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job of an effective leader of special education (+5), will be closely examined to determine 

whether there are any commonalities among the statements at the top, in the middle, and 

at the bottom that reveal possible criteria used by the participants to sort the statements.   

The constant comparative method of data analysis is a popular technique used in 

most qualitative methods that includes grounded theory (Merriam, 1998).  This method 

consists of examining ‘chunks’ of data to identify meanings or patterns that may exist 

among the data.  In this study, participants’ quotes from the follow-up questionnaire were 

compared to the tentative labels assigned to the sorts, which allowed the researcher to 

utilize grounded theory to create labels within the qualitative data.  Grounded theory is a 

unique approach to interpreting qualitative data (Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Merriam).   

Grounded theory as prescribed by Merriam (1998), assists with the: 1) 

identification of appropriate labels and/or categories for the perspective, 2) description of 

the components of the labels, and 3) explanation of theory regarding the combination of 

components used to create the perspective described by the labels.   

Labels, Dimension, Descriptors, and Hypotheses 

The purpose of creating labels is to correctly reflect specific leadership 

perceptions, to include all data that is pertaining to specific distributive leadership 

practices, and to take into account data that is not pertaining to specific distributive 

leadership practices.  In this study, the term ‘label’ maintained the same meaning as it 

would in a qualitative study.  For this study, the qualitative data was effectively used in 

the development of dimensions because the qualitative questions are designed to force the 

participants to think about their choice selections and supply the researcher with 

additional information about their sorts.  Appropriate labels were constructed to describe 
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the sorts, using both item rankings and the qualitative statements of participants.  

Essentially, the qualitative questions asked participants to reflect about their choices in 

their selections during the sorting activity.  Participants’ responses provided the 

researcher with details about the dimensions and their personal beliefs regarding the 

important leadership qualities of distributive leadership. 

Similar to labels, descriptors identify and describe concepts in data.  However, 

descriptors are primarily used to illustrate and/or provide descriptive details for labels.  

As a result, descriptors recognize subcategories that break the labels into various parts.   

The relation between descriptors and labels is comparable to the relation between 

“properties” and “categories” described by Merriam (1998).   

The development of hypotheses connected the dimensions to the labels and 

provides a more comprehensive explanation of the subjectivity of the participants 

(Merriam, 1998).  The questions are designed to phase out each participant’s subjectivity 

as several of the questions require the participants to elaborate on their thinking processes 

that will be used during the sorting of statements.  Participants’ answers were useful 

when developing hypotheses about the criteria that leads to the motivation pertaining to 

the placement and arrangement of the sorting of statements.       

An overall framework emerged through the process of constantly comparing 

incident with incident, comparing incidents with emerging conceptual categories, and 

reducing similar categories into a smaller number of highly conceptual categories 

(Merriam, 2003).  In summary, categories can be defined as a classification of similar 

concepts and serve are the foundation for generating theory through the process of coding 

(Strauss and Corbin, 1990).    
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Summary 

This study’s research questions are factual in addition to being viewed as 

interpretive.  As a result, the quantitative section of this study is used to respond to the 

factual questions in relation to effective attributes of special education leaders.  

Furthermore, the Q-methodology found clusters of people that demonstrate similar as 

well as different responses to the distributed leadership statements.  The researcher 

interprets the participants’ responses in effort to establish an understanding of the 

reasoning involved with their sorts and on their perspectives on special education 

leadership.  At the conclusion of the study, the researcher was able to develop labels for 

various perspectives, explain the dimension of participants’ perspectives, determine if 

participants’ sorts are similar or different based on demographic factors, and was able to 

discuss the specific leadership attributes of special educators that participants’ value the 

most as well as the least.   

Through the use of quantitative and qualitative research methods, the researcher 

investigated the preferred leadership practices of today’s special education leaders.  This 

study helps to understand under what circumstances special education administrators and 

teacher leaders in Massachusetts may develop their leadership style and have 

opportunities of growth in this area.  In addition, this study outlines some of the benefits 

and hindrances associated with the engagement of distributing leadership tasks.  The 

results provide special education leaders with some understanding of what leadership 

characteristics to look for when considering professional growth and employment 

opportunities.  This is particularly important in the development of well-rounded 

administrators in any field.  In closing, chapter 3 clearly outlines the process and 
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methodology the researcher implemented to develop a better understanding of the 

decision making processes of special education leaders in regards to prioritizing the daily 

demands of the job within the practical world by using a variety of measurements.    
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CHAPTER 4: 

FINDINGS 

The results of participants’ perceptions of distributed attributes in this study are 

delineated in this chapter.  The research questions provide the organizational structure for 

discussion about the findings in this study of special education leadership.  Quantitative 

and qualitative data are used to answer five research questions as well as capture the 

factor member’s perspectives and comments with respect to distributed leadership 

attributes.   The identification of leadership attributes invoked both positive and negative 

reactions from Massachusetts special education administrators and teacher leaders who 

participated in the study.  Using the data, it was possible to uncover salient labels and 

descriptors that explain the participants’ perceptions of distributed leadership attributes 

and the reasons for their decisions involved in the sorting.  

Factor Membership 

The data was initially subjected to factor analysis to determine if any of the 

participants sorted distributed leadership attributes similarly to form distinct groups.  

Using the principal component method, factors were extracted and the eigenvalues for 

each of the components were compared to determine how many components to carry 

forward in the analysis.  Initially, participants’ sorts were plotted to illustrate similarities 

and differences among the sorts (see figure 4.1).  The graph shows three participants 

(P12, P13, and P19) who marginally fit clusters and one participant (P27) who did not fit 

into a cluster on the component plot.  Participants that marginally fit clusters were 

determined through visual inspection and calculation when verifying those participants 

whose sum of the squared factor loadings (a²) score fell within .03, half the common 



79 

 

variance (h²/2).  P12 was the only participant that had the same number of years teaching 

at both the elementary and secondary levels, and was the only participant to have 

administrative experience at all three levels (Pre-k, elementary, and secondary).  P13 was 

the youngest administrator that participated in this study.  P19 was one of only two 

participants that had experience teaching at the postsecondary level.  P27 was the only k-

8 building based administrator in this study.       

 

 

Figure 4.1 

Component Plot in Rotated Space 
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The scree plot (see figure 4.2) was then used to validate that two factors or groups 

of participants from the entire sample could be distinguished from the sorts of the group 

as a whole and contributed to most to the variance observed in the sorts prior to the break 

or elbow on the plot line.  Factor A had an eigenvalue of 7.573 and Factor B had an 

eigenvalue of 2.999.  Factor A members recorded higher factor scores on the scatter plot 

than Factor B members.  This was not surprising given it was the stronger factor of the 

two factors in terms of the eigenvalues.  The remaining eigenvalues were insignificant, as 

they did not result in identifying factors as shown by the leveling of the plot slope.  

Figure 4.2 

Factor Scree Plot 
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While a high number of statistically significant positive correlations were found 

among the special education leaders who participated in the Q-sort, there were no 

statistically significant negative correlations that exceeded the .05 levels.  Correlations 

that exceed two times the standard error in either direction are significant (Brown, 1996), 

in this case the value is 1 #  of Cards  = 1/6.325 = .158.  Participants associated with 

Factor A generally sorted leadership statements similarly, as did the participants 

connected to Factor B, resulting in each factor demonstrating significant correlations (p ≤ 

.05) among its group members.  For example, Participants 1 and 2 had a significant 

correlation, and later both were found to be members of Factor A (see table 4.1).   

A “pre-flagging algorithm” developed by Schmolck (2002) was used to 

determine factor membership.  Two conditions had to be met for participants to be 

assigned membership to a particular rotated factor: (1) a
2
 > h

2
/2 (factor 'explains' more 

than half of the common variance) where a is the factor loading and “h
2” 

is computed as 

the sum of the squared factor loadings (a
2
) for the number of factors extracted (Schmolck, 

2002, p.15)”and (2) a significant factor loading by participants at either the p<.01 or 

p<.05.  The “h²” value was computed through the extraction method of principal 

component analysis utilizing SPSS software.  The standard error is calculated by dividing 

1 by the square root of N, where N is the number of statements/items, 1/ 40 = .158.  The 

value for p is then calculated by multiplying the standard error (ϭ = .158) by the selected 

level of significance, +/- 2.58 for p<.01 (2.58 x .158) and +/-1.96 for p<.05 (1.96 x .158) 

which equal .408 and .31, respectively.  Rotation of a given number of extracted (rotated) 

factors, does not change communality coefficients.  For example, to be a member of 

Factor A, P1 needed an a score that exceeded .31 (p<.05) and an a² that  
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Table 4.1 

Correlation Matrix Between Sorts 

 
1 100                              

2 36 100                             

3 18 19 100                            
4 27 31 23 100                           

5 12 09 30 24 100                          

6 34 12 20 47 27 100                         
7 36 03 43 23 27 45 100                        

8 -03 -21 10 -13 40 -02 16 100                       

9 31 10 23 15 29 09 -01 -01 100                      
10 49 31 38 42 51 52 48 05 33 100                     

11 09 07 35 28 39 07 15 23 -04 27 100                    

12 33 16 15 09 31 17 39 -01 26 39 00 100                   
13 31 06 25 25 37 -03 25 27 30 25 30 43 100                  

14 28 03 17 26 44 23 45 17 16 54 35 43 33 100                 

15 03 05 -13 02 29 18 11 17 -09 25 21 24 42 34 100                
16 33 11 03 17 28 41 21 26 -05 14 23 26 13 52 25 100               

17 54 20 02 43 05 09 34 14 25 15 -21 26 42 12 -07 09 100              

18 37 27 19 55 30 48 34 -10 15 39 08 20 22 13 21 11 27 100             

19 15 09 27 20 39 06 25 01 15 38 33 26 51 37 32 08 10 08 100            

20 08 02 12 23 11 20 13 05 34 32 03 05 25 03 36 -10 17 47 23 100           

21 47 -07 23 34 02 22 33 13 18 28 18 19 45 43 26 22 33 41 23 35 100          
22 30 39 25 41 27 13 -04 05 23 32 15 34 27 02 12 09 29 26 13 25 15 100         

23 -20 09 11 -05 32 18 15 20 -15 09 37 08 02 17 30 28 -45 24 -07 -02 -09 -09 100        

24 15 27 21 06 25 35 33 36 07 26 18 31 11 27 35 47 -01 10 05 16 13 34 53 100       
25 20 30 -11 49 30 17 -05 34 14 18 25 12 29 19 14 29 36 28 09 04 23 34 02 16 100      

26 53 04 -21 39 09 48 16 -12 22 28 -08 12 15 31 26 49 43 23 20 23 29 13 -34 -01 26 100     
27 25 16 -12 33 -02 39 24 02 -25 16 08 30 04 23 15 44 17 16 16 -15 10 11 29 41 19 29 100    

28 39 18 -01 29 38 32 10 28 45 43 10 43 31 49 26 48 27 37 20 26 34 26 09 33 48 48 30 100   

29 05 18 38 04 42 15 31 13 -01 29 22 35 23 20 17 26 -01 25 16 28 -04 17 28 19 02 01 -03 13 100  
30 30 17 22 32 39 12 52 33 06 29 31 28 53 65 26 43 42 29 34 12 50 01 14 26 28 22 15 42 30 100 

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 24 25 26 27 28 29 30 

 

*Expressed in 1/100ths with values in bold indicating statistically significance at the .05 level
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exceeded .274 or h²/2.  As another example, for Factor B membership, P3 needed an a 

score that exceeded .31 (p<.05) and an a² that exceeded .089 (h²/2).         

In addition, there were a high number of statistically significant positive 

correlations among the special education leaders that participated in this study.  The 

correlation matrix between sorts is illustrated in table 4.1.  Statistically significant 

correlations (p<.05) have been displayed in boldface type, and sorts with a negative 

correlation have been italicized.  The correlations validate factor or group membership.  

Participants associated with Factor A generally sorted leadership statements similarly as 

did participants connected to Factor B demonstrated by the significant correlations 

among the group members.    

Demographic Characteristics of Members 

Of the thirty participants who participated in the study, sixteen participants were 

members of Factor A, thirteen participants were members of Factor B and one participant 

did not meet the membership conditions for either Factor A’s or Factor B’s level of 

significance.  Table 4.2 illustrates participant factor membership.  The next step 

investigates the individual special education leaders who comprised the membership for 

each factor by considering the demographic composition.    

 

Table 4.2 

Factor Significance and Membership 

 Factor A Factor B  Factor A* Factor B* 

Participant # 
a 

score 

a² 

score 

a 

score 

a² 

score 
h²/2 Membership Membership 

P1: ADM, NAYP, 

NFRL 
(.739) .546 .052 .003 .274 Member  

P2: ADM, NAYP, 

NFRL  
.331* .11 .111 .012 .061 Member  
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 Factor A Factor B  Factor A* Factor B* 

Participant # 
a 

score 

a² 

score 

a 

score 

a² 

score 
h²/2 Participant # a score 

P3: ES TL, NAYP, 

NFRL 
.132 .017 .399* .159 .089  Member 

P4: ADM, AYP, 

FRL 
(.661) .437 .117 .014 .226 Member  

P5: ADM, NAYP, 

FRL 
.215 .046 (.657) .432 .239  Member 

P6: ADM, NAYP, 

FRL 
(.441) .194 .313* .098 .146 Member  

P7: ADM, NAYP, 

FRL   
.335* .112 (.475) .226 .169  Member 

P 8: ADM, NAYP, 

FRL   
.064 .004 (.470) .221 .113  Member 

P9: ADM, NAYP, 

NFRL   
(.473) .224 .039 .002 .113 Member  

P10: ADM, NAYP, 

NFRL   
(.544) .296 (.454) .206 .251 Member  

P11: ADM, NAYP, 

NFRL   
.016 .000 (.597) .356 .178  Member 

P12: ADM, AYP, 

NFRL  
.393* .154 .384* .147 .151 Member  

P13: ADM, AYP, 

NFRL 
(.454) .206 .382* .146 .176 Member  

P14: ADM, AYP, 

NFRL 
.364* .132 (.601) .361 .247  Member 

P15: HS TL, 

NAYP, NFRL 
.136 .018 (.496) .246 .132  Member 

P16: ADM, AYP, 

NFRL 
.258 .067 (.525) .276 .172  Member 

P17: DL TL, 

NAYP, FRL   
(.745) .555 .182 .033 .294 Member  

P18: HS TL, 

NAYP, FRL 
(.551) .304 .232 .054 .179 Member  

P19: HS TL, AYPE, 

NFRL 
.305 .093 .357* .127 .110  Member 

P20: HS TL, AYPE, 

NFRL 
.384* .147 .113 .013 .080 Member  

P21: HS TL, 

NAYP, FRL 
(.568) .323 .196 .038 .181 Member 

 

 

P22: DL TL, AYP, 

NFRL 
(.462) .213 .129 .017 .115 Member  

P23: HS TL,  AYP, 

NFRL 
.364* .132 (.706) .498 .315  Member 

P24: HS TL, AYP, 

NFRL 
.077 .006 (.643) .413 .210  Member 

P25: HS TL, 

NAYP, FRL 
(.458) .210 .186 .035 .123 Member  

P26: HS TL, 

NAYP, FRL 
(.703) .494 .073 .005 .250 Member  

P27: ADM, NAYP, 

NFRL 
.238 .057 .292 .085 .071 Non-member Non-member 
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 Factor A Factor B  Factor A* Factor B* 

Participant # 
a 

score 

a² 

score 

a 

score 

a² 

score 
h²/2 Participant # a score 

P28: K8 TL, NAYP, 

FRL 
(.594) .353 .358* .128 .212 Member  

P29: HS TL, 

NAYP, NFRL 
.051 .003 (.535) .286 .145  Member 

P30: HS TL, AYP, 

NFRL 
(.421) .178 (.548) .300 .239  Member 

Note: The two following conditions must be met for factor membership: (1) a2 > h2/2 (factor 'explains' more than half of the common 

variance located in the 6th column in the table) and (2) that a exceed .31 for the p<.05, as calculated by the +/- 1.96 times the standard 

error, as denoted by ().  ADM: Special Education Administrator, ES TL: Elementary special education teacher leader, K8 TL: K-8 

special education teacher leader, HS TL: High school special education teacher leader, DL TL: District level special education teacher 

leader, FRL: Free and reduced lunch district, NFRL: Non-free and reduced lunch district. AYP: District achieved AYP, NAYP: 

District did not achieve AYP, AYPE: District achieved AYP for English Language Arts only.     

