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ABSTRACT

Principal leadership matters. While school principals impact student achievement in
mostly indirect ways, the cumulative effect of their agency to design the school program,
organize teacher and staff interactions and opportunities to collaborate, and make other important
decisions that influence the culture of the school meaningfully affects the experience of staff and
students. This research into principal leadership has sought to make a contribution to the
understanding of what makes principals effective in their work.

The existing research into what makes principals effective has consistently found that any
single theory of leadership, like “instructional leadership,” in isolated application will not be
fully effective across all contexts. Rather, an integrated theory of leadership that recognizes the
complexity of the principal role, the necessary emphasis on collective responsibility and action,
and the significance of the school context is necessary in order to explore and extend the
understanding of effective school leadership.

Leading from an inquiry stance offers a framework for principal leadership that builds
upon this existing research literature about effective school leadership. Therefore, this study
sought to understand what leading from an inquiry stance looked like in practice and its impact
on the culture of collaboration among teachers. The findings of this research study indicate that
leading from an inquiry stance promotes the culture of collaboration among teachers, “anti-
inquiry” practices undermine the culture of collaboration among teachers, and relational trust
between principals and their teachers is a critical attribute for effective leadership around a

shared vision of school improvement.



DEDICATION

This dissertation is dedicated to teachers who collaborate to create joyful, caring, and humane

spaces for students to want to learn and grow in every day.



ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

This dissertation would not have been possible without the deeply caring, creative, and
reflective educators I have had the great fortune of learning from throughout my career. | would
not have approached leadership from an inquiry stance without the influence of Drs. Susan and
Torch Lytle, Dr. Jamie Myers, and Dr. Jon Olson. Thank you all for modeling teaching and
leadership that | seek to practice every day that cherishes every child. A special thank you to my
teaching mentor, Lenny Belasco, who continues to be a friend to this day.

The guidance of my dissertation committee has been instrumental in my effort to make a
meaningful contribution to the understanding of school leadership. Dr. Brandt was engaged in
my vision for understanding leadership from an inquiry stance from the outset and supported me
with timely feedback and encouragement. Dr. McGinley offered critical insight into the practice
of leadership to develop my research questions and findings. Dr. Cordes provided leadership,
ongoing collaboration, and a discerning eye for my writing and ideas. Thank you all for
believing in me and seeing me through this process.

I must thank my sister, Hilary, who first inspired me to teach, as well as my five other
siblings who love and encourage me. My parents, who always supported my career as an
educator, thank you for always being there for me.

Finally, my wife, who has been my most important discovery throughout this process.
Laurena, | love you. Thank you for being there for me as my best friend and partner in life. | am

most looking forward to our journeys and adventures together.



TABLE OF CONTENTS

Page

ABSTRA CT ettt st b e bbb e e ab e nbe e b e reenane e ii
DEDICATION .ttt ettt et sbe e st e et e e nbeenbeesnbeenteennneens iv
ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS ..ot %
LIST OF TABLES ...ttt sttt e sre e beenneas X
LIST OF FIGURES ...ttt Xi
CHAPTER 1 ..ottt e et sbe et e et e et e e nbeeanbeenbeeente e 1
INTRODUGCTION ...ttt n et e e e nnees 1
BaCKGIOUNG .......oieiiee et 1
The Story of my Research QUESLIONS. ..........cooiiiiiiieiiie s 3
INVESTIZAtiVE QUESTIONS ......cvieieiiiesie ettt e et este e e e e nne s 6
CHAPTER 2 ..ttt h ettt e e bt e nae e st e e sbeeenne e 7
LITERATURE REVIEW ...ttt 7
School Leadership and Student QULCOMES ..........c.coveiieiieiieie e 7
Defining Leadership.........oi i 9
Brief Historical Context of the Principal ...........ccooiiiiiiiniie 11
Effective School Leadership Practices and TYPES .......cccvvvveveiiieiiieieeieeseese e see e 12
Principals Leading from an INQUIry Stance ..........cccccovveiieeiiecie e 15
Leading from an Inquiry Stance: Leadership in Context.........ccccccevcvvvevivernnnenne 17
Leading from an Inquiry Stance: Relational Trust ...........cccccoveviieveiie e, 20
Leading from an Inquiry Stance: Leading a Learning Organization..................... 22
Building a Culture of Collaboration .............ccooeieiiiiieiiieee s 23



GaP INThE LITEIALUIE ..o s e e 25

CHAPTER 3 .ottt b et et e s ab e et e st e e be e et e e nneeanes 26
METHODOLOGY ..ottt b e nbe e ene e 26
=] o o USSR PRURTRRPR 27
PartiCipant SAMPIE ......oii e 29
SCHOOI DESCIIPLIONS .....vveviiceiecie ettt te et esaeenaeeneeens 31
Data COIBCTION ... 36
PriNCIPal INTEIVIEW HL ... 36
TEACNEN SUIVEY ...ttt st et e et e te e e e nres 39
OBSEIVALION ...t 40
TEACNET FOCUS GIOUP ...ttt sttt 41
PrinCipal INTEIVIEW H#2......c.ooiiiieece ettt 42

Data ANAIYSIS ...t re e re e 43
PrNCIPal INTEIVIEW HL ... 44
TEACNEN SUIVEY ...ttt et e e e te e areesres 45
OBSEIVALION ...ttt 45
TEACNET FOCUS GIOUP ...ttt bbbt 46
PrinCipal INTEIVIEW H#2......c.ooivieece et 46

RISKS FOr PArtICIPANTS ......eeviiieiiie ettt 47
Benefits fOr PartiCIPaNTS.........coveiiiiiiiiesieeee s 48
LAMITALIONS ...ttt 48
ROIE Of the RESEAICNEN ..o s 50
Reliability and Credibility ... 51
CHAPTER 4 ...t ettt n e nne e 53

vii



FINDINGS ... et e e 53

Practices of Leading from an Inquiry Stance  ........cccoeiininieicienceesesceeeees 53
Leadership Practices and Behaviors for Developing to Relational Trust................... 55
Leadership Practices and Behaviors for Learning the School Context....................... 83
Leadership Practices and Behaviors for Leading a Learning Organization ............... 95
TEACNEr SUIVEY Data.......cvcivieiiieie et nre s 103
Common Planning Time ODSErVatiONS ..........cocevirierieiieie e 115
Conclusions in both Cases on Relational TrusSt ..........ccccvireviniieienereeeeee 116

Conclusions on both Cases on Learning the Context and Leading a Learning Organization:

................................................................................................................................... 118
Summary of Findings with the Research QUESLIONS: ..........c.cccvveeveeiienieneeee e 121
CHAPTER 5 .ttt e e sbe e e e neennne e 128
CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS ...t 128
Leading from an Inquiry Stance Promotes a Culture of Collaboration .................... 130
Anti-Inquiry Practices Undermine a Culture of Collaboration.............c.cccceveinenen. 134
Relational Trust is the Glue and the Fuel to Lead from an Inquiry Stance .............. 137
Recommendations for SChool DIStICES ........c.coeiiiiiiniiiiieeeee e 138
Recommendations for PrinCipals .........ccccceoveiieiiie i 141
Recommendations for Universities and School Leadership Programs..................... 144
Recommendations for FUture RESEArch ..o 147
REFERENCES ... oot 149
APPENDIX A: RECRUITMENT METHODS FOR PRINCIPALS ..o, 156
APPENDIX B: BRIEF PRINCIPAL SURVEY ....oooiiiii e 158
APPENDIX C: RUBRIC FOR BRIEF PRINCIPAL SURVEY ......cccoooviiiiiiiieieen, 159
APPENDIX D: INTERVIEW #1 PROTOCOL ...cccvveiiii et 160



APPENDIX E: EMAIL TO TEACHERS WITH THE TEACHER SURVEY ............... 164

APPENDIX F: TEACHER SURVEY ....ooiiiiiiiie s 165
APPENDIX G: RESEARCHER ANNOUNCEMENT AND OBSERVATION
PROTOCOL. ...t 168
APPENDIX H: TEACHER FOCUS GROUP RECRUITMENT EMAIL.........ccccveenee. 170
APPENDIX I: TEACHER FOCUS GROUP ......ccciiiiiiiiiiiiie s 171
APPENDIX J: PRINCIPAL INTERVIEW #2 ..o 173
APPENDIX K: PRINCIPAL INTERVIEWS CONSENT FORM .......ccooiiiiiiiiiicniee, 175
APPENDIX L: FOCUS GROUP CONSENT FORM ........cccoiiiiiiiiiiice 179



LIST OF TABLES

Table

Table 1: Steamer Elementary (2021-2022)

Table 2: Hamlet Elementary (2021-2022) .



LIST OF FIGURES

FIQUIE . Page
Figure 1: Methodology: Multiple Case Study of Two K-8 Urban Public Schools........... 36
Figure 2: Survey Respondents by Numbers of Years Teaching ........c.cccccocevveieiiennenen. 104
Figure 3: Survey Respondents DY GENAEN ..........cccveiiiieiiiciie i 105
Figure 4: Survey Respondents DY RECE .........cccoiiiiiiiiiiieee e 105
Figure 5: Setting performance standards for students at this school .............c...c.ccoe...... 106
Figure 6: Establishing CUrriCUIUM............ccooiiiiiiiic e 106

Figure 7: Determining the content of in-service professional development programs....107
Figure 8: Setting disCIPliNE POLICY ......cveiviieiiecee e 107

Figure 9: The school administration's behavior toward staff is supportive and
ENCOUTAGING. 1. veteteeteeteese et ettt ettt ettt et et et e bt b e et e et e s e s e e et e be st e abenteas 108

Firgure 10: Most of my colleagues schare my beliefs and values about what the central
mission of the school should be ... 108

Figure 11: The principal knows what kind of school he or she wants and has
communicated it to the Staff............ccocoiiiiieiei s 109

Figure 12: There is a great deal of cooperative effort among the staff members ............ 109

Figure 13: The teachers at this school like being here; | would describe us as a satisfied

Xi



CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION
Background

Principals play a critical role in unleashing the collective capacity of teachers and
staff to have a positive impact on the students and communities they serve (Louis et al.,
2010). Therefore, stable and effective school leadership is essential for schools to thrive;
however, school leadership, particularly in under-resourced urban schools, is frequently
characterized by turnover and inconsistency with leaders who do not leave schools better
than how they found them (Beckett, 2018; Beteille et al., 2012; Hung et al., 2020).

This turnover and inconsistency may be understood within the context of the
additional challenges that under-resourced schools face. Schools are already deeply
complex social organizations. They are responsible for caring for and supporting the
growth of children to be critical thinkers and democratic citizens who can contribute to
society and live productive lives. In leading this work, school principals in under-
resourced urban schools face additional challenges that principals in well-resourced
districts do not. Under-resourced urban schools tend to have more students living in
poverty, low student achievement, high dropout rates, and poor student attendance
(Hanushek, 2014). In addition, they frequently have students below grade level in reading
and math who are being taught by less experienced teachers. These additional challenges
in urban schools are usually met with less, not more, funding and resources to address the
educational needs of their students (Langford et al., 2002).

Therefore, school leaders in urban communities must be dynamic, creative, and

thoughtfully responsive to the specific set of realities and challenges of their school
1



context in order to build an enriching and sustainable culture of achievement and support
for all students. Unfortunately, sustained and successful principal leadership in urban
schools is not the norm. Research indicates that principal turnover is increasing,
particularly in urban districts (Beteille et al., 2012). An average of 22 percent to 30
percent of principals leave their schools each year in urban areas compared with an
average of 20 percent of principals who leave their schools each year nationally. This
turnover of the critical leadership position of school communities wreaks havoc on the
coherence of school support systems, curriculum development, and instructional practices
because each new leader brings a new vision and set of practices to carry out (Beckett,
2018). Teachers, staff, parents, and most importantly, students are forced to constantly
change due to this consistent inconsistency. In a study of Colorado urban schools,
principals leave their school assignment every 2.5 years on average, and only 23.70
percent of principals stay at the same school for 5 years (Beckett, 2018). Principals are
cycling out of urban schools and not leaving them better than when they found them
(Beckett, 2018; Hanushek, 2014). Even the principals who remain in urban schools
struggle to lead the necessary change to close the achievement and opportunity gap
(Hung et al., 2020).

Underprepared and poor principal performance in under-resourced urban schools,
therefore, is a significant problem in U.S. education. Put another way, the research
indicates that the complexities and challenges of urban school contexts are not being
meaningfully assessed, understood, and responded to with effective and strategic

principal leadership.



Faced with these problems, what would be better approaches to leadership in
under-resourced urban school contexts? What core values, strategies, skill sets, and social
competencies would make principals more successful in their critical positions of
leadership? Despite clear and robust findings of the critical role that a principal plays in
the outcomes of a school (Louis et al., 2010), these questions remain unsettled. Without
clear analysis or shared understanding of effective principal leadership within the context
of their schools, broad efforts to identify and develop great leaders of schools may be
misdirected or result in confusion. How do you prepare principals to be ready for the
challenges they will face when each school context is so different? What skill sets and
competencies are needed for principals to diligently prepare for the specific context they
enter to lead?

In this study, | seek to explore and explain what it means for a principal to lead
from an inquiry stance and what it looks like in practice as they make sense of their work,
set priorities, and seek to lead change in order to promote a culture of collective
engagement and responsibility among all stakeholders.

The Story of my Research Questions

My interest in examining principal leadership through a lens of inquiry stems
from my passion for teaching, which comes from the belief in the transformational power
that an education can offer an individual and the world. As a teacher, | was passionate
about being great at my work, not for myself, but for the gift | hoped to offer my
students. And, as a teacher, I experienced how both the school and district’s leadership
could substantially influence my ability to offer a robust and coherent educational

experience to my students. Leaders determined my class schedule, the classrooms in
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which I taught, the resources | had to work with, with whom | had the opportunity to
collaborate, and the curriculum that was made available to me or not. Leaders could sow
distrust and confusion, or they could stabilize the environment and clarify expectations.
Leaders could lead by example with positivity, a growth mindset, and an attitude that
every moment matters, or they could demonstrate poor planning, deficit perspectives, and
reactive decision making. Leaders could show appreciation and understanding for the
hard work that committed teachers engage in on a daily basis, or they could ignore and
undermine the good will that many teachers bring to the school. Regardless of what a
principal brings to the table, the presence of the principal is always tangible and
important to the teachers and students in the building. As a committed practitioner with
the opportunity to research leadership, | am eager to understand the disposition and
practices that effective leaders bring to their specific school context because of how
important this work is.

The lens | am bringing to researching and understanding great leadership is the
same lens that | brought to researching and understanding great teaching: inquiry. An
inquiry stance has been central to my work as an educator. It has shaped my approach to
developing curriculum, preparing instruction and assessment, analyzing and responding
to data, and building relationships with students and colleagues. It is a lens that insists on
the importance of being attentive and responsive to the context in which you are serving
as an educator, which means that you are attentive and responsive to your students and
community. For example, a high school English teacher may have the opportunity to
teach Romeo and Juliet to a group of 9th grade students. The approach to planning this

curriculum and engaging the students will vary based on the population the teacher is
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serving. If the students are from a remote, working-class, mostly white, close-knit rural
community or a major city, are economically and racially diverse, and arrive from a range
of different city neighborhoods, the methods for engaging students in the themes of the
story while building their reading skills will differ. The curricular and instructional
approach to Romeo and Juliet will even vary based on the identity of the teacher and their
familiarity with the community in which they are teaching. An inquiry stance invites the
teacher and the students to attend to all of these aspects of their context in order to
construct their unique meaning of the text in the most engaging and relevant way
possible. Beyond this carefully responsive approach to teaching, an inquiry stance
enables reflection and demonstrates a commitment to growth. It is never stagnant because
it always offers new opportunities for approaching or seeing the work. When enacted, it
is also based in humility because inquiring as a teacher suggests that there is room for
improvement. Through an inquiry stance, you have never “arrived.” Rather, the journey
is the destination, and the individual is invested and committed to this journey made
anew each day.

I have been passionate about inquiry-based approaches to instruction throughout
my entire career. Over fourteen years, | have worked in a variety of schools in rural,
urban, and suburban settings in the United States, Sweden, and South Korea. Each school
and country taught me something more about how high quality education practice is
fundamentally based on mature and appropriate student-teacher relationships, high
expectations for students, and creative and disciplined approaches to teaching and

learning. At the same time, the diversity of these schools and the people leading and



teaching in them proved to me that no two schools should be exactly the same in their
application of strategies.
Investigative Questions
Due to my passion for the profession of teaching and an inquiry stance, | am
investigating an inquiry-based approach to principal leadership because of the critical
role that principals play in schools to support great learning spaces in which teachers and
students can thrive. Supported by the following review of the research literature of school
leadership and an inquiry stance, the questions I will explore are:
1. What kinds of practices (or behaviors) do principals engage in to lead from an
inquiry stance?
a. How do principals describe leading in this manner as distinctive from
other approaches to school leadership?
2. To what extent does leading from an inquiry stance contribute to building a
culture of collaboration within the school community?
a. What leadership practices contribute to a culture of collaboration and

inquiry?



CHAPTER 2
LITERATURE REVIEW

This chapter will review the literature on school leadership as a practice of inquiry
and discuss the critical role that principals can play in the collective engagement and
collaboration efforts of teachers and staff to create positive effects on student outcomes. |
will first establish what the research has found on the relationship between principal
leadership and student outcomes. Then, to establish the context and purpose for seeing
school leadership as a practice of inquiry, I will discuss theories of leadership broadly
before more carefully reviewing research that specifically focuses on school leadership
and its evolution from unidimensional types of leadership that neglected the importance
of school context towards an understanding of the deeply complex and multidimensional
nature of school leadership that is inherently shaped by context. Finally, I will review a
theoretical framework for school leadership from an inquiry stance that is grounded in
context responsiveness, relational trust, and leading learning.

In this chapter, I hope to establish the value for more deeply researching and
learning what it means to lead from an inquiry stance and its relationship to collective
engagement and collaboration to improve student outcomes.

School Leadership and Student Outcomes
In this highly demanding and complex role, high-quality school leadership has
been found to have a strong, positive influence on student learning outcomes (Hitt &
Tucker, 2016; Leithwood et al., 2010; Louis et al., 2010; Schrik & Wasonga, 2019). In
schools, there are many variables that impact student learning. When these variables are

considered in isolation, only a partial impact on student learning is revealed. For
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example, the quality of teaching, access to high-quality curricular resources, time for
teachers to collaborate, and effective communication around a collective vision all are
individually important for meaningful learning experiences to occur in classrooms.
However, when these variables are effectively organized and combined to work in
concert with one another, student learning can be transformed in powerful ways. The
principal is the agent in the school building who is capable of creating the conditions for
the successful engagement and application of these variables to form a successful system
whereby the entire staff can engage in their work to meaningfully (and joyfully) impact
student learning (Leithwood et al., 2004; Louis et al., 2010).

The puzzling nature of school leadership is that while the impact on student
learning is immense, it is understood to be indirect, meaning that the principal does not
directly perform the functions to improve student learning. In addition, how principals
carry out this indirect yet powerful work in various contexts is unclear (Leithwood et al.,
2004; Louis et al. 2010). The principal is not the one who is directly preparing lesson
plans, teaching students how to read, or counseling students during difficult times in their
lives; however, the principal is the one who is able to put the teachers and other staff
members throughout the building in a position to be successful in each of their efforts.
The principal has the agency to influence school processes both inside and outside of the
school that have direct links to student learning. These processes can range from internal
school policies and norms like academic expectations, instructional organization, and
academic learning time to external school policies like parental involvement and
communication (Hallinger & Heck, 1996; Leithwood et al., 2010). Therefore, while the

impact of a principal on student learning is understood to be indirect, this is not a cause
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for alarm or dismay because achieving results through the efforts of others is the essence
of leadership (Hallinger & Heck, 1996). Findings that show the effects of a school leader
are influenced by both in-school variables, like academic expectations and instructional
routines, and out of school variables, like parental involvement and community
partnerships, in no way diminishes the importance of the principal’s role in a school. In
fact, they highlight the principal’s role because the principal plays an influential role in
all of those important elements and relationships of the school’s success. In addition, for
research and practice purposes, this understanding of the comprehensive nature of the
principal position actually helps clarify paths forward for evaluating, understanding, and
thus being able to support the development of principals who are in charge of leading
such complex social organizations: schools. Therefore, much of the current research into
school leadership builds upon the foundation that effective principal leadership positively
impacts student outcomes and seeks to understand the routes by which principals can
improve school and student outcomes through the variables upon which they have
influence (Hallinger & Heck, 1996; Hitt & Tucker, 2016).
Defining Leadership

Leadership as a concept is difficult to define. Northouse (2019) explains that it
is much like the concepts of democracy, love, and peace whereby we all have an intuitive
understanding of what they mean; however, there are likely as many definitions for
leadership as those who have tried to define it. Definitions of leadership include those
that emphasize leadership as a power relationship between leaders and followers. In this
case, power is wielded by leaders in order to affect change in others. There is power to

control, coerce, and manage followers, and followers are expected to obey, respect, and
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cooperate. Such a conception of leadership is common; however, this approach to
leadership is not the focus of this study.

After reviewing the evolution of definitions of leadership and leadership
theory, Northouse (2019) presented a definition of leadership as “a process whereby an
individual influences a group of individuals to achieve a common goal.” Each element of
the definition is described in detail. First, leadership as a process is intended to emphasize
that it is not a stagnant trait but rather a transactional event between the leader and
followers. Leadership is not linear; rather it is an interactive event whereby the leader
affects and is affected by their followers. In this process, “leadership” becomes available
to everyone, rather than being in the sole domain of the person in a formal leadership
role. Next, influence is identified as an essential condition to leadership whereby the
leader affects followers and includes the communication within the group. Finally,
leadership is described as occurring in groups as the leader works with others towards
common goals. Therefore, group collaboration between leaders and followers is
indispensable in this definition. In addition, this emphasis on common goals gives
leadership an ethical tone as it stresses the importance of the leader working with
followers in order to achieve selected goals. This mutuality lessens the probability that
leaders may act towards followers in ways that are forced and unethical and increases the
probability that leaders and followers work together towards a common good.

Leading from an inquiry stance will have much more to do with this definition of
leadership than definitions that emphasize power, control, and management of others. In
fact, leading from an inquiry stance actively seeks to cultivate and encourage leadership

among others within the context of the group as they work towards a shared goal. The
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principal is a critical leader within the school community as they work towards a
common goal of the healthy and dynamic development of the young people in their care.
Brief Historical Context of the Principal

The literature on principal leadership continues to grow and evolve in ways that
are consistent with the increasingly complex demands of the principal position as the
needs of schools in our society continue to change (Lortie, 2009). This complexity of the
principal role has gradually and continually deepened ever since the position of
“principal” was established in the first half of the nineteenth century. The necessity of a
full time “principal” grew out of the increasingly demanding work of schools managing
larger numbers of students with diverse backgrounds as significant populations of people
moved into cities during American industrialization. The responsibilities of the principal
continued to evolve as schools became buildings of multiple grades and classrooms, and
the principal became responsible for not only managing the building, but also organizing,
supporting, and supervising the work of teachers (Lortie, 2009). Today, principals work
with teachers, various educational specialists, and additional support staff in large
bureaucracies to educate students for a future in an ever-changing globalized economy,
amidst social and political strife with issues like systemic racism and gender
discrimination, during a time of increased public health and environmental concern, with
technology and communication that is constantly and rapidly advancing.

In addition, as noted above, urban districts are frequently larger and more
complex organizations who serve more diverse communities, and include schools that
serve communities facing the implications of generations of systemic racism and poverty

(Langford et al., 2002; Hanushek, 2014; Schultz, 2019).
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Clearly, with such demands, it is a complex time to be a principal, and advanced
conceptions of principal leadership are necessary for these important societal leaders to
be successful.

Effective School Leadership Practices and Types

To understand the indirect, yet powerful ways in which principals impact
student outcomes, it is necessary to identify specific leadership practices that contribute
to a positive school climate and can influence teacher practices and student outcomes. It
is specific, disciplined leadership practices in response to school context that have been
proven to make a difference, not abstract references to types of school leadership (Hoy &
Hanum, 1997; Hoy et al., 2002; Hoy et al., 1990; Werblow et al., 2013). Therefore, in
order to understand effective school principals, it is first necessary to carefully
understand specific leadership practices that ultimately lead to positive impacts on
student learning. In one such work, Robinson et al. (2008), identified five dimensions of
leadership practice:

1. Establishing goals and expectations,

2. Resourcing strategically,

3. Planning, coordinating, and evaluating teaching and the curriculum,

4. Promoting and participating in teacher learning and development, and

5. Ensuring an orderly and supportive environment.

While this is not an exhaustive list of leadership practices identified and explored
in the literature, they represent a movement from thinking about principal leadership as a
type towards thinking about what effective principals do. To determine these five

dimensions, they calculated a separate effect size for each leadership variable or construct
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for which data was available from twelve studies. Then, through an inductive process of
grouping 199 component leadership survey items and constructs, the five dimensions
were derived. These dimensions were identified as the researchers were comparing the
impact of the transformational and instructional leadership theories on student outcomes.
Transformational leadership has been conceptualized as an ability for leaders to engage
staff in ways that inspire them to new levels of energy and commitment, normally around
a shared vision, thus transforming the organization in its capacity to overcome challenges
and reach ambitious goals (Burns, 1978). Instructional leadership refers to specific
pedagogical work like creating a climate free of disruption, a system of clear teaching
objectives, and high teacher expectations of students that is translated into high quality
instruction (Bossert et al., 1982).

Transformational and instructional leadership theories were chosen because of
their dominance in empirical research on educational leadership. The methodology the
authors used to reach their conclusions was a meta-analysis of relevant peer-reviewed
research, which consisted of the 27 published studies. Through this meta-analysis, they
were able to identify the mean effect size estimates for transformational leadership
(ES=0.11), instructional leadership (ES=0.42), and other types of leadership (ES=0.30)
on student outcomes. In their analysis of these mean effect sizes, they were able to
carefully identify implications of these findings.

