection process, K-8 principals have the ability to set structures 

in their buildings that are grounded in equity for all, not just some.  



 100 

It is unclear if this is connected to the mindset of school leaders, district wide 

practices, barriers or a combination of all three. One cannot help but wonder if this is 

comparable to what students may be experiencing beyond the high school selection 

process. The K-8 principal must create clear, consistent and equitable school structures in 

their schools that consider the needs of all students and their subgroups, while 

simultaneously honoring the legal framework.  

School leaders must have a grounding belief in providing students with 

disabilities access to learning in the least restrictive environment. From the experience of 

the participants, inclusion for students with disabilities does require all staff to have a 

shared belief in that inclusion. It also requires ongoing communication between both 

regular education teachers and special education teachers. Without the collaboration and 

shared belief in your building, it becomes difficult for students with disabilities to be 

included. School leaders must create school cultures that support the professional growth 

and collaboration of educators to ensure that students are able to be supported in the least 

restrictive environment.  

During the interviews and in the qualitative survey responses, participants 

discussed the culture of inclusion for students with disabilities in their building. When 

discussing the advantages of inclusion for students with disabilities, they underscored 

their ability to have control over the implementation in their building including what 

students. If principals are able to pick which students can be included, then this becomes 

a non-equitable practice with no benefit to all students with disabilities. The responses 

from the survey and participants' interviews doesn’t actually suggest that the inclusion for 

students with disabilities is meaningful or even the least restrictive environment for the 
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student. It simply suggests that participants program students with disabilities to what 

works best in their building, but not necessarily what works best for the student. The 

inclusion of students with disabilities should be a priority for all students and not just 

some.  

During the interviews, two participants mentioned that when supporting students 

that have an emotional disturbance during high school selection, they purposefully 

evaluated the student’s current classification to ensure it was relevant and would not 

provide a barrier to a student’s high school options. This adds value to this particular 

subgroup of students with disabilities, but not an equitable practice in their school for all 

students with disabilities. These two principals are messaging to their staff that there is a 

perceived scarlet letter for students with an emotional disturbance and there must be 

shared belief and accountability at the school level to support the student and change the 

narrative of the student as they transition to high school.   

If staff are not having a shared mindset about the student’s potential and there is a 

lack of collaboration between that, then there is a less likely chance that collective 

efficacy will be uplifted in the school. Participants described that in their experience the 

staff mindsets around the beliefs of students with disabilities drive the school systems 

that can happen and ultimately what outcomes become available for students with 

disabilities.  

As a result of the interviews, participants underscored their definitions of family 

collaboration for students with disabilities and explained what that looked like during the 

high school selection process. There is a discrepancy between what appears to be a desire 

to have trusting open communication and just a transactional relationship between 
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families and school. If families are only the receivers of information, then the 

communication is one sided and it can appear that parents are the primary benefactors of 

the information. From the research, it was suggested that some families of students with 

disabilities are not really partners. Participants indicated that they inform families about 

what they are doing in school, but not necessarily working alongside them. 

Lashley (2007) shared that schools should consider how they conduct meetings 

with families so that “parent voices are not silenced is an important role for principals as 

instructional and community leaders” (p.185). Families cannot just be invited to IEP 

meetings and that is where their voice is heard. Families must consistently be invited to 

participate in all aspects of the educational experience for students with disabilities. One 

of the Six Principles of IDEA is Parent Participation. By IDEA legislation, families of 

students with disabilities are to be involved in the decision making for students. Each 

student with a disability requires individual attention that requires specific and targeted 

steps from the school.  

Although families need to continue to serve as a member of the IEP team, K-8 

principals must be intentional about ways in which they collaborate with families. The 

success and outcomes of students with disabilities during the high school selection 

process is contingent on families having open communication, trusting relationships, 

access to information and having a meaningful seat at the table. K-8 principals create this 

culture in their buildings where families are valued and incorporated into the high school 

selection process. Although participants underscored schoolwide practices and or 

opportunities in which they collaborate with families, no participant shared a clear 

schoolwide vision and expectation about how the school and family should collaborate. 
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There is a crucial need for K-8 principals to be intentional in creating this as a school-

wide-culture.  

Summary of Findings 

 From the research it was concluded that K-8 principals in Delta School District 

have complex and competing priorities. It was discussed that K-8 principals have a desire 

to create positive conditions in their buildings that support students with disabilities. 