Factor A demographic composition.  The demographic and professional 

characteristics of this group of 16 participants are shown in tables 4.3 and 4.4.  Fifty 

percent of the Factor A members were employed as special education administrators 

while the remaining half of the 16 members were employed as special education teacher 

leaders.  Factor A members were equally split between males and females.  The majority 

of Factor A members at 56 percent had less than 5 years of experience at their current 

position, which included 4 special education teacher leaders and 5 special education 

administrators.  Seventy-five percent held an education level beyond a master’s degree.  

The remaining 25 percent included one special education teacher leader and 3 special 

education administrators, all of whom held a master’s degree.  In addition, 88 percent of 

Factor A members had teaching experience at the secondary level, and 43.5 percent had 

experience at the elementary level.  Thirty-one percent of the members had teaching 

experience in both special and general education; however, 25 percent were teachers 

leaders as only one special education administrator held dual teaching experience in both 

general and special education.   
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The majority of Factor A members, 82 percent, fell into the 31-50 age groups.  

There was no significant differences in regards to age between the two subgroups, 

although the youngest participant in the study was a teacher leader belonging to Factor A.  

Eight-one percent of Factor A members (consisting of 7 teacher leaders and 6 

administrators) worked in districts whose special education enrollment was above the 

state average.  Fifty percent of Factor A members were working in districts whose free 

and reduced lunch populations were above the state average, which consisted of primarily 

special education teacher leaders as the majority of special education administrators were 

working in districts whose free and reduced lunch populations were below the state 

average.  Further, twenty-five percent of Factor A members were working in districts that 

made AYP for both English language arts and mathematics, which included only one 

special education teacher leader.  Special education teacher leaders (seven of eight TLs) 

also represented the majority of the sixty-three percent of Factor A members working in 

districts with student enrollments greater than 3,000 students.  Five out of the eight 

special education administrators were working in district with student enrollments less 

than 3,000 students.  Factor A contained both the youngest participant (P28) as well as 

the oldest participant (P25) in this study.    

Factor B demographic composition.  The demographic and professional 

characteristics of this group of 13 participants are shown in tables 4.3 and 4.4.  Factor B 

members comprised of 46 percent of special education administrators and 54 percent of 

special education teacher leaders.  Seventy-seven percent were females with an 

equivalent percent having more than 5 years experience in their current position.  Fifty-

four percent of Factor B members held an education level beyond a master’s degree.  In 
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addition, there was very little variability between teacher leaders and administrators in 

the areas of gender, years in current position, and level of education.   

Fifty-four percent of Factor B members had experience teaching at the elementary 

level and 69 percent had experience at the secondary level.  However, there were vast 

differences between teacher leaders and administrators as 83 percent of administrators 

had teaching experiences at the elementary level and 50 percent at the secondary level, 

whereas, eighty-six percent of teacher leaders had teaching experiences at the secondary 

level and 29 percent at the elementary level.  Furthermore, 54 percent of Factor B 

members had teaching experience only in special education with another 46 percent 

having experience in both general and special education.  There were twice as many 

teacher leaders than administrators with experiences in both general and special 

education.  The majority of Factor B members fell into the 41-60 age groups at 84 

percent with the majority teacher leaders falling into the 41-50 age group, and the 

majority of administrators falling into the 51-60 age group.        

Thirty-one percent of Factor B members represented school districts whose free 

and reduced lunch populations are above the state average.  The administrators were split 

equally between school districts that were above and below the state average.  In 

comparison, the majority of teacher leaders worked in school districts whose free and 

reduced lunch populations were below the state average.  Sixty-two percent of Factor B 

members worked in school districts whose special education populations were above the 

state average with insignificant differences between teacher leaders and administrators.  

Thirty-eight percent of Factor B members worked in districts with student populations 

greater than 3,000 students which is represented by the majority of administrators (four 
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out of six) as the majority of teacher leaders (six out of seven) worked in school districts 

with populations less than 3,000 students.  Thirty-eight percent of Factor B members, 

representing 2 administrators and 3 teacher leader teachers, worked in districts that 

achieved AYP for both English language arts and mathematics.  All five members 

worked in districts whose free and reduced lunch populations were below the state 

average.  In comparison, the remaining eight Factor B members consisted of three special 

education leaders working in districts whose free and reduced lunch populations were 

above the state average.         

Factor B included the one participant (P16) holding a doctorate degree and the 

one minority participant (P8) in this study.  P16 also was the only participant to have 

more general education administrative experience (15 years) than special education 

administrative experience (6 years).  In addition, P8 was the only participant to hold an 

administrative position in a related service area (speech and language) in special 

education.             

Table 4.3 
Demographic Information from Factor A and Factor B 
 

 Factor A Factor B 

 N= 16 % N= 13 % 

 Current Position Special Education Teacher 

Leader 

8 50% 7 54% 

 Special Education Administrator  8 50% 6 46% 

      

Gender Male  8 50% 3 23% 

 Female  8 50% 10 77% 
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 Factor A Factor B 

 N= 16 % N= 13 % 

Years in Current 

Position 
Less than 5 years  9 56% 3 23% 

 5 or more years  7 44% 10 77% 

      

Level of 

Education 

Bachelor 0 0% 1 8% 

 Master  4 25% 5 38% 

 Master +30  12 75% 6 46% 

 Doctorate 0 0% 1 8% 

      

Teaching 

Experience 

Elementary only 2 12.5% 4 31% 

 Secondary only 9 56% 6 46% 

 Both elementary and secondary  5 31% 3 23% 

 General education only  1 6% 0 0% 

 Special education only  10 62.5 7 54% 

 General and special education  5 31% 6 46% 

      

Free and 

Reduced Lunch 

> 34.2% (state average) of 

district population 

8 50% 4 31% 

 < 34.2% (state average) of 

district population 

8 50% 9 69% 

      

Age 21-30 1 6% 0 0% 

 31-40  6 38% 2 15% 

 41-50  7 44% 5 38% 

 51-60  2 12% 6 46% 
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 Factor A Factor B 

 N= 16 % N= 13 % 

Ethnicity White 16 100% 12 92% 

 Minority 0 0% 1* 8% 

      

District 

Enrollment 

> 3,000 student enrollment 10 63% 5 38% 

 < 3,000 student enrollment 6 38% 8 62% 

 > 17% (state average) special 

education student enrollment  

13 81% 8 62% 

 < 17% (state average) special 

education student enrollment   

3 19% 5 38% 

      

Student 

Achievement 

AYP District ELA 5 31% 6 46% 

 Non-AYP District ELA 11 69% 7 54% 

 AYP District Math 4 25% 5 38% 

 Non-AYP District Math 12 75% 8 62% 

 AYP District ELA & Math 4 25% 5 38% 

 District Aggregate AYP ELA 9 56% 8 62% 

 District Aggregate AYP Math 8 50% 8 62% 

*Indicates that P7, a special education administrator, was the one minority participant in this study and was 

a member of Factor B.   

 

Table 4.4 
Demographic Information by Position from Factor A and Factor B 

 

 Factor A Factor B 

 N= 16 % N= 13 % 

 Current Position Special Education Teacher 

Leader 

8 50% 7 54% 

 Special Education Administrator  8 50% 6 46% 
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 Factor A Factor B 

 N= 16 % N= 13 % 

Gender (TL) Male  5 31% 2 15% 

 Female  3 19% 5 38% 

      

Gender (Admin) Male  3 19% 1 8% 

 Female  5 31% 5 38% 

      

Years in Current 

Position (TL) 

Less than 5 years  4 25% 2 15% 

 5 or more years  4 25% 5 38% 

      

Years in Current 

Position (Admin) 

Less than 5 years  5 31% 1 8% 

 5 or more years  3 19% 5 38% 

      

Level of 

Education (TL) 
Bachelor 0 0% 1 8% 

 Master  1 6% 3 23% 

 Master +30  7 44% 3 23% 

 Doctorate 0 0% 0 0% 

      

Level of 

Education  

Bachelor 0 0% 0 0% 

(Admin) Master  3 19% 2 15% 

 Master +30  5 31% 3 23% 

 Doctorate 0 0% 1 8% 
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 Factor A Factor B 

 N= 16 % N= 13 % 

Teaching 

Experience (TL) 

Elementary only 0 0% 1 8% 

 Secondary only 5 31% 5 38% 

 Both elementary and secondary  3 19% 1 8% 

 General education only  0 0% 0 0% 

 Special education only  4 25% 3 23% 

 General and special education  4 25% 4 31% 

      

Teaching 

Experience 

Elementary only 2 12.5% 3 23% 

(Admin) Secondary only 4 25% 1 8% 

 Both elementary and secondary  2 12.5% 2 15% 

 General education only  1 6% 0 0% 

 Special education only  6 37.5% 4 31% 

 General and special education  1 6% 2 15% 

      

Free and 

Reduced Lunch 

(TL) 

> 34.2% (state average) of 

district population 

6 37.5% 1 8% 

 < 34.2% (state average) of 

district population 

2 12.5% 6 46% 

      

Free and 

Reduced Lunch 

(Admin) 

> 34.2% (state average) of 

district population 

2 12.5% 3 23% 

 < 34.2% (state average) of 

district population 

6 37.5% 3 23% 
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 Factor A Factor B 

 N= 16 % N= 13 % 

Age (TL) 21-30 1 6% 0 0% 

 31-40  3 19% 2 15% 

 41-50  3 19% 4 31% 

 51-60  1 6% 1 8% 

      

Age (Admin) 21-30 0 0% 0 0% 

 31-40  3 19% 0 0% 

 41-50  4 25% 1 8% 

 51-60  1 6% 5 38% 

      

District 

Enrollment (TL) 

> 3,000 student enrollment 7 44% 1 8% 

 < 3,000 student enrollment 1 6% 6 46% 

 > 17% (state average) special 

education student enrollment  

7 44% 4 31% 

 < 17% (state average) special 

education student enrollment   

1 6% 3 23% 

      

District 

Enrollment  

> 3,000 student enrollment 3 19% 4 31% 

(Admin) < 3,000 student enrollment 5 31% 2 15% 

 > 17% (state average) special 

education student enrollment  

6 37.5% 4 31% 

 < 17% (state average) special 

education student enrollment   

2 12.5% 2 15% 
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teaching experiences in only special education.  Within both factors, there was a 

significantly higher percent of special education teacher leaders with teaching experience 

in both general and special education compared to special education administrators.  In 

addition, a small percentage of participants belonging to each factor had teaching 

experience at both the elementary and secondary levels with 31 percent of Factor A and 

23 percent of Factor B members.  The majority of special education teacher leaders 

belonging to each factor had the bulk of their teaching experience at the secondary level.  

Further, the one minority special education leader in this study was a special education 

administrator belonging to Factor A.  This participant was also the only administrator in a 

related service field.   

There were also some similarities among the subgroups within each factor.  For 

example, each factor contained one member in the oldest age group (51-60) for the 

subgroup of special education teacher leaders.  Additionally, each factor had two special 

education administrators that work in school districts in which their special education 

populations were below the state average of 17 percent, representing 12.5 percent of 

Factor A members and 15 percent of Factor B members.  Moreover, there were 

insignificant AYP differences among special education administrators belonging to each 

factor.  For instance, 19 percent (3 ADM) of Factor A and 15 percent (2 ADM) of Factor 

B members were special education administrators working in districts that achieved AYP 

for both Math and English Language Arts (ELA).         

Demographic differences between Factors A and B members.  There were 

several demographic differences that existed between Factor A and Factor B.  Based on 

the data from this study, Factor A members were generally younger, more educated 
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males with less experience in their current position and worked in larger school districts 

with higher rates of poverty.  Factor B members were generally more experienced, older, 

females working in smaller, more affluent school districts with higher achievement 

levels.  For instance, female participants comprised of 50 percent of the Factor A 

membership, while 77 percent of the Factor B members consisted of female participants.  

There also existed differences within each participant subgroup for each factor.  For 

example, Factor B consisted of only one male special education administrator compared 

to three in Factor A, representing 8 percent of Factor B members and 19 percent of Factor 

A members.     

There were significant differences between the two factors in regards to years in 

current position, levels of education, and level of teaching experiences.  Factor A 

members tended to be less experienced and more educated.  Forty-four percent of Factor 

A members had been in their current position for 5 or more years compared to 77 percent 

of Factor B members.  The largest discrepancy between subgroups in this area was 

between special education administrators, as 38 percent of Factor B were administrators 

who were working in their current position for 5 or more years compared to 19 percent of 

Factor A.  Factor B consisted on only one administrator with less than 5 years experience 

in his/her current position.  Seventy-five percent of members of Factor A held education 

levels beyond a master’s degree compared to 54 percent of members of Factor B.  The 

majority of teacher leaders (seven of eight of the TL participants) within Factor A held 

education levels beyond a master’s degree representing 44 percent of Factor A members, 

whereas 23 percent (representing three of seven of the TL participants) of Factor B 

members were teacher leaders holding education levels beyond a master’s degree.  Forty-
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six percent of Factor B members had teaching experiences in both general and special 

education compared to 31 percent of Factor A members.  In addition, 69 percent of 

Factor B and 88 percent of Factor A held teaching experience at the secondary level, 

while 54 percent of Factor B and 43.5 percent of Factor A held teaching experiences at 

the elementary level.  There was three times the amount of special education teacher 

leaders belonging to Factor A with experience at both levels compared to Factor B.      

Factor A members were generally younger educators, working in larger school 

districts with higher poverty levels in comparison to Factor B members.  For example, 44 

percent of Factor A members was under the age of 40 compared to 15 percent of Factor B 

members.  The largest discrepancy for age between factors was special education 

administrators. For example, the majority of administrators in Factor A (seven of eight 

ADM participants) were 50 years or younger representing 44 percent of the members of 

Factor A, whereas the majority of administrators in Factor B (five out of six ADM 

participants) were older than 50 years representing 38 percent of the members of Factor 

B.   

Thirty-one percent of Factor B members worked in school districts whose free 

and reduced lunch populations were greater than the state average of 34.2 percent in 

comparison to 50 percent of the members of Factor A.  Further, there were more Factor A 

members than Factor B members that worked in larger school districts, as 63 percent of 

Factor A members worked in districts greater than 3,000 students compared to 38 percent 

of the members of Factor B.  The most significant difference in this area between 

subgroups was special education teacher leaders.  The majority of special education 

teacher leaders (seven of eight TL participants) belonging to Factor A worked in districts 
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greater than 3,000 students representing 44 percent of Factor A members, whereas 46 

percent of teacher leaders belonging to Factor B (six of seven TL participants) were 

working in school districts less than 3,000 students.   

Factor A also consisted of more members working in districts with lower 

achievement scores on state standardized tests and higher special education populations.    