These effect sizes indicate that instructional leadership has a three to four times
greater impact on student outcomes than that of transformational leadership. However,
despite this strong difference in impact between the two, a careful analysis of the findings

revealed that in the pursuit of understanding what truly effective principals do, there was
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an increasing convergence between transformational and instructional leadership. This
was revealed as the researchers paid attention to the range of effects for both instructional
and transformational leadership in the different studies they reviewed and how each study
measured student outcomes. There was a tendency for transformational leadership
research to focus on mostly social outcomes, while instructional leadership research
tended to focus on academic ones.

A specific example of this convergence was found in one study categorized in
their “other leadership” category that covered both instructional and transformational
approaches to leadership in a study of 24 U.S. elementary, middle, and high schools
(Marks & Printy, 2003). In this study that assessed leaders on both social and academic
outcomes, researchers combined transformational leadership with shared instructional
leadership to develop a new theory of “integrated leadership.” They found that student
achievement was higher in schools with higher integrated leadership.

This theory of “integrated leadership” included the motivational, collaborative,
and interpersonal skills that are emphasized in transformational leadership, but it also
involved the focusing and leveraging of these relationships on very specific pedagogical
work that is found in instructional leadership.

Effective leadership that drives positive student outcomes carefully integrates
staff considerations and relationships with task requirements. Such leadership does not
wait to get the relationships right in terms of the right amount of engagement and
motivation around a shared vision as a transformational leader before tackling the

educational challenges as an instructional leader; rather, it incorporates both sets of
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challenges into their problem solving to address the educational issues as they construct a
shared vision that engages their staff (Robinson et al., 2008).

This reflects the shift in the research of effective principal leadership from a
singular focus on traditional, top-down leadership towards leadership that is shared and
distributed among the teachers. The concept of integrated leadership in Marks & Printy
(2003) has been represented as shared instructional leadership in Urick & Bowers (2014).
This progress in the research literature of effective school leadership converges around
the idea of effective principal leadership being a multidimensional practice that includes
significant overlap rather than differences between leadership styles such as
transformational, instructional, and shared instructional leadership. Effective principals
do not fit neatly in a leadership “type”; rather, they incorporate a dynamic and
comprehensive skill and knowledge set in ways that are responsive to their context
(Paletta et al., 2016; Robinson et al., 2008; Urick & Bowers, 2014).

Principals Leading from an Inquiry Stance

Leading from an inquiry stance is grounded in Cochran-Smith & Lytle’s theory of
inquiry as stance, which is described as a critical habit of mind and a dynamic way of
knowing and being in the world of educational practice that can carry across professional
careers and educational settings (2009). This stance encourages leaders to see and
appreciate the collective intellectual capacity of the practitioners with whom they work
rather than being territorial and defensive in the manner in which they hold onto
knowledge construction and interpretation of school happenings as their exclusive right

and power. Further, it invites principals to regard their schools and communities as sites
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of knowledge generation, occurring within particular historical, cultural, and political
contexts (Lytle et al., 2018).

Leading from an inquiry stance offers a theory and approach to leadership that
effectively builds upon the maturation of research into school leadership. Leading from
an inquiry stance is a theory conceptualized by Lytle et al. (2018) that carefully considers
school context in order to drive the adaptive work that needs to be done in order to
genuinely meet the challenges of the school to lead towards positive student outcomes.

Dialogic and ongoing, leading from an inquiry stance approaches what Heifitz
and Linsky (2002) call adaptive leadership, which distinguishes between “technical
problems” and “adaptive challenges”:

e “Technical problems” can be solved by applying current know-how from
the people in charge who know what to do and being a leader means
accepting responsibility for solving the problems.

e “Adaptive challenges” more captures the types of complex challenges that
principals and school practitioners often confront, which require
experiments, new discoveries, and adjustments from numerous places in
the organization or community. They require learning new ways through
the changing of attitudes, values, and behaviors in order to help build and
then meaningfully participate in a new environment.

Principals who are able to identify and courageously address adaptive challenges
have the opportunity to engage in powerful work that can transform school culture by
positioning teachers and staff members not just as compliance-oriented task followers,

but as creative and proactive problem solvers and leaders in their own right. Such
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engagement with teachers and other school-based staff from an inquiry-based approach
towards identifying and addressing adaptive challenges relates to the theory of integrated
leadership described above. Integrated leadership seeks to encourage a culture of shared
instructional leadership through cooperative power shared by individuals throughout the
school organization. Therefore, encouraging a shared sense of power among teachers
around critical actions and collaboration for the school is a trademark of the more
advanced theories of integrated leadership and leadership from an inquiry stance. Urick
and Bowers (2014) posit that such leadership promotes an environment in which teachers
feel empowered, committed, and involved with the processes and systems of the school.
This empowerment and commitment to the real work needed to engage in complex
challenges that schools face may increase the individual and collective efficacy beliefs of
staff.

Principal leadership from an inquiry stance is an appropriately multidimensional
theory of leadership for schools. Principal leadership from an inquiry stance will involve
a commitment to evaluating and responding to the specific needs of the school context,
building relational trust among all stakeholders, embracing uncertainty and complexity,
and leading a learning organization.

Leading from an Inquiry Stance: Leadership in Context
In what is described as the largest study of educational leader efficacy
conducted in the United States, Wahlstrom et al. (2010) argue that context is essential to
school leadership. As stated above, this refers to how leaders learn about the
circumstances in which they find themselves, the underlying causes of the problems they

encounter, and how they respond adaptively to those problems.
17



Therefore, evaluating school and community context and carefully considering
the stage of development of the school should determine what school leadership practices
are prioritized. Although a school leadership practice may be identified as having a
significant impact on school outcomes, the school still needs to be at a certain stage of
development to reap the benefits of the practice. For example, Robinson et al., (2008)
identified that of all the leadership practices they had identified, the practice that had the
largest effect size on student outcomes was a principal’s promotion and participation in
teacher learning and development. However, even though this practice had the largest
effect size of all the practices they identified, in their conclusion they clarify that these
findings should not be interpreted to mean that every principal should be more involved
in this practice than in some of the other practices, such as ensuring an orderly and
supportive environment. In fact, based on the stage of development of the school,
ensuring an orderly and supportive environment may be the most important work for the
principal. Schools that are at different stages of development require different leadership
priorities (Robinson et al., 2008). Such an awareness and responsiveness to context
begins to capture what it means to lead from an inquiry stance (Lytle et al., 2018).

The fact that all schools are in specifically different circumstances depending
on their context and are thus at very different stages of development is critical for
advancing the understanding of effective school leadership. This finding is not new. In
their review of empirical research between 1980-1996, Hallinger and Heck (1996)
explained that the greatest progress in the field of understanding effective school
leadership would come from research that places the principal in the context of the school

and its environment and concluded that any one approach to leadership will not be
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effective across all school contexts. More current research continues to posit that any
theory of effective principal leadership must be understood in relation to the context in
which principals lead. Hallinger and Heck (2010) studied principals across different
schools applying the core leadership behaviors with similar tasks or activities and found
that they produced different results with teachers and students. Therefore, rather than
leading a pre-packaged leadership playbook with the expectation it will work in any
school, the task of a principal is to identify in a contextually sensitive and research
informed way the variables in their school context most likely to improve student
outcomes (Leithwood et al., 2010; Urick & Bowers, 2014). Policy makers and
practitioners have become enamored with instructional leadership due to some research
findings that indicate a strong impact on student outcomes. However, without taking
school context into account, principals are unlikely to attend to the other dimensions of
leadership, which include specific priorities and tasks, that would even make instructional
leadership possible.

Rather than discovering an idealized leadership style, Urick and Bowers (2014)
found that principals simultaneously practice leadership behaviors associated with
multiple leadership styles in accordance with their background and school context,
suggesting the need for more complex models to assess school leader effectiveness.

To that end, there is an opportunity for understanding more about how principals
perceive and approach their own leadership practice within their specific school context
to identify the variables that they can impact to drive success at the school level.

So what variables should principals choose to address that are within their locus

of control as school-based leaders? Again, this will vary by context. For example, of the
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five leadership dimensions described above, which should they prioritize and how do
they ensure that the work is done well? Maybe it is establishing goals and expectations
for staff in an environment that has had aimless and misaligned expectations due to
principal turnover for the previous three years. Maybe it is developing a more
strategically designed bell schedule along with creating a plan for attendance
improvement that prioritizes communication with families to ensure a more orderly and
supportive environment.

A principal leading from an inquiry stance, would strive to be carefully attuned to
the community they serve and the relationships they have with all stakeholders in order to
identify the work that needs to be prioritized that will be the strongest lever to support
student outcomes. When a principal identifies and prioritizes high leverage work that is
responsive to the context of the school, there is an opportunity for individuals and for the
staff as a whole to experience success. Such an approach to leadership can be
characterized as leading from an inquiry stance.

Leading from an Inquiry Stance: Relational Trust

Schools are complex social organizations with inherently personal goals for
students like socio-emotional development, a growth mindset, and subject area learning
in which they understand their own perspective in relation to the perspectives of others.
As fundamentally social organizations, relational trust matters and is critical for a
principal to cultivate in order to lead from an inquiry stance. Relational trust can be
understood as the “glue in human relationships” that creates the conditions necessary to

learn, change, and enact the reforms necessary to improve educational opportunities for
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students. Educators, consisting of both principals and teachers must have this relational
trust to make oneself vulnerable enough to truly learn something new (Schultz, 2019).

In a classroom, excellent teachers know the value of relationships with their
students and how to leverage those relationships to promote a culture of learning and high
expectations. Beyond the individual classroom, the entire school is deeply social and
personal, and relational trust between all stakeholders has proven to be critical to
organizational learning and growth (Bryk & Schneider, 2002; Forsyth et al., 2011,
Tschannen-Moran, 2014). Underneath observable quality indicators like effective
teachers, engaged students, and high and equitable achievement outcomes lies a social
infrastructure characterized by cooperative, open, and trusting relationships. Trust in
school settings has been described as an essential resource (Bryk & Schneider, 2002). It
functions as glue to unite school actors towards common goals (Tschannon-Moran,
2014), like a lubricant easing the flow of information exchanges for shared knowledge
creation (Adams & Forsyth, 2013; Kochanek, 2005; Tschannon-Moran, 2004), and like
energy to fuel motivation for sustained performance (Heavey et al., 2011).

Relational trust can be understood by the web of interrelated and interdependent
relationships that exist within a school setting: teachers with students, teachers with other
teachers, teachers with parents, and all groups with the school principal. All stakeholders
and the relationships with which they engage remain dependent on others to achieve
desired results. These desired results are more likely to occur when each of these
relationships achieves clarity around the personal obligations and expectations of others.
Trust in these relationships is not built off a one-off workshop or retreat; rather it is built

over time in day-to-day social exchanges where there are opportunities to make deliberate
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actions to reduce the mutual vulnerability around the dependencies that each group has
on one another to perform the critical, collaborative work of educating and promoting the
socio-emotional growth of students (Bryk & Schneider, 2002). Therefore, each social
interaction around the work of the school (both large and small) is an opportunity to build
or break down trust, which has important implications for leading from an inquiry stance.
Leading from an inquiry stance involves investigating opportunities for change and
growth involved in adaptive leadership, which implies change and the need to be
vulnerable. Strong relational trust helps establish the environment where this work can be
done because it helps to reduce the sense of risk and vulnerability associated with change
(Bryk & Schneider, 2002; Schultz, 2019).
Leading from an Inquiry Stance: Leading a Learning Organization

Schools are designed to be institutions of learning for young people but that
does not necessarily mean that the school as an institution is a learning organization. A
school as a learning organization would have the capacity for problem solving, for
learning from its experiences and environments, and changing itself accordingly (Hayes
et al., 2004). If a system in a school, for example, the bell schedule, discipline and
attendance procedures, or curricular resources continue to yield poor results, is there an
investigation into the effectiveness of these systems to learn and institute better ways of
doing things? The school as a learning organization would mean that the school itself, the
collection of relationships that it consists of, is capable of learning about itself and
improving over time.

Among the critical elements of leading a school as a learning organization is to

ensure that pedagogy and student learning are central to the work and growth of the
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school and that there are processes for collaborative decision making and dispersed
leadership (Hayes et al., 2004). Leading and modeling learning in this way to the entire
school community also represents leading from an inquiry stance (Lytle et al., 2018). To
even go a step further, leading a learning organization develops a culture of risk taking
and change. It promotes an openness that encourages dialogue and even the expression of
conflicting points of view (Morgan, 1997). Towards this end, leadership for learning has
been identified as a theory of leadership that is team oriented and collaborative whereby
the whole school community actively engages in purposeful actions to improve student
learning and is designed to create learning at all levels within the school system (Daniels
etal., 2019).
Building a Culture of Collaboration

My research questions focus on approaching leadership as an inquiry stance
and its relationship to a culture of collaboration amongst the staff in the school.
Therefore, it is important to discuss what is meant by “collaboration” within the context
of schools. DuFour et al. (2005) explains that the right kind of continuous and structured
collaboration that is strategic and purposeful improves the quality of teaching and makes
meaningful impacts on student achievement. He is referring to professional learning
communities among teachers who are able to meet regularly, collaborate to identify
essential and valued student learning, develop common formative assessments, analyze
current levels of achievement, set achievement goals, share strategies, and then create
lessons to improve upon those levels. When there is a sense of authentic efficacy around
this work, student achievement can rise. Similarly, Darling-Hammond (1997) discusses

the importance of continual learning groups who pursue collective and explicit goals for
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student learning. To her, school success does not hinge on finding the right charismatic
administrator, but rather collaborative structures for success that press for ambitious
teaching and academic growth. These theories of school collaboration exist in the form of
common planning time (CPT) or professional learning communities (PLCs); however,
despite there being time and a structure for such collaboration to occur, their existence
rarely leads to the powerful gains in student achievement. Bambrick-Santoyo (2010)
explains that poorly implemented PLCs are frequently structures in school that appear to
support school success but are actually surface changes that do not influence results.
While a PLC is a meeting designed to ensure teachers collaborate and share experiences
with one another, collaboration for collaboration’s sake will not move the needle in
schools. He explains that time allotted for faculty collaboration is not what is important
but rather how meaningfully such time is employed that will determine the benefits of the
practice and opportunity for collaboration. To that end, he suggests that PLCs be focused
on analyzing student learning and identifying action steps based on that analysis.
Therefore, while teacher collaboration and structures for engaging in
collaboration are nearly universally accepted as important elements in school practice, the
quality of this work is frequently misdirected and misused. Collaboration must be
oriented around who students are as people and data about academic performance that
can inform instruction and the school systems that operate to serve them (Bambrick-
Santoyo, P., 2010). Embedded in high quality school collaboration is a lasting
commitment to growth and an ambition to effectively teach students backed with a

conviction that this collaboration can and will deliver positive outcomes.
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Gap in the Literature

Leading from an inquiry stance fits within the development of research of
effective school leadership as a collective activity and process that the principal plays a
key role in nurturing and facilitating. As discussed above, “leadership for learning”
emerged as a current iteration of school leadership theory, which identifies school
leadership as multidimensional and situational (Daniels et al., 2019). Furthermore,
Northouses’s definition of leadership as an interactive process of the leader and followers
dovetails with the commitment to meaningful collaboration enabled and sparked by
effective leadership (2019). These current theories of leadership and school leadership in
particular connect powerfully with the concept of leading from an inquiry stance.
Therefore, investigating leading from inquiry stance in relationship to developing a
culture of collaboration in a school community can offer a meaningful contribution into
our growing understanding of effective school leadership practices and capacities. The
hope is that this study will be able to further capture and explain what is meant by
principal leadership being contingent upon school context and the concept of leading with
inquiry as not being an abstract or esoteric theory, but rather the bedrock of effective

leadership in practice.
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CHAPTER 3
METHODOLOGY
The research into principal leadership has explored different theories of school
leadership that include instructional leadership, transformational leadership, distributed
leadership, and situational leadership among others. This research has consistently found
that any single theory of leadership, like “instructional leadership,” in isolated application
will not be fully effective across all contexts. Rather, an integrated theory of leadership
that recognizes the complexity of the principal role, the necessary emphasis on collective
responsibility and action, and the significance of the school context is necessary in order
to explore and extend the understanding of effective school leadership (Daniels et al.,
2019). Leading from an inquiry stance offers a valuable extension of the research by
being appropriately multidimensional and by recognizing that being carefully responsive
to school context is an indispensable aspect of effective school leadership that naturally
positions the leader as a participatory learner in their community. Therefore, as stated
above, my research will seek to answer the following questions:
1. What kinds of practices (or behaviors) do principals engage in to lead from an
inquiry stance?
a. How do principals describe leading in this manner as distinctive from
other approaches to school leadership?
2. To what extent does leading from an inquiry stance contribute to building a
culture of collaboration within the school community?
a. What leadership practices contribute to a culture of collaboration and

inquiry?
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Design

In this study, I used a multiple case study approach to learn about school
leadership from an inquiry stance through a study of two principals and their respective
schools. A case study is an investigative approach to thoroughly describe complex
phenomena in order to unearth a deeper understanding of the phenomena under review
(Mertens, 2020). A multiple case study approach offers additional opportunities for
analysis into the phenomenon being studied by having an additional case to compare data
against (Stake, 2006). In each of the two cases, | investigated the leadership behaviors
and actions of the principals themselves and the perception of the staff who work for and
with them in order to develop a deeper understanding of school leadership from an
inquiry stance and its relationship to a culture of collaboration.

In order to explain the purpose of a multiple case study research design, | need to
first explain the value of a case study design for my research questions. A case study is a
valuable research design for this study because of the essential role that context plays in
the theoretical framework of leading from an inquiry stance. Generally, researchers seek
to make generalizations of study results; however, in case studies, learning about and
giving particular attention to the intrinsic context of each case is emphasized (Stake,
2005). In this way, the knowledge generated about leading from an inquiry stance is
situated and understood within the particular case of each school and in the leadership of
each principal, which is an indispensable facet of the framework for leading from an
inquiry stance. In other words, promoting an understanding of any school as its own

“case” is part of the purpose of the research methodology for this study.
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Approaching this research as a multiple case study offered an additional layer of
understanding and an opportunity to explore principal leadership from an inquiry stance.
In this multiple case study, each case shared the common characteristics of 1) a principal
who identifies through their words and actions that they have attributes of leading from
an inquiry stance and 2) leading in a large urban public school district. In this way, they
were categorically bound, and this group of bound cases can be referred to as a quintain.
To that end, the collective target of the study was the quintain of principal leadership
from an inquiry stance in a large urban school district. Each case, which was a school led
by such a leader, falls underneath this umbrella. The goal and value of studying the
quintain rather than a single case is that | was able to study and examine what was similar
and different about each case in order to understand the quintain better. Planning for a
multiple case study was somewhat different from planning a single-case study. Rather
than asking “What helps understand the case?” the question through my research was
“What helps me understand the quintain?” In this qualitative multiple study approach and
design, it is appropriate to understand the research process as one in which the study of
each individual case was done for what it could tell us about the quintain (Stake, 2006).

The precise decisions, strategic approaches, or methods of communication that the
principals take while leading from an inquiry stance at their school was never expected to
be generalized to be replicated across all other school contexts. Rather, the goal was to
deepen my understanding of how each principal approaches the work from an inquiry
stance within their specific school context and how their approaches in these contexts
affect the quality of collaboration in the school. Such insights into the practice of

leadership may support the process of other school leaders to reflect upon their own
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contexts and consider the approaches to inquiry-based leadership that may be appropriate
for them. Therefore, the multiple case study approach within my limited time and
resources as a sole researcher offered the best research vehicle for me to develop findings
about school leadership from an inquiry stance.
Participant Sample

This study took place in a large urban school district in the northeastern United
States. Due to the depth and complexity of the multiple case study approach, only two
principals along with their respective schools were chosen. The selection of the principals
was a critical step in the study because they had to be principals who identified with the
traits and attributes of leading with an inquiry stance; therefore, this was a convenience
and purposeful sample because the principals were strategically selected based upon
current relationships | have and upon specific characteristics of the leaders themselves
(Mertens, 2020). This process began by talking to people in my own professional
network who were both assistant superintendents and principals of the urban school
district I was studying. They were able to help me identify six principals who had
positive reputations in the district for leading their schools with integrity and with efforts
to collaborate with teachers. | emailed each principal individually and asked them to
complete a brief survey that began with some background questions in order to learn
more about their professional experience and education. The survey then asked them to
respond on a Likert scale on four different statements reflecting their perspective and
approach to leadership (See Appendix). I designed these statements with the theoretical
framework of leading with an inquiry stance in mind (Lytle et al., 2018). This approach

supported my identification of participant principals because leading from an inquiry
29



stance is not a broadly identifiable leadership identity in leadership literature or practice;
therefore, having principals select from attributes that closely relate to this stance on
leadership was the best strategy to identify the leaders | would select for this study. | have
also included a rubric in the Appendix for the scores that reflect a principal leading from
an inquiry stance.

From the six principals, | had five complete the survey. After analyzing their
responses, | found that most of the principals responded in similar ways. All five
respondents “Agreed” or “Strongly Agreed” that at their school, teachers and
administrators had a strong degree of trust in one another; all five “Strongly Agreed” that
as principals, they saw teachers as true partners in fostering needed change in for school
progress; and all five “Agreed” or “Strongly Agreed” that as principals they value
hearing alternative or even dissenting perspectives from teachers about the mission and
operations of the school. The only question that had different responses was if they felt
like they mostly knew the action steps and type of leadership the school needed before
conversing with the key stakeholders of teachers, community members, and students.
Responses from this question ranged from “Strongly Disagree” to “Strongly Agree.”

Overall, therefore, my survey data did not reveal obvious choices for my
participants because the responses were so similar. From this small sample, the data
supported the perceptions of the individuals in my professional network who identified
these principals as leaders who appeared to have positive relationships with teachers and
would be open to reflecting on their practice. The data also suggested that these

principals either want to appear as though or that they believe that they collaborate
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effectively with their teachers and value alternative perspectives in the work of
operationalizing their school’s mission.

Therefore, based on the responses from the brief principal survey, any of the five
seemed appropriate for the study. To arrive at a final set of participants, | chose to focus
on schools that have the same grade levels to support analysis across their contexts by
decreasing the number of different variables (in an effort to choose sites as comparable as
possible) between the schools. Principal Benjamin, a black man, was in his sixteenth year
as a principal and his third year as principal at his current school, Hamlet Elementary. He
had been a teacher for five years before entering administration, and he has a Master’s in
Education Administration. Principal Leia, a white woman, was in her seventh year as a
principal with all seven of the years leading at her current school, Steamer Elementary.
She had been a teacher for six years and an assistant principal for two years before
becoming a principal. She has a Master’s in Education Leadership.

Therefore, based on the referrals from my professional network and the responses
to my initial survey, I had two principals of K-8 urban public schools who reflected
values of leading with an inquiry stance.

School Descriptions
Steamer Elementary

Steamer Elementary (“Steamer”), is a K-8 school serving about 300 students.

Steamer does not have a catchment, so students enroll in the school from all over the city.

A breakdown of some of the school demographics can be found in the Table 1 below:
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Steamer Elementary (2021-2022)

Race/Ethnicity % of Enrolled Students

Black/African American 88%
Hispanic/Latino 2%
White 2%
Asian 1%
Multi Racial/Other 6%
Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander 0%

Other Demographic Information % of Enrolled Students
Economically Disadvantaged 100%
English Learners 0.70%

Students with IEPs (Individualized
Education Plans) 31%

Table 1. Steamer Elementary (2021-2022)

There is no catchment due to the unique mission of the school, which serves
students with a specific specialized need along with general education students.
Therefore, students may live close to or far from Steamer, but if they require a specific
support as a disability for which Steamer provides services, they will be guaranteed a
placement at the school. Meeting the unique needs of the entire student population is an
essential duty and part of the mission for the principal and teachers, since it requires
additional levels of logistical support in ways that most schools who do not serve students
from this specialized population take for granted. Arrival and dismissal from school,
transitions through the hallways, and fire drills are all parts of the school day that must be

strategically planned to ensure basic physical safety of all students. There must be a
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heightened level of awareness among all members of the school community to ensure
that all students are safe and accounted for during all parts of the school day.

Hamlet Elementary

Hamlet Elementary (“Hamlet”) is a K-8 school serving about 400 students. A

breakdown of some of the school demographics can be found in Table 2 below:

Hamlet Elementary (2021-2022)

Race/Ethnicity % of Enrolled Students

Black/African American 69%
Hispanic/Latino 25%
White 0%
Asian 0%
Multi Racial/Other 5%
Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander 1%

Other Demographic Information % of Enrolled Students
Economically Disadvantaged 100%
English Learners 6%

Students with IEPs (Individualized
Education Plans) 22%

Table 2. Hamlet Elementary (2021-2022)

Hamlet has a catchment of its immediate local neighborhood. Approximately 70%
of the students are from the catchment, and 30% of the students are from outside of the
catchment. The students who come from out of catchment are bussed in to the school’s
Autistic Support and Emotional Support programs. In addition, many children who attend
the school were displaced due to the closing of a local housing project, but they still

wanted to attend Hamlet. The majority of the students live close to the school and can
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walk. In this way, it is a more of a neighborhood school than Steamer is, serving the
needs of the local community in which the school is found.
Comparison of Steamer and Hamlet Elementary

Steamer and Hamlet Elementary are both K-8 public schools. Hamlet serves about
100 more students that Steamer and the majority of students enrolled at Hamlet come
from inside their neighborhood catchment, whereas the majority of students for Steamer
come from outside of their neighborhood. Part of the reason for this is that Steamer
serves the needs of a distinct specialized population, and so students with these specific
educational needs will receive services at Steamer regardless of where they live in the
district. Therefore, it is notable that about one-third of Steamer’s student population
receives specialized services. Hamlet, while being a larger school has about one-fifth of
their students receiving specialized services, mostly housed in their Autistic Support and
Emotional Support classrooms. At both schools, public records indicate that 100% of the
students are economically disadvantaged, indicating that poverty in the community is a
genuine challenge at both schools. However, the “100%” figure comes after the
percentage of families who participate in state or federal assistance programs is
multiplied by the Community Eligibility Provision (CEP) factor of 1.6, which is done to
best approximate the actual rate of students who should receive the access to the National
School Lunch and School Breakfast program. Therefore, although both schools are
identified with 100% of their students as economically disadvantaged, there is likely a
difference in the actual rate of families who are economically disadvantaged, as well as

the degree of economic disadvantage at each school.
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In addition, as will be discussed in the following sections, | did spend half a day at
each school, which gave me an opportunity to gather evidence from my own observations
of the school environments by walking the hallways and by chatting informally with the
principals and other staff members. At Hamlet, | witnessed many more climate staff
members on duty in the hallways. A climate staff member had to intervene between two
students who threatened to fight each other as | walked the hallways first thing in the
morning. In discussions with Principal Benjamin, he identified how deeply entrenched
poverty was a real issue in the school community. At Steamer, | did not see any climate
staff members in the hallways, and no fights occurred or were in danger of occurring
while | was there. Students and staff seemed to be able to walk the hallways in general
peace. These anecdotal observations indicate that Hamlet Elementary had to concern
itself with more persistently dangerous climate issues than Steamer Elementary.