Additionally, it was discussed that K-8 principals experience lots of barriers as it relates 

to supporting students with disabilities, especially during the high school selection 

process.  

However, regardless of the systematic structural issues and barriers in place in 

Delta School District, if the K-8 principal is aware of this safeguards policy, they are 

better positioned to advocate for their students with disabilities during the high school 

selection process. K-8 principals must believe that their responsibility is to advocate for 

all students, including students with disabilities. Schools should not serve under what 

they believe to be best for students, without a clear understanding and connection to the 

laws and policies that serve as a catalyst to provide what is best for students. In a text by 

Alvoid and Black (2014), the authors believe that “without skilled implementation at the 

budling level, even the most worthy reforms are likely to fail” (p.28).  

In a text by McLaughlin & Nolet (2004), the authors discuss particular 

competencies and look-fors when supporting students with disabilities. They discuss the 

imperative need for principals to better understand the purpose of special education: 

Is not a place nor a program…. special education is a set of services and supports 

that are provided to individual students to give them access to curriculum and to 

ensure that they continually learn and progress in that curriculum (p.3) 
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As K-8 principals support students with disabilities during the high school selection 

process, K-8 principals must reflect on the purpose of special education and how that 

should create equitable opportunities for students with disabilities and not barriers in both 

their understanding and their implementation.  

Recommendations 

This research study should support policy makers and educators in ensuring that 

the rights of students with disabilities are honored during high school selection and other 

school choice options. The recommendations section is broken down in the following 

areas: policy makers, school districts, K-8 principals and for future research. The 

recommendations are not supposed to serve an exhaustive list of next steps that will 

improve the outcomes for students with disabilities but are a positive step in the right 

direction that might help more students with disabilities gain admission to a high school 

of their choice. 

Recommendations for Policymakers 

1. The findings from the research highlighted that K-8 principals have their own 

understanding of IDEA language such as what least restrictive is and what it looks 

like in their buildings. The findings suggest that policymakers should provide 

clarity in Six Principles of IDEA language to remove nuances and interpretation. 

For example, what does “appropriate” mean in Free and Appropriate Public 

Education? What does appropriate mean and how should it be implemented in 

practice for all students with various contexts?  

2. The findings suggest that policymakers should have school leadership standards 

that are explicitly inclusive in language for students with disabilities.  
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3. The findings suggests that policymakers should ensure that principal preparation 

programs provide substantial training around special education programming and 

least restrictive practices.  

Recommendations for Delta School District 

1. Given that many participants did not understand how to implement LRE in their 

schools or aware of the LRE for students in the high school selection process, the 

findings suggest that Delta School District should implement a transparent 

strategic plan that is aligned to the six principles under IDEA.  

1. The findings suggest that Delta School District must provide comprehensive 

onboarding and ongoing professional development for school staff around special 

education programming for students in the least restrictive environment. This is 

reinforced by the literature from Alvoid and Black (2014), where the authors 

describe the need for central office administration to build the capacity of 

principals on the ever-evolving difficulty of expectations within their job 

description.  

2. 100% of K-8 principals stated during the research process that they have received 

no training around the high school selection process for students with disabilities. 

The findings suggest that Delta School District should create a needs assessment 

of K-8 principals and their school teams to provide meaningful professional 

development so that high school selection is standardized across all schools, 

regardless of family affluence and school culture.  

3. Many participants suggested in the research that they believed that the high school 

selection process is not equitable for students with disabilities. The findings 
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suggest that Delta School District should create an equitable high school selection 

process that allows for the safeguards process to be upheld with legal and ethical 

clarity. The findings suggest that Delta School District should ensure that the 

resources for every student can be made available at every school regardless of 

disability to guarantee that every student has access to a school of their choice and 

not just some schools.  

4. The findings suggest that Delta School District must create opportunities for all 

K-8 families of students with disabilities to visit any high school of their choice so 

that they can make informed decisions alongside school teams who might have 

more institutional knowledge. Currently, only some K-8 schools organize this 

opportunity and for some students with disabilities. If the District organized this 

at the District level, this will allow for the family to really be a stakeholder in the 

decision-making process of their student’s choice in which they are entitled to 

having. .  

5. The findings suggest that Delta School District must create an authentic vision for 

family collaboration that is in alignment with the Six Principles of IDEA. They 

must provide ongoing support to schools about how to enact the vision into 

practice.  