Factor A had significantly more members working in districts whose special education 

population was above the state average of 17 percent with Factor A represented at 81 

percent and Factor B at 62 percent.  The majority of teacher leaders belonging to Factor 

A (seven of eight TL participants) were working in districts whose special education 

population was above the state average, whereas the majority of teacher leaders 

belonging to Factor B (four of seven TL participants) were working in districts whose 

special education population was below the state average.  Moreover, 25 percent of 

Factor A and 38 percent of Factor B members were employed in districts that achieved 

AYP benchmarks for both ELA and Math.  Only one teacher leader belonging to Factor 

A was working in a district that achieved AYP for both ELA and Math representing 8 

percent of Factor A members, in comparison to 23 percent of Factor B special education 

teacher leader members (three of seven TL participants).     

Leadership Attribute Statement Rankings 

The distributed leadership statements were ranked using the principle component 

scores (see table 4.5).  The extent to which the highest and lowest ranked distributed 

leadership statements differ from each other was assessed, analyzed, and compared.  

Further, the rationale participants employed for ranking their statements were analyzed to 

aid with the understanding of the item rankings.         
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Table 4.5 

Factor A and Factor B Item Rankings 
 

Item 

# 
Leadership Statements 

Factor A 

factor scores 

n=40 

Factor B 

factor scores 

n=40 

1 
Ensure there is a well-functioning special education leadership 

team 
2.82013(1) 1.48701 (4) 

2 
Be accountable for the professional behavior of the special 

education leadership team 
0.26850 (12) 0.35939 (15) 

3 
Ensure the special education leadership team supports the district 

goals 
1.26607 (5) 

-1.42646 

(35) 

4 
Ensure all members of the special education leadership team work 

in the same strand on the core objectives 
-0.15165 (21) 

-1.84327 

(40) 

5 Ensure people are assigned responsibilities based on competencies 0.92982 (7) 0.02726 (20) 

6 
Ensure members of the special education leadership team divide 

their time properly 
0.45157 (10) 

-1.81584 

(39) 

7 
Ensure members of the special education leadership team have 

clear goals 
2.38797 (2) 

-0.48833 

(28) 

8 
Ensure members of the special education leadership team prioritize 

tasks they have to perform 
1.50974 (4) 

-1.56554 

(37) 

9 
Ensure members of the special education leadership team is 

willing to execute a good idea 
0.50045 (9) 

-0.69279 

(33) 

10 
Ensure members of the special education leadership team have 

clear roles and responsibilities 
1.95758 (3) 0.66281 (12) 

11 Provide feedback to educators 0.40403 (11) 0.69273 (11) 

12 Explain reasons for constructive criticism to educators -1.02101 (35) -0.52242 (29) 

13 
Be accountable after school to help educators when assistance is 

needed 
-1.63027 (40) 

-0.52985 

(30) 

14 
Encourage educators to pursue their own goals for professional 

learning 
-1.05848 (36) 

-0.37154 

(26) 

15 
Encourage educators to try new practices consistent with their own 

interests 
-1.12218 (37) 

-0.64585 

(31) 

16 
Provide organizational support for educator interactions 

-0.74246 (32) 
-0.48292 

(27) 

17 
Be involved in the summative evaluation of educators 

-0.73541 (31) 
-0.13207 

(21) 
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Item 

# 
Leadership Statements 

Factor A 

factor scores 

n=40 

 

Factor B 

factor scores 

n=40 

 

18 
Be involved in the formative evaluation of educators 

-0.50926 (29) 
-0.23962 

(24) 

19 
Provide educators with time to address the most important needs 

of students 
-0.41456 (27) 1.82812 (2) 

20 
Allow the special education leadership team to function 

autonomously 
-0.28170 (25) 

-1.45248 

(36) 

21 Work together with educators to develop programs 0.10826 (14) 0.64977 (13) 

22 Acknowledge the expertise of educators -0.10327 (18) 0.73621 (10) 

23 Trust educators enough to make decisions -0.00654 (17) 0.46274 (14) 

24 
Allow flexibility with responsibilities 

-0.68635 (30) 
-0.35550 

(25) 

25 
Support educator(s) in developing a leadership role 

-0.17953 (23) 
-0.22485 

(23) 

26 Routinely communicate informally to educators -0.85764 (33) 0.86673 (9) 

27 Promote a professional collegial atmosphere -0.23771 (24) 1.13516 (5) 

28 Support open communication 0.13789 (13) 1.61476 (3) 

29 Collaborate with educators on professional development -0.98502 (34) 0.34614 (16) 

30 Collaborate with educators on assessing instructional needs -0.14229 (20) 0.91361 (8) 

31 
Collect data on the ground to be shared collaboratively 

0.07122 (16) 
-0.19523 

(22) 

32 Assist special educators on analyzing appropriate interventions -0.16945 (22) 1.12858 (6) 

33 Consult with educators -0.31195 (26) 0.22407 (18) 

34 
Ensure that all staff understands the importance of confidentiality 

-0.44605 (28) 
-0.65169 

(32) 

35 
Understand that the relationship with educators hinges on the 

belief that leadership should be distributed 
0.96595 (6) 

-1.68271 

(38) 

36 
Appreciate the work performed and the responsibilities involved 

with each staff member 
-0.13038 (19) 0.32232 (17) 

37 
Understand that the relationship with educators is one of 

interdependency 
0.07950 (15) 

-1.01418 

(34) 
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Item 

# 
Leadership Statements 

Factor A 

factor scores 

n=40 

Factor B 

factor scores 

n=40 

38 Collaborate with educators to develop home-school relations -1.58294 (39) 0.10887 (19) 

39 

Understand that special education services cannot be accomplished 

without the mutual support, advice, and understanding of other 

staff members 

0.86980 (8) 

 
1.84428 (1) 

40 
Engage in specific discussions relative to closing the achievement 

gaps 
-1.22241 (38) 0.92256 (7) 

 

Factor A Rankings   

Factor A members’ rankings of distributed leadership items ranged from 2.82 to   

-1.63.  This group of special education leaders favored eight items (1, 3, 10, 8, 3, 35, 5, 

39) that emphasized (a) a well-functioning leadership team, (b) clear goals, (c) clear roles 

and responsibilities, (d) task prioritization, (e) support for district goals, (f) the belief in 

distributing leadership, (g) assignment of responsibilities linked to competencies of staff, 

and (h) an understanding that service delivery requires mutual support, advice, and 

understanding (see table 4.6).    The seven lowest ranked Factor A items (13, 38, 40, 15, 

14, 12, 29) ranged from -.98 to -1.63 (refer back to table 4.6). The distributed leadership 

items represented in Factor A’s low rankings, pertained to (a) developing home-school 

relations, (b) closing the achievement gaps, (c) collaborating with educators on 

professional development, and (d) encouraging educators to try new practices.   

According to the follow-up interviews, Factor A members ranked items high 

because they (a) established a well-functioning team, (b) conveyed clear goals, roles and 

responsibilities, (c) promoted open communication, and (d) ensured members work 

towards a common purpose by prioritizing tasks they need to perform (see table 4.7).   

Two Factor A members provided the comments referencing a top-down approach when 
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commenting to item #1, Ensure there is a well-functioning special education leadership 

team.  One special education administrator stated, “I see there’s a place for top-down at 

times, and then there’s a place where you have to share it and own it to move something 

forward.”  A second special education administrator explained, “It’s more of a top-down 

model…But the idea of collaborating with educators on professional development, but 

again, the notion of collaborating with teachers is to really sit down and develop things, 

and that’s a portion of just the Massachusetts curriculum with having a professional 

development plan…And so that’s not something you collaborate on.”   

 

Table 4.6 

Rankings for Factor A Highest and Lowest Rated Statements 
 

High 

Item # 

High Distributed Leadership 

Statements (Attributes) 

Factor A 

High 

Scores 

Low 

Item # 

Low Distributed 

Leadership 

Statements 

(Attributes) 

Factor A 

Low 

Scores 

1 

Ensure there is a well-

functioning special education 

leadership team 

2.82013(1) 13 

Be accountable after 

school to help 

educators when 

assistance is needed 

-1.63027 

(40) 

7 

Ensure members of the special 

education leadership team have 

clear goals 

2.38797 (2) 38 

Collaborate with 

educators to develop 

home-school 

relations 

-1.58294 

(39) 

10 

Ensure members of the special 

education leadership team have 

clear roles and responsibilities 

1.95758 (3) 40 

Engage in specific 

discussions relative 

to closing the 

achievement gaps 

-1.22241 

(38) 

8 

Ensure members of the special 

education leadership team 

prioritize tasks they have to 

perform 

1.50974 (4) 15 

Encourage educators 

to try new practices 

consistent with their 

own interests 

-1.12218 

(37) 

3 

Ensure the special education 

leadership team supports the 

district goals 

1.26607 (5) 14 

Encourage educators 

to pursue their own 

goals for professional 

learning 

-1.05848 

(36) 
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35 

Understand that the relationship 

with educators hinges on the 

belief that leadership should be 

distributed 

0.96595 (6) 12 

Explain reasons for 

constructive criticism 

to educators 

-1.02101 

(35) 

5 

Ensure people are assigned 

responsibilities based on 

competencies 

0.92982 (7) 29 

Collaborate with 

educators on 

professional 

development 

-0.98502 

(34) 

39 

Understand that special 

education services cannot be 

accomplished without the mutual 

support, advice, and 

understanding of other staff 

members 

0.86980 (8) 

 
 

  

 

Table 4.7 

Rationale of Factor A Members for Highest Ranked Items 
 

Factor 

A High 

Item# 

 

Statement 

 

Reason 

1 Ensure there is a well-

functioning special education 

leadership team 

 I chose this because it said, "well-functioning," and so in 

my mind a lot of other things have to happen for it to be 

well-functioning, and that means that, looking at the data, 

supporting your people with feedback, making sure the 

roles, goals, making sure that people are effectively using 

time, and also effectively supporting them follows a well-

functioning team, and also open communication.   (ADM) 

 Now, that's kind of a loaded statement; everybody wants 

to have a well-functioning leadership team, but what does 

that mean, and how do you develop it? You don't always 

want yes people; you want a positive, collaborative effort 

when you're looking at vision of the district, resources of 

the district, and service delivery models in the district. 

And so you have to develop a team that responds to that, 

or else you find yourself again in trouble. You can have 

dissension, but it has to be dissension with respect.  

(ADM) 

 I think without that you can't really do anything to ensure 

that students are going to get services and teachers are 

going to get the supports that they need so we as a team 

need to be organized and functioning well.  (ADM)      

 I'm looking at my chart here, move across and start with a 

good foundation, a base. So I felt like those three things 



104 

 

(statements #1, #5, and #10) gave me that base, to start a 

good leadership team.  (ADM) 

 I think to have a well balanced and effective Special Ed 

department you have to have a strong team so I think that 

that kind of drives the whole rest of the cards here so 

making sure that people understand what their job is, that 

they understand how to do it and just having good 

leadership skills is essential. I've seen it where you don't 

have it and it doesn't work.   (ADM)  

 I don't see how it gets more important than that because if 

that's not functioning well, it's going to be chaos.  (TL)   

 Ensure there is a well functioning Special Education 

leadership team because as far as Special Ed department 

can’t function without competent leaders that are well 

respected. That's what I was looking for.  (TL) 

 For me that is critical, that's everything.   (TL) 

 I picked number 1 because I thought that that 

encapsulated a lot of the good points in these entire 40 

cards but especially the number 7 and the number 10...If 

you don't have a well functioning team, the people in the 

team have to have the same thought process and we all 

have to work together in the best interest of the students. 

If we're not all on the same page then it's not going to 

work for the student.  (TL) 

7 Ensure members of the special 

education leadership team 

have clear goals 

 That goes back to being able to define what you're doing 

and why you're doing it. And if a leader can't articulate 

what those pieces are and develop a vision, then nobody's 

going to follow.  (ADM)  

 Right off of that number 7 and number 10 having clear 

goals and their roles and responsibilities... if everybody 

on the team, the teachers, the guidance counselors, the 

parents, ETLs, everybody needs to know what they're 

supposed to be doing and what role they play in the whole 

IEP Process, Special Ed process.  (TL)  

 Members of the Special Ed leadership team have clear 

goals because in order to run a department or even within 

a district you have to have some type of idea where you're 

going. (TL) 

 There is no I in team or leadership (realistically) in terms 

of goals.  Statement #7 states "ensures members of the 



105 

 

special education leadership team have clear goals."  

Members cannot know where their students stand 

academically without setting a goal, both team and 

personal...tracking team data and academic goals, and 

monitoring progress.  (TL) 

10 Ensure members of the special 

education leadership team 

have clear roles and 

responsibilities 

 That's what I was looking for.  Any type of leadership 

roles and making sure that everyone has their 

responsibilities, everything is clear. That's set number 10 

and number 7. Ensure members of the Special Education 

leadership team have clear goals, responsibilities. That 

goes along with communication. I was looking for 

communication as well.  (TL)   

 You have to make sure that with number 10 everyone's on 

the same page and they know their roles and 

responsibilities to get the department moving forward.  

(TL) 

8 Ensure members of the special 

education leadership team 

prioritize tasks they have to 

perform 

 I think that's a big piece of it. We have to really decide 

what's important and just trick down the list.  It's like this 

sort. They're all important. If you left one of them out 

you'd have a problem. It was hard to sort it.  I really think 

that that's why I tried to get all the leadership stuff at one 

end and then more of the actual work. I think it comes if 

you have the right leadership style and the functioning 

team.  (ADM) 

 Ensure members of the Special Ed leadership team 

prioritize their tasks so we are able to improve Special Ed 

within a district. What areas do we want to focus on first 

and then you have to make sure that with number 10 

everyone's on the same page and they know their roles 

and responsibilities to get the department moving 

forward.  (TL) 

3 Ensure the special education 

leadership team supports the 

district goals 

 I guess to me, this is an overarching principle so that, to 

start this is really important.  (ADM)  

 I think that's got to be the clear message as strategic plan 

goals you have those and then you have to look at how 

your work is in service to those goals all the time. That 

starts with the leadership team and then that sifts down to 

all of the staff, teachers, principals in schools in the 

different buildings, paras, secretaries, everybody.  (ADM)   

35 Understand that the 

relationship with educators 

hinges on the belief that 

leadership should be 

 For me, picking the first one was really the essence of the 

belief system which I picked. "Understand the 

relationship with educators hinges on the belief that 

leadership should be distributed." Because, I think, in the 



106 

 

distributed field of special ed, there are so many nuances and aspects 

to it, no one entity can hold it, and no one administrative 

team. I think everybody has a role and a part to play in 

the process. So, but for me, that really captures that if you 

don't, if you don't believe, fundamentally, and you sit in 

the lens that, as a special ed leader, that it's all you, and 

all the successes are yours, all the failures are yours, or all 

the responsibility is yours, there's no way that it's 

manageable and anything would ever move forward, 

obviously. But I think, in order to figure out, then, how do 

you move it forward, for me, I think the big piece is often 

directors who sit on their own and don't see the role 

everybody has to play in the process, I don't think they're 

effective to moving forward with change. I think the 

complexity is the, I think, when I was sorting to this, I 

said something to you about, you know, all of these 

things, there's a value to them, and then there's, what's the 

practicality of implementation, and how do you create 

systems. And I think the piece that adds to this is when 

you're functioning in a larger system. So we can operate 

under what our belief system is around leadership, 

distributed leadership in special ed, but if you're not 

sitting within the larger context or the frame of the district 

and the superintendent and their belief system about 

leadership, you kind of can get bogged down in really 

weird ways. So it's definitely way more complex, the 

bigger the system is. And if the styles are very different. 