The racial demographics of the entire school district consists of 52% Black/African
American, 22% Hispanic/Latino, 13% White, 7% Asian, and 5% Multiracial/Other
students.

The demographic information of each school is included here because it is a critical
element of a school’s context with potential for inquiry and leadership by the principal
and the teachers. The extent to which they respond to the unique identities of their student

populations directly relates to their collective leadership.
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Data Collection
My data collection of my multiple case study approach is summarized in

Figure 1 below.

Methodology
Multiple Case Study of Two K-8 Urban Public Schools

Case 1: Steamer Elementary: Principal Leia

2 Principal Interviews (~45 minutes and ~20 minutes)
1 Focus Group: 4 teacher participants

Anonymous Teacher Survey (62% Response Rate)
Observation of Common Planning Period

Case 2: Hamlet Elementary: Principal Benjamin

2 Principal Interviews (~60 minutes and ~20 minutes)
1 Focus Group: 2 teacher participants

Anonymous Teacher Survey (59% Response Rate)
Observation of Common Planning Period

Figure 1. Methodology: Multiple Case Study of Two K-8 Urban Public Schools
In the following sections, I will discuss the specific data collection methods and
analysis for each aspect of the multiple case study research design.
Principal Interview #1

The first interview was a semi-structured interview intended to learn about
their approach to leadership from an inquiry stance. The complete interview protocol
with questions is in Appendix. The questions all referred to the critical elements of the
theoretical framework for leading with an inquiry stance: learning the context and setting
priorities, building and sustaining relational trust, and leading the school as a learning
organization. Finally, there were questions on their perception of the culture of
collaboration at their school and the best times to observe this culture to inform the
timing of the observations.
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The questions around learning the context were intended to gather data around
how they approached learning about the school community when they were first hired to
the school and what they did to continue to learn and understand the needs of their school
community.

Questions around relational trust were intended to gather data on their perception
of the relationships that exists between administration and the teachers as well as teachers
with other teachers. Questions around the principal’s perceptions of the trust that exist in
the building were asked in addition to the strategies the principal uses to build trust.

Questions around leading a learning organization were intended to gather data on
their perception of the school community as a whole being able to learn and grow
collectively, their threshold for handling change, and the principal’s tolerance for hearing
conflicting points of view around the mission and operations of the school.

Finally, questions around the culture of collaboration were intended to gather data
on their perception of this culture as well on how the key elements of leading with an
inquiry stance (school context, relational trust, and leading learning) may relate to the
culture of collaboration that exists at their school.

At the beginning of each section of the interview, | began with a brief explanation
or definition of what | meant by each major term: school context, relational trust, leading
learning, and culture of collaboration. | asked them if there is anything else that they
would like to add to my explanation or definition. This process was important to ensure
that we are talking within the same frame of reference to make meaning together. This
supported the conditions of an effective interview as a conversational partnership where

trust is established and knowledge is constructed through the interaction with a purpose
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in mind (Kvale, 1996; Dubin & Dubin, 2005). By inviting the interviewee into the
process of defining the key terms we were discussing, | was able to build a mutual
foundation of understanding and even respect for our shared capacity for making
knowledge that is an authentic representation of what they know and perceive. In
addition, an introduction was used to establish the context for the interview and provide
reassurance that the interview could have been paused or ended if the interviewee became
uncomfortable.

The questions were intended to be a guide to access the most important data and
insights from the principal. There was flexibility on exactly which equations were asked
as long as each major domain of the theoretical framework of principal leadership from
an inquiry stance was covered in a robust way.

At the end of the interview, we discussed the best opportunity to observe the them
actively working with teachers and staff in a way that represents the principles of leading
from an inquiry stance such as relational trust, contextual responsiveness, and leading
learning. This helped inform when | would complete the observation portion of the data
collection.

These interviews took place in person. The interview with Principal Leia took
place in her office at school and took forty-five minutes. The interview with Principal
Benjamin took place in my home because it was convenient for him to meet at my house
after school. His interview took one hour. Before the start of each interview, the consent
form was reviewed. This consent form was sent via email prior to the start of the
interview. Each interview was recorded with an iPhone with their consent. A completed

copy of the consent form is in the Appendix. In both interviews, the principals identified
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their common planning time period as the best opportunity for me to observe their
leadership with teachers.
Teacher Survey

The teacher survey was distributed to all teachers at each school via email after
the first principal interviews were complete. | was able to gather all emails since they
were all publicly available on each school’s website. The responses were submitted by
teachers electronically and anonymously. Only | was able to view the results of the
survey, and no teacher names were collected with their responses. The survey was
designed as a Google Form. The purpose of the survey was to gather data on the teachers’
perceptions of the culture of collaboration at the school and to provide insight into the
observations and the focus groups. All of the survey questions were taken directly from
the Teacher Questionnaire of the National Teacher and Principal Survey of the 2020-
2021 school year. The National Teacher and Principal Survey has been collecting data
since 1988 and is recognized as a valid source of data by the U.S. Department of
Education and researchers. Questions were selected from the survey that relate to
teachers’ experiences and perceptions of the culture of collaboration at the school.

Both principals supported participation on the teacher survey by encouraging
teachers to complete it via email and an announcement in their weekly updates to staff. In
addition, I encouraged participation on the day of my common planning time
observations at each school. I walked around the school with granola bars, a word of
appreciation, and a brief write up re-introducing myself and encouraging teachers to
complete the survey. As a result of my emails to teachers, the principals’ support, and the

in-person follow up, | had sixteen out of twenty-six teachers (62%) complete the survey
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from Steamer Elementary and nineteen out of thirty-three teachers (58%) complete the
survey from Hamlet Elementary.
Observation

As mentioned above, | arranged for an observation of the principal working with
teachers during the initial principal interview, which turned out to be their common
planning time for both schools. The purpose of the observation was to actually see the
principal operationalize their leadership stance during purposeful interactions with
teachers as they worked towards some objective for the school and students.
“Leadership” at the meeting was informed by the definition of leadership discussed above
that sees leadership as a dynamic process and transaction between the leader and
followers that is meant to achieve a goal (Northouse, 2019). This broad definition of
leadership means that the principal’s behavior and actions during this time could have
consisted of a broad range of behaviors and actions; nevertheless, their leadership could
be evidenced by how the staff interacted with one another and the principal, the extent to
which teachers saw themselves as leaders themselves who can make and contribute to
school-based decisions, and how they all worked together. Therefore, data was gathered
on the principal’s own leadership and the culture of collaboration during this space and
time.

During this observation, | was an observer as a participant, which means that my
role as an observer was transparently announced and known before the meeting, and
anyone was able to ask me about my research after the meeting (Creswell, 2009). During

the actual observations, | did not participate in any way.
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To gather data during the observation, | had an observation protocol that included
a space for me to draw a map of the room that represented where all participants sat or
stood during the meeting. In addition, there was a space to capture the context of the
meeting, my ethnographic notes, and any researcher thoughts or reflections. | was typing
notes constantly during the meeting to capture as complete of a representation as possible
of what occurred in the space. An observation protocol is a research tool that is
recommended to have a structured way of capturing notes and ideas during the
observation so that the data can be revisited and analyzed at a later time (Creswell, 2009).
A complete copy of the observation protocol is provided in the Appendix.

Teacher Focus Group

After the data from each principal interview, each teacher survey, and each
observation was collected, there was one focus group conversation for each school
consisting of teachers from the schools. A focus group can be viewed as a data collection
method that relies on the interaction of the members in the group where multiple points
of view can be shared to learn the collective interpretation of an issue (Mertens, 2020).
The benefit of the focus group instead of individual interviews is that | was able to gain a
group perspective from a variety of teachers. In this case, the issue or topic consisted of
the principal’s leadership and the culture of collaboration experienced by the teachers. In
order to ensure anonymity among the focus group participants, this focus group was
conducted via Zoom so that we did not need to gather in a room at their school that other
staff members or the principal could have observed. Only the audio of the focus group
was recorded and transcribed. From Steamer, | was able to recruit four staff members to

join me for the focus group. From Hamlet, | was only able to recruit two teachers for the
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focus group. The low participation at Hamlet could have been attributed to this school
year being a particularly burdensome school year of returning to in-person instruction
during the COVID-19 Pandemic as well as Hamlet being a school with more stressful
climate issues that can wear on staff members.

During the focus group, I asked questions that sought to inform, validate, or
disprove my preliminary analysis and interpretations. The focus group supported the
overall validity of the research process by checking my interpretations of the culture of
collaboration at the school with teachers who actively participate in this culture of
collaboration. During the focus group, the teacher participants were able to provide
nuances, context, history, and insight into what | observed during the meeting, the survey
data, and my initial principal interview. An exact copy of the teacher focus group
questions and procedure is provided in the Appendix.

Principal Interview #2

A final interview with each principal concluded the data collection portion of the
research. This was a much shorter, semi-structured interview that was conducted on
Zoom. The audio of each interview was recorded and transcribed for analysis. The goal
of these final interviews was to follow up on each principal’s experience during the
meeting that | observed, to provide them an opportunity to offer any additional thoughts
on their approach to leadership from an inquiry stance, and for me to ask any questions
that may have come up during the subsequent data gathering and preliminary data
analysis. An exact copy of this final interview is provided in the Appendix.

Since this research occurred during the era of COVID-19, all in-person data

collection followed the recommended COVID procedures outlined in Temple
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University’s IRB guidelines. This was possible because all staff members in the schools
were already completing weekly COVID-19 screenings, and social distancing was
expected and prioritized.

Data Analysis

Data analysis of this multiple case study design involved an ongoing and
systematic reflection of the data (Creswell, 2009; Mertens, 2020). Therefore, data
analysis was conducted concurrently with data collection in ways that informed the later
stages of data collection. As I approached analyzing my qualitative data, | identified tacit
and formative theories that could have influenced selectivity and bias during my data
collection (LeCompte, 2000). Good qualitative data are as unbiased as possible, so both
my own tacit theories and formative theories had to be made as clear as possible to
myself as a researcher so that the ideas | developed during my analysis would be a
transparent part of my own meaning making process that consumers of my analysis will
be able to understand and use as they evaluate and make sense of my findings.

Tacit theories are any biases that | may have had when working with the data that
include my experience as an educator and leader in urban schools. My tacit theory of
schools is that high quality schools are not accidents; they are the result of daily
disciplined leadership and practice throughout the building based on a shared belief that
all students can learn. Formative theories are more formal theories, grounded in my
literature review that are guiding my approach to the research. These formative theories
include the idea that leading from an inquiry stance is a constructive way to lead in

schools and that it may support and encourage high quality teacher collaboration
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(LeCompte, 2000). What follows is a description of my data analysis for each data
component of my multiple case study design.
Principal Interview #1

Data analysis of the first interview with each principal began with transcribing the
audio recording of the interview with the paid transcription software Sonix.ai. After
transcribing the interview, | listened to the interview with the transcripts in order to
develop a more intimate relationship with the material and to ensure accuracy while
noting any points of the interview where there may be multiple potential meanings
(Mertens, 2020). The recording and the transcripts were saved only on my personal
computer, and no one else had access to them.

After ensuring accuracy of the transcription, | listened through each interview
with the transcripts to begin to gain an overall sense of the meaning of each interview
while beginning the coding process. Coding is the process of organizing the material into
segments of text before bringing more meaning to the information (Creswell, 2009). For
coding, | used both predetermined and emerging codes. The predetermined codes
consisted of the core elements of leading from an inquiry stance: learning the context,
relational trust, and leading learning. | was flexible with identifying other codes that
supported my analysis of my core research questions around leadership and a culture of
collaboration.

After | completed the coding, I reviewed the codes in order to determine which
codes recurred the most and appeared to be the most meaningful in order to identify
themes. Then, the final level of analysis involved the actual writing of the data analysis in

order to clarify and express the interpretation and meaning of the data. The goal was to
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identify lessons learned as they relate to my research questions, especially around each
principal’s own perception of what it means to lead from an inquiry stance and their
perception of the culture of collaboration in each of their schools.
Teacher Survey

The data analysis of the teacher survey consisted of evaluating the responses in
order to identify trends that could be used to inform subsequent steps in the data
collection process. | was able to break up the survey questions into three categories: (1)
teacher influence in school policy, (2) administrative support, school vision clarity, and
collaboration, and (3) teacher attitudes. I looked at tables that represented teacher
responses on a Likert scale for each question at each school. By looking at the responses
and trends in these categories, | was able to make inferences about the culture of
collaboration at each school. In addition, | was able to make connections to the practices
and behaviors that each principal discussed and how they may have actually affected
their teachers. Finally, | was able to identify evidence that substantiated perspectives
presented by the teachers in the focus groups that may be even more broadly shared by
the teachers in the schools.

Observation

Data analysis of each observation was much like the interview description above.
| read through the notes of each observation to gain an overall sense of the meaning of
each observation while beginning the coding process. | reviewed the codes, identified
themes, and reflected on how the observations related to the other sources of data | had.
The observations informed some of the follow up questions | asked during the focus

group conversations as well as the second principal interview. Data analysis from the
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observations helped to support inferences | had made with other data sources. For
example, the observations informed my understanding of each principal’s perception of
what it means to lead from an inquiry stance as well as the actual culture of collaboration
in each of their schools.

Teacher Focus Group

Data analysis of each teacher focus group was treated in the same way as the first
principal interview described above. The only difference was that | had to analyze the the
multiple perspectives and ideas shared in the during the focus group. I also used the paid
transcription software Sonix.ai due to the length of the focus group. The recording and
the transcripts were saved only on my personal computer, and no one else had access to
them.

The goal of this data analysis was to further substantiate how the teachers
experience the culture of collaboration of the school and their relationship and interaction
with each principal’s approach to leadership.

Principal Interview #2

Data analysis of each final principal interview was treated in the same way as the
first principal interview described above. The goal of this final interview was be to
identify lessons learned as they relate to my research questions, especially around each
principal’s own perception of what it means to lead from an inquiry stance and their
perception of the culture of collaboration in each of their schools. The analysis helped to
check each principal’s perception with what was seen and heard during the observation

and offered them a chance to reflect on their initial responses to the questions.
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Risks for Participants

For the principals of each school, there was little professional risk since the study
was exploratory in nature and was intended to simply better understand their choices as a
principal and their interaction with staff in order to cultivate a culture of collaboration.
Nevertheless, their identities were protected during all data collection and analysis by
having data stored on a password protected computer that was in the sole possession of
myself as the researcher. In any writing, identities were protected by using pseudonyms.
The consent forms for the principal participants were kept in a locked room.

The participants in the focus groups faced a risk because in their comments during
the focus group, they expressed opinions or judgements of their supervisor and rating
officer, the principal. 1 did several things to proactively address this concern. First, the
questions were not designed to be judgmental of the school’s leadership, but rather to
encourage an authentic conversation that described the culture of collaboration at the
school. In addition, while I could not guarantee total anonymity, | did a number of things
to provide confidentiality. | did not disclose the exact number of participants in the focus
group, and the principal never had access to the raw data. In addition, the teacher focus
group occurred on Zoom, so they were able to attend without the risk of being seen
entering a room in the school. The consent forms for the focus group participants were
also kept in a locked room.

In addition, in the process of the principal interviews and teacher focus groups, it
was possible for some emotional reaction from the participants as they reflected on their
approach and experiences at work. Were any trauma to come up, | was willing to stop

recording and ask if the participant wanted to go on. If any participant had required
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emotional support, I was ready to provide information to the school district’s Employee
Assistance Program. This step was never necessary in the data gathering process.
Benefits for Participants

The benefits for the participants were that it offered them an opportunity to reflect
upon their experience with leadership and how they share leadership with one another.
Through these conversations, there was an opportunity for their own perspectives and
stances towards the work of serving students collectively to expand and grow. In
addition, the findings may have helped to improve practice in these schools or identify
barriers to success and progress of which the participants were unaware.

Limitations

There are several limitations with this research design. First, since I only studied
two principals and their schools, generalizability to other school communities is limited.
While this is accounted for in both the literature review and methodology whereby local
context was prioritized over the goal of generalizing practices to other school
communities, it is important to note that the precise actions and approaches to leadership
of each principal was seen as contingent upon their context and is not meant to be
replicated in other schools in a cookie-cutter manner. Rather, the goal was that by
learning about these principals and how they interact as leaders with an inquiry stance in
their school communities that clearer theories and implications for school leadership may
emerge that can inform how principals in other unique contexts approach their work. It is
possible that with a rich understanding of each context, the findings may yield some ideas

for where the results may or may not apply in other school contexts.
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Another limitation is the relatively small amount of time I was able to observe the
principal and teachers in action. It is important to note that leadership does not just occur
during formal staff meetings or other organized events but during the day-to-day
operation of the school and in response to issues and crises as they occur during the
school year. As a sole researcher, | was unable to commit longer periods of observation
time and had to observe a time where | knew the principal and teachers would be in
collaboration with one another. There are certainly other events that would occur during
the school day and year that would be powerful representations of each principals’
approach to leadership and the culture of collaboration among the teachers.

Along the same lines, it would have been valuable to be able to observe the
teachers working on a project without the principal present to see if the culture of
collaboration endures in spaces without the principal’s direct involvement. I attempted to
mitigate this limitation through the focus group.

Another limitation of the research is if the survey missed out on key perspectives
among teachers. From Steamer Elementary, 16 out of 26 teachers (62%) responded. From
Hamlet Elementary, 19 out of 32 teachers (59%) responded. While | reached my
participation goal of at least 50% from each school, it is possible that with more teacher
responses, the survey data could have told a different story. In addition the Steamer focus
group consisted of four teachers, all of whom were white. The absence of any teachers of
color is important to note because their perspectives of school leadership could have
illuminated additional data and insights that and entirely white focus group could not.
The Hamlet focus group only consisted of two teachers, one white woman and one

African American woman, and for one of them, this was only her second year as a
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teacher in the school. Therefore, she had very limited direct experiences with the
principal. The other teacher had been at the school for eight years, and had a considerable
amount of knowledge of the school community and the current principal. When | asked
the two teachers from Hamlet why they thought more teachers did not participate, the one
who had been at the school longer explained that there was a past experience at the
school whereby teacher feedback was shared with the former principal in a way that
made teachers uncomfortable. According to her, this made more teachers reluctant to
participate in the focus group. More teachers in the Hamlet focus group would have been
valuable to incorporate additional perspectives.
Role of the Researcher

| entered this study with professional experiences in the environment and the topic
in which I am exploring in my research questions. | have been a teacher, teacher leader,
activist, academic coach, and an assistant principal in schools in a large urban school
district. In addition, | have an affinity for leading from an inquiry stance because the
theory of “inquiry” in educational contexts has been a fundamental part of my
development as a teacher and leader. To me, inquiry is where learning and leadership
begins; it is the launching point for being able to see issues more deeply in order to make
change, do better, and grow. Therefore, my own biases and perspectives could have
potentially clouded the analysis and interpretation of the data. In order to check against
this, my data collections and analyses were iterative. My research design gathered data
from a diverse array of participants in schools who were directly involved with my

questions: principals and teachers. Finally, my effort to include two schools offered
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additional data and perspectives to be able to analyze my research questions to support
validity.

In addition to my professional experiences in this type of school district and my
familiarity with the idea of inquiry in educational settings, | need to recognize my
identity as a white man during the research process. The schools | studied consisted of a
majority of students with different racial backgrounds than my own. Therefore, earning
the trust of the principals and staff was important to show that my interests were about
learning more to advance education for all students rather than subverting it.

I, as the student investigator, was not employed at either school that was involved
in this research process.

Reliability and Credibility

As a qualitative-dominant research design, the reliability and credibility to the
findings depended on the overall quality of the research design, my approach as the
researcher, and the purpose of the study (Mertens, 2020). Reliability in a postpositivist
paradigm refers to stability over time; however, in a constructivist paradigm, which
applies to this research, change is expected, and it should be tracked and publicly
inspectable. Considerations for this constructivist reliability was made in both my
research design of a multiple case study and even the topic itself, which expects there to
be differences based on the context of the school and its stage of development. Specific
leadership actions were not intended to be generalizable; rather, the nuances of each
context were to be carefully explored in order to understand the leadership actions within

that context. The hope was that by answering the research questions, a theoretical lens of
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leadership from an inquiry stance would be further developed to understand and support
school leadership development.

The credibility of the research was strengthened by the prolonged and persistent
engagement with each case and the triangulation of data (Mertens, 2020). The research
design required data collection and analysis over an extended period of time and involved
a variety of strategies including interviews, observations, focus groups, and surveys. The
focus groups were intended to check data gathered in both the observations and the
survey. The final interview with each principal functioned to ensure that ideas from the
initial interview were accurately understood from the perspective of each principal
participant. Finally, because there are a variety of data collection strategies, it was
possible to triangulate the data, which increased the validity of my findings and

conclusions drawn.
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CHAPTER 4
FINDINGS
Practices of Leading from an Inquiry Stance

This study aimed to identify the actual leadership practices and behaviors school
principals engage in to lead from an inquiry stance and then to determine any relationship
between these inquiry-based leadership practices and the culture of collaboration among
teachers at the school level. My research questions were:

1. What kinds of practices (or behaviors) do principals engage in to lead from an
inquiry stance?
a. How do principals describe leading in this manner as distinctive from
other approaches to school leadership?
2. To what extent does leading from an inquiry stance contribute to building a
culture of collaboration within the school community?
a. What leadership practices contribute to a culture of collaboration and
inquiry?

Through the research process at two schools that consisted of extended interviews
with the principals, a focus group with teachers, a teacher survey, and an observation of a
common planning period, | sought to gather data that represents how each school
principal saw themselves engaging in the work of leading a school as well as data that
represented how teachers actually experienced these leadership practices and how they
felt about their principals. I paid close attention to each principal’s perspective and the
intentions of their approach to leadership in an effort to clarify how their actions could

represent leading from an inquiry stance. | have proposed leading from an inquiry stance
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(Lytle et al., 2018) as an appropriate theory for considering the effective leadership of
schools based on the maturation of research into school leadership in which scholars have
suggested that this research should integrate multiple theories of school leadership in
ways that are uniquely responsive to their context (Daniels et al., 2019). | also paid
careful attention to the perspective of teachers who experience these principal leadership
actions as their professional reality to develop an understanding of how the principal
impacts the culture of school, specifically around teacher collaboration. The analysis of
both principal actions and behaviors alongside teacher professional experiences of these
actions and behaviors offer critical insights into how principals can help shape a
constructive collaborative culture among teachers in their schools.

The findings that follow explore the leadership practices and behaviors of
Principals Leia and Benjamin. During the analysis of the findings, themes emerged as a
result of carefully reviewing the principal interview data alongside the teacher focus
group, survey, and observation data. Each section of these findings consists of one of the
core components of leading from an inquiry stance and how each principal saw
themselves engaging with that component. Therefore, there is a section for how the
principals saw themselves developing relational trust, learning the school context, and
leading a learning organization. For each section, after an analysis of the principal
interview data for each principal around a particular component of leading from an
inquiry stance, what follows is analysis of data from teacher perspectives on this same
component. These sections mostly rely on the data from the principal interviews and the
teacher focus groups; however, data from the teacher survey and the observations are

used at times to triangulate the data. Throughout all of these sections, the principals’
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perceptions of their practices and the teachers’ perceptions of those practices sometimes
aligned, and sometimes they did not, offering some important insights into the perception
and reality of leadership practices exercised by principals in schools. The first section of
findings reviews the data of relational trust, which produced the most data due to how it
served as a foundation for leading from an inquiry stance. That is followed by the data on
learning the school context and finally leading a learning organization. In all of these
sections, the impact of how these practices and behaviors connect to the culture of
collaboration of each school becomes evident. After these sections, there is a high-level
overview of the teacher survey data that offers additional support for some of the
findings, particularly around teacher perspectives of leadership behaviors. Finally, the
observation data is reviewed to explain how it impacted the overall research process.
Leadership Practices and Behaviors for Developing to Relational Trust

The data collected reinforced the ideas discussed in the literature review that
schools are deeply social organizations that the principal and the teachers experience
personally. In the context of schools that educators experience socially and personally,
trust is critical for effective communication and collaboration to occur in the school
community (Bryk & Schneider, 2002; Forsyth et al., 2011, Tschannen-Moran, 2014).
Each principal had their own practices and behaviors that, from their perspective, were
implemented in order to deepen relational trust with their teachers. In some cases, these
practices were effective; sometimes the practices had adverse unintended consequences;
and in some, the teacher focus groups provided feedback that suggested that relational
trust was actually weakened as a result of the practice.

Principal Leia’s Practices and Behaviors Connected to Relational Trust
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e Sharing her Weekly Schedule

Principal Leia discussed three primary practices that she believes builds trust with
her teachers. The first one was around her weekly schedule:

Principal Leia: | create a schedule, and | share my schedule with everyone every

Sunday so they know exactly where I’'m going to be throughout the day at every

minute of the day so that they know where I am. Or, | would say, I’'m coming into

your classroom on Monday at 10; I want to see what’s happening. So like, there’s
not a surprise. Nothing is a surprise. I’m not out to get you.