6. The findings suggest that Delta School District should increase the opportunities 

for principals to engage with other principals in different contexts to discuss best 

practices and implementation strategies for students with disabilities which will 

help to create normed and equitable practices in all schools. Alvoid and Black 
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(2014) affirm in their literature that the principalship is lonely position with very 

little to no opportunities for collaboration and feedback.  

7. K-8 principals suggested during the research study that they gather information 

from various places about the different high schools. These findings suggest that 

Delta School District must make information about high school choices available 

to K-8 principals so that principals can help their school teams and families 

navigate through the high school selection process with the proper information.  

Recommendations for K-8 School Leaders 

1. K-8 school leaders should engage in professional development that will keep 

them abreast of the key laws that govern the services that students with 

disabilities receive in school. Lashley (2007) reinforces the idea that principals 

need to be better informed on IDEA mandates so that they can “protect their legal 

rights” (p.182).  

2. . The safeguards process has a lot of institutional knowledge and K-8 school 

leaders are responsible for leading their schools in the implementation of that 

process. Given that over 50% of participants did not know what the safeguards 

policy was for high school selection for students with disabilities, there is a need 

for K-8 school leaders to stay more informed on local and district level policies 

that could have an impact on the students in their building.  

3. The findings suggest that K-8 school leaders should regularly reflect on their 

ethical leadership in their decision-making process and what is driving the 

decision that they are making as it impacts all students, including students with 

disabilities. Lashley (2007) argues that the ethical paradigm is necessary for 



 108 

practice as it helps principals “who are responsible for the educational 

performance of all students” (p.183).  

4. Lasky and Karge (2006) suggest in their research that principals should have a 

“deep understanding of the of the core special education legal foundations” (p. 

21). IDEA six principles audit in their building with members of their leadership 

team. The results should be shared with school staff to become better practitioners 

that support students with disabilities.  

5. K-8 school leaders should consider adapting the school district’s vision for family 

collaboration at their school. They should create formal school structures in their 

schools that are culturally responsive and create families to be an equal participant 

in the school community and not just during IEP meetings. Culturally responsive 

family collaboration is critical as often educators collaborate with families as 

Kalayanpur and Harry (1999) describe the frequent collaboration between home 

and school to be involving persons who have “implicit and explicit values base 

may be radically different” (p.8).  

6. Colon and Smith (1998) reinforce in their work that “every child has a legal right 

to be educated in the least restrictive environment, when possible, but constitutes 

that least restrictive is decided on a case-by-case basis” (p.52). K-8 school leaders 

should understand how the least restrictive environment should be implemented 

for every student with a disability.  

7. Barnett and Monda-Amaya (1998) suggest that principals must create structures 

for teams to meet and “provide support to their work” (p.182). K-8 school leaders 

should reflect on the school practices that they create for collective efficacy 
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amongst their school teams as they implement systems in their schools that impact 

students with disabilities during the high school selection process to ensure that 

they are equitable.  

8. K-8 Leaders should provide direct supervision and support in matters regarding 

special education and not delegate to an alternative staff member. Colon and 

Smith (1998) argue that best administrative tactics are “understanding the process 

and the administrator’s personal involvement (p.43).  

9. Almost half (12 out of 27 survey respondents) indicated that they spend at least 10 

hours or more per week on special education matters (see Figure 5.1). Given that 

substantial amount of time, it suggests that there is a need to create inclusive 

practices in professional development to school teams.  

Recommendations for Future Research 

1. Future research should investigate a larger participant sample across many urban 

school districts with similar high school selection processes, not to generalize the 

results but to continue to uplift the voices of students with disabilities.  

2. Future research should investigate the role that K-8 principals play and conditions 

they create in high school selection for each disability category to see if there are 

trends or nuances between different disability types.  

3. Future research should investigate a larger participant sample to include K-8 

principals with formal special education training in comparison to K-8 principals 

with no formal special education training.  
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4. Future research should include the results of the choices that students with 

disabilities made for high school selection in comparison to K-8 principal’s 

perceptions of their behaviors.  

5. Future research should investigate the practices of K-8 principals during high 

school selection after meaningful professional development has been provided.  

6. Future research should investigate the impact of race on a student with a disability 

and the role that K-8 principals play in ensuring they have access to a school of 

their choice.  

7. Future research should investigate a comparison of a K-8 principal’s role for 

students with different disability categories to see a comparison of 

implementation.  

8. Future research should incorporate the investigation of the behaviors of K-8 

principals during the transition to high school beyond school selection.  