Obviously, this notion of top-down leadership, what do 

we know, I think, about education, because it's hard for 

me to separate special ed administration from education 

and teaching and learning, and where we want to affect 

change, I see there's a place for top-down at times, and 

then there's a place where you have to share it and own it 

to move something forward.  (ADM) 

 The team has to be well functioning. In order to do that 

you need to have some common philosophy. That means 

making sure that everyone understands that the educators, 

the people on the ground doing the work have to be part 

of this. If they're not a real part of it and a valued part of it 

then we're in trouble. Understand that the relationship 

with educators is one of interdependency is right along 

with that. It's sort of connecting the top and the bottom 

and making sure we're working together. That was really 

it.  (TL) 

5 Ensure people are assigned 

responsibilities based on 
 Well, my thought is, on those three (statements #1, #5, 

and #10), if you can build the team on the competencies 
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competencies that they are capable of doing and that they have clear 

roles of what their responsibilities are, you're then able to 

move across the (sort), you know.  (ADM) 

39 Understand that special 

education services cannot be 

accomplished without the 

mutual support, advice, and 

understanding of other staff 

members 

 I think that's not just special education; it's general 

education, related staff, when you're dealing with 

districts, you know, vocational, and the like. We've heard 

it all before. You have to have everybody buying in to 

provide special education services. If you don't come with 

that ethic to help mediate those relationships, the only 

person that suffers is the kids, so you have to understand 

that special education services cannot be accomplished 

without mutual support.  (ADM) 

 I chose those (statements #39, #1, and #27) because those 

are the things that I have seen lacking in some schools 

that I've worked and things that I feel that a special ed 

leader can actively change, themselves. A lot of the things 

on here are all collaborative things, you know, working 

with teachers, working with other people. But I feel like 

these things come directly from the top. Places that have 

had a professional atmosphere, places that have had 

mutual support and advice, have started with someone 

who's a leader who makes that atmosphere happen, 

regardless of who else is in the building. So I thought that 

those were things that a special ed leader can do 

themselves and that nobody else can do for them if the 

leader is lacking those.  (ADM) 

 I thought this one was the most important one 

understanding that Special Ed services can't be 

accomplished without the mutual support, advice and 

understanding of all of the staff members. I see it as a 

collaborative effort to develop good services and 

programs in Special Education. So the top down 

management style of administration is not helpful to those 

who are working directly with the students.  That doesn't 

mean that there shouldn't be a leadership team that needs 

to function well and be in a position where they take an 

overview of what's going on and see the bigger picture 

and see what needs to be fine tuned or changed.  (TL) 

 

In addition, comments from the follow-up interviews by Factor A members 

indicate that the highly ranked items of #7, #10, and #3 were segregated by role.  These 

three items pertained to ensuring the special education leadership team has clear goals 
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(item #7), roles and responsibilities (item #10), as well as ensuring the special education 

leadership team supports the district goals (item #3).  The comments by special education 

teacher leaders signify this group clearly feels that a necessity of being an effective leader 

of special education includes ensuring the leadership team has clear goals (item #7), in 

addition to ensuring the leadership team has clear roles and responsibilities (item #10).  

Special education teacher leaders were the only Factor A members to comment on item 

#10 and were the majority (three of four) to comment on item #7.  The comments on 

these two items reveal that the Factor A teacher leader members value the importance of 

ensuring the special education leadership team has clear roles, responsibilities, and goals.  

Moreover, special education administrators were the only Factor A members to comment 

on item #3 by stating they strongly valued the necessity of ensuring the special education 

leadership team supports the district goals.  Overall, Factor A members commented on 

the importance of creating a well-functioning special education leadership team by 

establishing open channels of communication, prioritizing tasks, and providing clear roles 

and goals, as well as supporting staff.   

One reason Factor A members stated that they assigned low rankings to these 

items was for the simple reason that the statements were not perceived to be as important 

as the higher ranking items (see table 4.8).  Similar to some of the highest ranked items, 

the lowest ranked items of #13, #38, and #14 were segregated by role.  Special education 

administrators were the only Factor A members to comment on items #13 and #38, as 

well as representing the majority (four ADM to one TL) that commented on item #14.  

The focus of these three items was related to the following responsibilities of special 

education leaders when working with educators: (a) being accountable to help after 
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school (item #13), (b) collaborating to develop home-school relations (item #38), and (c) 

encouraging the pursuit of goals linked to professional learning (item #14).  Their 

comments reveal that Factor A special education administrator members ranked these 

items low because: being accountable after school to help educators is viewed as 

mechanic and not essential to special education leadership; collaborating with educators 

to develop home-school relations is systematically set-up, not the teachers responsibility 

and it was not considered to be as essential as the majority of statements in the Q deck; 

and, encouraging educators to pursue their own goals for professional learning must be 

connected to the district’s goals and curriculum.  

Table 4.8 

Rationale of Factor A Members for Lowest Ranked Items 
13 Be accountable after school to 

help educators when assistance 

is needed 

 I think the piece for me was trying to shift those things 

that I felt were, had the least impact on leadership, or 

distributed leadership. And so the one I picked at the far 

end was, "Be available after school to help educators." 

Because I see that as a mechanic, but not as a theoretical 

belief system. So the mechanics of after school, that's 

just a detail. It's really, are you accessible to staff and 

engage in an active process up front, so that it isn't just 

when they get out of work? It's, how do you infuse your 

belief about leadership so it's not an addition to their 

day; it's part of everybody's work day.  (ADM) 

 And as far as being available after school, that's, that's 

fine, but I don't think that's an essential element. I feel 

like you can collaborate during school, before school. I 

don't think that it is that, that one thing, is critical.  

(ADM) 

8 Collaborate with educators to 

develop home-school relations 
 Although an important component, the way that I am 

thinking about educators here currently is primarily 

teachers, and a home-school component is something 

that gets set up systematically. You have teacher night. 

You have situations that the administrator and/or the 

district leadership team identify as points where your 

teachers have to put themselves in that position. You're 

not collaborating with the educators; it's more of a top-

down model, in my experience. Any training or 
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collaboration that you do might occur with your student 

adjustment counselors or an outreach social worker, but 

not your on the teachers, for the most part.  (ADM)  

 And those are things that I feel that teachers should 

handle. Those aren't things that necessarily that an 

administrator or director or leader of special education 

has to have. Teachers have to develop their own home-

school relations with their students.  (ADM)   

40 Engage in specific discussions 

relative to closing the 

achievement gaps 

 As a special education person, we're already there.  I've 

asked before, what is the achievement gap? Is it the 

black/white achievement gap?  From my standpoint, that 

falls under the realm of "at-risk," or looking at students 

who have economic or environmental disadvantages, 

which is actually something that precludes you from 

receiving special education services. And so, as a 

special education director, it's, what's the wording? It's 

nicer than what I was just going to say. "Less 

necessary." It's still part of the discussion, especially in a 

continuum of services, but as a headset for a special 

education administrator, it's not something that is 

primary.  (ADM)  

 Personally data bores the hell out of me and I think too 

often we get caught in that minutia. It's like the kid you 

have in your class a lot of times the IEP is the individual 

and they don't need the data. You got to kind of focus on 

that kid separate from everything else. That happens 

often so it's a lot of kids. That to me it was like okay, 

you need it. Again, achievement gaps. I don't care about 

testing. I'm focusing on the kids in my class right now 

and how I can make them successful. I don't care about 

the overall thing. That's where I come from those.  (TL)  

15 Encourage educators to try new 

practices consistent with their 

own interests 

 "Encouraging new practices in their own interests." I 

kind of feel like you need to stay focused on what the 

goal is of the district, the core, you know, curriculum. 

So, yeah, you have interests, but, really, you need to 

stay up with what's the focus of the district.  (ADM) 

 I don't know that their own interests necessarily 

coordinate with curriculum and framework so I put that 

as last.  I don't want them going off on a tangent, 

especially in Special Ed if you're trying to do 

specialized instruction you don't have the kids for a lot 

of time so it has to be highly effective and 

efficient...especially when there's an IEP involved. 
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(ADM)  

 Trying new practices that are of an educators interest are 

not always in the best interest of the student population.  

I would encourage teachers to explore new practices that 

are in the students best interest.  Then it would have 

been a statement placed in a different column.  (TL)   

14 Encourage educators to pursue 

their own goals for professional 

learning 

 I value that professional growth, but the hard part is, is 

their own goals, too often, we see professional learning 

that's independent, that's not connected to the broader 

system and where we want to move forward and affect 

change. So what ends up happening is we have people 

doing their own growth for their own interests, but it's 

not connected to the district work, the vision, and the 

mission. So I encourage people to do that, but that was a 

struggle for me, because I didn't want to suggest that I 

didn't. I think the one that weighed higher, that weighed 

more to the right for me on the scale was collaborating 

with them on professional development, because that 

allows us the opportunity to really talk about, how is it 

connected to the work of the district and the needs.  

(ADM) 

 Well, I mean, if I'm encouraging educators to try new 

practices, consistent with their own interests, to me, that 

kind of falls under that sub-heading, in a lot of ways.  So 

what I did was, I took the idea that I thought was the 

bigger picture, and I put that as more important. And the 

components of that bigger picture, I said, okay, that's 

only one aspect of that, so I kind of pushed that to the 

side. And that's how I answered.  (ADM)  

 Encouraging new practices in their own interests. I kind 

of feel like you need to stay focused on what the goal is 

of the district, the core, you know, curriculum. So, yeah, 

you have interests, but, really, you need to stay up with 

what's the focus of the district.  (ADM)  

 I don't know that their own interests necessarily 

coordinate with curriculum and framework so I put that 

as last.  I don't want them going off on a tangent, 

especially in Special Ed if you're trying to do 

specialized instruction you don't have the kids for a lot 

of time so it has to be highly effective and 

efficient...especially when there's an IEP involved.  

(ADM)  
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 Trying new practices that are of an educators interest are 

not always in the best interest of the student population.  

I would encourage teachers to explore new practices that 

are in the students best interest.  Then it would have 

been a statement placed in a different column.  (TL) 

12 Explain reasons for constructive 

criticism to educators 
 To educators. I guess, I would think that that is not as 

necessary, that it's likely that people have been exposed 

to that in the past, and that you would hope that you 

would not have to spend a lot of time explaining 

constructive criticism to people that you're working 

with.  (ADM) 

 I'm not sure why you'd have to explain constructive 

criticism. I think in this job, you need to be open to that 

and willing to have that in your life.  (ADM) 

 Statement #12 because educators should not need you to 

explain constructive criticism.  They should know all 

criticism is constructive. (TL) 

29 Collaborate with educators on 

professional development 
 But the idea of collaborating with educators on 

professional development, again, the notion of 

collaborating with teachers is to really sit down and 

develop things, and that's a portion of just 

Massachusetts curriculum with having a professional 

development plan, an IPDP (Individual Professional 

Development Plan). And so that's not something you 

collaborate on.  And so they have to have one. They 

don't get a choice. And if they're in special education, 

they need to be targeted on that. We're not talking about 

somebody who wants to be a pottery teacher and to talk 

about how that might work for them. You've got an 

expectation; it's professional. You can talk with them 

about it, but "collaboration" seems to be kind of a 

grandiose term.  (ADM)   

 

Overall, Factor A members stated the reasons they assigned low rankings to the 

items (14, 15, and 29) on professional development and professional growth was because 

professional development is typically driven by the Massachusetts curriculum 

frameworks and the goals and needs of the district.  Factor A members stressed the need 

for the professional development interests and goals of educators to be consistent with 
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(and not independent of) the goals and interests of their districts in order to be supported 

and viewed as important by special education leaders. 

Factor A Summary.  Factor A members were generally comprised of younger, 

more educated males with less experience at their current position, who were working in 

larger school districts with higher rates of poverty.  Overall, there was a higher ratio of 

special education teacher leaders working in larger districts with higher rates of students 

on free or reduced lunch, and that had experiences teaching in both general and special 

education.  In addition, there were significantly more special education administrators 

that were working in districts that achieved AYP for both Math and ELA.  Factor A 

participants valued distributed attributes that establish a (a) well-functioning leadership 

team, (b) clear goals, (c) clear roles and responsibilities, (d) task prioritization, (e) 

support for district goals, (f) the belief in distributing leadership, (g) assignment of 

responsibilities linked to competencies of staff, and (h) an understanding that service 

delivery requires mutual support, advice, and understanding.  Factor A members assigned 

low rankings to items pertaining to the development of home school relations, closing the 

achievement gaps, collaborating with educators on professional development, and 

encouraging educators to explore new practices.   

In follow-up interviews, Factor A members expressed that effective leaders of 

special education develop well-functioning leadership teams by establishing open 

channels of communication, prioritizing tasks, supporting staff, and by providing clear 

roles, responsibilities, and goals.  Special education administrators in particular, 

expressed the general feeling during the follow-up interviews of the necessity for special 

education leaders to support the district goals.  Special education teacher leaders 



114 

 

specifically valued the importance of ensuring the special education leadership team has 

clear roles and responsibilities, as well as clear goals.  Rationale provided for the low 

rankings included: the low ranked items were perceived not as important as the higher 

ranked items; professional development is viewed as something driven by external 

factors and therefore does not require collaboration; and the professional development 

interests and goals of educators must be in alignment with the goals and interests of their 

districts in order to be supported by special education leaders.  Special education 

administrators specifically ranked items pertaining to being accountable after school to 

help educators, collaborating with educators to develop home-school relations, and 

encouraging educators to try new practices consistent with their own interests low 

because: being accountable after school to help educators is viewed as mechanic; 

collaborating with educators to develop home-school relations is systematically set-up; 

and, encouraging educators to pursue their own goals for professional learning must be 

connected to the district’s goals and curriculum.     

Factor B Rankings  

Factor B’s 10 highest ranked distributed leadership items (39, 19, 28, 1, 27, 32, 

40, 30, 26, 22) ranged from 1.84 to .73 (see table 4.9).  Factor B members ranked these 

statements highly because they (a) acknowledged that special education services require 

mutual support, advice, and understanding of other staff, (b) provided time to address the 

most important needs of students, (c) supported open communication, (d) ensured a well-

functioning special education team, (e) promoted a professional collegial atmosphere, (f) 

helped analyze appropriate interventions, (g) addressed closing the achievement gaps, (h) 
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collaboratively assessed instructional needs, (i) supported routine informal 

communication, and (j) acknowledged the expertise of educators (see table 4.10).   

The lowest item rankings (4, 6, 35, 8, 20, 3, 37, 9, 34, 15) for Factor B ranged 

from -1.84 to -1.01.  Factor B’s low rankings were associated with items pertaining to (a) 

working in the same strands of the core objectives, (b) managing the special education 

leadership team’s time, (c) understanding that leadership should be distributed, (d) 

prioritizing tasks, (e) allowing autonomy, (f) ensuring support for the district goals, (g) 

understanding relationships require interdependency, (h) ensuring members of the special 

education leadership team are willing to execute a good idea, (i) understanding the 

importance of confidentiality, and (j) encouraging educators to try new practices 

consistent with their interests.    