From her perspective, this is an effort to be open and transparent with her staff so
that they know what she is doing and is intended to demonstrate that she is not attempting
to catch teachers having an “off” day by popping into their classroom without notice.
Rather, teachers know precisely when she is coming to observe and the reason why she is
coming. In addition, her schedule is a representation of how she is using her time, which
is an indication of her priorities for the staff to see.

e Informal Observations on a Collaborative Google Doc

Another practice she implements is that she does not do “scored observations” for
the majority of her teachers. For context, principals are responsible for completing both
formal and informal observations of teacher instructions throughout the course of the
school year. Formal observations must be scored and are less frequent. Informal
observations are more frequent and principals can have more discretion on how they
perform them and what they focus on. For Principal Leia, in an effort to build trust with

teachers, she explained:
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Principal Leia: So | would put formals in [the district observation platform], but

all informal information would be just where we go back and forth on a Google

Doc. And they would respond to the feedback that | was giving them, unless I

wanted to exit someone out. And then | would put it into [the district observation

platform]. So I knew who’s receptive to feedback and who’s changing. [For those
teachers] I’'m going to continue with Google Docs. But, if you are not receptive to
feedback, then we’re going right into [the district observation platform]. And so

you know who’s effective and who’s ineffective, and you can definitely do that. I

would say that builds trust.

Principal Leia felt like she could judge and identify the teachers who were
“receptive to feedback™ and thus open to growth. For those teachers, this system for
feedback of an ongoing shared Google Doc represented to her that she was collaborating
with them around their growth and was not working towards “exiting” them, which
would require a record of the scored informal observation forms that exist on the official
district observation platform. She believed that this process built relational trust with
them. However, for teachers who she determined were not open to feedback and were
thus stagnant in their professional growth, she explained that she would complete the
scored informal observation forms. Therefore, in this case, her practice in building trust
was based on how she worked with teachers for observation and feedback. By keeping
informal observations off of the district’s scored observation form, she was indicating to
the teacher that she trusts them.

e System for Teacher Peer Observations
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The third practice Principal Leia identified for supporting relational trust at her
school were the opportunities she sets up and supports for teachers to observe each other
teach:

Principal Leia: One teacher texted me yesterday, she asked, “Leia, can I have an

observation day on Thursday to go see the teachers that are doing the new math

curriculum here really well?”” And I said, “Yeah, no problem.” Like, I think, it’s
giving them time to work together, providing them space.

By supporting teachers and providing them with the time and space to observe
each other and collaborate around shared curricular or instructional problems of practice,
she saw this as a way in which they would be able to build trust with one another.
Unintended Consequences of Principal Leia’s Practices and Behaviors

According to Principal Leia, her approach to building trust with her teachers by
sharing her weekly schedule with her teachers was a genuine and sincere practice of
being transparent about her time. Nevertheless, Principal Leia did share that this practice,
along with the formation of her leadership team, had some unintended consequences that
actually weakened trust with her teachers.

Over the last three years at the school, Principal Leia had gradually built a
leadership team of “fully released” teachers who supported the administrative efforts of
the school. A “fully released” teacher refers to a teacher who does not actually teach any
classes. Principal Leia’s leadership team consisted of a special education monitor, a math
coach, a literacy coach, a dean, and a community partnerships coordinator. She goes on to

explain that during the previous school year, which was during the 2020-2021 school
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year of the COVID-19 Pandemic, there were concerns around how the leadership team
was utilized:

Principal Leia: So there’s a couple of people that are, I would say, fully released,

and | need. And there were some morale issues last year around a meeting | would

hold during virtual learning. | would hold a meeting at 2:30 every day with that
group. And what | would do is that every morning | wrote an email, and [at this
meeting] we would review that email. And there were some cultural things where
it was like the fully released teachers versus the teachers, so there was a lack of
trust with that.

One teacher asked, “What are you guys talking about at that meeting?” I
said, “Oh, I write the Morning Update there. I ask [the leadership team] what do
you have to tell me about testing? What do you have to tell me about special
education? What do you have to tell me about community schools?” And then
sometimes we meet for five minutes, and sometimes we meet for thirty minutes,
but they [the teachers] saw it in my schedule. They’re like, “Principal Leia is
meeting with these people. What is going on there?”

Upon reflection, Principal Leia added that her transparency with her schedule may
be a case of her sharing “too much.” She said, “It’s almost like an entitlement to know
exactly what I am doing.” In this case, her practice of sharing her schedule without fully
disclosing the nature of her meetings on the schedule weakened trust among some of her
teachers who questioned what could be happening at those meetings.

In addition, the formation of Principal Leia’s “fully released” leadership team

during her years at the school has impacted the amount of influence that teachers in the
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building feel like they have on school-based decisions. According to Ella, early in
Principal Leia’s tenure at the school, she was more accustomed to involving teachers in
her “leadership team” to help make school-based decisions. However, as the years have
gone on, teachers have become increasingly locked out of the discussion in favor of her
“fully released” administrative team. She explains:

Ella: And, you know, in December that first year [of Principal Leia’s tenure at the

school], she did a lot of listening. She did not want to rock the boat. She didn't

want to make too many changes too fast. And then she pulled a crew of teachers

to be like part of her little brain trust for the first couple of years, right? We had a

leadership team and like leadership team was making all the school decisions. It

wasn't really a lot coming from her. And then, as the years have gone on, the
leadership team has become more obsolete. Like they still have one, but they're
not super productive or effective anymore. And then she's gathered like a dean
and coach and a bunch of other people in her administration and all the teachers
are sort of locked out and told things as opposed to being part of those
discussions. | don't know if anyone else feels that way, but I've definitely noticed
like less teacher input every year.

Therefore, whereas Principal Leia seemed to engage with more teacher voices and
perspectives early in her tenure, her current leadership team of “fully released” staff
members has left some of her teachers feeling “locked out” of school-based decisions.
Teachers’ Perspective of Relational Trust with Principal Leia

When questions about relational trust were asked of the Steamer teachers during

the focus group, their perception of relational trust and the practices Principal Leia used
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to build trust offered some affirmations of Principal Leia’s approaches, some striking
differences, and even some practices that Principal Leia had not named that but had
impacted the relational trust between her and the teachers.

e Teacher Perspectives: Practices that Strengthen Trust at Steamer

First, the practice that the Steamer teachers affirmed built trust with the principal
was the practice of allowing and even encouraging teachers to observe and learn from
other teachers. Amelia, a teacher at Steamer expressed:

Amelia: | can speak to you on one point that | know the principal is really, really

supportive of us going into other classrooms to observe another teacher. She

encourages that, and she’ll help us find someone to cover our class to make that
happen. She’ll totally encourage that. Even if we wanted to go to another school
to see somebody, she would make that happen, and she encourages learning from
each other. And so | feel supported in that area.

Anne, another teacher at Steamer, was able to give a specific example of being
supported to observe other teachers in ways that meaningfully impacted her practice as
seen in this exchange during the focus group:

Anne: Yeah, earlier on [in my career], my coach from the district had set up a

visit for me to view another class. And then I think the principal actually set up

one or two where we went to Springside Specialist School. So | went outside [of

Steamer], but I've also gone to a lot of the classrooms in our school specifically to

observe literacy being taught and the phonics programs that we have because

there's not like, you know, trainings and it's hard to figure out those scripted
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programs unless you see them in action. So | went for like many prep periods in a

row to go observe one teacher in particular, teach it because she's just amazing at

it, just to try to get some of that to rub off.

Luke (Researcher): And was there a positive impact on your practice as a result

of being able to, you know, go to and see the phonics lessons? Would you say

that?

Anne: Yeah, yeah. | mean, | completely changed the way that | taught literacy.

Principal Leia demonstrated trust in her teachers to grow professionally through
these opportunities to observe other classrooms, and her teachers affirmed the value of
these opportunities. They were trusted to make use of this time, and in Anne’s case, it led
to her professional growth.

e Teacher Perspectives: Practices that Weaken Trust at Steamer

The teacher focus group from Steamer also discussed a way in which they did not
feel trusted by Principal Leia and a practice in which they did not trust her.

Teachers at Steamer did not feel trusted by Principal Leia around how common
planning time was administered. Common planning time is a period each week where a
group of teachers are scheduled to have time to work together in a way determined by the
school leadership. Amelia expressed her frustration with how this time was frequently
monopolized by the leadership, leaving no time for teachers to talk and collaborate
around their own priorities:

Amelia: I feel like administration doesn’t trust the teachers enough. Like to give

us time to implement things as far as, like, common planning time. We now have

62



common planning time. It’s designated common planning time, but they’re giving

us speakers to listen to or they’re writing our agenda for us. And I have to tell you

that is so demeaning in a way because we still have to plan, and we do it on our
own time. Like, I’'m on the phone with my fellow teachers, planning and doing
the things that we should be doing during that time. And I think, and this is just
my opinion, I have nothing to back this up, but I feel like it’s because
administration may not trust that if given the time, that we won’t use it, I don’t
know, wisely.

Amelia does not feel trusted by her administration to use allocated time for
teachers to come together in a wise manner. Amelia’s assertion is further supported by
both my observation of a common planning time period and the teacher survey data.
During the common planning period that | observed, there was no time for teachers to
talk to one another about work that they needed to collaborate on. During the common
planning time, | observed an opening where teachers and school-based leaders were
encouraged to offer positive shout outs for instructional practices occurring in the
building, then the teachers were actually separated from one another to receive one-on-
one coaching from either an instructional coach, the assistant principal, or the principal.
In addition, in the survey, 43.8% of respondents shared that they had only “Minor
Influence” and 37.5% of respondents shared that they had “No influence” (a total of
81.3%) with “Determining the content of in-service professional development programs.”

An area where the teachers in the Steamer focus group did not trust the principal
and her leadership team was in managing school discipline. There were several

comments related to this:
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Ella: And the principal's lack of a culture of discipline is like my number one
frustration.

Luke (Researcher): You want to say a little bit more about that? What's lacking
in terms of the culture of discipline and what would you like to see?

Amelia: There is none. There's no consequences. Zero.

Ella: And the kids know that. And so especially at the middle school level, things
keep happening and the kids will tell you to your face like, “What are you going
to do about it? The principal doesn't care. So what? I'm not going to get
suspended, wanna call my mom? Call my mom.” And so the teachers are now
having to struggle with social, emotional learning lesson plans and building a
community of learners and like all that great stuff. But our kids experienced so
much trauma last year [during the virtual learning of the pandemic] and a certain
amount of neglect at home in some cases. And so they're just like, not great being
back at school. There's a lot of annoying behaviors going on, and if there was
more of a structure at school for what to do about it and it was rolled out right
away, | don't think a lot of us would be feeling as burnt out right now as we do.
Owen had similar misgivings about how discipline was handled at Steamer:
Owen: | feel like she trusts me personally, but I don't trust admin with anything
behavior wise. Like if one of my kids is acting out like I, if I, if I hear that like,
oh, you know, the principal was talking to them; they had a really bad time at
recess. Oh, don't worry, they're talking to the principal like, | am immediately
panicked. I'm like, Oh my gosh, she's going to give them candy, or she's going to

be like, “Oh, you can eat with me for lunch.” And it's a complete, like the
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opposite of everything | worked on, even though I, you know, I've told them and,

you know, but it just happens. And that's why | have very little trust at all. | have

a lot of trust in other areas, but when it comes specifically to like stuff like that, |

have zero like faith at all.

The substance of these statements from the focus group show that the teachers
from this group do not trust and do not feel connected to the way the principal handles
discipline is also reflected in the teacher survey responses. When asked how much actual
influence teachers have over school policy at this school regarding “Setting discipline
policy,” 62.5% of respondents said “None,” and 31.3% said “Minor,” making up 93.8%
of the responses.

Principal Benjamin’s Practices and Behaviors Connected to Relational Trust

Principal Benjamin discussed several practices and leadership behaviors in his
interview that he believes built trust with his teachers. The first practice was his
demonstration of humility and attentive listening to teachers. He had three examples of
this approach to listening carefully to teacher concerns about an existing school practice,
reflecting on their position, and then communicating change and why it was needed. To
contextualize all three of these examples, he first explained the following while reflecting
on his approach of having an “open door policy” where teachers would be welcome to
stop by his office and express their concerns and ideas about leading the school:

Principal Benjamin: I thought that just doing that [having the “open door

policy”’] and just being me, yeah, would be sufficient. They would hear my words,

see my actions and be reassured, but actually it was a setback that pushed us to

another trajectory in as many years as I've been doing. This was something where
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it was a humbling experience for me, where | had to get over myself and
understand their context, where they were coming from and the situation I had put
out...I guess I can actually think of three different situations where I knew that
the trust wasn't quite there yet. So let me just run through the three of them.

e Building Trust through Humility and Listening #1: Class Size and the Reading

Specialist

A change Principal Benjamin made during his first year as principal at the school
was to alter the way the reading specialist had been utilized. He explained that prior to his
arrival, the reading specialist had been used primarily to reduce class size for the
teachers. He explained, “She would take a group of second graders in the morning, and
she’d take them for the whole literacy block. And in the afternoon, she’d take a group of
10-12 third graders.” This was occurring rather than pulling a small group of students for
a reading intervention. He went on to tell the rest of the story:

Principal Benjamin: And so my thing was, after looking at that, evaluating that,

looking at the data where they really didn't get any bang for the buck, the other

way, I said, “Well, we purchased this reading specialist to be a reading specialist.

So we're going to utilize her as a reading specialist, right?”” And of course, there

was a lot of pushback because the teachers enjoyed the smaller class sizes. So

there was some fighting and some push back, and some, you know, trying to be
territorial about which kids get pulled out and whatnot. And so we had to say,

“Well, no, we're basing it on the data, right?”” So that was, you know, to get them

to go along with that. And that's one of the major decisions I made. This was the
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first thing you know, right, that was upsetting to the early elementary team. So we

kind of work through that. That was something we had to work through.

In this practice of leading change, he was aware of the teachers’ concerns and
what they wanted with smaller class sizes, but he also focused on and communicated
what was in the interest of students based on their reading data. In this example, Principal
Benjamin demonstrates leadership behaviors that support a more trusting professional
environment when considering the definition of leadership from Northouse (2019)
discussed in the literature review. Northouse’s definition of leadership is “a process
whereby an individual influences a group of individuals to achieve a common goal.” By
learning how the reading specialist was being used and why the teachers liked the
existing practice, he engaged in a process of leadership that led to a dialogue. Rather than
instantly changing the practice, he did his research into student data, which he used to
communicate how the reading specialist should be most effectively deployed. This
focused the needed change around how to better achieve the common goal of student
success in the school. This process of leading the teachers through inquiry and dialogue
into an existing practice supported the development of relational trust by refocusing the
teachers around their common goal and purpose and creating the space for teachers to
collaborate around the new system, rather than sowing division and resentment.

e Building Trust through Humility and Listening #2: Teacher Leveling

Teacher leveling occurs each school year once the enrollment of a school is
solidified. In the case of a school that has fewer students than they were projected to have

for that school year, a teacher or even several teachers could be “leveled out,” meaning
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that they will be moved to another school in the district with a larger student population.
This occurred in Principal Benjamin’s first year. He had to move a teacher who had been
teaching fifth grade to the fourth grade because of the loss of their fourth grade teacher.
He explained the following:
Principal Benjamin: Another situation was come leveling time, a fourth grade
teacher was leveled out. So there was a fifth grade teacher that | had to move to
fourth grade. And of course, she was upset about that and felt like the fourth grade
teacher that was leveled out didn't necessarily have full control of the class. And
so she felt like, “Why are you moving me? So I can get control of the class?”” And
so she wanted to push back about that and actually got a little snippy as we're
sitting at the table and talking about it. And so I let her say what she had to say,
and | explained to her why | was doing it. And she actually came back and
apologized after that. But if she had, I think, if the trust was there, yeah, then you
know that I'm not doing that just to get it at you, right? I'm doing it because it has
to be done. It's for the betterment of the school and it's for the students, right?
Luke (Researcher): And once she saw that, that's when she was able to come
back?
Principal Benjamin: She came back, Yeah, yeah. And right now she loves where
she's at.
In this situation, he was open to listening to the teacher, even when she got a little
“snippy.” Nevertheless, he stood by his decision, which he explained was in the best
interest of the school and the students. His practice leading a teacher through a significant

change after the school year had begun consisted of him listening patiently and
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attentively to her, hearing her concerns, and then replying with the purpose of the move
that centered on what was in the best interest of students. As he stated, she actually loves
the fourth grade where she currently serves and even apologized to him for how she had
initially responded.

e Building Trust through Humility and Listening #3: Navigating District

Expectations

The third experience he described where he demonstrated this practice of listening
carefully to teachers with humility was the one that Principal Benjamin described as the
“the most humbling.” This occurred during his communication to staff about the district’s
expectations around lesson objectives and the directive that they be written on the board
in classrooms. He explained what happened:

Principal Benjamin: When the district did walk through, and they're seeing

things like something as silly as, you know, put your objective on the board. And

so | have network people walking through and every time they walk through,
they're not seeing the objective on the board. “So principal, what are you doing?

What are you telling these people? How are you reinforcing this expectation?”

And so we got into an assembly or a PD [Professional Development] rather. And |

said to the staff, you know, I talked to them about that, you know, and how it's

embarrassing to me and the district's going to expect me to do something. And |
said, “If I get dinged, you're going to get dinged. Don't put me in a position where

I can't support you.”
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And so when | say that, and | explain to them why I'm saying it, I'm
thinking they'll understand. “Yeah, we know we’re wrong. We're not putting our
objectives up and we know we [should].” But I'm threatening to write everybody
up. That's how they took it.

In order to rebuild relational trust after the teachers reacted this way, he called a
staff meeting to explain what he said and why he said it.

Principal Benjamin: | called them together and just explained to them why I said

it. You know, it's not a threat. I'm not looking to write people up, but then you

have to understand from my side. The questions that | get when the district comes
and says, “Well, we pointed this out on several occasions and it hasn't been
corrected yet.” Right, so the expectation is on me to do something about it. That's
not what | wanted to do. When it's something that we can easily fix, you know, so
really, | just explained to them why I said it and that, you know, just reassure
them that | value them and the job they do. So let's not get caught up on
something that we can easily fix.

Luke (Researcher): And were they more receptive?

Principal Benjamin: Oh, yeah, absolutely. Yeah, yeah. | think just appreciation

of the administrator showing some humility and understanding.

Principal Benjamin did not realize that the teachers would respond to his direction
and expectation that objectives be posted on the board by feeling threatened and alarmed.
In retrospect, he realized that the teachers did not know him as a leader yet. He stated, “I
said [to myself], ‘How could they say this about me? When they don't, they must not

know me.”” From his perspective, this was not a threat for him to begin “writing
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everyone up”; rather it was an entreaty to comply with the district commands so that they
could continue to do the work they needed to do as a school. He saw the act of writing
objectives on the board as a fairly easy act of compliance to appease the district
leadership. He explained all of this to the teachers so that they understood where he was
coming from, and the teachers, from his perspective, were much more receptive to the
directive at that time.

His perspective that the teachers were more receptive to this directive in particular
and his leadership more generally after this experience is further supported by the survey
of teachers at Hamlet. When asked whether they agree or disagree with the statement,
“The school administration’s behavior toward the staff is supportive and encouraging,”
68.4% of the respondents selected “Strongly Agree” and 26.3% selected “Somewhat
Agree,” representing 94.7% of the responses.

As a principal, Benjamin described that he believed that the development of trust
came from his regular behavior and interactions with staff. He explained:

Principal Benjamin: Yeah, | think just the constant communication and

consistency, and they see the fairness. They see that I hold you accountable, but

I'm not tyrannical with it. I'm not coming in trying to see how many people I can

write up. | don't. I just don't think that, yeah, does any good, you know? And so

when you do have to go there, | mean, people, understand, or most of the folks
will understand. | mean, the person who is going through it might not feel good to
them, but you know, the greater staff knows.

He recognizes the authority he has with his position to hold people accountable,

but he is strategic with how he wields that power. He believes that with strategic use of
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his authority, the “greater staff” will understand that when he is holding a particular staff
member accountable, it is not out of malice or fear mongering.

e Building Trust through Entry Meetings and Introductions

Principal Benjamin was appointed to the principal position of Hamlet in May.

This gave him additional time and opportunities to meet and interact with staff and
community members before launching into the following school year when he would be
more directly leading the school. He identified an “informal” meet and greet after school
in May, a more formal introduction to the staff during the August professional
development, and an off-site leadership convening with his new leadership team as
practices he implemented to build the foundation for relational trust between him and his
teachers at the school.

e Building Trust through Entry Meetings and Introductions #1: After School “Meet

and Greet” in May

After Principal Benjamin was appointed in May, one the first things he arranged
was to set up a meet and greet with the staff one day after school:
Principal Benjamin: This was towards the end of May. Yeah, people were tired.
But, they hung around. And so basically when | got there, | just shared myself. |
don't think, yeah, | didn't do it at that particular time. | didn't do a PowerPoint or
anything. Yeah, it was just talk and sort of like shared who I was, and | couched
from three different, | guess, buckets that are critical to who | am. | wanted, | felt
it was important that the staff understands who | was as a person. And so | talked

about the three pillars of me, which | would say would be my faith, my family,
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and then my professional Resumé, so to speak. So who | am as a professional, and

so | just talked about those three different things, sort of my pathway as a

principal in those types of things. So after | gave that sort of presentation, it was

just a simple milling around afterwards and people coming up and talking to me.

And so that was my first introduction to the staff.

Luke (Researcher): And as you went through that process, what did, in the

milling around and things, what did you start to find and learn in those

exchanges? What did you learn about the school and from the perspective of the
teachers?

Principal Benjamin: You know, when you get questions from folks, what you

understand, the things that they're interested in, things that are important to them,

you know, depending on what they ask you. | know, it's a lot of, it's a feeling out
process. | think what it demonstrates also is my willingness to hear from them.

And so that's really the main message | wanted to convey when | was there.

This May meet and greet with staff allowed the teachers to meet Principal
Benjamin as the principal who would be leading them into the following school year.
Principal Benjamin explained that since it was late in the school year and after the school
day, he did not expect a major crowd, but, from his perspective, a significant portion of
the staff remained to hear him out, indicating their curiosity and interest in meeting who
their next leader would be. He spoke from his heart, without any formal presentation,
about the “three pillars” of his identity. He wanted the teachers to know who he was as a
person and what motivated him: his faith, his family, and his profession. He described

this as a “feeling out process.” As important as the presentation was the “milling around”
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afterwards for staff to approach and talk to him. He wanted to demonstrate his
“willingness to hear from them” and used this as a strategy to begin building his
relational trust with teachers at the school.

e Building Trust through Entry Meetings and Introductions #2: Principal Self-

Introduction in August Professional Development

The more formal introduction to the entire staff occurred several months later
during the August professional development when all staff members were assigned to be
there during the work day. This is when the “Powerpoint comes out” and he presented
himself as their principal:

Principal Benjamin: Then the next piece [to building trust and relationships with
teachers] was actually once PD week starts. Kind of our opening presentation to
the staff. And so with that, that's when the PowerPoint comes out. | kind of share
my PowerPoint presentation. So really, I'm really driving home trying to get them
to understand me. And so it's the family pictures and those types of things.
Actually, my presentation talked about the importance of the whole staff as a
whole, as a unit. OK, the importance of everybody being an integral part. And so
my presentation talked about that and, you know, mixed in, you know, again,
talking about going back to my faith without actually saying that it's coming from
the Bible.

You know, the scripture that talks about the parts of the body and how
each part plays an integral role...Sharing that, so what I really wanted, the whole

point was to emphasize that | value everyone.
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This presentation was another opportunity to present himself and his values to the
staff. Without directly referencing the Bible, he did reference his faith, and his message
was derived from that important foundation within him, which recognizes and values all
members of the organization and the role of their individual contributions to the
collective whole of operating a school.

e “Open Door” Policy

The third practice that Principal Benjamin identified to develop relational trust
with his teachers was his “open door policy” to staff in the school. In effect, this was an
extension of his entry introductions whereby he wanted the teachers to feel comfortable
approaching him to share their ideas and concerns for the school. He explained that as
they continued through the week of professional development and into the school year, he
wanted to maintain his availability to the teachers:

Principal Benjamin: And as we moved through the week [of August

professional development], and as | continued on into the school year, I've always

had an open door policy where I invite people to come in and talk to me about
their concerns. I'm [also] moving around, trying to speak to them just to learn
about them.

From his perspective, he made himself available to the teachers and staff in the
building to approach him with their ideas and concerns for the school community.
Teachers’ Perspective of Relational Trust with Principal Benjamin

e Shared Principal and Teacher Frustrations: District Practices that Weaken Trust at

Hamlet
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o (1) Frequent and Haphazard District Rollout of Policies and Expectations

Between Principal Benjamin and the teachers who participated in the focus group,
there was some overlap in their responses related to practices from the school district
central offices that weakened trust between the principal and teachers at Hamlet.
Principal Benjamin and the teachers made references to district policies that have been
rolled out in ways that were very difficult to learn, adopt, and implement with any level
of fidelity, particularly with the frequency of new policies and the limited time allotted
for principals and teachers to implement them. This affected the relationship between the
principal as middle-management in charge of leading teacher engagement of these
policies and the teachers who were in charge of actually carrying them out. For example,
Margie, a teacher from Hamlet, discussed how surprised she was to learn about a new
reading curriculum for teachers in the primary grades during an August professional
development session. They were discovering during a district professional development
session that a new curriculum was expected for them to use that year:

Margie: So this year, | don't know. | don't know if it's the same for you Fannie. |

don't know, but I know, like K to three, we had this training about a reading

curriculum. We've been using [a standard curriculum purchased by the district] |
want to say like four or five years now, and we all love it. K to three loves it.