Final Thoughts 

This study has allowed the researcher to better understand the experiences of their 

colleagues as they all support students with disabilities during high school selection. 

Although, all of the contexts of schools are different, all participants shared similar 

experiences. As a large urban school district, there needs to be more emphasis on the high 

school selection process especially since it relates to student outcomes. For the amount of 

attention that we probably actually give it versus the weight that it can have on some 

students' arc of life, we do not spend nearly enough time preparing students for high 

school applications or families, for that matter.  
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Students with disabilities should have options and opportunities to attend a high 

school of their choice. High school selection should not be a task that is completed. When 

students with disabilities are provided with meaningful processes and systems that 

support their transition to high school then we are effectively communicating that their 

education is important. Participants shared high school selection is often something that 

they don’t think about when they reflect on their practices, especially as it relates to 

students with disabilities. Lashley (2007) says “students who have disabilities challenge 

the educational status quo and challenge principals to consider critically how a student 

might benefit from standardized approaches” (p.184). Our students, our marginalized 

students with disabilities don’t deserve to be a standardized afterthought.  
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APPENDICES 

 

Appendix A: Introductory Email 

 

Dear Principal [Name] – 

  

I am a doctoral student at Temple University in the Graduate School of Education. In my 

studies, and my day job as the principal at Add B. Anderson School, I am extremely 

interested in the role that principals play in the high school selection process for students 

with disabilities. 

                       

For my dissertation, I am utilizing a survey to collect some information that should take 

no more than 15 minutes. In this survey, principals are able to express their interest in 

participating in two follow up interviews. Interview one should last approximately 45 

minutes to 60 minutes. Interview two should last approximately 30 minutes to 45 minutes 

each. The interviews will take place in person. However, if CDC and/or School District 

of Philadelphia guidelines don’t allow in person meetings then the interviews will take 

place over Zoom or Google Meet. As a current principal, I know how busy principals are 

so we can schedule the interviews at a time that is convenient for you. 

            

I have attached the consent form that is part of the research study. As you will see on the 

form: 

● It is completely optional for you to participate in this study 

● You can ask to stop at any time 

● I will protect your confidentiality and your answers will not be shared with 

anyone. The final dissertation will make efforts to conceal your identity and the 

identity of your school 

● To assist with my data collection and analysis I would like to record the 

conversation 

  

  

Thank you again for your support in this study. Please let me know if you are willing to 

participate in the survey and follow up interviews by completing the survey.  

  

Sincerely, 

  

Laurena Tolson 
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Appendix B: Interview One Protocol 

 

This will be read at the start of each interview:  

Thank you for taking the time to participate in this interview. As I previously shared, I 

am a doctoral student at Temple University. In that role, and my day job as the principal 

at Add B. Anderson School, I am interested in better understanding the experiences of 

principals. At the end of a series of interviews, I should better understand the role that 

principals play in the high school selection process for students with disabilities.  

● This interview is designed to last approximately 45-60 minutes and will help me 

better understand the level of autonomy you have and your comfort level with 

leading your school. I really appreciate your willingness to participate and thank 

you in advance for signing the consent form. 

● If, at any time, you decide that you don’t want to participate, please just let me 

know and we will stop.  

● I will be recording this interview to help with my data analysis but will keep all of 

the data private and will only share your specific data, if asked, with members of 

my dissertation committee.  

● Before we get started, do you have any questions? 
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Appendix C: Interview Two Protocol 

 

This will be read at the start of each interview:  

Thank you for taking the time to participate in this interview. As I previously shared, I 

am a doctoral student at Temple University. In that role, and my day job as the principal 

at Add B. Anderson School, I am interested in better understanding the experiences of 

principals. At the end of a series of interviews, I should better understand the role that 

principals play in the high school selection process for students with disabilities.  

● This interview is designed to last approximately 30-45 minutes and will help 

better understand the ethical dilemmas that you consider during the high school 

selection process.  I really appreciate your willingness to participate and thank 

you in advance for signing the consent form. 

● If, at any time, you decide that you don’t want to participate, please just let me 

know and we will stop.  

● I will be recording this interview to help with my data analysis but will keep all of 

the data private and will only share your specific data, if asked, with members of 

my dissertation committee.  

● Before we get started, do you have any questions? 
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Appendix D: Interview Consent Form 

Title of research:  School Leader’s Role in High School Selection for Students with 

Disabilities  

Investigator and Department: Laurena Tolson, Temple University College of 

Education  

Why am I being invited to take part in this research? 