Table 4.9 

Rankings for Factor B Highest and Lowest Rated Statements 
 

High 

Item # 

 High Distributed Leadership 

Statements (Attributes) 

 Factor B 

High 

Scores 

Low 

Item #  

Low Distributed 

Leadership 

Statements 

(Attributes) 

Factor B 

Low 

Scores 

39 Understand that special 

education services cannot be 

accomplished without the mutual 

support, advice, and 

understanding of other staff 

members 

1.84428 (1) 4 Ensure all members of 

the special education 

leadership team work 

in the same strand on 

the core objectives 

-1.84327 

(40) 

19 Provide educators with time to 

address the most important needs 

of students 

1.82812 (2) 6 Ensure members of 

the special education 

leadership team divide 

their time properly 

-1.81584 

(39) 

28 Support open communication 1.61476 (3) 35 Understand that the 

relationship with 

educators hinges on 

the belief that 

leadership should be 

distributed 

-1.68271 

(38) 
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1 Ensure there is a well-

functioning special education 

leadership team 

1.48701 (4) 8 Ensure members of 

the special education 

leadership team 

prioritize tasks they 

have to perform 

-1.56554 

(37) 

27 Promote a professional collegial 

atmosphere 

1.13516 (5) 20 Allow the special 

education leadership 

team to function 

autonomously 

-1.45248 

(36) 

32 Assist special educators on 

analyzing appropriate 

interventions 

1.12858 (6) 3 Ensure the special 

education leadership 

team supports the 

district goals 

-1.42646 

(35) 

40 Engage in specific discussions 

relative to closing the 

achievement gaps 

0.92256 (7) 37 Understand that the 

relationship with 

educators is one of 

interdependency 

-1.01418 

(34) 

30 Collaborate with educators on 

assessing instructional needs 

0.91361 (8) 9 Ensure members of 

the special education 

leadership team is 

willing to execute a 

good idea 

-0.69279 

(33) 

26 Routinely communicate 

informally to educators 

0.86673 (9) 34 Ensure that all staff 

understands the 

importance of 

confidentiality 

-0.65169 

(32) 

22 Acknowledge the expertise of 

educators 

0.73621 

(10) 

15 Encourage educators 

to try new practices 

consistent with their 

own interests 

-0.64585 

(31) 

 

In addition, comments from the follow-up interviews by Factor B members 

indicate that the highly ranked items of #39 (emphasizing the need for mutual support, 

advice, and understanding to accomplish special education services) and #26 (routinely 

communicating informally to educators) were segregated by role.  Special education 

teacher administrators were the only Factor B members to comment on distributed item 

#39.  The comments pertaining to the highest ranked item reveal that Factor B special 

education administrator members clearly feel that special education services cannot be 
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accomplished without the mutual support, advice and understanding of other staff 

members.  Further, special education teacher leaders were the only Factor B members to 

comment on item #26 that stressed the importance of routine informal communication 

with educators.   

The reasons Factor B members assigned low ranking to these statements were as 

follows: (a) the goals and objectives of the district are secondary to the programming and 

individualized instruction needed to effectively support students with special needs; (b) 

constructive feedback should not be a practice but embedded in the culture of the 

organization; (c) the distribution and prioritization of leadership tasks should not be 

assigned, but take place naturally (“tasks prioritize themselves”) within the special 

education leadership team; and (d) similar to Factor A, the statements were viewed as 

important, but not as important as the higher ranking items (see table 4.11).      

Table 4.10 

Rationale of Factor B Members for Highest Ranked Items 
 

Factor B 

High 

Item# 

 

Statement 

 

Reason 

39 Understand that special 

education services cannot be 

accomplished without the 

mutual support, advice, and 

understanding of other staff 

members 

 The reason I put that there is because I'm not in all my 

buildings all the time; I am basically someone that walks 

through programs to make sure they're running okay. I 

attend tough team meetings, where something is either 

adversarial or there's something in question. And so my 

vision of how special ed works is that everyone has to 

buy in to their role in educating the student, from the top, 

the building head, all the way down, and most 

importantly, in the trenches. I taught for 30 years in a 

special ed classroom, and I have to tell you that it wasn't 

all about me; it was all about us, and getting different 

perspectives on how to work with a student, getting fresh 

insight into methods, a whole bunch of different strategies 

you could use with students. So I think, really, if what 

you want is the best education, and it should be about the 

kids, first and foremost, this is what has to be the focus.  
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(ADM) 

 And that, for me, is kind of going in that same theme of 

being able to communicate, being collegial. I want to get 

away from the "us and them" kind of mentality between 

some general ed and some special ed, like, "Those are 

your kids.  Those are not my . . . " It follows that, like, 

inclusive model.  (ADM)   

 For me, I think that it's really important, when you're 

working with a team of teachers, to work as a team, both 

special educators and general educators, working 

collaboratively. I think it's important to share decision 

making, to validate other people's perspectives, and just 

to work together.  (ADM)  

19 Provide educators with time 

to address the most important 

needs of students 

 The reason I chose this one as the most important is 

because I think that that's why we're in education. 

Students' needs should be the priority, and if we work 

around that, we'll be able to determine how to make that 

happen.  (ADM) 

  It also means that you don't have to focus on the things 

that are constantly coming back to bite you that have 

nothing to do with a high quality of education. You've got 

to get the system running smoothly so that you can focus 

actually on curriculum instruction and assessment and fun 

stuff, yes.  The fun stuff of education I feel like in Special 

Ed we never have time for, so it's that kind of the 

management thing I think are really important.  (TL) 

 Focus on children is what I would say is that. It's a focus 

on how we're going to make sure that all kids learn at 

high standards.  (ADM) 

 The reason that I chose that statement is because unless 

you actually give people the time to address the needs, 

none of the other things matter. Particularly in Special Ed, 

teachers are often required to do whole bunches of things 

for kids and they're not actually given the resources to 

actually make sure that those things happen. We can have 

all the great IEP people of the world but unless you 

actually give them the time and the resources to do it, it 

doesn't really matter.  (TL) 

28 Support open communication  So in general, the most necessary choices that I put out 

there have to do with keeping open communication and 

supporting those people who are working under you, to 

make sure that they're always going to be there to support 
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you. And when they feel supported, I think you're going 

to get a lot more out of them.   (TL)  

 I'm really feeling, with the way things are in the district 

right now, because we've had such a turnover of people . . 

. And I think there's just been, people we’re feeling that 

there wasn't open communication. And I'm feeling like 

I'm just trying to build that up, that people can feel they 

can speak to each other and support each other in that 

way. So right now, we've been kind of trying to build that 

up with people. So that's why, even as a supervisor, when 

I was supervising the schools here in district, I think my 

staff always knew that they could come to me and talk to 

me about anything. So I want to keep that going, because 

that was a way for us to get our work done.   (ADM)  

1 Ensure there is a well-

functioning special education 

leadership team 

 Well, I definitely chose, for number, for the plus five 

statement, that there has to be a well-functioning special 

education leadership team. If the special education 

leadership team isn't well functioning, then it's not going 

to be possible to complete the chores of, of special 

education, to deliver services, to be out there creating 

programs. Everything will fall away from that and be just 

as dysfunctional, so I really think that a special education 

department is as functional as the leadership team is. And 

so the more functional the leadership team is, the more 

functional the SPED department will be, and so forth.  

(ADM)   

 I looked at it like a pyramid and starting with leadership 

working its way down without that leadership, nothing 

else is going to work.  (TL) 

 I had to really think about the word necessary and what 

that meant and what I think is the most important element 

I guess of a high functioning department and that sort of 

lead me to what I chose which actually was number 1 

which said ensure there is a well functioning Special 

Education leadership team. I think that closely underneath 

that are things to do with open communication and 

collaboration and I think that those are really key 

elements in terms of something that's necessary to be an 

effective leader in Special Ed because you really interface 

with so many different groups and needs and philosophies 

but ultimately if you don't have sort of like a well 

functioning team at the top I think things can fall apart 

really fast so that's why I chose that card.  (TL) 
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27 Promote a professional 

collegial atmosphere 
 I think, where people, right now, we're feeling that it 

hasn't been professional; it hasn't been collegial. And for 

me, as far as SPED staff, and not only for SPED staff, but 

for elementary staff, any of the staff, general ed staff, I 

think that almost needs to be fixed right now.  (ADM)   

32 Assist special educators on 

analyzing appropriate 

interventions 

 What other issues, thoughts emerged while you were 

sorting the cards? I guess that I just noticed that there was 

some themes. There was the theme of collaboration. 

There was the theme of specific interventions. Then there 

was the sort of interesting themes sort of like holding the 

Special Education team accountable. There was are you a 

good manger for the Special Education team which was 

interesting. I don't think those statements would be in 

there. Those are the themes that popped up. I think that all 

the stuff about making sure the Special Education team is 

held accountable is important but I don't know if it's as 

critical as one of the other things.  (TL) 

40 Engage in specific 

discussions relative to closing 

the achievement gaps 

 No specific comments made by Factor B participants 

regarding this item 

30 Collaborate with educators on 

assessing instructional needs 
 No specific comments made by Factor B participants 

regarding this item 

26 Routinely communicate 

informally with educators 
 The way that I came to my statements was that based on 

my own personal experience. Again working in Special 

Ed, if you can have the best IEP in the world but if you 

can't routinely communicate informally to educators 

about those plans and I stress the word informally 

because teachers don't want to hear that they need to 

follow a plan. They want to want to actually talk to a 

person who can translate this for them and they could 

actually seem.  (TL) 

 Number 3, if there are other specific statements that you 

had difficulty placing please list the number of the 

statements and describe your dilemma. I struggled. It was 

interesting for me I was noticing myself do this that I was 

sort of starting with the positive side of the Q sort. I was 

really focused on how this falls and the rest just fell, but I 

really struggled with the neutral eight because I don't 

necessarily believed that these are neutral although it was 

useful for me to have to position one over the other.  For 

instance, things like number 26, routinely communicate 

informally to educators. I think that's really important. I 

think communication is huge especially in a public high 
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school and that things change so quickly and often it's the 

more informal connections you make with people that 

make a difference in the trenches of what actually gets 

performed or what happens inside the classroom. That's 

really extremely important and yet I can sort of easily 

dissect routinely or does it matter if it's informal or not so 

I ended up putting it there.  I struggled the most with the 

neutral eight more than anything.  (TL) 

22 Acknowledge the expertise of 

educators 
 No specific comments made by Factor B participants 

regarding this item 

 

Table 4.11 

Rationale of Factor B Members for Lowest Ranked Items 
 

Factor B 

Low 

Item# 

 

Statement 

 

Reason 

4 Ensure all members of the 

special education leadership 

team work in the same strand 

on the core objectives 

 And if you're talking about the curriculum 

frameworks…Well, I guess that sometimes I feel that 

the core objectives could vary by level. So my focus, as 

a middle school special education supervisor might be 

very different than they are at the elementary or that 

they are at the high school level. And so while we have 

to have some sort of common mission, our individual 

objectives could be very different. Like, I know, for 

example, students in elementary special education that I 

have looked at have done better on test scores in certain 

areas than they have at the middle school level. So their 

objective or their focus might be very different than 

mine. There will be some commonality, but that's not to 

say that everything has to be cut from a cookie cutter, 

nor should it be in special ed.  (ADM) 

 Sorry, I think our work is really about individualizing, 

doing what each kid needs, doing it well. I do think that 

core objectives in the general curriculum are extremely 

important and they're a part of that work but our focus is 

on how do we make this work for each individual kid 

who has a disability.  (TL)   

 That to me is the least important because to me I think 

it's a very small and narrow view of Special Ed. I think 

in Special Ed you always look at the big picture rather 

than being that focused.  (TL) 

 To have all the Special Education teachers working on 
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the same core objectives isn't realistic at the high school 

level because students have so many different needs and 

for everyone to be kind of focused on the same strands 

it doesn't seem realistic to me.  (TL)  

6 Ensure members of the special 

education leadership team 

divide their time properly 

 That kind of takes care of itself in scheduling. I don't 

have to focus on that too much.  (TL) 

35 Understand that the relationship 

with educators hinges on the 

belief that leadership should be 

distributed 

 The reason that I chose that is because one, is that the 

other things seemed more practical like giving people 

collaboration time or helping people work on 

professional development goals or helping people come 

up with the specific interventions to work with kids 

where that one seems more theoretical. I don't think that 

the person needs to have awareness that they understand 

that leadership is distributed. I think that they probably 

just naturally distribute it and even if they've never 

heard the phrase distributed leadership they could still 

be doing it very effectively.  (TL) 

8 Ensure members of the special 

education leadership team 

prioritize tasks they have to 

perform 

 I would hope that you would have that group of people 

that are professionals and can manage their job that you 

kind of assume that.  (TL) 

20 Allow the special education 

leadership team to function 

autonomously 

 There is nothing worse that you can do to your people 

than just leave them alone. Special Education is so 

complex. There are so many opinions, ideas, methods, 

strategies that if you do not support your people you are 

not going to have a team because there's a million and 

one different ways to do it. I think that kind of idea of 

autonomous functioning is what kills us as school 

districts and we're trying to kind of create of a cohesive 

piece and lead people to do things with our students 

who need the most individualization we shall always be 

a team and we should always feel like we're supported 

as a team.  (TL) 

 I don't want them to be completely autonomous because 

I don't think they are. I think they have to have a little 

bit of autonomy but if they're too autonomous there's a 

problem.  (ADM)   

 I feel like that could actually be really detrimental, 

especially inside of a school like this where we have 

this inclusion model and you're just always working 

together. We're moving towards trying to create a 

culture where Special Education students are owned and 
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worked with and supported by all educators.  Shared 

responsibility to educate the kid.  Exactly so... that 

would be that.  (TL) 

3 Ensure the special education 

leadership team supports the 

district goals 

 I think it’ll be ideal if the district goals always aligned 

with the goals of special ed.  I think for a lot of different 

reasons they don’t always and regardless either I guess I 

just don’t think that being an effective leader hinges on 

that necessarily.  They don’t always line up frequently.  

(TL)   

37 Understand that the relationship 

with educators is one of 

interdependency 

 "Understand that the relationship with educators is one 

of interdependency," and then, "Allow the special ed 

leadership team to function autonomously." Again, for 

me, I guess, I think, in my head, that they already 

know this, so I'm feeling like that's not an area that I 

have to really worry about right now. I don't know; I 

could be wrong.  It's already part of the culture.  

(ADM)     

 I think that anybody in education that's a given. You 

should already know that.  (TL)   

9 Ensure members of the special 

education leadership team is 

willing to execute a good idea 

 No specific comments made by Factor B participants 

regarding this item 

34 Ensure that all staff 

understands the importance of 

confidentiality 

 Well, as I mentioned before, it's kind of funny. As a 

compliance officer, I put in the importance of 

confidentiality being least-important. I figure, at this 

stage of the game, if the leadership team doesn't 

understand that confidentiality is important, then it, 

you're in trouble. You know, basically, if you have 

people on the team that don't understand that, the same 

thing. (ADM) 

 Least important? Again, I just, I actually just sort of 

worked from what I felt was the strongest, things that 

were the strongest, all the way to the least. Some 

people work from the opposite direction; I just worked 

from that way, so it sort of ended up being 

confidentiality.  (ADM) 

15 Encourage educators to try new 

practices consistent with their 

own interests 

 Well, one of the things that I noticed in trying to place 

the cards was that, for me, there was a lot of 

interrelationship or a lot of cross-over between some 

of the statements. So when I looked at laying out the 

statements, what I tried to do was look at "big picture" 

as being the most important, and least important 
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maybe being the individual components of that big 

statement. So for example, let me just try to find one 

here. Well, I mean, if I'm encouraging educators to try 

new practices, consistent with their own interests, to 

me, that kind of falls under that sub-heading, in a lot of 

ways.  So what I did was, I took the idea that I thought 

was the bigger picture, and I put that as more 

important. And the components of that bigger picture, 

I said, okay, that's only one aspect of that, so I kind of 

pushed that to the side. (ADM) 

 I think everyone should be encouraged to pursue their 

own goals for professional learning. However, and I 

think that they should be thinking about what kinds of 

things are out there, and what they could do better, as a 

self-reflection. But I also see it being the role of the 

special education supervisor or administrator to 

provide information to them about what some of the 

strategies are that are out there, what some of the 

newer research is telling us, and to give them 

information, too.  (ADM) 

 

Similarly to some of the highest ranked items, the lowest ranked distributed 

leadership items of #4, #34, and #15 were segregated by role.  Special education teacher 

leaders were the majority (three out of four) of Factor B members to comment on item 

#4.  During the follow-up interviews, special education teacher leaders expressed that 

they ranked item #4, Ensure all members of the special education leadership team work 

in the same strand on the core objectives, low because this is not always realistic when 

addressing and meeting the individual needs of students with special needs.  Special 

education administrators were the only Factor B members to comment on item #34, 

Ensure that all staff understands the importance of confidentiality, and item #15, 

Encourage educators to try new practices consistent with their own interests.  In 

addition, special education administrators shared that they ranked items #34 and #15 low 

because confidentiality and encouraging educators to try new practices are not as 
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important as the remaining distributed leadership items in the Q deck, especially when 

pertaining to the importance and function of leadership.            