Like, we think it works. You know, it's common core. It's getting them ready for

college, all that. We're given this PD online from someone else [who is not from

our school]. And like halfway through, we're like, “Wait, is this a new

curriculum?” Like, we had no idea it was even a curriculum. We just thought we
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were like in some kind of [professional development on] how to make reading
more accessible to students, basically. And then we started getting these random
books, dropped off in our rooms and we were like, “What are these books?” And
they were like, “Oh, it's the reading curriculum.” We're like, “What reading
curriculum? We've had the books for five years. All we need is the workbooks.”
And they're like, “Oh, no, we're not using that anymore.” And we're like, “Since
when? We've been using it this whole time.” There was actually no turnover from
our lead teacher who normally does our PD’s [professional developments] for
reading and math for K-4 anyway or K-3 now. Our lead teacher would do the
turnover. | guess our principal would give it to them. They give it to us, and then
we would have some kind of PD about the curriculum. We never got one. So
when there's a district walk through, I'm going to be doing [the older reading
curriculum], and I'm sure that it will not be the right thing that I'm doing. But |
was never given materials.
Fannie: That probably means she wasn't trained. If she wasn't giving the
turnaround training, the district didn't give her the training.
Margie: Yes. Yeah, right. And I think like our leaders, I'm not going to lie to you.
I'm not even sure that our principals know we have the new books in the school.
Yeah, | don't know.
The rollout of this new reading curriculum to grades K-3 felt very disorganized to
the teachers who were hearing from a district office about a new curriculum before the
school-based leaders even had a chance to communicate any vision and purpose around

this transition. The rollout felt so haphazard and sudden that the teachers doubted whether
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their own principal was aware of the resources that were in the building. This lack of
faith in the district’s system and in their own principal’s ability to carry the new system
out with fidelity undermined the trust they had in their principal.
Principal Benjamin expressed a similar experience from his perspective with
managing the constantly shifting tides of the district’s central office expectations:
Principal Benjamin: Ok, well, | guess one of the things that is challenging in
terms of building trust is the way things [from the district] are just rolled out
haphazardly and, you know, one thing on top of another. And so once they roll it
out to us, we've got to roll it out to the staff. And then, you know, that builds
frustration. So you're so busy trying to, | guess, build a car while you're driving it
that, you know, it really takes away from trying to come together as a unit.
Principal Benjamin's frustration with being expected to lead his staff through
constant changes from the district relates to how he was regarded by his own teachers
who doubted whether he knew that new books were in the school for a new reading
curriculum. His response suggested that he would prefer more stability and consistency
from the district and more time for him to work with his staff to come together as a
community of professionals. Meanwhile, Margie, as one of his teachers, sometimes
experiences him as a leader who is disconnected or “so far removed” from the classroom:
Margie: Because | think not that this is all principals, but I think principals are so
far removed from the classroom and sometimes they don't realize what we're
actually doing. And that we know that's not going to work or that is going to
work. And that's a good idea. We're like, “Hey, let me try that at least for a few

weeks, and then I can give you some input,” rather than just being told, “Hey,
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you're doing this, and that's that.” And there's no actual benefit to the kids. And

when we ask why we're doing that, because we will ask why? And sometimes

there's not really a rhyme or reason.

Here, Margie expresses her frustration with new policies that affect her
instructional practice without being able to contribute her own ideas or perspectives. In
addition, she identified a lack of vision-setting and no opportunity to collaborate around
the new practice from the school leadership. Without clear and thoughtful leadership for a
policy that establishes expectations and support for teachers to carry out in the schools
and classrooms, it can cause teachers to question their leader’s ability to lead them in a
way that would positively impact their work with students. Margie is expressing her
doubt that the district leadership and her own principal truly even know what is occurring
or what is realistic in actual classrooms. She does not believe that her own voice or the
voices of other teachers are leveraged for feedback, discussion, and implementation of
the policy. In such cases, when a policy is rolled out from the district and their principal
without a “rhyme or a reason” like this, it undermines and weakens the trust that the
teachers have with the leaders who are asking them to carry it out because they doubt
whether or not they actually understand the policy themselves or whether the new
expectations will have any positive impact on their instruction and work with students.

e Shared Principal and Teacher Frustrations: District Practices that Weaken Trust at

Hamlet

o (2) District Control over School Based Professional Learning
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Another way in which the school district affected the professional relationships

and trust between Principal Benjamin and his teachers was through the district’s

increased control during professional development. Both Margie and Fannie agreed that

this district control has been expanded since the beginning of the COVID-19 Pandemic as

they explain in the following exchange:

Margie: Like, | think with COVID and all the PDs [Professional Developments]
like, again, this is not just because we have a new principal, but all of our PDs
used to be in person the whole day and we did so much work. I felt like | was in
school, like we were analyzing data, figuring out plans, how to get them
[students] to move. And I feel like now with COVID and everything being virtual,
our principals never have to communicate with us because we're in PDs with
strangers that we don't know. And a stranger is not going to tell me how to teach.
I need my principal to be like, “I did this and | looked at this data and this is what
we need to do.”

Fannie: And coming from the district. We haven't had any time as a school,
literally no time as a school to meet together. Not one single day since the
beginning of the year.

(For context, this interview occurred in mid-November.) While the teachers

recognize that these virtual professional development sessions with “strangers” from the

district are not the decision of the principal, it does weaken their relational ties and the

principal’s ability to manage and oversee instructional expectations because he has less of

an active leadership role in planning and communicating the professional learning.

Therefore, Margie, Fannie, and the rest of the teachers at Hamlet have fewer
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opportunities to experience Principal Benjamin as the instructional leader of the school.
Prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, the principal and their school-based leadership were
responsible for more of the professional learning in their school during professional
development days. It seems that since the virtual meeting experiences of the pandemic
revealed how it is possible for the district to centrally roll out their own ideas via Zoom to
large numbers of district staff, they have sought to continue this practice with many
sessions facilitated on Zoom to large groups of teachers by central office employees.

e Hamlet Teacher Perspectives: Principal Practices and Behaviors that Weaken

Trust

The teacher focus group at Hamlet also expressed their perceptions of Principal
Benjamin’s indifferent oversight around professional expectations of lesson plan
submission and instructional practice. Margie explains:

Margie: | feel like we used to, like, sit down and someone. So I'm the lead

teacher for my grade, newly, | wasn't before my old grade partner was. But we

would sit down and our principal would say, I'm speaking [now about the] past
principal, would say, “Hey, what are you doing at 10:25? What does your guided
reading block look like? What does your lesson plan look like? How are you
doing this? How do you know it's working? Show me the data that it's working.”

And now it's like, “Are you doing small group? Oh, you are; OK!” But I, you

don't even have to take a note if you didn't want to. And like, I am still writing

lesson plans and that kind of stuff because I have been conditioned to do it for
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eight years, and [now] | don't even have to. But you feel like you should. But then

it also doesn't really get noticed because no one knows you're even doing it.

Margie is expressing her concern around what seems to be a sense of indifference
from the principal and his leadership team around what is occurring in classrooms and the
lessons that are being submitted. Despite her efforts to plan her lessons, she believes that
no one is even aware that she is doing it.

The perception of indifferent oversight was also expressed by both Fannie and
Margie when | asked about their closing thoughts on the role of the principal as the leader
of the school community. They each expressed the importance of the principal stepping
into the role of leading in a balanced manner as evidenced in the following responses:

Fannie: Knowing what your [research] focus is [the role of principal leadership in

promoting meaningful collaboration], I would say from this conversation and

from twenty two years in it, and a lot from listening to Margie, a lot of this has to
be administrative driven. There has to be someone on top because you're dealing
with all different personalities and all different teaching styles, all different people
coming from all different experiences. And you know, if you don't put the parts
into play as the leader, then it's just, it's simply not going to happen.

Margie: And it's like nobody wants the principal that they feel like, oh, [we are

walking on] eggshells or like, scared. Or can | do this? But you also don't want a

principal like Fannie said, where you're like, “Oh, I can do that, and he's not going

to care, or I'll just tell him, no, and he'll be fine with the answer.”

Both teachers expressed that when the leadership is perceived as indifferent on

professional expectations, it affects the quality and integrity of the professional
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relationship between the principal and the teachers because a standard of practice is not
being clarified or maintained. This can weaken the teachers’ trust in the principal’s vision
of practice in the school because there seems to be a lack of conviction around what the
principal wants. While neither of them want a tyrannical principal who creates an
environment where teachers are afraid to try new things, they also do not want a principal
who is overly permissive and lacks clear direction and oversight over the instructional
program at the school.
Leadership Practices and Behaviors for Learning the School Context

Learning the school context is an indispensable element of leading with an inquiry
stance and is identified as a critical element of school leadership. As already reviewed in
the research literature on school leadership, it has been established that in order to engage
effectively as a leader, the leader must be responsive to the unique needs of the school
and its current stage of development (Hallinger and Heck, 1996; Lytle et al., 2018;
Robinson et al., 2008). I asked Principal Leia and Principal Benjamin about the strategies
and practices they used to learn about their school primarily during their entry to the
position. Since they entered their current leadership positions at very different times in
the school year, their approaches were inevitably different, but they each offered
practices and behaviors for this leadership process. In addition, during the teacher focus
groups at each school, the teachers identified elements of their school’s contexts that they
felt were gaps in the principal’s knowledge of the school. These gaps in each principal’s
understanding of their schools suggest strategies that could have been or still could be
employed for the principal to have a more robust and comprehensive understanding of

their school building to more effectively lead from an inquiry stance.
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Principal Leia’s Practices and Behaviors to Learn the Context of Steamer

Principal Leia was appointed to her position seven years ago in mid-November.
At this point in the school year, major school operations are already underway and
established, and Principal Leia missed opportunities to learn about her staff or
community over the summer or during the August professional development. This is a
less-conventional time to enter a leadership position at a school. Nevertheless, she had to
begin to learn everything she could about the school she would be leading.

According to Principal Leia, learning the context of her school first consisted of
talking to previous principals of the school and completing a “listening tour” with staff,
students, and parents about what they liked and did not like about the school:

Principal Leia: So I think some steps | took were | met with former principals

and asked them a bunch of the same questions to tell me what the school was like,

how many kids you had, what grades you served. So | did interviews with former
principals of the school going back like 30 years ago. There was one who was

probably like, | don't know, 75 or 80. And she and I met, and she gave me a

history of the school, which was really beneficial.

Another thing | did was a listening tour because | came in midway through
the year. So | came in mid-November. So | had meetings with staff, parents and
students about what they liked about the school, what they didn't like about the
school, what was going well, what they needed and just gathering that information
because | didn't know. I'm also not from the district, so | came from [a

neighboring city]. So not being knowledgeable about the context was a challenge,
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for sure...[I also] met with the children to learn about what, especially my older

ones, what their experience was like.

These were strategies to learn about the school outside of the scope of the school
day. She learned about the history of the school as well as the priorities and interests of
the teachers and community members.

She continued to learn about the school through her capacity as principal during
the school day, which consisted of completing informal and formal observations of the
teaching and learning in the classrooms and her ongoing work with the established
leaders who had been at the school. She explained:

Principal Leia: There were people in leadership when | first arrived who were

not exhibiting leadership behaviors in their classrooms. And so when you have a

school where you don't see other people teach, and you have a perception of what

someone's ability is based on their voice or their participation in leadership, it can
cover a mask over what's actually occurring [in their classrooms]. So, people's
abilities to teach as well, the content knowledge was lacking. I think people had
been doing what they'd done for a very long time, so | had a lot of seasoned
teachers, like 30 plus years when | started. | think [almost] our entire teaching
staff has changed. | think | have [currently] maybe two or three teachers that were
here when I arrived. And then I think as you ask more questions, as you observe,
as you listen, as you, you know, do more of that. Then you see people's true
colors and intentions and where the weaknesses are in a school, where the
strengths are and like, you know what is actually happening.

It was through her ongoing work and engagement as the school leader where she
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believed that she began to get a feel for “what is actually happening” in the school. She
paid attention to what was being said publicly by established teacher leaders in the school
while also attending to the practices in the classroom and their mastery of their own
content. This happened through her daily work as a principal, which involved teacher
observations, leading professional developments, and facilitating staff meetings.
Therefore, it was not necessarily a proactive step of researching her context but rather
embedded in the work expected of her while leading the school.
Perceptions of Gaps in Contextual Knowledge from Steamer Teachers

While Principal Leia was intentional about learning the context of her school
through past administrators, current stakeholders, and her observations of teachers in
action, the teachers of the focus group identified some areas where they felt like she still
had gaps in some areas of critical contextual understanding for their school. Steamer
Elementary serves a specific subset of students with disabilities that impacts the
approaches to teaching in the school and even how the school is operated, and several of
the teachers expressed their dismay that Principal Leia still did not have a deep enough
understanding of how to teach and lead students with their particular needs:

Owen: | don't know if it answers the question exactly, but it's like we are a school

[that serves a subset of students with particular needs], right? And | feel a lot of

the time that our administration doesn't know anything about students with [these

needs]. And, you know, for being here as long as [the principal has been here],

you would think there would be more knowledge that's coming from them, when

a lot of times it's like a reaction to something...It's like it relies on us to bring
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things to the table instead of like, [the administration saying] “Hey, I've been

noticing this, what are your thoughts?

In this case, Owen expressed his frustration that Principal Leia still lacked some
of the specific knowledge needed to serve their population of students. Without the core
knowledge of their student population, it affected the principal’s ability to proactively
lead on important initiatives in the school. He went on to also say:

Owen: So | had that background in working with adults [who have the same

needs as our students], which is a big [deal]. You know, a lot of people are

uncomfortable with something they've never done before. So, you know [people
without experience working with students with our needs may say], “Oh, I don't

know how to act around this person. | don't know if I'm saying the right thing.” I

still feel like that [my background and experiences] was really a positive thing for

me...I've been out and worked with students or with adults [with our students’
disabilities], and | feel like our admin has never really done that, and it still feels
uncomfortable. Sometimes there is tiptoeing around like, “Wait, is this the correct
way [to do this]?”

As the leader of the school, Owen expects the administration to at least know as
much as he does around the needs of their students, or to demonstrate a proactive
commitment to learning more about them. Without her proactively taking the steps to
learn her school’s context more in ways that are visible or demonstrable to teachers, it
seems to weaken teacher trust in her leadership. They do not trust in her ability to be an
instructional leader around practices that they do not believe she truly understands.

Principal Benjamin’s Practices and Behaviors to Learn the Context of Hamlet
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Principal Benjamin was appointed to his leadership position at Hamlet three years
ago in May. This enabled him to have a different approach with more opportunities for
meeting with the staff and community before a new school year would begin. His efforts
to learn the context of Hamlet consisted of an after school meet and greet with the staff, a
summer time “meet and greet” with the community over water ice and pretzels, an off-
site retreat with his leadership team, as well as his “open door policy” to staff to express
their ideas and concerns about the school to him. In addition to these proactive practices
to engage with the staff and wider community, Principal Benjamin explained that during
these meetings and even during his hiring process he was an attentive and careful listener,
which enabled him to learn important aspects of the school and the interests of the
various stakeholders. He described how he would pay attention to the questions that
teachers asked as a way to learn key aspects of the school. He explained:

Principal Benjamin: You know, when you get questions from folks, you

understand, the things that they're interested in, things that are important to them,

you know? Depending on what they ask you.

This practice of attentive and careful listening is something he brought to all of
these meetings with teachers and the community. He was able to learn from their
questions what kind of leader they were looking for.

Therefore, even when he was being interviewed for the position, he was paying
attention to the questions that he was being asked for important information about the
needs of the school community. He described learning about several important topics
during his interview process as well as identifying key parent stakeholders with whom it

would be important to build relationships:
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Principal Benjamin: | will say one other thing that I clearly remember, and this
was really brought out at the interview as well was the importance of partnerships.
He actually asked me and said, “We value partnerships. Are there any that you
can even bring to the table when you come?”” So what resources do I have to
really enhance the partnerships at the school? Another thing that they really
emphasized [is that] it's a PBIS school. And so there's a lot of pride in the PBIS
system. So what did | know about that? And then how did | value that parent
piece? Of course, you know, there were some parents on the interview panel, and
you know, [they asked] what's my sense of working with parents and those types
of things?

He still remembered all of these key considerations and relationships from his

interview. These questions offered him important information about the priorities of the

school community. He would need to be able to lead a PBIS (Positive Behavioral

Interventions and Supports) program; he would need to be able to leverage community

partnerships and bring his network with him; and parents were present who wanted to

collaborate and participate in the success of the school community. He also shared that

the parents on the interview panel would prove to be “key parents” to partner with at the

With a the same attentive and careful listening practice, at the May meet and greet

with the staff after school, he learned the following:

Principal Benjamin: Well, | guess one of their major concerns, they wanted to
just know that I was equipped to deal with the school. | mean. So you know, well,

the location of it. And so it has a reputation in the neighborhood anyway. | mean,
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when folks talk about the school, there is a lot of pride in the school and holding

the school down, but you know, even when we conduct interviews. | mean, some

of my folks who have been there for a while, they want to make sure that people
understand and one person puts it, “Hamlet is the real deal.” You want to make
sure that you're equipped for the “real deal.” So, yeah, that's one of the things they
wanted to know. Can | manage a school?

Based on their questions, he learned that they were looking for someone who
would not be intimidated by the students and the community and would be able to be a
leader who can handle the climate concerns that arise at the school.

At the summer meet and greet over water ice and pretzels, he made himself
available to any parents or other community members who would like to meet the new
leader of their neighborhood school. Here is how he described this event and what he
learned from it:

Principal Benjamin: One of the things we did do with the parents that summer

was we arranged a meet and greet for them as well. And so that was over water

ice and pretzels after school. And so we had quite a few that came out and shook
my hand, talked to me. Some students, they came out. But yeah, [they asked]

“How can we maintain stability, with one principal leaving and another one

coming in?”” So really asking me about my track record, and where was | before?

So that type of thing. There was a handful of parents. | mean, unfortunately, as it

goes sometimes in the neighborhood schools, you don't get as many as you would

like, but there were some key parents, you know? And some dads that came out

and, you know, who talked with me as well.
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During this summer parent meet and greet, he was able to identify parents from
the community who would prove to be important leaders and contributors to the school,
and he identified the importance of stability for the community. Similarly to the teachers,
they wanted a principal who was not going to leave when the going got tough.

Finally, another practice that Principal Benjamin implemented that was already
mentioned as a practice for developing relational trust in the school, Principal Benjamin
had an “Open Door” policy to staff. He made sure it was known that teachers could
approach him to discuss their ideas or concerns for the school, and he also made himself
available in the hallways to talk to teachers. From this, he learned about the teachers’
concerns around maintaining their grade teams:

Principal Benjamin: One of the big things was around the teams, the grade

teams, of course, and that even happened when | first got there. People wanted to

make sure, you know, there's always a fear that [the new principal is] going to
come in and he’s going to change [the grade groups]. So [we reassured] folks,
that's not my intent to just come in and OK, now | want to shift you to a different
grade.

By making himself available to the teachers, he learned about one of their key
concerns about having a new leader come into the building related to grade groups.

His engagement with the staff through his “open door” policy also led to an
understanding of his school’s context that was noted by both himself and the teachers in
the focus group that Hamlet Elementary seemed to function as “two different schools.”
When discussing this, Principal Benjamin explained that he hoped to extend the

collaborative efforts that currently exist among the K-3 teachers across the whole school:
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Principal Benjamin: We always talk about [that] we almost run like two
different schools. We have the K-3 school and we have the 4-8 school...The hope
always is to build that [collaboration] across the entire school.

His understanding of this dynamic in his school community that was also
expressed by the teachers in the Hamlet focus group provides fertile ground for growth to
occur if there was further commitment to his vision to build better collaboration across
the entire school.

Missed Opportunity for Contextual Understanding identified by Hamlet Teachers

After the discussion with the teachers in the focus group at Hamlet, it was clear
that they were aware of deep relational and contextual knowledge among teachers in the
building of which Principal Benjamin seemed to be unaware. There were teachers who
had significant funds of knowledge about the students, their families, and the community,
but there did not seem to be an awareness of its presence or a time to leverage it. Margie
explains an example of this here:

Margie: Or even the fact that, like Fannie said, most of the second floor teachers

are new, but some of them who have been there longer, like Michael and Georgia,

all these people, they might have a relationship with the student and know

something that you don't know. And there's never the opportunity to say, “Hey, I

know that [student’s family]” I'm at the point in my career where I know every

student in every grade. And sometimes people don't realize that about us
downstairs [the teachers in grades K-3], like [they may think], “Oh, you don't
know that eighth grade.” I'm like, “Oh, I do, and he was certainly doing that in my

class as well.” So I think like just even having that [time and space] to say, “Hey,
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what do you know about this kid or what do they really struggle with? Or how did

you get them to learn that?”

Margie explained her awareness of the turnover amongst the “second floor
teachers” and the lack of a collaborative relationship that they have with her and the other
“first floor” teachers. The first floor teachers (who teach the primary grades, K-3) consist
of many teachers who have been at the school for many years; therefore, they know a
good deal about the students in the upper grades who some of the new upper grade
teachers are struggling with! Beyond knowledge of their personalities and instructional
strategies that may work for them, the “first floor” teachers even have knowledge of
student families and community relationships that could be leveraged to better support
students, as Margie discusses here:

Margie: | think a lot of teachers don't know who the siblings are because of last

names. And I'm at the point where now I know, “Oh, that's your brother, because I

know your mom,” where [a second floor teacher] might not know, “Oh, she's

related to someone in [the third grade teacher’s] room.” And I can get information
from [the third grade teacher but the second floor teachers do not know that]
because the last names are different. And you wouldn't know that because we
don't sit down as a school and say, “Oh, this family X, Y, and Z, or how can we
do this for this one?”

Margie was able to identify a significant amount of institutional knowledge that
existed in the minds of the staff who have been there serving the community for years. It
is relevant to note that in Principal Benjamin’s proactive approach to learning about the

school community in his meet and greets, self-introductions, and open door policy, he
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still had not accessed some of the deep reservoirs of contextual knowledge that existed
within the teaching staff already. This represents a missed opportunity for learning the
context of his school more quickly and deeply. It also represents missed opportunities to
facilitate collaboration between teachers to leverage the knowledge that some members
of the teacher staff have to share.
Alignment of Contextual Understanding Between Teachers and Principal Benjamin
One area where the teachers and Principal Benjamin had a shared understanding
of the context of the school was around the disconnect between the “first floor,” which
serves grades K-3 and the “second floor,” which serves grades 4-8. They both expressed
the idea of how they each operate almost as “two separate schools.” Principal Benjamin
explained it this way:
Principal Benjamin: We always talk about [how] we almost run like two
different schools. We have the K-3 school and we have the 4-8 school. K-3
happens to be on the first floor and 4-8 on the second floor. And so there really
are two different looks. So | see that relational trust, primarily with the lower
grades. | mean, they actually eat lunch together and interact with one another.
And so you'll see them, they'll congregate in one particular room whether it’s
morning time or lunch time. And so they demonstrate that they really work well
together and value each other.
Likewise, when Fannie and Margie talked realized that they were from these two

different floors of the school, they reacted this way:
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Fannie: It’s funny that you got a teacher from the lower grades and the upper
grades because, you know, we almost feel like they're two different worlds.
Margie, would you agree?

Margie: They are. One thousand percent.

This shows that in the practices and approaches that Principal Benjamin engaged
in to learn the context, he did learn this dynamic of the school environment that was
connected with the teacher’s understanding of the school as having almost two separate
school cultures and environments.

Leadership Practices and Behaviors for Leading a Learning Organization

A school as a learning organization is a school that has processes in place for
collaborative decision making and dispersed leadership (Hayes et al., 2004). For a school
community, there would be a team-oriented and collaborative attitude whereby the entire
school community works together to improve student learning (Daniels et al., 2019).
Therefore, in a school that is truly a learning organization, there would be a sense of
empowerment among teachers and other leaders around critical actions that need to be
taken and where teachers feel empowered, committed, and involved in the processes and
systems of the school (Urick and Bowers, 2014). Principal Leia and Principal Benjamin
had some practices as leaders that engaged their teachers in the learning and growth of
the school, but in the focus groups, both sets of teachers felt like there were missed
opportunities for collaboration and collective learning.

Leading a Learning Organization: Principal Leia
Principal Leia discussed two approaches to leadership aligned with leading a

learning organization. One was that she discussed the importance of explaining her why
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during times of change, and the other was her openness to change and adapting policies

within the school. She explained her importance of explaining the why behind decisions

here:

Principal Leia: So I think overall, as a staff, | think we are very open and flexible
to change. | think that the main thing that in any change that you do or experience
or go through as a staff is explaining the why. So like, the why behind the
change... But if you don't take the time to explain the why and where [a change
is] coming from, then there's a lot of pushback.

Therefore, articulating the purpose behind decisions to staff, especially staff who

are affected by the change, can garner support for the change, or at least can help avoid

pushback. In addition to this practice of explaining the why behind decisions for change,

she also described her general attitude towards change:

Principal Leia: And I feel like I have no problem changing because nothing is
set. Nothing. Nothing. I always tell everybody. Nothing has to stay the same. If
the schedule is not working, we'll change it. If bussing isn't working, we'll change
it. If we have to dismiss kids at a different time, like nothing has to remain the
same ever. Everything can change. You have authority to do what's best for your
kids in your school, and so you make those changes. If something isn't working
well, then stop and we'll change it.

Therefore, Principal Leia emphasized not just a willingness, but a conviction

around making change as an important organizational characteristic in order to do what is

in the best interest of students. However, as discussed earlier in the literature review,

there is a difference between leaders addressing technical problems and leaders leading
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through adaptive challenges. Principal Leia’s approach to change leadership seems to
relate more to Heifitz and Linsky’s (2002) definition of “technical problems,” which are
problems that can be more quickly addressed with “current know how” and being a
leader means “accepting responsibility for solving problems.” In contrast, for Principal
Leia to lead her community through adaptive challenges, it would require for her and her
staff to learn new ways of doing things to help build and have everyone “meaningfully
participate in a new environment.” Principal Leia’s attitude towards change here seems to
represent an approach that takes on technical problems more than it engages her
community around addressing adaptive challenges.
Teacher Perceptions of Leading Learning and Growth at Steamer

The teachers of the Steamer focus group affirmed Principal Leia’s attitude
towards change in some ways when the needed learning and change was quick in nature,
but expressed discouragement around more proactive learning and growth that they felt
was needed in the school. As described above, technical problems seem to be addressed
very quickly by Principal Leia. For example, when it came to curricular needs or
classroom resources, the teachers shared several examples where Principal Leia quickly
supported them in ways that supported change and growth in their classrooms. Amelia
describes the support she received for a curriculum she wanted here:

Amelia: | feel like our principal is open to curriculum suggestions and feedback

with problems and solutions; | think she's open to it. And when she can, she'll find

money to make, you know, to make a program happen if we suggest it or want it.