I am inviting you to take part in this research study because you are a K-8 principal in the 

School District of Philadelphia. By sharing your experiences, you can help researchers 

better understand the experiences of K-8 principals and potentially improve supports 

given to K-8 principals.  

 

What should I know about this research? 

● Someone will explain this research to you. This form sums up that research.  

● Whether or not you take part is up to you. 

● You can choose not to take part. 

● You can agree to take part and later change your mind. 

● Your decision will not be held against you. 

● You can ask all the questions you want before you decide. 

Why is this research being done? 

According to School District Open Records, Special Admission Schools have only an 

average 7.3% of their school population receiving special education services, while city-

wide schools average 17.4% special education student population and neighborhood 

schools support an average of 26.1% special education students. The three school choice 

option types in Philadelphia all vary in student outcomes and student opportunities. There 

needs to be an analysis of the role that K-8 principals play in the high school selection 

process. In addition, there needs to be an analysis of the conditions that K-8 principals 

create to ensure that students with disabilities have choice in their high school selection 

process.   

How long will I be in this research? 

We expect that you will be in this research for the duration of an individual interview, 

which will last for up to 60 minutes.  

 

What happens if I agree to be in this research? 

If you agree to be a part of this study, you are agreeing to participate in a 60-minute 

interview. The interview will take place in person, if health and safety protocols permit. 

The interview will be tape recorded for transcription purposes. During the interview, I 

will ask you questions about your role as a K-8 principal and the responsibilities you 

have for the high school selection process. The interview will be transcribed and used by 

me to summarize trends and experiences among the various K-8 principals I interview. A 

written report will be submitted to Dr. Chris McGinley, chair of my dissertation 



 124 

committee, as well as the members of the dissertation committee. Any identifying 

features will be masked in the final report to protect your confidentiality.  

 

What are my responsibilities if I take part in this research? 

If you take part in this research, you will be responsible for: 

● Review the consent form 

● Participate in an interview for approximately 60 minutes 

 

Could being in this research hurt me? 

There is no financial or physical risk to participating in this study. 

  

Will being in this research benefit me? 

I cannot promise any direct benefits to you or others from your taking part in this 

research. However, possible benefits to you include an opportunity to reflect on your own 

leadership practices and reviewing the final report and accompanying literature review. 

  

What happens to the information collected for this research? 

To the extent allowed by law, we limit the viewing of your personal information to 

people who have to review it. We cannot promise complete secrecy. The IRB, Temple 

University, Temple University Health System, Inc. and its affiliates, and other 

representatives of these organizations may inspect and copy your information. 

  

For this research, all records of the interview will be stored on a personal computer and 

shared only with my dissertation committee. I may publish the results of this research. 

However, I will keep your name and other identifying information confidential. 

 

Who can I talk to about this research? 

If you have questions, concerns, or complaints, or think this research has hurt you or 

made you sick, talk to the research team at the phone number listed above on the first 

page. 

  

This research is being overseen by an Institutional Review Board (“IRB”). An IRB is a 

group of people who perform independent review of research studies. You may talk to 

them at (215) 707-3390 or irb@temple.edu if: 

● You have questions, concerns, or complaints that are not being answered by the 

research team. 

● You are not getting answers from the research team. 

● You cannot reach the research team. 

● You want to talk to someone else about the research. 

● You have questions about your rights as a research subject 
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Appendix E: Survey  

 

1. Do you have a certification in special education? 

2. Did you ever teach special education? If so, what type of support did you 

provide? LS? AS? ES How many years of experience? 

3. How many hours do you spend in a week on issues related to special education 

matters? 

4. Race 

5. Gender 

6. Years of Experience as a principal 

7. There are many duties and responsibilities that are involved in being a principal. 

Several of these are listed below. In each case, indicate the level of difficulty that 

you have encountered in your position as a principal of your school in 

accomplishing these activities. Use the following scale: 
● 1= I have seldom found this difficult to accomplish 

● 2= I have sometimes found this difficult 

● 3 = I have found this to be moderately difficult 

● 4= I have often found this difficult 

● 5= I have found this to be very difficult to accomplish 

 

As a principal, how difficult have you found it to….: 

 1 2 3 4 5 

To advocate for the inclusion of students 

with disabilities 

     

To assist students in making their school 

choice 

     

To implement state and federal policies       

To develop a sense of collective efficacy so 

that all members of the school can work 

together to improve student outcomes 

     

To develop a school culture where families 

are valued as collaborators.  