Factor B Summary.  Factor B members were generally more experienced, less 

educated, older, and females that work in smaller school districts with lower rates of 

poverty.  Factor B special education teacher leader members were generally younger and 

exhibited higher percentages of elementary teaching experience and having dual 

experience in both general and special education.  On the contrary, Factor B special 

education administrators were older and displayed higher percentages of teaching 

experience at the secondary level.   

Factor B members ranked statements high that favored attributes that (a) 

established an environment of collegiality and professionalism; (b) supported routine 

communication; (c) promoted collaboration, (d) created an understanding for the need for 

mutual support, advice, and understanding of other staff; (e) provided time to address 

needs; (f) ensured well-functioning special education leadership team; (g) helped identify 

appropriate interventions; (h) addressed closing the achievement gap; (i) collaboratively 

assessed instructional needs; and (j) acknowledged the expertise of educators.  In 

particular, Factor B special education administrator members clearly feel that special 

education services cannot be accomplished without the mutual support, advice and 

understanding of other staff members.  Specifically, special education teacher leaders 

expressed the importance of routinely communicating informally with educators as a 

necessity of a special education leader.   

Factor B’s low rankings were associated with items pertaining to accountability 

through oversight of time and prioritization of tasks, confidentiality, encouraging 
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educators to try new practices, autonomy, interdependency, and alignment of the work in 

special education to the district goals and core objectives.  Specifically, special education 

administrators expressed that confidentiality and encouraging educators to try new 

practices are not as important as the other distributed leadership attributes.  In addition, 

special education teacher leaders particularly felt that having the leadership team work in 

the same strand on the core objectives is not realistic when taking into consideration the 

individual needs of the students.   

Similarities Among Special Education Distributed Leadership Statements 

Within both factors, item #1, Ensure there is a well-functioning special education 

leadership team, was ranked highly.  Several Factor A special education teacher leader 

and special education administrator members commented on item #1 during their follow-

up interviews.  Factor A members stated, in order for a special education leadership team 

to be well-functioning, then certain processes must be in place that include (a) supporting 

staff, (b) ensuring roles and goals are clearly defined, (c) providing open and effective 

channels of communication, and (d) prioritizing tasks accordingly to the needs of the 

organization.  Three Factor B members also provided commentary about item #1.  For 

example, one Factor B special education administrator stated that he chose to rank card 1 

high because “If the special education leadership team isn’t well-functioning, then it’s not 

going to be possible to complete the chores of special education, to deliver services, and 

to be out there creating programs.”  The remaining two Factor B members, both special 

education teacher leaders, provided similar responses that “ultimately if you don’t have a 

well-functioning team at the top, things can fall apart really fast”, and “without 

leadership, nothing else is going to work.”        
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Table 4.12 

Factors A and B Rationale for High Ranked Item 
 

High  

item# 

Statement Factor A participant rationale Factor B participant rationale 

1 Ensure there is a well-

functioning special 

education leadership team 

 I chose this because it said, 

"well-functioning," and so 

in my mind a lot of other 

things have to happen for it 

to be well-functioning, and 

that means that, looking at 

the data, supporting your 

people with feedback, 

making sure the roles, goals, 

making sure that people are 

effectively using time, and 

also effectively supporting 

them follows a well-

functioning team, and also 

open communication.  

(ADM) 

 Now, that's kind of a loaded 

statement; everybody wants 

to have a well-functioning 

leadership team, but what 

does that mean, and how do 

you develop it? You don't 

always want yes people; you 

want a positive, 

collaborative effort when 

you're looking at vision of 

the district, resources of the 

district, and service delivery 

models in the district. And 

so you have to develop a 

team that responds to that, 

or else you find yourself 

again in trouble. You can 

have dissension, but it has to 

be dissension with respect.  

(ADM)  

 I think without that you 

can't really do anything to 

ensure that students are 

going to get services and 

 If the special education 

leadership team isn't well 

functioning, then it's not 

going to be possible to 

complete the chores of, of 

special education, to deliver 

services, to be out there 

creating programs. 

Everything will fall away 

from that and be just as 

dysfunctional, so I really 

think that a special 

education department is as 

functional as the leadership 

team is. And so the more 

functional the leadership 

team is, the more functional 

the SPED department will 

be, and so forth.  (ADM)    

 I looked at it like a pyramid 

and starting with leadership 

working its way down 

without that leadership, 

nothing else is going to 

work.  (TL)  

 I think that closely 

underneath that are things to 

do with open 

communication and 

collaboration and I think that 

those are really key elements 

in terms of something that's 

necessary to be an effective 

leader in Special Ed because 

you really interface with so 

many different groups and 

needs and philosophies but 

ultimately if you don't have 

sort of like a well 

functioning team at the top I 

think things can fall apart 

really fast so that's why I 
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teachers are going to get the 

supports that they need so 

we as a team need to be 

organize and functioning 

well.  (ADM)     

 I'm looking at my chart 

here, move across and start 

with a good foundation, a 

base. So I felt like those 

three things (statements #1, 

#5, and #10) gave me that 

base, to start a good 

leadership team.  (ADM) 

 I think to have a well 

balanced and effective 

Special Ed department you 

have to have a strong team 

so I think that that kind of 

drives the whole rest of the 

cards here so making sure 

that people understand what 

their job is, that they 

understand how to do it and 

just having good leadership 

skills is essential. I've seen it 

where you don't have it and 

it doesn't work.  (ADM) 

 I don't see how it gets more 

important than that because 

if that's not functioning 

well, it's going to be chaos.  

(TL)  

 Ensure there is a well 

functioning Special 

Education leadership team 

because as far as Special Ed 

department can’t function 

without competent leaders 

that are well respected. 

That's what I was looking 

for.  (TL) 

 For me that is critical, that's 

chose that card.  (TL) 
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everything.  (TL) 

 I picked number 1 because I 

thought that that 

encapsulated a lot of the 

good points in these entire 

40 cards but especially the 

number 7 and the number 

10...If you don't have a well 

functioning team, the people 

in the team have to have the 

same thought process and 

we all have to work together 

in the best interest of the 

students. If we're not all on 

the same page then it's not 

going to work for the 

student.  (TL) 

 

Factor A members and Factor B members shared only one low ranked distributed 

leadership item, #15, Encourage educators to try new practices consistent with their own 

interests.  Members of Factor A and Factor B ranked distributed leadership item #15 low 

because managing individual interests was not viewed as a priority (see table 4.13).  This 

feeling appeared particularly true for administrators as four special education 

administrators (2 Factor A ADM and 2 Factor B ADM) provided comments pertaining to 

this item compared to only one special education teacher leader that belong to Factor A.  

As one Factor A special education administrator stated, when referring to item #15, 

"Encouraging new practices in their own interests.  I kind of feel like you need to stay 

focused on what the goal is of the district, the core, you know, curriculum. So, yeah, you 

have interests, but, really, you need to stay up with what's the focus of the district.”   A 

Factor A special education teacher leader added, “Trying new practices that are of an 

educator’s interest are not always in the best interest of the student population.  I would 

encourage teachers to explore new practices that are in the students’ best interest.”  
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Further, the one Factor B administrator expressed that the role of special education 

administrator includes providing information and strategies to teacher leaders.        

Table 4.13 

Factors A and B Rationale for Ranking Item #15 Low 

 
Low 

item # 

Statement Factor A participant rationale Factor B participant rationale 

15 Encourage educators to 

try new practices 

consistent with their 

own interests 

 Encouraging new practices 

in their own interests. I kind 

of feel like you need to stay 

focused on what the goal is 

of the district, the core, you 

know, curriculum. So, yeah, 

you have interests, but, 

really, you need to stay up 

with what's the focus of the 

district. (ADM) 

 I don't know that their own 

interests necessarily 

coordinate with curriculum 

and framework so I put that 

as last.  I don't want them 

going off on a tangent, 

especially in Special Ed if 

you're trying to do 

specialized instruction you 

don't have the kids for a lot 

of time so it has to be highly 

effective and 

efficient...especially when 

there's an IEP involved. 

(ADM) 

 Trying new practices that 

are of an educators interest 

are not always in the best 

interest of the student 

population.  I would 

encourage teachers to 

explore new practices that 

are in the students best 

interest.  Then it would have 

been a statement placed in a 

different column.  (TL)  

 Well, one of the things that I 

noticed in trying to place the 

cards was that, for me, there 

was a lot of interrelationship 

or a lot of cross-over 

between some of the 

statements. So when I 

looked at laying out the 

statements, what I tried to do 

was look at "big picture" as 

being the most important, 

and least important maybe 

being the individual 

components of that big 

statement. So for example, 

let me just try to find one 

here. Well, I mean, if I'm 

encouraging educators to try 

new practices, consistent 

with their own interests, to 

me, that kind of falls under 

that sub-heading, in a lot of 

ways.  So what I did was, I 

took the idea that I thought 

was the bigger picture, and I 

put that as more important. 

And the components of that 

bigger picture, I said, okay, 

that's only one aspect of 

that, so I kind of pushed that 

to the side. (ADM) 

 I think everyone should be 

encouraged to pursue their 

own goals for professional 

learning. However, and I 

think that they should be 

thinking about what kinds of 
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things are out there, and what 

they could do better, as a self-

reflection. But I also see it 

being the role of the special 

education supervisor or 

administrator to provide 

information to them about 

what some of the strategies 

are that are out there, what 

some of the newer research is 

telling us, and to give them 

information, too.  (ADM) 

 

Summary 

The data collected from this study was subjected to factor analysis using 

Schmolck’s pre-flagging algorithm.  Factor A and Factor B consisted of 16 and 13 

special education leaders respectively.  Factor A was composed of 8 teacher leaders and 8 

administrators, while Factor B included 7 teacher leaders and 6 administrators.  There 

was one minority special education leader between the two factors.   

Factor A accounted for the majority of the variance and were generally younger, 

more educated with less experience at their current position, and that were working in 

larger school districts with higher rates of poverty.  Members of Factor A assigned high 

scores to distributed leadership attributes linked to (a) a well-functioning leadership team, 

(b) clear goals, (c) clear roles and responsibilities, (d) task prioritization, (e) support for 

district goals, (f) the belief in distributing leadership, (g) assignment of responsibilities 

linked to competencies of staff, and (h) an understanding that service delivery requires 

mutual support, advice, and understanding.  Special education administrators specifically 

expressed the necessity for special education leaders to support the district goals, as 

special education teacher leaders distinctively conveyed the importance of ensuring the 
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special education leadership team has clear roles and responsibilities, as well as clear 

goals.  Factor B was responsible for a smaller portion of the variance in the data; 

predominantly comprised of more experienced, less educated, older, females working in 

smaller and more affluent school districts.  Also, Factor B members ranked high 

leadership items connected to the qualities of (a) mutual support and understanding, (b) 

time to address student needs, (c) open communication, (d) well-functioning teams, (e) 

collegiality, and (f) professionalism, which are closely linked to cultural distribution.   

The qualitative data established an understanding of the participants’ thought 

processes from Factor A and Factor B in the sorting of distributed leadership items in 

distinct ways.  Factor A members comments supported these findings with statements 

such as “well-functioning means looking at data, supporting your people with feedback, 

making sure the roles and goals (are clear), making sure that people are effectively using 

time, and also effectively supporting them”, “you want a positive, collaborative effort 

when you’re looking at vision, resources, and service delivery of the district”, and “we all 

have to work in the best interest of the students.”  Factor A members favored attributes 

that are closely connected to strategic distribution.     

Factor B special education administrator members clearly felt that special 

education services cannot be accomplished without the mutual support, advice and 

understanding of other staff members, while special education teacher leaders expressed 

the importance of routinely communicating informally with educators as necessity of a 

special education leader.  Factor B members stressed these qualities with their comments 

of “everyone has to buy into educating the student from the top all the way down, and 

most importantly in the trenches”, “being able to communicate, being collegial”, and “it’s 
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really important to work as a team, both special educators and general educators, working 

collaboratively.”    
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CHAPTER 5 

DISCUSSION 

This section will explore possible interpretations of the results obtained from 

Massachusetts special education leaders’ perceptions of distributed leadership.  The focal 

point of this discussion will be an exploration of the findings in relationship to participant 

roles and the interaction of roles with distributed leadership statement rankings.  A 

suggested continuum of distributed leadership based on the findings of this study is 

explored in the context of emerging leadership approaches.   The discussion culminates 

with suggestions for future studies in the areas of special education and distributed 

leadership.      

Demographic Similarities and Differences among Participant Distributed 

Leadership Sorts 

 The demographic similarities and differences of Factor A and Factor B 

participants offer some insight on the distributed leadership attributes that members 

favored from each factor.  The sorting patterns of members belonging to each factor are 

consistent with many of the trends and patterns reported in the literature.  In addition, 

participant role (as special education teacher leader or special education administrator) 

helped to provide further explanation of the participants’ perceptions of the necessary 

distributed leadership attributes required in special education.         

Demographic Influence on Perceptions of Distributed Leadership 

Factor demographics provided some understanding of Factor A members’ 

perceptions of special education through the lens of distributed leadership.  Factor A 

members were generally younger, more educated, and less experienced at their current 
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position, and were working in larger school districts with higher poverty levels.  Factor A 

included the youngest (P28) participant in the study.  Research indicates that novice 

administrators have a greater tendency to be described as more bureaucratic, driven, 

direct, and less democratic, indicating a preference to practicing a top-down approach 

(Schmidt, Kosmoski, & Pollack, 1998).  In addition to Factor A members’ age, the lack 

of dual experience in the areas of general and special education could also explain why 

there was a preference to top-down compared to more collaborative forms of distributed 

leadership.  Additional research shows that differences in experiences and with 

perceptions of the need for change of school leaders lead to the employment of different 

effective improvement strategies (Day, Leithwood, & Sammons, 2008).   

Further, the majority of Factor A members (including 4 special education teacher 

leaders and 5 special education administrators) had less than 5 years of experience at their 

current position indicating an increased probability that these special education leaders 

work in districts with higher levels of turnover.  Numerous special educators have been 

found to leave teaching every year or transfer into general education (McLeskey, Tyler, 

& Flippen, 2004).  Often these vacancies are filled by unqualified special education 

teachers.  Districts with high turnover will likely have fewer teachers available to assume 

leadership positions, and the teacher leaders in the district will be spending an increased 

amount of time dedicated to mentoring new colleagues and less time on leadership tasks 

(Billingsley, 2007, 2007; Billingsley et al., 2004).  As a result, it’s not surprising that 

Factor A members favored items pertaining to roles, responsibilities, and goals, 

especially when considering very few have been able to define teacher leadership in the 

literature (York-Barr & Duke, 2004).  Overall, Factor A members’ age and lack of 
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experiences helps to explain why Factor A members may have favored a planned form of 

distributed leadership.   