That's been my experience.
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Luke (Researcher): Can you give an example or anyone around like a

curriculum initiative that she supported that came from you guys?

Amelia: Yes, like [Curriculum X]. That's something that I've asked for a lot. We

don't have a [curriculum for this subject area], so she's very supportive and found

the money for me to purchase that for my grade and lower...She also purchased

[another program] that | brought up to her. It's provided by the district now, but

she found the money for that.

Owen and Anne spoke more about Principal Leia’s support for quick fixes while
being less receptive to larger learning and growth initiatives:

Owen: I mean, if I said, “Hey, I need; there's an issue right now, I don't have this

in my classroom. | need it to support my Kids or support my [students with

specialized services],” the principal would have it done. You know, everyone

would have it done within the week, right? If it was money, we always find it like,

that's like a total pro for sure at our school. But then it's like the other part

[proactive planning] of it that it's lacking in that area.

Anne built off this idea:

Anne: If it's a physical thing, like I was saying before, where [it’s] right now, like

the band-aid fixes or the easy fixes are something that I think our admin is really

great at. But when it comes to, like you're saying, the proactive [it’s not so great].

If it's a monetary thing that she can just buy, it'll be there.

In addition to their perceptions around the lack of proactive learning and growth
for the school, Anne and Amelia also expressed that there are certain domains or areas

where she is more likely to support teacher-initiated action for change in the school.
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Anne mentioned that while Principal Leia can be controlling around some of her
classroom decision-making, she will “trust her in a heartbeat” in other ways:

Anne: But then in other respects, there are certain things like she trusts me in a

heartbeat, like extracurriculars are one of those areas where she's like, “Do

whatever you want, you have all the power in terms of this; here's all this money.

Here's all this responsibility. Like, Do whatever you want. Don't ask me. Just do

it.”

Anne suggested that Principal Leia is more controlling in the areas of the school
where she has more knowledge and experience in, like literacy:

Anne: So like, | think she's more controlling in literacy. I think she has more of

an understanding, so she'll speak up more and have little to no trust for what text

we're choosing, but less so in math. She really just defers to her math coach in
math and trusts her completely. So yeah, it's very dependent on the person. And
then another layer of that is it's very dependent on what the actual subject is, what
the actual thing is that you want her to trust you on.

Therefore, in terms of leading learning and growth in the school, any proposed
changes from the teachers always must meet the comfort level of Principal Leia in
managing that change. From the teachers’ perspectives, her comfort level with the topic
can affect whether she clears a path or prevents ideas from moving forward as evidenced
during the following response when | asked about whether teachers have the opportunity
to contribute their perspectives to school-level policies and practices:

Anne: | think a lot of it's dependent on her comfort level because we have such a

diverse population and we do range from K to eight. There's areas where our
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current principal is much more comfortable, like in middle school and with

literacy, because that's her background knowledge. But when it comes to the

younger grades and when it comes [to other content areas and specific student
needs]. She doesn't quite have the background knowledge in those fields and
doesn't quite fully necessarily understand the needs of all of our students. So
sometimes that can actually be a battle where we're voicing things as [teachers]
that she's not quite comprehending. And then, you know, she's not really making
decisions based off our input, she's more so making decisions based off what's
going to work for her, almost like what's going to work for her in the moment
because she's big on solving problems quickly.

Anne is expressing a perception of Principal Leia that she prefers to solve
problems quickly and that her background knowledge and experience with the topic at
hand will affect whether she takes on an initiative based on input from teachers.
Leading a Learning Organization: Principal Benjamin

Principal Benjamin discussed his practice of leading a learning organization by
building up and empowering his leadership team. He explained:

Principal Benjamin: As the principal, building the capacity of my leaders and

empowering them to lead their departments, | think is an impactful way to help

build the school. I mean, it goes way back to when it used to be a small learning
communities. And you get a coordinator for each part of the school, so they really
lead their department, so and so that's another way | try to operate, where |
empower my leaders to run their departments and build that sense of collegiality

in their departments.
100



He promotes his leadership team and facilitates communication between them and

the teachers. He does need to be in charge of every action, and he expects his team to step

up and collaborate effectively. For example, with an issue that teachers were having with

one of the lunch periods, he asked them to report it directly to the school’s climate

manager:

Principal Benjamin: They [the teachers] know that they can go to the people
who head those things up, and if they come to me with a cafeteria issue, I'm
sending them to the climate manager who handles that, so they understand who
handles what situation, what department. And so I'm giving them authority,
permission, however you want to call it. [By saying] “No, you can go and talk
directly to that person and share your concerns.” And if I need to bridge the gap
by calling him, “Hey, yeah, [our first grade teachers] have a concern with how
first grade is running.” I'll do that just to open the door, if they feel like they don't
have the open door with him, right? And so, yeah, that's been effective. And once
they see that their opinion is valued, that starts to build that culture. And | was
glad, I actually heard that just today where they were thankful for the way things
are flowing [during the first grade lunch].

He refers to a culture of “collegiality” and a system of dispersed decision making

to help operate the school. His role in fostering community and encouraging his

leadership team to be decision makers in the building demonstrates the trust he has in

them. Rather than micromanaging every one of their decisions, he empowers them and

encourages them to handle issues and problems directly with teachers.

Teacher Perceptions of Leading Learning and Growth at Hamlet
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The teachers of the Hamlet focus group identified ways in which learning and
growth was still not being effectively encouraged or developed. A concern from the
teachers was one that Principal Benjamin acknowledged as well that the first floor and
second floor almost feel like two different schools. The lack of communication and
collaboration between these groups impedes the school’s growth and progress. Margie
discussed how she wishes the school’s leadership would take more initiative to connect
the staff members of the school community:

Margie: And it's like everyone acts like their hands are tied and it's like, OK, just
schedule a 30 minute meeting with the whole school. Like, I'm sure some people
would actually be willing. Most of us are at work early. Some of us would
probably be willing to do 30 minutes in the morning real quick about what we
need to do as a school to better it, and | feel like we're not taking the initiative.
Luke (Researcher): Gotcha. Just real quick. What would be on your agenda for
that meeting if you had 30 minutes together with the school?

Margie: Well, I got a long list, haha.

Luke (Researcher):Yeah, | mean, what are like, let's say, top three priorities that
you would want to tackle?

Margie: Communication between leaders and the teachers. We often feel like |
don't know if the second floor feels like this first floor, we often feel pitted against
the second floor like we feel kind of second like, Oh, they changed this because of
this. And when we hear it, it had nothing to do with us or just, you know, like
communicating [what the change was for]. We're doing this for the greater need,

not because so and so had an issue and we needed to change the whole schedule
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or something like that, right? So communication, the leaders just, you know,

taking more initiative to get us all together to really like [develop relationships]

because we don't know each other. You know, people talk and you're going to
hear something and you're like, “Who said that? Or did that?”” So kind of just like
clarifying and having that moment to sit down and be like, “That's not what
happened. Let's talk it out. And how can we move forward?”” Because honestly, if
your teachers don't work well together, your kids are going to pick up on that and
that's going to be an issue too. Or I have seen some things where the kids realize,

Oh, that teacher doesn't like that teacher or that teacher doesn't like the dean, or

this teacher doesn't respect the dean. And then now they don't, either.

Margie describes initiating and creating a space whereby teachers and leaders
would be able to share information, share rationale for decisions made, and build
relationships with one another. Margie and Fannie did not believe the school leadership
created or facilitated any space to serve these purposes from which the school could
collectively learn and grow.

Teacher Survey Data

The teacher survey was emailed to all of the teachers at each school and was
completely anonymous. From Steamer Elementary, 16 out of 26 teachers (62%)
responded. From Hamlet Elementary, 19 out of 32 teachers (59%) responded. Below are
responses from the survey of each school. After all of the surveys is an analysis of the
data.

Figures 2-4 consist of the demographics of the teachers who responded to the

survey. These were all optional responses.
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Survey Respondents by Number of Years
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Figure 2. Survey Respondents by Numbers of Years Teaching
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Figure 3. Survey Respondents by Gender
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Survey Respondents by Race
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Figure 4. Survey Respondents by Race
The following figures 5-8 all respond to the question, “How much actual influence do
you think teachers have over school policy AT THIS SCHOOL in each of the following

areas?”

Setting performance standards for students at

this school.
A Great Deal of Influence
Moderate Influence I
Minor Influence [
N e e
0 2 4 6 8 10

Hamlet M Steamer

Figure 5. Setting performance standards for students at this school.
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Establishing curriculum.
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Figure 6. Establishing curriculum.

Determining the content of in-service
professional development programs.
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No Influence
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Figure 7. Determining the content of in-service professional development

programs.
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Setting discipline policy.

A Great Deal of Influence
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Figure 8. Setting discipline policy.
The following figures 9-14 respond to the question, “To what extent do you agree or

disagree with each of the following statements?”

The school administration’s behavior toward the
staff is supportive and encouraging.

Strongly Agree .
Somew hat AT
Somewhat Disagree  p—

Strongly Disagree I
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Hamlet M Steamer

Figure 9. The school administration’s behavior toward the staff is supportive and

encouraging.
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Most of my colleagues share my beliefs and
values about what the central mission of the
school should be.

SNy g e I —
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Figure 10. Most of my colleagues share my beliefs and values about what the

central mission of the school should be.

The principal knows what kind of school he or
she wants and has communicated it to the staff.
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Figure 11. The principal knows what kind of school he or she wants and has

communicated it to the staff.
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There is a great deal of cooperative effort among
the staff members.
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Figure 12. There is a great deal of cooperative effort among the staff members.

The teachers at this school like being here; |
would describe us as a satisfied group.
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Figure 13. The teachers at this school like being here; | would describe us as a

satisfied group.

109



| like the way things are run at this school.
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Figure 14. | like the way things are run at this school.
The survey data offers additional insights into how the teachers at each school

experience and respond to their principal’s leadership.

Survey Data Analysis: Teacher Influence in School Policy (Figures 5-8)

At Steamer, the data reveals that most teachers felt like they had moderate
influence over setting performance standards for students, stronger influence over their
curriculum, and much less influence over determining the content of their in-service
professional development programs and setting discipline policy. This is consistent with
the focus group data that indicated that teachers felt supported in curricular programs in
which they were interested. Principal Leia would even find money to purchase the
curriculum they wanted. The Steamer focus group also expressed frustration with the
discipline policy at the school and the lack of teacher collaboration time during their

common planning periods. Since these responses represent the influence of teacher voice
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in the building, it is not a strong indicator that Principal Leia leads in a way that embraces
the perspectives of all of her teachers.

At Hamlet, the data reveals that most teachers felt like they had minor to no
influence over the policies at their school from setting performance standards for
students, establishing their curriculum, determining the content of their in-service
professional development programs, and setting discipline policy. This is consistent with
the responses during the Hamlet focus group. The teachers in the focus group did not
share any opportunities where their voices were effectively leveraged for school policies
or practices, which is not a strong indicator that Principal Benjamin leads in a way that
embraces the perspectives of all of his teachers. Nevertheless, Principal Benjamin spoke
about many opportunities for teachers to interact with him during meet and greets and his
open-door policy. He self-identifies as a leader who is approachable and wants to hear
teacher perspectives, and he gave several specific examples of responding to teacher
perspectives in empathetic ways. Despite this, the majority of his teachers indicated that
they do not have a significant amount of influence over school policy.

Survey Data Analysis: Administrative Support, School Vision Clarity, and Collaboration
(Figures 9-12)

At Steamer, the teachers' responses about the administration’s behavior towards
staff being supportive and encouraging was split down the middle between teachers who
agreed and disagreed with the statement. There were strongly positive responses for
teachers indicating that most of their colleagues share their beliefs and values about what
the central mission of the school should be and that there is a great deal of cooperative

effort among the staff members. Most teachers also indicated that the principal knew and
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had communicated what kind of school she wanted. These responses are also consistent
with the focus group data where they reported that the level of relational trust
experienced between the teachers and the principal varied from person to person. In
addition, the positive responses around the teachers' shared beliefs in the mission of the
school and the cooperative effort among staff members was reflected in the focus group
as well. It is important to note, however, that the teacher focus group discussed the
powerful collaborative culture and the belief in the mission of the school as things that
occurred not necessarily because of school leadership, but because of a strong teacher-led
culture. Owen described it this way:
Owen: Everything we do is from us getting along with each other. Like, you
know, in most schools I've been to, I've seen like at our school, there's not a
teacher at our school that I don't think legitimately loves their kids. Like you just,
they love every single one of their kids. They want the best for them. They're not
just there to work. And that's super strange. Not strange, but you don't see that at
other schools. [At other schools], you have people just show up and are like, “All
right.” And I feel like that's why it's sometimes so sad at our school because you
see how discouraged people get because of the disconnect from admin...And you
have this whole group who gets along with each other, who like, doesn't have
drama, who actually cares about the kids.
Owen’s description here supports the survey data of teachers who genuinely get
along, but he does not attribute it to the leadership of the principal.
At Hamlet, the teachers had strongly positive impressions of the administration

being supportive and encouraging with the majority of responses strongly agreeing with
112



the statement. Whereby the data from the teacher focus group did not necessarily support
this, it does indicate that a large portion of the staff feels supported by the principal,
which suggests that his strategies of having an open-door policy to make himself
available to staff and his leadership behaviors of listening and responding to teachers’
concerns during moments of change may be positively received by many members of his
staff. The majority of teachers also agreed that Principal Benjamin knows and has
communicated the kind of school he wants to the staff, providing evidence that his meet
and greet and his approaches to introducing himself to the staff has been effectively
received by the teachers. Finally, there were also mostly positive responses to support
that there is a great deal of cooperative effort among the staff members. These positive
responses to this survey question are notable; however, the focus group data did offer
some additional context to this by suggesting that similarly to Steamer, this cooperative
effort occurs outside of the scope of the principal’s leadership:
Margie: And like, [the past several years] we were working our butts off to turn
the school around. And I think the teachers that have been here for a really long
time, we still kind of do that on our own outside of school. But I do think in recent
years there has been a lack of even like asking us, “Hey, what do you guys think
of this?” Or even getting the lead teachers of each grade together to kind of come
up with a plan that would work.
Margie's response offers some insight that strong associations of cooperative
effort at the school may come from teacher cooperation outside of the formal school
hours. This idea is further supported by the teachers’ and the principal’s statements about

how much professional development time is taken up by the district’s central office,
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leaving Principal Benjamin with little time to address the staff, build community, and
lead the school.
Survey Data Analysis: Teacher Attitudes (Figures 13-14)

At Steamer, there were more positive responses to the statement that teachers
enjoy being at Steamer and that they would identify as a satisfied group than the
statement that they like the way things are run at the school. This is consistent with the
data from the focus group and Owen’s statement above that there is more authentic
camaraderie among the teachers than there is between the teachers and the school
leadership.

At Hamlet, the majority of teachers reported that they liked being at the school
and described themselves as a satisfied group and that they liked the way things are run at
the school. This may be attributed to all of the leadership practices and the feeling of
support that they receive from Principal Benjamin. However, during the focus group,
Margie offered an alternative idea when | asked them about this specific survey question.
She said, “And I think too, this lack of lack of supervision, I mean, I hate to put it like
this, we are adults, but yeah, I think some people are liking not being bothered.” She was
suggesting that the perceived lack of oversight discussed earlier in the findings was
something that teachers at the school appreciated about how the school was being run
because they are bothered less.

The survey data offered a broader foundation for understanding teacher
perspectives in each school. Analyzing the data with the lens of the teacher focus group
data offered some additional clarity and insights around how the teachers truly

experienced each principal’s leadership.
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Common Planning Time Observations

At both Steamer and Hamlet Elementary, common planning time was identified by
each principal to be the best time for me to observe their leadership in action with
teachers. At Steamer, there were three teachers (the fourth and fifth grade English
Language Arts and Social Studies teachers and a special education teacher), the school-
based teacher leader, the assistant principal, and the principal. After everyone had an
opportunity to share something positive going on in the school, each teacher went to
work one-on-one with either the school-based teacher leader, the assistant principal, or
the principal to collaborate on instructional planning or practice. | went with the principal
who worked with the 5" grade English Language Arts and Social Studies teacher. We
went to the teacher’s classroom and they collaborated around the text she was currently
reading with students in English class. They spent time reading the text together,
identifying the standard that would drive instruction for the portion of the text she was
covering, and the instructional tasks aligned to it. Principal Leia largely took control
during the meeting for a fairly directive instructional coaching session.

At Hamlet, there were six teachers (all math and science teachers from fourth
through eighth grade), the school-based teacher leader, the climate manager, the special
education coordinator, the assistant principal, and the principal present. The principal sat
on one side of the room and let his Climate Manager initiate and lead the first half of the
meeting that consisted of the school’s behavior flowchart. The Climate Manager
discussed the difference between “classroom managed” and “office managed” behaviors
and guided the teachers through the school’s reporting system for office referrals. This

mostly consisted of delivering information to the teachers around an expected task for
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them to be able to document student behaviors appropriately. The second part of the
meeting consisted of the special education coordinator taking time to schedule “behavior-
based lessons” for the school’s Positive-Behavior Intervention and Supports (PBIS)
initiative with the teachers. The principal made most of his contributions at the very end
of the meeting to summarize the importance of the information that had been delivered.
For example, he explained how important it was for the “behavior-based lessons” in order
to support students to understand the expectations of the school, and he emphasized the
importance of teachers documenting their phone calls and other interactions with parents.
These observations provided me with additional data for inform my findings around
each principal’s strategies for working with teachers as well as the experience of the
teachers in the building. In addition, these observations informed some of my questions

during the focus groups and the second principal interview.

Conclusions in both Cases on Relational Trust

When reviewing the data of both cases around relational trust, important themes
around access and transparency, positional authority of the principal, and the teachers’
desire to be respected as professionals emerged. First, when Principal Leia and Principal
Benjamin discussed their strategies for building relational trust with their teachers, many
of their strategies were intended to make themselves accessible to teachers and make
their leadership processes transparent. For example, Principal Leia shared her weekly
schedule with staff and Principal Benjamin proactively scheduled times to meet with
staff, listen to their questions, and make himself available in hallways around the school

and through his “open door” policy. They wanted teachers to feel like they could
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approach them. These types of approaches to offer transparency and accessibility to staff
have the potential effect of making the school power structure less hierarchical and more
democratic, whereby teachers feel like they can contribute their voices and perspectives.

Both principals were conscious of the positional authority they had and did not want
to be perceived as “tyrannical.” They each referred to wanting to have trusting
collaborative relationships with their teachers. For example, Principal Leia spoke about
using a shared google doc during her informal teaching observations, and Principal
Benjamin referred to several examples of listening carefully to teacher concerns to lead
change. They both referred to the importance of explaining the “why” behind decisions to
staff members in order to maintain trust.

While it was the intention of each principal to build and maintain trust with their
teachers, the data from the teacher surveys, focus groups, and observations does not
indicate that either school developed the level of relational trust with teachers for deeply
aligned collaboration to occur. Despite the intention of both principals to build trust and
to provide space for teacher voices and perspectives to be included in the work of the
school, this did not frequently occur in either school in ways that felt deeply authentic.
Part of what affected this lack of collaborative engagement was that in both schools,
district policies and expectations frequently did more to drive teachers and principals
away from each other than to bring them together. Policies and expectations for schools
were presented without teacher input and rolled out without teachers even knowing where
things were coming from, like the new K-3 English Language Arts curriculum that many

teachers learned about in August during a Zoom meeting.
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A practice that principals often preach to teachers is that they need to build a
culture in their classroom whereby they can “let go” of some of their control to empower
their students to be critical thinkers and leaders of their own learning. Rather than doing
this, many teachers hold onto their control of the thinking and classroom discourse. They
do the majority of the talking and they only release their students to do menial,
compliance driven work that requires a fraction of the intellect and creativity of which the
students are actually capable. There are many parallels to how principals handle their
teachers, especially in the context of an ever-changing school district landscape. There
can be a fear of releasing leadership and creativity within the school to the teachers,
leading to compliance-oriented behaviors and actions, or as a mentor of mine once shared
with me, “the long laborious trek to nowhere.”

In both cases, the teacher focus groups expressed that they wanted to be respected
more and treated as professionals. However, the principal and the school district rarely
made them feel this way. If the approaches of each principal were genuinely to engage
teachers in problem solving and vision-driven action, then a sense of agency among the
teachers would have been more apparent. However, teachers in both schools expressed a
reality that represented much more control and micromanagement that they had to work
through in order to get to work that they felt was important.

Conclusions on both Cases on Learning the Context and Leading a Learning

Organization:
When reviewing the data in both cases on how each principal learned their context
and lead their school as a learning organization, important themes emerged around the

close connection between learning school context and leadership actions, principal
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comfort level, and teacher insights. With the connection between learning the school
context and leading the school, what may be most notable was what was missed during
each principal’s investigation of their school context, and what contextual insight the
teachers had to share that could support important opportunities for growth in each
school. In analyzing the data, there was a close connection between the context that each
principal focused on learning about their school and the leadership actions in which they
engaged. In some situations, the principal tended to focus leadership and attention on
topics on which they felt more comfortable leading. Therefore, as important as the
questions that were asked to learn and understand their context are the questions that
were not asked while learning their context.

While both principals talked about taking time to hear from staff and community
members to learn about the school, it seemed to gather mostly surface level knowledge,
that while valuable, was not the type of contextual understanding that could lead to
transformational initiatives for the school community to collectively take on. For
example, Principal Leia’s learning seemed to focus on building an understanding of the
staff’s strengths and weaknesses and what she perceived to be people’s true intentions.
Principal Benjamin learned about the stability and resilience that the community was
looking for in a leader and some key teacher concerns about how the next leader would
impact their current practices. However, they each seemed to miss out on knowledge of
what core issues existed as opportunities for more transformational growth at their
school. And, in each case, the teachers at each school seemed to be closer to an

understanding of core issues that could help transform the school.
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For example, at Steamer, the teachers made clear how critical the knowledge of
their specific student population was for operating their school building and for leading a
vision of learning into practice. Some inquiries for the principal and staff at Steamer to
more deeply investigate their context could be:

e What does it mean to teach in a school that serves students with our particular
needs?

e What school operations need to be adapted and improved to ensure that all of our
students are safe throughout the building and engaged in their classrooms?

e How do we most equitably meet the needs of both students receiving our
specialized services and our students who do not?

At Hamlet, the teachers discussed complex community relationships as well as
trends of student behavior that continued from the primary grades all the way to the
eighth grade that have remained unaddressed and unsolved. They described a fragmented
faculty that missed opportunities to problem solve and share knowledge about student
needs in the school. Some inquiries for the principal and staff at Hamlet to more deeply
investigate their context could be:

e Who in the building has the most knowledge of the community and family
relationships of the students we serve?

o How can we discuss and share this knowledge widely among the entire
staff and encourage all staff to have deep connections to the community
and students’ families?

e What behaviors are our students exhibiting throughout the school and why do

they persist year after year with some students?
120



e What does instruction that genuinely engages students look like in our school?

In both cases, the questions and approaches that each principal used to explore
and learn in their particular context determined the leadership actions that ensued.
Collaborative inquiry into the school’s context with findings that were shared widely with
staff and the community was not evident in either case.

Summary of Findings with the Research Questions:

Principal Practices and Behaviors to Lead from an Inquiry Stance

My findings offer important insights and perspectives to my research
questions. In the following section, | will explore and summarize the findings in relation
to my first research question and sub-question:

e What kinds of practices (or behaviors) do principals engage in to lead from an
inquiry stance?
o How do principals describe leading in this manner as distinctive from
other approaches to school leadership?

In my findings, | found a large number of practices and behaviors that the
principals described as distinctive about their leadership and connected with the
components of leading from an inquiry stance. Both Principal Leia and Principal
Benjamin were able to identify practices and behaviors that they employed that aligned
with learning their school context, building relational trust with teachers and other
stakeholders, and leading the school as a learning organization. However, through the
analysis of the data, which included the principals’ explanations of their practices and
teachers’ explanations of their experiences with those practices, it became clear that

leading from an inquiry stance could not be characterized by any one practice or set of
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practices in isolation. Rather it is a stance on leadership embedded within a collaborative
relationship between leader and followers (principal and teachers) to understand their
context and seek to transform it for the betterment of children.

Leading from an inquiry stance incorporates Northouse’s (2019) definition of
leadership as ““a process whereby an individual influences a group of individuals to
achieve a common goal” and Heifitz and Linsky’s (2002) explanation of adaptive
challenges that require “learning new ways through the changing of attitudes, values, and
behaviors in order to help build and then meaningfully participate in a new environment.”
When done as a comprehensive stance and approach to leadership, leading from an
inquiry stance is inherently collaborative. By this standard of leading from an inquiry
stance, neither Principal Leia nor Principal Benjamin fully encapsulated this approach to
leadership; however, they each engaged in leadership practices that are valuable to
analyze in relation to how their teachers experienced them. The following is the list of
practices and behaviors that the principals identified that relate to the components of

leading from an inquiry stance:

Developing Relational Trust:

Sharing Daily Schedule with Teachers

e Informal Observations on Collaborative Google Doc

e System for Teacher Peer Observations

e Humility and Attentive Listening while Leading Change
e Proactive Entry Meetings and Self Introductions

e “Open Door” Policy

Learning the Context:
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e Talking to Previous Principals
e Listening Tour of School Stakeholders
e Observations of Classroom Instruction
e Observations During Leadership and Staff Meetings
e Informal and Formal Observations
e Aittuned Listening to Stakeholder Questions (During interviews and other entry
points into the school)
e “Open Door” Policy
Leading a Learning Organization:
e Explaining the Why Behind Decisions
e Open Disposition towards Change
e Empowering Leadership Team
This list only consists of practices and behaviors that were named by either
Principal Leia or Principal Benjamin. For my findings, just the fact that the principal
named the practice or behavior does not mean that it represents an authentic approach to
leading from an inquiry stance; rather, it just means that from the principals’
perspectives, it was described as a practice aligned to the framework of leading with an
inquiry stance.
Leading from an Inquiry Stance and its Relationship to a Culture of Collaboration
Now, I will explore and summarize the findings in relation to my second
research question and sub-question:
e To what extent does leading from an inquiry stance contribute to building a

culture of collaboration within the school community?
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o What leadership practices contribute to a culture of collaboration and
inquiry?