     

 

  

8. Of the topics listed above in the chart, which one do you believe is the most 

difficult for you to accomplish? Please briefly explain why you have found this to 

be difficult. 
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9.  Of the topics listed above in the chart, which one do you believe is the easiest for 

you to accomplish? Please briefly explain why you have found this to be difficult. 

 

10. Would you like to participate in a follow up to this survey and participate in an 

interview?  
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Appendix F: Interview One Questions 

 

1. How would you describe an effective and collaborative relationship with families 

of a student with a disability?  

 

2. What does this family collaboration look like during the high school selection 

process? 

 

3. Can you go back to the high school selection process and tell me what your 

responsibilities were? How did this differ for students with disabilities? 

 

4. What support and training do you receive to provide support to families with 

students with disabilities during the high school selection process? 

 

5. How does FAPE and LRE relate to a student’s IEP?  

 

6. How does FAPE and LRE relate to the choices that students with disabilities have 

during the high school selection process?  

 

7. What is your understanding of LEGARE during the high school selection 

process? 

 

8. What systems for staff collaboration do you support or facilitate to ensure that 

students with disabilities have access to a high school of their choice? 
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Appendix G: Interview Two Questions 

 

1. I am going to ask you questions about an 8th grade student with a disability that is 

going through the high school selection process which can be found in Appendix 

G. Imagine this scenario…. 

 

❖ What are your impressions about this story?  

 

❖ Considering the multiple ethical paradigms, what ethical paradigm would 

you primarily use to support JJ when the email came out about additional 

seats being available? 

 

❖ Considering the multiple ethical paradigms, what ethical paradigm would 

you primarily use to support JJ when the high school principal declined his 

acceptance due to his disability? 
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Appendix H: Vignette Example 

 

 JJ was a seventh-grade student during a principal’s first year. He was on grade-level and 

was not excited about the idea of schoolwork. He was raised in a nuclear family with 

both of his parents who worked during the day. He was one of four other brothers and 

could be best described as a true middle child. There were occasional outbursts with his 

peers and moments of withdrawal. His family was already receiving in-home services 

due to other traumatizing events that had occurred with one of his brothers. It was 

towards the middle of his seventh-grade year that JJ began displaying more outward 

physical behaviors. He would instigate fights with peers, throw items in the classroom 

and was defiant towards adults. His largest trigger was feeling disrespected which would 

cause extreme physical aggression and violence to anyone, no one was exempt. In fact, 

he was arrested for simple assault on two occasions. Despite these strong behaviors, JJ 

was reflective, always took accountability, advocated for fairness/justice, assisted 

younger students and protected students that got bullied.  

At the end of his seventh-grade year after a parental request, JJ was diagnosed 

with an Emotional Disturbance. He was found eligible for Special Education, but the IEP 

team determined he only needed an itinerant level of special education support which 

means he spent less than 20% of his day receiving emotional support services. As JJ 

transitioned to eighth grade, he began applying the skills he was learning with his various 

therapies. He went from one to two serious incidents per week to one to two per three 

months. JJ could have absolutely been a poster child for what happens when the right 

interventions are provided intensively and strategically. He was even awarded Most 

Improved at his Eighth Grade Promotion Ceremony.  
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 JJ completed the safeguards process with his trusted team. Everyone on his 

advocacy team had a strong belief in JJ’s abilities, outcomes, progress and future 

achievements. He was denied from every school he applied to. In May of that year, one 

of the city-wide schools put out a blast saying that they had additional seats and looking 

forward to getting quality candidates. The Counselor who normally would ignore it due 

to her fixed mindset about the process and JJ, scheduled a collaboration meeting with JJ 

and his team to see if this would be a good fit for him. After the meeting, everyone 

agreed that it would be a good fit and therefore, the safeguards packet was completed. 

The IEP team asked for an exemption for him as it relates to behavior due to his previous 

history during seventh grade. JJ met/exceeded the criteria for the other admissions 

requirements. Within a few days of the safeguards folder being submitted, JJ received a 

denial letter. JJ’s principal followed up with the High School principal to find out why 

and was told, “We don’t service Emotional Support Students here because we don’t have 

an ES program”. This response was grounded in the systemic structure of the admissions 

process for students. JJ’s principal reflected and realized that he was “right”, city-wide 

and special admission schools don’t have Emotional Support Programs, only 

neighborhood high schools. 
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