In addition, there were some demographic differences in members of Factor B 

compared to members of Factor A.  A larger percentage of Factor B members, 

particularly the special education teacher leaders, had teaching experience in both general 

and special education. Specifically, P16 also was the participant to have more general 

education administrative experience (15 years) than special education administrative 

experience (6 years), as well as being the only participant to hold a doctorate degree.  

There was evidence by a number of Factor B participants who discussed the importance 

of the relationship between general and special educators.  Research has found that the 

support from general education teachers was an important aspect of the support needed 

for a long-term career in the field of special education (Prather-Jones, 2011).  Special 

education administrators have the challenging responsibility of building positive 

relationships not only with special education staff, but also between general and special 

education teachers and administrators to assure that high quality educational programs 

are accessible to all students regardless of ability (Lashley & Boscardin, 2003).  The 

difference in the type of teaching experience could explain why members of Factor B 

favor distributed leadership that prefers professional collegiality.   

Factor B members predominantly comprised of more experienced, older, females 

working in smaller, more affluent school districts.  Loder and Spillane (2005) report that 

women school administrators experience some role conflict in their first five years of 

transitioning from teacher to administrator.  However, the female participants belonging 

to Factor B were generally older and more experienced as seventy-five percent of Factor 
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B members had more than 5 years experience in their current position.  The majority of 

Factor B members fell into the 41-60 age groups at 84 percent with the majority teacher 

leaders falling into the 41-50 age group, and the majority of administrators falling into 

the 51-60 age group.  Research suggests that age is a factor in the consideration in 

appointing educators for leadership positions (Ibukun & Oyewole, 1997).  In addition, 

literature has found that older, more experienced administrators have been perceived as 

more effective (Ibukun, Oyewole, & Abe, 2011).  The age of the members of Factor B 

could have contributed to the high ranking of statements pertaining to professionalism 

and collegiality in their approach to distributed leadership.  Research conducted on 

business executives found that the oldest group was more open to learning compared to 

younger professionals, thus demonstrating a greater desire to work with others (Klein, 

Astrachan, & Kossek, 1996).  This offers another possible explanation of why Factor B 

members ranked items high that pertained to collegiality.  Although 77 percent of Factor 

B members were female and consisted of one male administrator (compared to 50 percent 

of Factor A members being female), research indicates that gender differences have 

minimal influence when men and women have relatively similar power (Barry, 2002).   

Further, Factor B included the one minority participant (P8) in this study who was 

also the only participant to hold an administrative position in a related service area 

(speech and language) in special education.  Unfortunately, the lack of diversity in these 

two areas in this study also represents the trend in the educational school system.  For 

example, only one out of the 17 school districts from Massachusetts that were represented 

in this study offered an administrative position in the related service field.  Additionally, 

although there is an overall dearth of research on minority special education 
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administrators, 17.6 percent of all U.S. school principals were of minority backgrounds in 

2007-2008 school year (Sanchez, Thornton, & Usinger, 2009).   

Factor B contained significantly more teacher leaders whose districts made AYP 

for both English Language Arts (ELA) and Math than Factor A.  Research suggests that 

positive working conditions such as “fostering a collegial, trusting, team-based, and 

supportive culture; promoting ethical behavior; encouraging data use; and creating strong 

lines of communication” directly influences the quality of instruction (Clifford, 

Behrstock-Sherratt, & Fetters, 2012).  Moreover, research indicates an association 

between positive working conditions and student achievement (Ladd, 2009).  In addition, 

Factor B special education teacher leaders represented the largest subgroup from either 

factor that (a) worked in districts with student populations less than 3,000 students, (b) 

attained AYP for both ELA and math, and (c) worked in districts whose free and reduced 

populations were below the state average.  Research suggests that smaller school districts 

with smaller populations of disadvantaged students perform better on standardized 

assessments (NCTAF, 1996; Roza, 2001).         

Furthermore, the student demographics in which members of Factor B were 

serving may have contributed to the high ranking of collegiality.  Sixty-nine percent of 

the members of Factor B worked in school districts in which their free and reduced lunch 

populations were less than the state averages compared to 50 percent of members of 

Factor A.  The majority of these members of Factor B were teacher leaders.  The smaller 

the proportion of disadvantaged students in a school, the more capable a school is to 

engage in effective problem-solving processes (Pallas, Natriello, and McDill, 1989).  

Overall, factor demographics played a significant role with understanding Factor B 
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members’ perceptions of special education through the lens of distributed leadership.  

Factor B members are drawn to distributed leadership that empowers leaders and 

followers through mutual work and trust.  Factor B members’ sorting patterns, comments, 

and demographics suggest that they value distributed leadership in which leadership is 

embedded in the culture of the organization, decisions are data-driven, and accountability 

maintain through professional collegiality.  As a result, these attributes are connected to 

the embedded form of distributed leadership on the continuum.            

Factor Profiles 

 Distinct profiles of each factor emerged as a result of the sorting patterns and 

responses of Factor A and Factor B members.  The sorting patterns and comments of 

Factor A members indicated that this group required time for careful planning to 

accomplish the highly ranked distributed leadership tasks, whereas the sorting patterns 

and comments of Factor B members revealed the need for high levels of support, 

collegiality, and communication in order for special education services to be 

accomplished.    

The Planned Distribution Profile of Factor A Special Education Leaders 

The distributed leadership perspectives of Factor A members are consistent with 

strategic distribution.  Macbeath et al. (2004) define strategic distribution as a “planned 

appointment of individuals to contribute positively to the development of leadership 

throughout the school.”  Macbeath et al. state the distinct characteristic of strategic 

distribution is its goal orientation with an emphasis on a long-term goal of school 

improvement.  Leaders practicing strategic distribution are very calculated in their 

appointments of individuals as they attempt to match the compatibility of skill sets within 
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teams of educators and less in terms of individual competencies.   Once roles and 

responsibilities have been assigned, a leader provides “professional trust” by presuming 

competence in performance unless proven otherwise (Macbeath et al.).   

Factor A members favored distributed leadership items pertaining to 

accountability through the implementation of clear roles, responsibilities, and goals.  The 

responses from members of Factor A indicate a theme of strategic distribution, especially 

with the high ranking of item #5, Ensure people are assigned responsibilities based on 

competencies.  Factor A members’ highest ranked statement was item #1, Ensure there is 

a well-functioning special education leadership team.   

Eight out of the 10 top items for Factor A participants began with the verb 

“ensure”, results which implies a desired higher level of accountability than the 

remaining statements that began with verbs such as provide, encourage, and allow.  As 

mentioned in chapter 2, Spillane et al. (2004) identified several leadership functions that 

included constructing and selling a vision and providing both summative and formative 

monitoring.  Both of these functions are a framework for providing accountability and 

establishing clear goals.  In addition to favoring the approach of strategic distribution, the 

high ranking of item #5 suggests a preference for distributing leadership through 

collective distribution.  Spillane et al. describes collective distribution as leaders working 

separately but interdependently to achieve a shared common goal.   

In addition, comments from the follow-up interviews with Factor A members 

provide evidence that the highly ranked items of #7, #10, and #3 were segregated by role.  

The comments by special education teacher leaders indicate this group feels strongly that 

a necessity of being an effective leader of special education includes ensuring the 
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leadership team has clear goals (item #7), as well as ensuring the leadership team has 

clear roles and responsibilities (item #10).  These highly valued attributes of Factor A 

special education teacher leaders are sensible when taking into consideration that special 

educators may be “overwhelmed with the idea of leadership” because of various role 

problems that exist in special education (Billingsley, 2007).  In order for special 

education teacher leaders to address some of these role problems, they need the support 

from district administrators to meet their responsibilities in order to effectively meet the 

needs of students with disabilities (Billingsley).  Factor A special education 

administrators identified the necessity for providing support for district goals by being the 

only Factor A members stating they strongly valued item #3 –ensuring the special 

education leadership team supports the district goals.   

Additionally, special education administrators were the only Factor A members to 

comment on the lowest ranked items of #13 and #38, as well as representing the majority 

(four ADM to one TL) that commented on item #14.  Their comments implied that Factor 

A special education administrator members ranked these items low because these three 

items were related to lower level, managerial tasks that were not directly related to the 

instruction and programming of students with disabilities.  More specifically, the 

comments of Factor A special education administrators revealed: being accountable after 

school to help educators (item #13) is viewed as mechanic and not essential to special 

education leadership; collaborating with educators to develop home-school relations 

(item #38) is systematically set-up, not the teachers responsibility and it was not 

considered to be as essential as the majority of statements in the Q deck; and, 

encouraging educators to pursue their own goals for professional learning (item #14) 
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must be connected to the district’s goals and curriculum.  Although the general 

conception of educational leadership traditionally views administrators as handling non-

teaching responsibilities (Silva et al., 2000), there is an increased awareness of the 

necessity of teacher leadership for educational reform efforts (Fullan, 1994).  Based on 

the responses of Factor A members, they evidently recognize the importance of teacher 

leadership as the special education teacher leaders favored items pertaining to roles, 

responsibilities, and goals; and special education administrators ranked items low that 

were considered not as essential as the higher ranked items.  Assigning reasonable roles 

and responsibilities is one effective strategy that administrators can implement to retain 

special education teachers (Leko & Smith, 2010).  Understanding the necessity of teacher 

leadership for educational reform efforts could be attributed to high educational levels of 

the members of Factor A, particularly the special education teacher leaders.      

Factor A members’ reactions and comments about the necessities of effective 

leaders of special education reflect attributes described in the distributed leadership 

approaches of both strategic and collective distribution.  Strategic distribution tends to 

suggest a top-down approach to leadership (Macbeath et al., 2004).  Factor A members’ 

responses indicate a preference to a top-down approach of leadership with the high 

rankings and responses pertaining to those items.  For example, one Factor A 

administrator summarized her belief statement by stating,  

“For me, picking the first was really the essence of the belief system which I 

picked.  ‘Understand the relationship with educators hinges on the belief that 

leadership should be distributed.’  Because, I think, in the field of special ed., 

there are so many nuances and aspects to it, no one entity can hold it, and no one 

administrative team.  I think everyone has a role and a part to play in the 

process…Obviously, this notion of top-down leadership, what do we know, I 

think, about education, because it’s hard for me to separate special ed. 
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administration from education and teaching and learning, and where we want to 

affect change, I see there’s a place for top-down at times, and then there’s a place 

where you have to share it and own it to move something forward.”  

 

This statement shares the view of distributed leadership as also being concertive action.  

This form of distributed leadership is holistic where the sum is greater than the equal 

parts (Gronn, 2002).  Factor A members’ comments shared the understanding that in 

order to effectively complete the tasks most necessary to being an effective leader of 

special education, the leaderships tasks must be distributed.       

 In summary, the sorting patterns and comments of Factor A members indicate 

attributes of distributed leadership described in the literature that include: (a) the planned 

appointments of individuals based on competencies and skill levels (Leithwood, 2005); 

(b) the understanding that leadership tasks should be distributed (Bennet et al. 2003); and 

(c) accountability through the implementation of clear roles, responsibilities and goals 

(Macbeath et al., 2004).  Clearly indicated in the sorting patterns and comments was the 

need for careful planning to accomplish the distributed leadership tasks that were ranked 

highly by Factor A members.         

The Embedded Distribution Profile of Factor B Special Education Leaders 

Members of Factor B favored items that pertained to attributes that are closely 

connected to cultural distribution.  Macbeath et al. (2004) define cultural distribution as 

“practicing leadership as a reflection of the school’s cultural, ethos and traditions.”  

Further, cultural distribution is described as a community of people working together 

towards a common goal in which leadership is assumed, shared, and embedded in the 

culture of the organization (Macbeath et al.).  As a result, the emphasis from leaders and 

leadership shifts to a professional learning community where leadership tasks are 
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accomplished by working collaboratively together. Members of Factor B highly ranked 

items that established a distributed leadership environment of collegiality and 

professionalism; one that supported communication, emphasized the needs of the 

students, and established strong organizational structures.   

Members of Factor A referenced the words “top-down” when describing their 

perspectives of a well-functioning special education leadership team, while members of 

Factor B referenced the words collegiality and communication.  Three of highest ranked 

items numbered 28, 27, and 26 for Factor B included the terms collegial and 

communication.  Additionally, item #32, Assist special educators on analyzing 

appropriate interventions, and item #40, Engage in specific discussions relative to 

closing the achievement gaps, are two more items related to “encouraging data use” that 

were ranked high by Factor B members. These attributes are connected closely to cultural 

distribution.   The practice of cultural distribution relies heavily on trust and competence 

which can only be accomplished in a truly collegial environment with high levels of 

communication that values everybody’s opinion (MacBeath, 2005).  Further, high levels 

of collegiality are visibly present in successful professional development efforts (Evans, 

1991).     

In addition, the comments of Factor B members indicate that the highly ranked 

items of #39 (emphasizing the need for mutual support, advice, and understanding to 

accomplish special education services) and #26 (routinely communicating informally to 

educators) were segregated by role, as special education administrators were the only 

Factor B members to comment on distributed item #39 and special education teacher 

leaders were the only Factor B members to comment on item #26.  The comments 
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pertaining to the highest ranked item reveal that Factor B special education administrator 

members clearly feel that special education services cannot be accomplished without the 

mutual support, advice and understanding of other staff members.  Research has indicated 

that issues of support had a determining influence on special education teachers to remain 

in the field of teaching as well as finding that support from administrators was influential 

on their career decisions (Prather-Jones, 2011).  Further, special education teacher leaders 

were the only Factor B members to comment on item #26 that stressed the importance of 

routine informal communication with educators.  Research indicates that teachers talk to 

each other on a daily basis (Zahorkik, 1987).  Further, research supports that effective 

schools are characterized by teacher to teacher and teacher to principal collegiality 

(Evans, 1991). Special education teachers have reportedly referenced the necessity of 

having administrative and collegial support in their workplace (Prather-Jones).   

Overall, the sorting patterns and comments of Factor B members indicate 

attributes of distributed leadership described in the literature that include: (a) collegiality 

(Zahorkik, 1987), (b) administrative support (Prather-Jones, 2011), and (c) high levels of 

open communication (MacBeath, 2005).  In order for special education services to be 

accomplished, Factor B members’ sorting patterns and comments indicated the necessity 

for high levels of support, collegiality, and communication.    

The Distributed Leadership Continuum 

Distributed leadership is a multi-actor practice in which people contribute to a 

group or organization through their individual actions (Bennett, Harvey, Wise, & Woods, 

2003).  Viewed as a product of interactions between school leaders, followers, contexts, 

and artifacts (Spillane, 2005), distributed leadership enables opportunity for individuals 
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to exercise leadership aligned with school goals through agential and structural 

dimensions of the organization (MacBeath et al., 2004; Garand, n.d.).  This does not 

mean, however, that the practice of distributed leadership does not fall along a continuum 

of participation and engagement.  Distributed leadership has the potential to range from 

collegial professional practices that involve others in a much broader and collective sense 

to practices that are much more hierarchical and authoritarian.  Within collegial 

professional leadership practices school, district, and community representation 

contribute to decision-making, development of educational goals, and improvement of 

educational practice and outcomes (Sergiovanni, 1991).  In this section, the possibility of 

a distributed leadership continuum will be explored along which the traits for each 

extreme will be identified.   

The distributed leadership continuum originated from the qualitative and 

quantitative data from this study, as well as from the works of: Gronn (2002; 2008); 

Bennet et al. (2003); Spillane et al. (2001; 2004); Leithwood et al. (2007); Mascall et al. 

(2008); and MacBeath et al. (2004).  The majority of the research and models presented 

on distributed leadership is from the perspective of the instructional or school leader.  