In order to respond to these questions, it was important to analyze the principal
interview data alongside the teacher focus group, survey, and observation data. In
addition, it was important to consider “leading from an inquiry stance” as a
comprehensive stance on leadership and not just leadership practices in isolation.
Therefore, leading from an inquiry stance must be properly understood as a manifestation
of engaging in inquiry with teachers to collaboratively solve problems and continually
work towards the improvement of the school for the betterment of children.

As mentioned above, while the principal may have shared a leadership practice
that connected with the components of leading from an inquiry stance, the teachers did
not always experience the relational trust or the shared contextual understanding that is
fundamental to this approach to leadership. When analyzing the data rigorously to have
evidence from both the principal and the teachers that there was a shared understanding
of context and relational trust around a given practice, the practices that met the criteria
for authentically leading from an inquiry stance were rare. There was one practice where
I triangulated data from Principal Leia’s interview, the teacher focus group, and the
teacher survey that the practice represented leading from an inquiry stance:

Developing Relational Trust:

e System for Teacher Peer Observations

This practice represented leading from an inquiry stance, and it clearly supported

a culture of collaboration in Principal Leia’s school. For Principal Leia, her efforts to

have a system for teachers to visit their peers in their own school and other schools was
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explicitly appreciated by teachers in the focus group and was reflected in the survey data.
At Steamer Elementary, if a teacher wanted to learn from another teacher about how to
improve their practice, there was the opportunity to do that, and it led to examples of
improved teacher practice. It is also important to note that this finding is not meant to
suggest that his particular practice of having a system for teacher peer observations is a
strategy that will work across other school contexts with other leaders to deepen
relational trust, support professional growth, and build a culture of collaboration. Rather,
it is just meant to represent that in the particular case of Steamer Elementary with
Principal Leia and her teachers, it did accomplish those positive things. While this system
for peer teacher observations could work toward these ends in other school contexts, it is
more important to note the intangible dynamics of Principal Leia’s practice, which was
based in a shared understanding of purpose for improving instructional practice between
Principal Leia and her teachers in addition to Principal Leia’s trust in the teachers.
The following are additional practices supported by the survey data that represent
leading from an inquiry stance:
Developing Relational Trust:
e Humility and Attentive Listening while Leading Change
e Proactive Entry Meetings and Self Introductions
Learning the Context:
e Attuned Listening to Stakeholder Questions (During interviews and other entry
points into the school)

e “Open Door” Policy
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Leading a Learning Organization:
e Explaining the Why Behind Decisions
e Empowering Leadership Team
These practices were identified by either Principal Leia or Principal Benjamin
during their interviews, and they connect to positive survey responses from their teachers.
Finally, in addition to the above listed behaviors and practices that the principals
identified, by analyzing the teacher focus group, survey, and observation data, | was able
to identify principal and school district practices that opposed the idea of leading from an
inquiry stance. | am referring to them to as “anti-inquiry practices.” These were not all
practices or behaviors that the principals mentioned, but the teachers described them as
things the principals or the district did that had the effect of weakening relational trust,
oversimplifying school context, undermining growth in the school community, or missing
out on opportunities for growth in the school community. These “anti-inquiry practices”
were generative because it is possible to imagine them “turned around” in order to be
used to lead from an inquiry stance.
Practices that Weaken Relational Trust:
e Micromanaging Common Planning Time (Anti-Inquiry Practice)
e Frequent and Haphazard Rollout of District Policies and Expectations (Anti-
Inquiry Practice from District)
o Lack of Teacher Dialogue and Engagement with District Policies and
Expectations (Anti-Inquiry Practice)
e Perceived Indifferent Oversight (Anti-Inquiry Practice)

Practices that Oversimplify the Context:
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e Lack of Demonstration of Proactively Learning Student Needs (Anti-Inquiry

Practice)

Practices that Undermine School Learning and Growth:

e Focus on Quick Technical Fixes (Anti-Inquiry)
e Leadership Based on Principal Comfort Level (Anti-Inquiry Practice)
e Limited Opportunities for Communication and Collaboration between Important

School Entities (Anti-Inquiry Practice)

These “anti-inquiry” practices that were distilled from the teacher data offer
findings into what leading from an inquiry stance is not. According to teachers in the
focus groups, each of these practices led to a weakening in relational trust, an
oversimplification of school context, or the stagnation of school growth and learning. In
all of these practices, the culture of collaboration at the school was undermined as a result

of the practice.
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CHAPTER 5
CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

Summary of Findings

This study examined the actual practice and behaviors of school principals as they
related to leading with an inquiry stance and its relationship to the culture of
collaboration amongst teachers in their schools. Leading with an inquiry stance is
grounded in school leadership research that emphasizes the importance of responding to
school context when establishing priorities and action plans, establishing relational trust
between critical stakeholders of the school community, and creating a collective
commitment to adaptive growth that prioritizes student learning. Emerging from my
research is a complex mix of findings that consist of practices and behaviors that the
principals believed aligned with these values of leading with an inquiry stance but were
not always experienced by teachers in ways that the principals intended. In addition, there
were findings that consisted of practices and behaviors of the principals that the teachers
were able to name and identify that both connected to and broke from the theory of
leading from an inquiry stance. This authentic and layered account of principal practices
and intentions alongside teacher experiences of these leadership actions offers
affirmations of and insights into school leadership practices that impact teacher
collaboration in schools that can influence future training, policy, and research to help
schools.

As noted throughout the research literature, effective principal leadership is critical
to school success. The policies that the principal establishes, the decisions they make, and

how they make them have dramatic implications for the culture of their school
128



community and the extent to which constructive collaboration that occurs. Both
principals in this study were thoughtful and open to reflecting on their practice as leaders
and were selected because they expressed values that aligned to leading with an inquiry
stance. They expressed that they engaged in practices to learn about their school context
and they valued teacher perspectives to work towards needed change for school progress.
However, their actions and intentions sometimes contrasted with what their teachers
experienced. For example, whereas Principal Leia may have thought that sharing her
daily schedule would lead to deepened trust with her teachers due to her transparency,
there were teachers who became suspicious and apprehensive about certain meetings that
they saw on her schedule.

In addition, teachers were able to discuss practices from the principal that they felt
undermined inquiry, growth, and collaboration in the school community, which | identify
as “anti-inquiry” practices. These practices are valuable findings because principals can
reflect on these potential pitfalls to leadership and how to turn them around into positive
practices that lead to learning and growth in their school community. These “anti-
inquiry” practices also offer additional insights because through analysis of them, it is
possible to identify the underlying social dynamics that caused them to weaken trust or
collaboration.

Finally, in the few examples where it appeared that principal intentions aligned
with teacher understanding and experience around a school practice, there seemed to be
powerful opportunities for collaboration for practitioner learning and organizational

growth. This was particularly pronounced in Principal Leia’s practice of supporting
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teachers through the opportunity to visit their peers’ classrooms for their own
professional development.

From these findings, ongoing research into the strategies, practices, and behaviors of
principals to lead from an inquiry stance as a systematic practice of collaborative inquiry
with teachers and other stakeholders continues to be necessary. Such a disciplined and
systematic stance on leadership that is founded upon forging trusting relationships with
teachers and is embedded in a commitment to growth and excellence for the school
community can continue to offer insights and strategies for school leaders to reflect on
and refine their practice. To address this gap and the research questions outlined earlier in
this dissertation, | will share three conclusions that have emerged from my research
findings and analysis to serve as a clear encapsulation of this research. These conclusions
will describe how (1) leading from an inquiry stance promotes a culture of collaboration,
(2) anti-inquiry practices undermine a culture of collaboration, and (3) relational trust is
the glue and the fuel necessary to lead from an inquiry stance.

Leading from an Inquiry Stance Promotes a Culture of Collaboration

My findings indicate that when the principals lead from an inquiry stance in a way
that incorporated relational trust, intentional learning about or a demonstrable
understanding of school context, and a focus towards growth, it promotes a constructive
culture of collaboration. In these instances, what underlies this approach to school
leadership is the principal’s communication with teachers to have a shared purpose for
any given practice in a way that aligns the work to the school’s vision. This is supported
by research literature that identifies among the top characteristics of effective school

leadership are (1) a focus on and active support for high quality curriculum and
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instruction and (2) effective communication of the school’s vision and achievement
standards especially in ways that gives a voice to teachers (Daniels et al., 2019). To
authentically lead from an inquiry stance, the principal must demonstrate effective
communication skills with teachers in a way that genuinely engages their voices and
perspectives. My findings indicate leading from an inquiry stance in a way that engages
and leverages teacher voices and perspectives was rare in the two cases. Examples of this
were Principal Leia’s system for facilitating peer observations of other teachers and
Principal Benjamin’s humility and careful listening to teachers while leading change.
Principal Leia’s system and support for teachers to visit other teachers in their
own school or outside of their school to improve their instructional practice directly
resulted in constructive teacher collaboration. This is featured as a practice of leading
from an inquiry stance because of the evidence that Principal Leia’s intention for this
practice was affirmed by the Steamer teacher focus group with specific examples of how
teachers have engaged with this practice to collaborate with other teachers, reflect on
their teaching, and grow instructionally. This practice demonstrated relational trust
between the principal and her teachers. Principal Leia trusted the teachers to be
constructive with their time away from their classrooms. She trusted them to be advocates
for their instructional growth. Another demonstration of trust is that, implicit in the
practice is that the teachers were vulnerable enough to admit that they needed help and
that other teachers could support their growth. Principal Leia also demonstrated an
understanding of the context of the school by knowing the strengths and growth-areas of
her teachers and who they would benefit from observing either in the school or outside of

the school. Finally, the practice demonstrated an authentic alignment between Principal
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Leia and her teachers around the purpose of the practice, which was to develop and
advance the quality of instruction of the school. Again, my research suggests that this
level of comprehensive unison of action towards a shared goal is rare.

In this example, teachers were authentically bought into this practice that was
orchestrated by the principal. This connection between the principal with the teachers
around professional growth opportunities that advance their practice was a powerful
example of leading from an inquiry stance. So, what were the conditions that made this
practice successful?

(1) One condition was that it started with a teacher’s own question or challenge to
their practice that they wanted to improve. (2) Another condition is that the teacher was
able to opt-into this opportunity; it was not mandated by the principal. (3) It put teachers
in a position to learn from other teachers, who they may have trusted more as actual
practitioners working in a similar context as them. (4) Finally, there was a system in
place, and it was widely known that the principal supported and even encouraged
teachers to take advantage of this opportunity to learn from other teachers. Such systems
based in a collective vision of instructional growth between principals and teachers
should be explored as opportunities for supporting growth in other schools.

As was intended in this research study, this particular finding of this practice is
not intended to be generalizable across all other school contexts to lead from an inquiry
stance and build a culture of collaboration in their school community. Rather, the
underlying theory and conditions of the practice that made it possible and authentic to the
teachers in this particular context is what is worthy for other school leaders and districts

to reflect upon to support their own leadership decisions and strategies.
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The other practices from my findings that represent leading from an inquiry
stance are listed below:
Developing Relational Trust:
e Humility and Attentive Listening while Leading Change
e Proactive Entry Meetings and Self Introductions
Learning the Context:
e Attuned Listening to Stakeholder Questions (During interviews and other entry
points into the school)
e “Open Door” Policy
Leading a Learning Organization:
e Explaining the Why Behind Decisions
e Empowering Leadership Team
A key idea that connects these practices to lead from an inquiry stance is that they
require a degree of humility on the part of the principal to listen in authentic ways to
teachers and their concerns in the school in order to be in dialogue with them about the
school they are constructing together. This dialogue about school growth engages
teachers around the purpose of needed changes and values their input. For example, this
is demonstrated by Principal Benjamin’s humility and attentive listening to teachers when
leading change and by both principals’ emphasis on the importance of explaining the why
behind decisions.
Such an approach to leadership that values input and some level of consensus
about the school’s goals and the expectations for practice to meet those goals has been

identified as an effective and valuable dimension of school leadership (Robinson et al.,
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2008). As noted, the construction of a shared purpose and vision for the school is a
hallmark of leading with an inquiry stance. It requires relational trust and collective
learning to continue to grow as an entire school community. Such approaches to
leadership connect to the school leadership literature, whereby effective school leaders
create learning opportunities at all levels within their school system: student learning,
teacher learning, organizational learning, and leadership learning (Daniels et al., 2019).
Anti-Inquiry Practices Undermine a Culture of Collaboration
My findings also indicate that “anti-inquiry” practices will undermine the
culture of collaboration in a school. “Anti-inquiry” practices are practices that put the
principal at odds with their teachers, as if they are not working towards the same goal of
student well-being and achievement. These leadership practices were mostly drawn from
the teacher focus groups and were supported by survey data, and they were more
common than authentic approaches to leading from an inquiry stance as discussed above.
They are listed below again:
Practices that Weaken Relational Trust:
e Micromanaging Common Planning Time (Anti-Inquiry Practice)
e Haphazard Rollout of District Policies and Expectations (Anti-Inquiry Practice
from District)
o Lack of Teacher Dialogue and Engagement with District Policies and
Expectations (Anti-Inquiry Practice)
e Perceived Indifferent Oversight (Anti-Inquiry Practice)

Practices that Oversimplify the Context:
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e Lack of Demonstration of Proactively Learning Student Needs (Anti-Inquiry

Practice)

Practices that Undermine School Learning and Growth:

e Focus on Quick Technical Fixes (Anti-Inquiry)
e Leadership Based on Principal Comfort Level (Anti-Inquiry Practice)
e Limited Opportunities for Communication and Collaboration between Important

School Entities (Anti-Inquiry Practice)

Some of the key ideas that connect these “anti-inquiry” practices are that teachers
were distrusted with managing their own time constructively, there were few or non-
existent opportunities for teachers to engage in dialogue with the principal around
policies that would ultimately affect their practice, teachers sensed a lack of urgency or
sense of indifference from their leader to meaningfully respond to the specific needs of
their school, and there was more of a focus on short-term fixes rather than long-term
systemic change. All of these themes are notable examples of how the potential for
unleashing the power of teacher collaboration is undermined in schools by the leadership
behaviors and decisions of principals. Again, to connect this back to the literature,
effective principals have been found to genuinely engage teacher voices and perspectives
in the vision of the school in such a way that it builds commitment and broad investment
towards working for the school’s goals (Daniels et al., 2019; Lytle et al., 2018; Robinson
et al., 2008)

Two examples of “anti-inquiry” practices to review more thoroughly are the
principal’s lack of demonstration of proactively learning about student needs and the

micromanagement of common planning time. These both undermine the relational trust
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that the teachers had with their principals in ways that also weakened opportunities for
collaboration.

When Principal Leia was perceived as not proactively learning about student needs
or school context in demonstrable ways, it seemed to weaken the trust that teachers had in
her. Any amount of distrust had the effect of weakening the culture of collaboration in the
school because the teachers lost faith in her foundation of knowledge for responding to
student needs. In addition, teachers at Steamer discussed how “band-aid fixes or the easy
fixes” were readily done, but they expressed concerns that the administration did not
proactively address larger problems. The work that they felt would need to be done to
advance the school would either not occur or would have to happen amongst themselves,
rather than in coordination with the principal. According to the research literature, the
type of collaboration that would improve the quality of teaching and student learning is
continuous and structured collaboration that is strategic and purposeful (DuFour et al.,
2005). Without the teachers believing in the principal’s ability to design and implement
such a long-term vision to structure, the culture of collaboration suffers.

The micromanagement of common planning time was also identified as an “anti-
inquiry” practice. At both Steamer and Hamlet Elementary, more than half of the teachers
responded on the survey that they have “no influence” or “minor influence” on
determining the content of in-service professional development. The focus group at
Steamer stated directly that they did not feel trusted by their administration to use time
wisely and even felt like it was demeaning that teachers did not have any input in how to
structure this critical time and lacked opportunities to collaborate with one another.

Without teacher voice and perspective, there is not the space for there a shared purpose to
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be established, thus weakening the culture of collaboration of the school. The teachers in
both the Steamer and Hamlet focus groups were quickly able to identify a list of things
that they would love to have time to discuss with other teachers during a common
planning period, but they nearly never have the opportunity to engage in this work. Such
work and collaboration either does not get done or happens outside of the scope of the
work day.

All of the “anti-inquiry” practices had the effect of undermining the teachers and the
principal from establishing a shared purpose to work towards. This is fundamental to
leadership when considering the definition from Northouse (2019) that leadership is “a
process whereby an individual influences a group of individuals to achieve a common
goal.” When a common goal or vision is not established clearly, collaboration suffers.

Relational Trust is the Glue and the Fuel to Lead from an Inquiry Stance

From the findings, it is difficult to overstate the importance of relational trust
between school leaders and their teachers and between teachers and other teachers. The
quality of the relational trust that exists between these professional relationships in the
building has a dramatic impact on the quality of the collaborative efforts towards a vision
of the school. Dr. Schultz (2019) describes the importance of trust in educational settings
in this way:

Trust is an essential component of every teaching and learning interaction.
Learning - on the part of students, teachers, and administrators - takes place only
in an atmosphere of trust. Although trust is often linked to the smooth functioning

schools and classrooms, the role and prevalence of distrust in larger educational
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settings is rarely examined. If trust is necessary for people to learn and change,

the presence of distrust, or actions that lead to greater distrust, prevents change.

My findings further supports that trust in the professional relationships in the
school provides a foundation for deeper learning, change, and growth to occur. From the
findings, it was clear that when the principal and the teachers had demonstrable trust in
one another, the collaborative efforts were more constructive as evidenced by Principal
Leia’s system for promoting peer observations between teachers and Principal Benjamin
facilitating change through the humble and careful listening to teachers. For Principal
Leia, she was able to support teacher development through a practice that teachers valued
and appreciated. For Principal Benjamin, he was able to navigate changes for individual
teachers and staff that led to their understanding of changes and a deeper fidelity of
practice.

What is significant in both Principal Leia and Benjamin’s approaches to
leadership in these examples is how trust was experienced in the process by both the
teachers and the principal. The principal and the teachers had to be in dialogue with one
another to arrive at a shared understanding for how to grow.

Without trust, constructive collaboration between the principal and the teachers
was nearly non-existent, and much of the collaboration that occurred between teachers
was strained, went untapped, or occurred outside of work hours.

Recommendations for School Districts
Districts can support leaders to lead from an inquiry stance in several specific

ways.
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(1) Teachers and principals need to be acknowledged and engaged as important
stakeholders in decision-making processes for policies that they will be expected to carry
out in their classrooms and schools. The school district central office has a powerful
influence over what occurs in schools through the resources they make available and the
policies they seek to implement across the district. Since principals must be leaders with
these resources and policies and teachers will have to implement them into their
classrooms, then principal and teacher voices and perspectives should be included in
meaningful ways during the decision-making process for policies that affect schools and
classrooms. This would help develop a foundation of trust for the new policy in advance
of it being put into practice, and it is even possible to create anticipation and engagement
for the new policies. By including teachers and principals as important stakeholders in
decision-making processes, it would position them to be more in unison with one another
with more stable and predictable district expectations. For example, new curricular
options could be brought and shared with teachers in their schools, or there could be
opportunities for teachers to come down to the district offices to review them and have a
voice in their selection. This can occur a year or two in advance of the new curriculum
being implemented so that there is time for both principals and teachers to help make the
best selection, learn about it, and integrate it into their school’s vision and work.

The haphazard roll out of new policies and directions that occur frequently creates
sources of conflict between principals and teachers. My research uncovered examples of
policies and new curricula that was literally being discovered by teachers during August
professional development. Such a roll out of a new policy, while perhaps well-

intentioned, destabilizes schools and frustrates school-based leaders and practitioners.
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(2) Districts should stabilize and make instructional policies and curriculum
predictable for principals and teachers. In education, while change and development are
always needed to keep current, the needed changes should be gradual, include principal
and teacher perspectives, and allow time for effective professional learning of the
changed expectation for effective implementation. There are times when a more rapid
change is required due to the identification of inequity or other social injustices. During
such instances, a careful and intentional plan for implementation must still be considered
to engage practitioner voices and to provide professional learning to have success with
the policy. Without such a plan, the new policy, even when intended to address an
injustice, may backfire. Stability with such fundamental functions as instruction and
curriculum for educators would support relational trust between principals and teachers
and deepen the quality of their practice and collaboration.

(3) School districts should carefully consider how to promote and support
localized school knowledge amongst principals and their staffs and provide adequate time
for them to meet and collaborate together as school teams. Schools are complex social
organizations, and every school and community has unique characteristics. Therefore,
rather than micromanaging school principals and their teachers, the district should
provide time, encouragement, and guidance to principals and their teachers for how to
explore and identify the core issues of their school and how to establish systems,
instructional strategies, and action plans to the address the unique needs that are
identified. In other words, they should encourage principals to be leaders in their
buildings and to develop their staff to engage in collective inquiry and action planning. In

this way, both principals and teachers are able to act from a position of agency and
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deeper responsiveness to the needs of their own school. Again, this requires districts to
give school leadership adequate time to meet together with their staff, rather than having
the majority of their professional development time micromanaged and directed by
central office staff on Zoom or other online meetings.

(4) During the recruitment, hiring, and onboarding process of new principals, a
district can ensure that there is a focus on the candidate’s contextual understanding of the
particular school for which they are hiring. School leaders should be expected to know
and demonstrate a commitment to learning about the specific nuances of the community
in which they are entering. This is particularly important for large urban districts where a
single assistant superintendent can oversee a portfolio of schools that is larger than most
suburban districts. Even though an urban district may be much larger and more complex,
each and every school community deserves a leader who is focused on learning about and
engaging with their specific and unique needs and stage of development to chart a path
towards growth.

(4) During the onboarding process of a new principal, supports and
expectations should be established for how the new principal can learn about the current
state of the school and community. Since a process of genuinely learning about the
school context has so many reciprocal benefits of building trust and demonstrating
leadership for learning, it is valuable to support and encourage such practices among all
principals.

Recommendations for Principals
There is much that school leaders can do to lead from an inquiry stance, and |

would first warn against trying to adopt “leading from an inquiry stance” as a set of
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practices that can be implemented. | would even warn against it as a catchphrase or
leadership “style” to aspire towards. Such terms of leadership have the danger of
becoming reduced to shallow platitudes for people to identify with. Rather, it should be
understood that leading from an inquiry stance invites a daily commitment to inquiry and
growth for the sake of the school community. It is a commitment to rigorous and
disciplined practice, self-reflection, and community development with students, teachers,
and families. With that said, here are some specific recommendations for principals:

(1) Look to teachers to be trusted allies in moving a school community forward
rather than sources of opposition. Principals and teachers do not need to be locked in
conflict for a school to succeed. While there may be teachers who are not a good fit for a
school that is underperforming, approaching the school as if all or most teachers are the
root cause of the school’s poor performance is likely an oversimplification that is going
to misdirect time and energy that could be spent working together and being in dialogue
around how to help the school grow. In fact, there may be teachers on staff who have
valuable knowledge about the school and the community that can be leveraged if time is
taken to ask for it.

(2) Map out and implement an entry plan that establishes a systematic approach to
learning about the school community and shares the information widely with all
stakeholders. Learning the nuances of a school’s context is an incredibly important
practice that is repeatedly highlighted in research on school leadership (Daniels et al.,
2019; Leithwood et al., 2004; Lytle et al., 2018). In the same way that principals want
teachers to be specifically knowledgeable about their students, leaders should be

specifically knowledgeable about their school and community. By sharing the learning
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and knowledge gained from an effective entry plan, the principal is demonstrating a
commitment to learning about the school in ways that build trust and respect in their
leadership. In addition, once an entry plan has been completed, an ongoing commitment
to learning the school community and how it is evolving and how it can continue to
improve should occur.

(3) As a leader, engage with teachers to establish a shared vision for the school.
Having a shared vision for a school is frequently identified throughout research literature
as a core and foundational practice among effective principals (Daniels et al., 2019;
Robinson et al. 2008). However, this was not achieved in the two schools of my research.
While this is a small sample, my research did demonstrate the depths of the disconnect
that occurred between principal and teachers around vision for their schools, particularly
as they are situated in large urban districts. The depth of my data suggests that similar
patterns of interaction may occur at other schools in large urban districts whereby less
attention may be paid to the nuances of each particular school and where distrust between
teachers, principals, and district offices has been the norm for too long (Schultz, 2019). If
this is such an important tenet of effective school leadership, and there is data that
suggests that this is regularly not occurring, then this has the potential to be a high-
leverage recommendation for leaders implement in their practice.

(4) Create opportunities for staff to collaborate and share institutional knowledge
about the school and the community. Teachers and other support staff who have worked
in the school for multiple years (or are actually from the community) have knowledge
from which other teachers and staff members would benefit in order to build better

relationships with students and their families.
143



Recommendations for Universities and School Leadership Programs

(1) Future school leaders should be prepared with inquiry-based, investigative
strategies to learn their way into the school community in ways that model leadership of
learning and transparency. Leading should be understood as a systematic process of
inquiry, action, and reflection with the affected stakeholders involved in all steps of the
process. Stakeholder involvement and situational context must be seen as critical when
entering a school community as a new leader and when engaged in leading any initiative.
The findings of these inquiry-based research approaches should be made publicly
available for all stakeholders to collectively learn and grow together. Future leaders
should not treat all schools as if they are the same with a pre-packaged vision of
leadership that is kept secret or confidential from the stakeholders it will affect.

Universities or school leadership programs can develop this awareness and skill
set first by being mindful of how the curriculum and instruction of their leadership
program frames the work of school leadership. Does the curriculum and instruction
suggest that a package of pre-determined leadership actions will improve any school,
regardless of its context? Such a reductive approach to school leadership may result with
short-term gains as shallow technical fixes are focused upon, but the true potential of the
teachers and most importantly, the students, will remain untapped.

Rather than this, universities and school leadership programs should frame school
leadership as something that is contingent upon the leader’s deep contextual knowledge
of the school and community. Before taking action, research and analysis of the stage of
development of the school and the available resources that are already there should take

place. During this process, the findings should be shared with the school’s stakeholders
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as they jointly develop a shared vision. Such leadership is not superfluous inaction. It is
the rigorous work of real leadership with which many school leaders have never been
equipped and often need to figure out on their own after years of experience. The
development of future school leaders should spark their curiosity of the potential of every
school community to develop a culture of excellence and continued growth through the
ongoing work of collective inquiry, innovation, and transformation. Leading a school
should never have an “end” in mind, with the idea that if the leader just institutes these
practices and gets rid of these certain staff members, then the school will succeed. Rather
the school leader should be able to see an unending path of continued growth and
evolution to always explore.

(2) When preparing future school leaders, leadership practices and strategies
should be taught while always considering situational context. Future principals and other
school leaders must be prepared with how to adopt and adapt policies and resources in
ways that work for their specific school community. The principal needs to do the work
of reviewing and making sense of district policies and expectations and how they can be
thoughtfully implemented with their teachers and staff.

(3) Future school principals should be taught the value of relational trust with
their teachers and engaging them in an authentic process of building the vision for the
school collaboratively. Such practices incorporate Northouse’s (2019) definition of
leadership as “a process whereby an individual influences a group of individuals to
achieve a common goal.” This emphasizes that the school leader and the teachers should
have common goals, and it should not be taken for granted that everyone in the school is

automatically aligned. While it may appear that everyone is aligned around student
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achievement, the complexities and stresses of running a school with competing
expectations, policies, and ideologies can strain relationships and trust. To achieve
common goals and a shared vision between principals and teachers, it requires proactive
and sustained dialogue around the direction of the school in ways that translate into
specific, disciplined action steps that are broadly agreed to by both the administration and
teachers in the building.

Universities and school leadership programs can accomplish this by first being
selective of whom they admit to their programs. Future school leaders should be able to
demonstrate an understanding of the complex work of effective teaching. When school
leaders understand the nature of the work of teaching, they are better able to support it
and build constructive relationships with teachers.

In addition, universities and school leadership programs can create opportunities
for future leaders to interact with current teachers. School leaders are often perceived as
being disconnected or “so far removed” from actual classroom practice. It would benefit
leaders to be in dialogue with teachers and how they experience policies and directives
that come down from leadership. School leaders rarely hear the authentic feelings and
experiences of teachers because of professional cultures of fear and compliance, which is
unfortunately common in large urban school districts (Schultz, 2019). In such
professional cultures, teachers are less willing or even able to share their authentic
feelings about policies or directives for fear of reprisal, which shuts down the space for
relational trust to be established. In universities and school leadership programs, it is
possible to recruit teachers from local school districts to share their own experiences with

aspiring leaders to inform how they can build relationships with teachers. In such
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settings, teachers are likely to feel safer to express themselves freely in ways that can
inform how future leader are considering how to build collaborative relationships and
how to implement policies with teachers as partners.
Recommendations for Future Research

To continue this research into leading from an inquiry stance and the culture of
collaboration in schools, the results of this research study suggest that there are
opportunities for phenomenon to continue to be studied between principals and teachers
in the following ways:

(1) More research into how a school district shapes the context and positions
principals to interact with and lead teachers would offer insights for how all stakeholders
can navigate the systems in which they participate. My research showed joint frustration
between the principals and the teachers around how the district rolled out policies and
expectations for them to implement at the school level. Specific research into how school
districts determine and carry out policies and how those policies are received by school
leaders and then implemented by teachers could further our understanding into the
professional contexts in which principals and teachers are forced to operate.

(2) More research into the practical professional engagement between principals
and teachers in specific schools could add further insights into how to build trust around a
unified and shared vision for school success would be valuable. Again, while having a
“shared vision” for school success is frequently identified among effective schools, my
research suggests that this foundation for collaboration may actually be rare. It would be
valuable to research and learn about more schools to find ones where this is achieved and

how those principals achieved it.
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(3) More research into how principals effectively lead around issues where they
are both very knowledgeable and where they lack background knowledge would be
instructive. My research indicates that principals may be more involved in areas where
they are confident in their background knowledge and experience. In addition, principals
may be less involved and even “hand over the reins” to initiatives and policies where they
lack background knowledge and experience. How do school principals still play a
constructive leadership role in areas of the school where they lack background knowledge
and experience? Such research of leaders who are able to model vulnerability and
curiosity as strengths while leading initiatives where they lack background knowledge
and experience would be a practical and valuable contribution to the practice of principal

leadership.
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APPENDIX A: RECRUITMENT METHODS FOR PRINCIPALS

Phone Call Script to Principals:

Hello! My name is Luke Zeller, and | am currently an Ed.D. candidate at Temple
University pursuing research on principal leadership. Thank you for taking the time for
this call. To begin my research, | need to identify a couple principals who have a certain
approach to leadership. First, I will ask you to sign off on a consent form for the research.
Then, since | do not want to influence how you think you should lead, I will ask you to
complete a brief survey with a few identifying questions, followed by four Likert scale
statements for you to rate yourself on your approaches to being a leader. From your
responses, | will determine the principals best suited for my research interest, and will
continue the research process with them and their school communities. The survey should
not take longer than 5 minutes. If this works for you, I will follow up right now with an
email with a link to the consent form and survey.

Follow up email to principals:

Dear (Principal Name).

Thank you for taking the time to fill out this consent form and survey. The survey
should take less than 5 minutes.

Again, | am interested in working with principals who have a certain approach to
leadership, and | do not want the study topic to influence how you think you should lead.
Therefore, by answering a few questions in the survey linked below, | will be able to
determine if your approach to leadership would be a match for the study.

Principal Leadership Survey: (LINK HERE)
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me.

The consent form is in an attached document. Please fill it out first and return it to

Thank you!

Luke Zeller

Ed.D. Candidate at Temple University
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APPENDIX B: BRIEF PRINCIPAL SURVEY
Hello and thank you for your openness to cooperate in this study.

For this research, | am interested in working with principals who have a certain

approach to leadership, and | do not want the study topic to influence how you think you

should lead. Therefore, by answering a few questions below, | will be able to determine if

your approach to leadership would be a match for the study.

How old are you?

How many years have you been a principal?

How many years have you been a principal at your current school?
How many years were you a teacher or other school role?

Do you have any advanced degrees? If so, in what?

When | began as a principal at my new school, | felt like I mostly knew what
action steps and the type of leadership the school needed before | had
conversations with teachers, students, and community members.

Strongly Disagree ---------- Disagree ---------- Agree ---------- Strongly Agree

At my school, administrators and teachers have a high degree of trust in one
another.

Strongly Disagree ---------- Disagree ---------- Agree ---------- Strongly Agree

As a principal, | see teachers as true partners in fostering needed change for
school progress.

Strongly Disagree ---------- Disagree ---------- Agree ---------- Strongly Agree

As a principal, | value hearing alternative and even dissenting perspectives from
teachers about the mission and operations of the school.

Strongly Disagree ---------- Disagree ---------- Agree ---------- Strongly Agree
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APPENDIX C: RUBRIC FOR BRIEF PRINCIPAL SURVEY

1. When | began as a principal at my new school, I felt like I mostly knew what
action steps and the type of leadership the school needed before I had
conversations with teachers, students, and community members.

Strongly Disagree =0

Disagree = 1

Agree =3

Strongly Agree =4

2. At my school, administrators and teachers have a high degree of trust in one

another.

Strongly Disagree =0

Disagree =1

Agree =3

Strongly Agree =4

3. Asaprincipal, | see teachers as true partners in fostering needed change for
school progress.

Strongly Disagree =0

Disagree =1

Agree =3

Strongly Agree =4

4. As aprincipal, | value hearing alternative and even dissenting perspectives from

teachers about the mission and operations of the school.

Strongly Disagree =0

Disagree = 1

Agree =3

Strongly Agree =4

High score for leading with an inquiry stance = 12-16 points.
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APPENDIX D: INTERVIEW #1 PROTOCOL

Thank you for taking the time to participate in this interview. As | previously
shared, | am a doctoral student at Temple University. As a student and in my professional
role as an assistant principal at a public school, I am interested in learning more about the
experience of school principals, specifically with how you operationalize an inquiry
stance in your practice as a leader. My hope is that through this interview and subsequent
observations, surveys, and focus groups at your school, | will be able to more deeply
understand and articulate how leadership from an inquiry stance may impact meaningful
staff collaboration at your school. This interview is designed to be about 30-45 minutes
long and is designed to understand your approach to leadership with an inquiry stance. It
will cover topics of your contextualized understanding of your school, your strategies for
building relational trust with your stakeholders, how you lead your school as a learning
organization, and the culture of collaboration at your school.

I appreciate your willingness to participate and thank you in advance for
signing the consent form.

If, at any time, you decide that you would not like to participate, please let me
know and we will stop. | will be recording the audio of this interview to help with my
data analysis but will keep all data private and will only share specific data, if asked, with
members of my dissertation committee.

Before we begin, do you have any questions?

OK, let’s begin.

Questions on Learning the Context
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First, let’s norm on what we mean by your school’s context. By your school’s

context, | am referring to the specific culture and circumstances of your school in order to

determine the school’s stage of development as an organization. This would include

understanding the history of the school, the students and community the school currently

SEerves,

school.

1.

3.

the teachers in the building, the families and any other critical stakeholders of the

Is there anything else you would like to add to this description of “school
context™?
When you were first appointed as principal of this school, what were your
strategies for learning about the school and its context?

a. As you went through this process, what did you find and learn?
As you continued to lead the school, what did you continue to learn? Is there
anything that you thought you understood about the school’s context that you later
realized was different from what you had originally thought?
Were there or are there any district policies or protocols that supported or
currently supports your learning of your school’s context?
Questions on Relational Trust

By “relational trust,” I am referring to the degree of trust experienced between the

stakeholders of the school. In schools, relationships matter, and the operations of the

school depend on each stakeholder fulfilling their role and communicating effectively.

1.

2.

Is there anything else you would like to add to this description of “relational
trust”?

How do you go about building relationships and trust with teachers?
161



3. How do you create the conditions or opportunities for teachers to build relational
trust with each other?

4. What is your perception of the degree of relational trust between you and your
teachers?

5. What is your perception of the degree of relational trust between teachers and
other teachers in your school?

6. Were there or are there any district policies or protocols that supported or
currently supports relational trust between you and your teachers?
Questions on Leading a Learning Organization
By a “learning organization,” I am referring to the entire school as an organization

to learn about itself, problem solve, and engage in adaptive change collectively.

1. Is there anything else you would like to add to this description of a “learning
organization”?

2. What is your perception of your school’s capacity or threshold for handling
change?

3. Do you provide opportunities for dialogue and even conflicting points of view to
be shared with you about the school’s mission and operation?

a. Where and when does this occur? Can you provide an example?

4. Were there or are there any district policies or protocols that supported or
currently supports your school as a learning organization?
Questions on your culture of collaboration:
By a “culture of collaboration,” I am referring to an environment in your school

of continuous and structured collaboration that is meant to improve the quality of
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teaching and learning in your school. This may occur in formal school structures or in
less formal, teacher-led and initiated spaces.
1. What is your perception of the quality of the culture of collaboration at your
school?
2. What opportunities are in place for teachers to collaborate around systems that
serve students?
3. What opportunities are in place for teachers to collaborate around instruction and
student learning?

There is one final logistical question. | would like to plan an observation at your
school of a time when you will be when you are leading or facilitating a staff meeting. Do
you have any suggestions for ideal times to observe an authentic representation of your
school’s culture of collaboration? We will determine a time that you decide is best from

your perspective.
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APPENDIX E: EMAIL TO TEACHERS WITH THE TEACHER SURVEY

Dear Teachers of (School Name),

Thank you so much for your time to fill out a survey. By completing the survey
you are supporting my research around inquiry-based leadership and collaboration in
schools. This is an anonymous survey and is intended to capture your experience and
perspective on the culture of collaboration at your school. If you have any questions,
please do not hesitate to reply to me at this email.

Teacher Survey Link: (LINK HERE)

Thank you!

Luke Zeller

Ed.D. Candidate at Temple University

164



APPENDIX F: TEACHER SURVEY
The actual teacher survey below will be adapted to an electronic version as a Google
Form that will be anonymous and only I will have access to.

Thank you for taking the time to fill out this survey. The survey is completely
anonymous and intended to gather the staff’s experience and perspectives on the culture
of collaboration at your school.

By clicking the “Agree” option below, I consent to take part in this research.
All responses to this teacher survey are anonymous.

Optional:

Race:

Gender:

Number of Years Teaching:

Part A:

How much actual influence do you think teachers have over school policy AT THIS

SCHOOL in each of the following areas?
a. Setting performance standards for students at this school.

No Influence --- Minor Influence --- Moderate Influence --- A Great Deal of Influence
b. Establishing curriculum.

No Influence --- Minor Influence --- Moderate Influence --- A Great Deal of Influence
c. Determining the content of in-service professional development programs.

No Influence --- Minor Influence --- Moderate Influence --- A Great Deal of Influence
d. Hiring new full-time teachers.

No Influence --- Minor Influence --- Moderate Influence --- A Great Deal of Influence
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e. Setting discipline policy.
No Influence --- Minor Influence --- Moderate Influence --- A Great Deal of Influence
Part B:
To what extent do you agree or disagree with each of the following statements?
a. The school administration’s behavior toward the staff is supportive and
encouraging.
Strongly Disagree --- Somewhat Disagree --- Somewhat Agree --- Strongly Agree
b. Most of my colleagues share my beliefs and values about what the central
mission of the school should be.
Strongly Disagree --- Somewhat Disagree --- Somewhat Agree --- Strongly Agree
c. The principal knows what kind of school he or she wants and has
communicated it to the staff.
Strongly Disagree --- Somewhat Disagree --- Somewhat Agree --- Strongly Agree
d. There is a great deal of cooperative effort among the staff members.
Strongly Disagree --- Somewhat Disagree --- Somewhat Agree --- Strongly Agree
e. | am given the support I need to teach students with special needs.
Strongly Disagree --- Somewhat Disagree --- Somewhat Agree --- Strongly Agree
Part C:
To what extent do you agree or disagree with each of the following statements?
a. The stress and disappointments involved in teaching at this school aren’t
really worth it.

Strongly Disagree --- Somewhat Disagree --- Somewhat Agree --- Strongly Agree
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b. The teachers at this school like being here; I would describe us as a satisfied
group.
Strongly Disagree --- Somewhat Disagree --- Somewhat Agree --- Strongly Agree
c. | like the way things are run at this school.
Strongly Disagree --- Somewhat Disagree --- Somewhat Agree --- Strongly Agree
d. 1 think about transferring to another school.

Strongly Disagree --- Somewhat Disagree --- Somewhat Agree --- Strongly Agree
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APPENDIX G: RESEARCHER ANNOUNCEMENT AND OBSERVATION
PROTOCOL

Researcher Announcement:

Hello everyone. My name is Luke Zeller, and | am currently completing my
dissertation research. Part of my research includes an observation of teachers working
together during the school day, which I am completing with you all now. Thank you so
much for hosting me. Later, there will be an opportunity for you to join me for a focus
group where | will engage with several teachers from the school about what I have found
from the Teacher Survey responses you already completed and what | observe during this
time. 1 will be having a focus group consisting of teachers as a next stage of this research.
If you are interested in participating in the focus group, I will pass out my information to
everyone so you can contact me directly. Thank you! Do you have any questions?

Observation Protocol:

Date:

Time:

School:

Context for the

meeting:

Sketch of room layout and where people are sitting:
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Number of teachers in attendance:

Grade levels and subject areas of teachers:

Ethnographic Notes:

Researcher Thoughts and
Reflections

(Space was made larger during actual observation.)
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APPENDIX H: TEACHER FOCUS GROUP RECRUITMENT EMAIL

Dear Teachers of (School Name),

Thank you again for those of you who have supported my research process thus
far by filling out the survey. One of the final phases of my data collection process is to
have a teacher focus group consisting of a small group of teachers from your school to
discuss some of the data | have gathered in order to have additional insights from
teachers about what | have been seeing and learning from the school community. Your
participation would be invaluable. If you are interested, please respond to this email, and
I will establish a time for the focus group, which will occur on zoom. There is limited
space in the focus group, and it will be limited to the first 6 teachers who request to
participate, so please respond quickly if interested.

Thank you!

Luke Zeller

Ed.D. Candidate at Temple University
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APPENDIX I: TEACHER FOCUS GROUP
Thank you for taking the time to participate in this focus group. As I previously
shared, | am a doctoral student at Temple University. As a student and in my professional
role as an assistant principal at a public school, I am interested in learning more about the
experience of school principals and their staff as they work together to develop a culture
of collaboration at the school.

The purpose of this focus group is to follow up on the survey and observation
data that | gathered to check some of my interpretations of the data with all of you and to
gain a more authentic and clear understanding of the culture of collaboration from all of
you who actually work within this culture.

I appreciate your willingness to participate and thank you in advance for
signing the consent form.

If, at any time, you decide that you would not like to participate, please let me
know and we will stop so you can be excused. | will be recording the audio of this focus
group to help with my data analysis but will keep all data private and will only share
specific data, if asked, with members of my dissertation committee.

Before we begin, do you have any questions?

OK, let’s begin.
1. First, could you each please share your subject area, grade level, and the number
of years you have been teaching at the school?

2. I noticed ( ) during my observations at the school. Are my

interpretations of these events accurate? Can you tell me more about what I might

not have understood?
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3. Since the current principal has been at the school, how much teacher input and
voice do you feel is included in identifying the challenges and potential solutions
for your school in promoting student learning?

a. Probe: Before the principal sets a direction for a policy or initiative for the
school to impact student learning, do you feel like teachers have an
opportunity to contribute with their ideas or perspectives? Or, are school-
based decisions often made in a unilateral manner without teacher input?

4. How frequently are teachers in a position to learn from one another in the building
to grow and advance your practice?

5. Tell me about the degree of trust that exists between teachers and administration
at your school.

a. Probe: Do teachers have discretion to make decisions in the moment in
your classroom and in the school? Or, are most actions and decisions
contained by compliance and a fear of “stepping out of line”?

6. How would you characterize the quality of the collaboration in your building
between:

a. Teachers and other teachers.

b. Teachers with administration.
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APPENDIX J: PRINCIPAL INTERVIEW #2

Thank you for taking the time to participate in this follow up interview. The goal
of this interview is to offer a space for reflection after my observation of your leadership
during the meeting that | attended and to offer you a space to offer any additional
thoughts or insights that may have come up for you since our last interview.

This interview is designed to be about 20-25 minutes long and is designed to
gather more data to help clarify what is meant by leading from an inquiry stance and its
relationship to a culture of collaboration in your school.

| appreciate your willingness to participate and thank you in advance for
signing the consent form.

If, at any time, you decide that you would not like to participate, please let me
know and we will stop. | will be recording the audio of this interview to help with my
data analysis but will keep all data private and will only share specific data, if asked, with
members of my dissertation committee.

Before we begin, do you have any questions?

OK, let’s begin.

1. When you reflect back on the meeting that I observed, from your perspective,
how do you think it went? Did you accomplish or make progress towards your
goal for the meeting?

2. How did your leadership stance of inquiry impact your decisions in:

a. How you prepared to conduct this meeting?

b. How you facilitated the meeting?
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Probe: You may refer to the nuances of your school’s context, the
relational trust between you and the teachers, or your approach to leading a
learning organization.

From your perspective, what evidence of a culture of collaboration was exhibited
during this meeting?
Are there any other thoughts or ideas you have had since our first interview that

further represent what it means to lead from an inquiry stance as a principal?
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APPENDIX K: PRINCIPAL INTERVIEWS CONSENT FORM

ERA: 28627

Title of research: Principal Leadership from an Inquiry Stance and its Relationship
to a Culture of Collaboration among Teachers

Investigator and Department: Luke Zeller, Temple University College of Education

Why am | being invited to take part in this research?

| am inviting you to take part in this interview because you are a principal of a
public school in a large urban school district. By sharing your experiences, you can help
researchers, policy makers and others understand the experiences of school leaders and
perhaps even the conditions and supports necessary to foster effective school leadership.

What should I know about this research?

» Someone will explain this research to you.

« This form sums up that explanation.

+ Taking part in this research is voluntary. Whether 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.

* If you don’t understand, ask questions.

+ Ask all the questions you want before you decide.

Why is this research being done?

Principal leadership plays a critical role in the overall success of schools to serve
students to become the best versions of themselves. Principals are essential leaders in

school communities to respond to their context, build trust with all stakeholders, and lead
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learning and development around a shared vision. The purpose of this research is to
further advance the understanding of principal leadership theory and practice to achieve
positive academic and social outcomes in their school communities.

How long will I be in this research?

This study will consist of two interviews with you. One at the beginning of the
research process and one at the end. The first interview takes approximately 30-45
minutes. The second interview will take approximately 20-30 minutes. In between the
interviews, | will collect data from your school through a survey of your teachers, an
observation of you leading the teachers in a meeting, and a focus group with a select
group of teachers. The first interview will be in September 2021; the second interview
will be in December 2021.

What happens to me if | agree to take part in this research?

By agreeing to participate in this research, you will:

e Participate in a brief principal survey. Based on responses to the survey, some
principals will go on to participate in the rest of the process detailed below.

e Participate in two interviews. One approximately 30-45 minutes and another 20-
30 minutes.

e The first interview will occur in person at your school at a time that is convenient
for you in early September 2021.

e The second interview will be on zoom at a time that is convenient for you in
December 2021.

e The audio of each interview will be recorded.

e The full audio transcript will be uploaded to sonix.ai.

e The service sonix.ai will be used to transcribe the audio for data analysis. Sonix.ai
is a secure service with a robust privacy policy that can be found at
sonix.ai/privacy.

e If follow-up questions are needed, you will receive an email or phone call.

e A written report will be submitted to Dr. Sarah Cordes, chair of my dissertation
committee, as well as the members of the dissertation committee. Any identifying
features will be masked in the final report to protect your confidentiality.
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What are my responsibilities if | take part in this research?
If you take part in this research, you will be responsible to:
e Review the consent form.

Participate two interviews. One in person; one on zoom.
e Help identify a good time for an observation of your leadership to occur.

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. | may publish the results of
this research. However, | will keep your name and other identifying information
confidential.

Who can answer my questions about this research?

If you have questions, concerns, or complaints, or think this research has hurt you

or made you sick, reach out to the researcher.
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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:

e You have questions, concerns, or complaints that are not being answered
by the researcher.

You are not getting answers from the researcher.

You cannot reach the researcher.

You want to talk to someone else about the research.

You have questions about your rights as a research subject.

Can | be removed from this research without my approval?
The person in charge of this research can remove you from this research without
your approval. Possible reasons for removal include:
e You are no longer a principal in this district.
e You are unable to keep your scheduled appointments.
We will tell you about any new information that may affect your health, welfare,
or choice to stay in this research.
Statement of Consent.
I have read the above information and have received answers to any questions |

asked. | consent to take part in the full research process of this study and to be recorded.

Your Signature: Date:

Your Name (Printed):

Individual Obtaining Consent Signature: Date:

Individual Obtaining Consent Name (Printed):
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APPENDIX L: FOCUS GROUP CONSENT FORM

ERA: 28627

Title of research: Principal Leadership from an Inquiry Stance and its Relationship

to a Culture of Collaboration among Teachers

Investigator and Department: Luke Zeller, Temple University College of Education

Why am | being invited to take part in this research?

I am inviting you to take part in this focus group because you are a teacher in a
public school in a large urban school district where | am researching the culture of
collaboration in relation to the principal’s approach to leadership in the school. By
sharing your experiences, you can help researchers, policy makers and others understand
the experiences of school leaders and teachers and even the conditions and supports
necessary to foster effective school leadership.

What should I know about this research?

« Someone will explain this research to you.

 This form sums up that explanation.

+ Taking part in this research is voluntary. Whether 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.

* Ifyou don’t understand, ask questions.

« Ask all the questions you want before you decide.

Why is this research being done?
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Principal leadership plays a critical role in the overall success of schools to serve
students. Principals are essential leaders in school communities to respond to their
context, build trust with all stakeholders, and lead learning and collaboration around a
shared vision with teachers. The purpose of this research is to further advance the
understanding of principal leadership theory and practice as it relates to a culture of
collaboration among teachers to achieve positive academic and social outcomes in their
school communities.

How long will I be in this research?

Your participation in this research will consist of this single focus group, which
should last approximately 30-45 minutes. The focus group will be scheduled for a
convenient for the focus group participants on zoom during the first couple weeks of
November 2021.

What happens to me if | agree to take part in this research?

By agreeing to participate in this interview, you will:

e Participate in a single focus group, which will last approximately 30-45 minutes.

e The focus group will occur on zoom in the first couple weeks of November 2021
at an agreed upon time.

e The audio of the focus group will be recorded.

e The service sonix.ai will be used to transcribe the audio for data analysis. Sonix.ai
is a secure service with a robust privacy policy that can be found at
sonix.ai/privacy.

e The full audio transcript will be uploaded to sonix.ai.

e Quotes from your contribution to the focus group may be used in data analysis
with your approval.

e If follow-up questions are needed, you will receive an email or phone call.

e A written report will be submitted to Dr. Sarah Cordes, chair of my dissertation

committee, as well as the members of the dissertation committee. Any identifying
features will be masked in the final report to protect your confidentiality.
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What are my responsibilities if | take part in this research?
If you take part in this research, you will be responsible to:

e Review the consent form.

e Participate in the single focus group.

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. | may publish the results of
this research. However, | will keep your name and other identifying information
confidential.

Who can answer my questions about this research?

If you have guestions, concerns, or complaints, or think this research has hurt you

or made you sick, reach out to the researcher.
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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:

e You have questions, concerns, or complaints that are not being answered
by the researcher.

You are not getting answers from the researcher.

You cannot reach the researcher.

You want to talk to someone else about the research.

You have questions about your rights as a research subject.

Can | be removed from this research without my approval?
The person in charge of this research can remove you from this research without
your approval. Possible reasons for removal include:
e You are no longer a teacher in this district.
e You are unable to keep your scheduled appointments.
We will tell you about any new information that may affect your health, welfare,
or choice to stay in this research.
Statement of Consent.
| have read the above information and have received answers to any questions |
asked. | consent to take part in the focus group of this study and to be recorded.

Your Signature: Date:

Your Name (Printed):

Individual Obtaining Consent Signature: Date:

Individual Obtaining Consent Name (Printed):
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