The distributed leadership continuum considers leadership from an organizational 

perspective, such as a school district.  The vast majority of special education 

administrators (14 of 15) that participated in this study were serving their position at the 

district level.  As stated throughout this paper, special education leaders are responsible 

for high quality programming which does include the compliance of meeting the 

instructional needs of students with disabilities.  Although the distributed leadership 

continuum encapsulates school leadership, it can also be applied to other areas of 
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educational leadership such as special education.  The proposed distributed leadership 

continuum has three stages with two transitional periods, one in between each stage.  The 

continuum (see figure 5.1) models the progression of distributed leadership as an 

organization increases its capacity to build leadership.   

At one end of the distributed leadership continuum is natural distribution.  As 

stated in the previous chapter, Factor B members assigned a low ranking to item #35 

because their general feeling was the distribution and prioritization of leadership tasks 

should not be assigned, but take place naturally (“tasks prioritize themselves”) within the 

special education leadership team.  The distribution of leadership tasks in this stage takes 

place naturally.  Similarly to the description of spontaneous alignment by Leithwood et 

al. (2007), natural distribution is a pattern of distributed leadership in which leadership 

tasks are assigned spontaneously with little to no planning while educators work 

collectively together.  As a result of insignificant time dedicated to planning, natural 

distribution is often in response to an immediate need.  Roles are assigned according to 

compatibility of skills and competencies needed to perform the leadership tasks.  Similar 

to transactional leadership, this form of distributed leadership tends to be reactive at times 

as issues begin to arise, and produces minimal results.  

 In the middle of the distributed leadership continuum is planned distribution.  

Planned distribution follows the preferred distributed leadership pattern of Factor A 

members shared in the previous section.  This form of distributed leadership is holistic in 

nature as leaders following planned distribution fundamentally believe that leadership 

tasks must be distributed in order for the organization to accomplish the many tasks     
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Figure 5.1 

Continuum of Distributed Leadership 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Natural Distribution 

 

 Leadership tasks are distributed 

naturally  

 

 Leadership tasks are distributed 

based on skills and competency 

levels 

 

 Leadership involves little or no 

planning 

 

 Leadership produces minimal 

results 

 

Planned Distribution 

 

 Leadership should be distributed 

 

 Leadership is holistic in nature 

 

 Leadership involves substantial 

planning   

 

 Leadership maintains hierarchical 

accountability structures 

 

 Leadership decisions are made 

both independently and 

interdependently 

 

 Leadership provides clear roles, 

responsibilities, and goals 

 

 Leadership tasks are distributed 

based on individual competencies  

 

 Leadership produces positive 

outcomes; lacks sustainability  
 

Embedded Distribution 

 

 Leadership is embedded in the 

culture of the organization 

 

 Leadership tasks are instinctively 

performed  

 

 Leadership relies on data teams 

to make instructional and 

programming decisions 

 

 Leadership tasks are prioritized 

by student data 

 

 Leadership requires 

collaboration to assess 

instructional needs and maintain 

accountability 

 

 Leadership expects high levels of 

mutual trust, collegiality, and 

professionalism 

 

 Leadership seeks long-term 

positive outcomes 

 



149 

 

necessary to be effective.  Accountability follows a hierarchical format in which progress 

monitoring typically takes place through formative and summative evaluations.  Roles, 

responsibilities, and goals are clearly defined within the organization.  Leaders and 

followers work collectively together; however, the emphasis of the collaborative work is 

on receiving feedback and participating in reflective conversations as it relates to 

improving instruction.  Similar to natural distribution, leadership tasks are assigned based 

on individual competencies in this stage of the continuum.  Decisions are made both 

independently and interdependently.  Planned distribution generally produces positive 

outcomes, but has difficulties with sustainability because decisions are not consistently 

data driven.  Leaders practicing planned distribution focus the collective work on the 

needs of the organization.  Factor A members generally ranked items low that related to 

the use data.  For instance, one Factor A teacher leader stated, “Personally data bores the 

hell out of me and I think too often we get caught in that minutia. It's like the kid you 

have in your class a lot of times the IEP is the individual and they don't need the data.”  

As distributed leadership transitions from natural distribution to planned 

distribution on the continuum, leaders begin to shift the focus of their collective work 

from spontaneous collaboration to the development of long-term goals through increased 

time dedicated towards planning and implementation.  The distribution of leadership 

tasks starts to change from instant decisions to careful planning and sometimes 

meticulous thought based on individual competencies.  Further, hierarchical structures 

begin to develop as roles, responsibilities, and goals are defined.   

At the other end of the proposed continuum is embedded distribution.  This form 

of distributed leadership is patterned after the distributed items ranked high by Factor B 
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members.  Leadership in this stage is no longer assigned as it is embedded in the culture 

as members of the organization instinctively perform leadership tasks.  Members work 

collectively and collegially using data teams to determine the instructional and 

programming needs of the students, as well as monitoring student progress.  Members do 

not need to prioritize the tasks, as the tasks prioritize themselves with student data which 

is essential for maintaining accountability.  Within this culture of the work are high levels 

of mutual trust, collegiality, and professionalism.  Embedded distribution produces long-

term positive outcomes as the research supports collective collegiality as an effective 

approach for achieving sustained organizational improvement (Woods & Weasmer, 

2004). 

As distributed leadership transitions along the continuum from planned 

distribution to embedded distribution, leadership becomes less bureaucratic and more 

collegial.  The focus shifts from reflective conversations to data driven decisions.  

Leadership becomes embedded in the culture and is instinctive rather than leadership 

tasks being assigned based on competencies.  Accountability shifts away from a 

hierarchical structure as mutual trust, collegiality, and professionalism increase 

throughout the organization.  The careful planning continues, but the positive outcomes 

become sustainable for the long-term.   

This study brings increased awareness the need for educational leadership 

preparation programs to devote more attention to special education leadership.  In order 

for special education leaders to meet the demands of the position, it is necessary that they 

practice leadership that effectively and collaboratively distributes leadership tasks.    
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Limitations and Suggestions for Future Studies 

 

 Barata (2007) noted the Q-sort methodology has several limitations because of 

the force choice nature of sorting. The force choice limits participants from expressing 

other opinions that are not part of the choice (Bracken & Fischel, 2006; Cosman-Ross & 

Hiatt-Michael, 2005).  For this investigation, the Q-sort’s choice process forced special 

education teacher leaders and special education administrators to prioritize their rankings 

of distributed leadership attributes into cells in columns that ranged from most to least 

important to the job of a special education leader.   In several instances, participants 

expressed a desire to include more leadership statements in the highest positive column.    

 Results from Q-methodology are not reflective of the general population, as is the 

case with this study (Barata, 2007).  The 40 leadership statements used in this study only 

represented distributed leadership attributes.  The findings from this study illustrated that 

30 special education teacher leaders and special education administrators who voluntarily 

participated in the Q-sort activities showed a preference for particular leadership 

attributes associated with the 40 distributed leadership statements.  

Only special education teacher leaders and special education administrators who 

responded to the researchers’ emails and phone calls participated in the study.   The 

results might have been different if participants were randomly selected.  While the non-

random selection of the participants in this study introduced diversity of thought, it 

cannot be used to estimate the number of people in the general population who hold each 

of the perspectives.  If recruitment had been done randomly, it is likely that some or all of 

the perspectives expressed during the Q-sorting procedure would have been missed 

(Barata, 2007; Brown, 1980; Provost, Boscardin, & Wells, 2010).  It is possible that more 
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factors might have emerged from the factor analysis if more participants holding a 

doctoral degree participated in the study and more minority participants had participated 

in the study.  In addition, the participants in this study were limited to special educators.  

However, the perspectives of principals could have provided more depth to this research.  

Consequently, additional research is needed to explore perspectives of principals on 

effective leadership practices in special education.          

The strength of this study rests in the fact that this study can be replicated in 

different environments and can accommodate the examination of the leadership attributes 

and thought processes supporting choices with regard to the distributed leadership style.  

Future research should be devoted to better understanding the relationship influence 

distributed leadership approaches has on an organization’s culture, student programming, 

and student achievement in relationship to state accountability measures.  It is essential to 

restate that participants were asked to sort the items from most important to least 

important.  Participants could have perceived all statements as being necessary to the job 

of an effective leader of special education.  As a result, more research is needed to draw 

any conclusions on based on the relationship between experience and leadership practices 

of special education leaders. 

Conclusions 

 As stated earlier, members of Factor A were generally younger, more educated, 

and less experienced while Factor B members were generally older and more 

experienced.  Factor A’s rankings were consistent with research that beginning 

administrators are more bureaucratic and direct (Schmidt et al., 1998). Research indicates 

that older, more experience business executives demonstrated a greater desire to work 
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with others (Klein et al., 1996), and older, more experienced administrators have been 

perceived as being more effective (Ibukun, Oyewole, & Abe, 2011).  As a result, it is not 

surprising that members of Factor B valued more the items related to improving 

instruction and programming as they were farther along in their careers and their 

leadership style is further developed. 

Members of Factor A fell into the planned distribution stage on the continuum.  

Members of Factor A clearly favored statements that emphasized the importance of 

leadership tasks necessary with creating a well-functioning special education leadership 

team.  Members of Factor A were generally more comfortable providing feedback to 

educators without first establishing a collegial environment that supports open 

communication focusing on the most important needs of the students.  The responses 

from members of Factor A suggest that they value a top-down leadership practice that is 

goal oriented and assign leadership tasks based on individuals’ competencies and 

potential to work collectively with other leaders.  During the follow-up interviews with 

members of Factor A, four participants specifically referenced the word “collaboration”, 

but defined it as having clear communication, providing support and meaningful 

feedback in a supervisory role.   

Based on their responses, members of Factor B fall into the embedded distribution 

stage on the continuum.  Members of Factor B clearly favored statements that 

emphasized the importance of establishing professional collegial partnerships in an effort 

to improve instruction and programming for students with special needs.  Members of 

Factor B ranked statements high that pertained to open communication, closing the 
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achievement gaps, along with statements related to improving or analyzing programming, 

interventions, and instruction.   

A continuum of distributed leadership was proposed based on the findings of this 

study.  The majority of research and models presented in the literature on distributed 

leadership pertains to the instructional school leader.  In addition, special education 

administrators, particularly in this study, serve their position at the district level.  As a 

result, the proposed distributed leadership continuum in this study considers leadership 

from an organizational perspective.    

As earlier described, there were both strengths and limitations associated with this 

study on special education leadership through the distributed lens.  Overall strengths 

include: (a) size of the study; (b) the fact that this study can be replicated in different 

environments; (c) participant selection; and (d) data collection that allowed for both 

qualitative and quantitative analysis.  Although the participants in this study were 

selected nonrandomly, all participants in this study met the Massachusetts state 

department of education qualifications of “highly qualified” in their field of work (self-

reported).  In addition, because the use of Q-methodology forces participants to prioritize 

their rankings of distributed leadership, participants were limited from expressing other 

opinions that were not part of the choice.  In several instances, participants expressed a 

desire to include more leadership statements in the highest positive column.  Further, this 

study is limited to the perspectives of special education leaders, although multiple 

stakeholders (i.e., principals, parents) have an impact on the programming of students 

with disabilities.  Results are not reflective of the general population, as the findings 

illustrate that 30 special education leaders who voluntarily participated in the Q-sort 
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activities showed a preference for particular leadership attributes associated with the 40 

distributed leadership statements.        

In summary, this study demonstrates the importance of special education leaders 

developing an understanding of both the organization’s purpose as well as the staff 

members’ needs, personalities, strengths, and skill sets.  The leadership practices 

transition from distributing leadership tasks from a top-down model to creating a truly 

collaborative environment embedded into the organization as special education leaders 

move along the continuum of distributed leadership.  As expectations for student 

achievement continue to rise, special education leaders will need to employ a multitude 

of leadership styles/behaviors to meet the needs of students with disabilities, staff, 

families, and community stakeholders in the era of school accountability.   
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Q-Sort Consent Form 

The Distribution of Leadership Tasks of Leaders of Special Education 

 

Thank you for agreeing to participate in this study.  By participating in this study, you will be helping the 

researcher complete his dissertation. Your commentary and responses that you provide will assist with the 

documentation of the leadership qualities special education leaders value as most as well as least necessary 

to the job.  Your participation will assist the researcher with developing a stronger understanding of the 

theories and practices associated with the profession of a special education leader.   

What will happen during the study:  During the study, the researcher will ask you to sort a set of 

distributed leadership statements developed from the works of Hulpia, Devos, and Rosseel (2009); and 

Militello & Janson (2007).  This entire task should take between 50-60 minutes.  

 

Who to go to with questions:  If you have any questions or concerns about your participation in this study 

you should contact the Principal Investigator listed below.  You may also ask questions during the sorting 

activity. 

How participants’ privacy is protected:  At the end of this consent form, you will have the opportunity to 

choose whether or not you agree to participate in this study.  By agreeing to participate in this study, you 

allow the researcher to quote you by complete anonymity (without using your name or title).  In addition, 

we will make every effort to protect your privacy.  We will not use your name in any publications.  

Furthermore, any information that lets us know who you are will be recorded with a code number.  During 

the study the coding key that tells us which code number corresponds to your information will be secured.  

When the study is finished we will destroy the coding key that links information to you personally.   

Risks and discomforts:  Your participation in this study is voluntary and confidential to the maximum 

extent allowable under federal, state and local law.  All the information gathered in this study will be kept 

confidential and secured.   

Your rights:  You should decide on your own whether or not you want to be in this study.  You will not be 

treated any differently if you decide not to be in the study.  If you do decide to be in the study, you have the 

right to withdraw from the study at any time without repercussions. 

Your participation in this study will be contributing to the advancement of special education leadership and 

administration.  Once again, thank you for your participation and time to make this study possible. 

 

Sincerely,  

 

 

Patrick R. Tudryn, CAGS 

413-335-5227   

ptudryn@ educ.umass.edu 

Mary Lynn Boscardin, Ph.D. 

Chair & Professor 

School of Education 

175 Hills-South 

University of Massachusetts at Amherst 

Amherst, MA 01003 

Voice: 413-545-1193 

Email: mlbosco@educ.umass.edu 

http://us.mc458.mail.yahoo.com/mc/compose?to=mlbosco@educ.umass.edu
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PLEASE READ THE FOLLOWING STATEMENT AND SIGN BELOW   

 

When signing this form I am agreeing to voluntarily enter this study.  I understand that, by signing this 

document, I do not waive any of my legal rights.  I have had a chance to read this consent form, and it was 

explained to me in a language which I use and understand.  I understand that I may be quoted anonymously 

(for example, “a district-level administrator”).  I have had the opportunity to ask questions and have 

received satisfactory answers.  A copy of this signed Informed Consent Form has been given to me.  

 

I have read and understand this Consent Form and do hereby:   

 

____AGREE  ___DO NOT AGREE to participate in this study. 

 

 

_____________________________________________  _______________ 

Signature      Date 

 

 

_____________________________________________ 

Please print your name here 
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Distribution of Leadership Tasks between Administrators and Teacher Leaders of Special Education  

Participant Background Information 

 

 

Name:____________________________ Current Position:___________________ 

 

1) Gender: ____M ____F 

 

2) Year of Birth _______ 

 

3) Ethnicity: 

_____African American or Black 

_____Asian 

_____Hispanic/Latino 

_____Multi-race, Non-Hispanic 

_____Native American 

_____Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander 

_____ White 

_____Other 

 

4) Years you have been in your current position:____   Total years of experience in your position:____ 

 

 If none, what was your previous position:____________________________ 

 

5) What is the student enrollment in your current district?_____ 

 

 What is the per pupil expenditure cost?___________________ 

 

6) What is the special education enrollment in your current district?_____ 

 

 What is the per pupil special education cost?__________________ 

 

7) The type of district you currently work can be characterized as: 

_____Institutional School 

_____County Agricultural 

_____Independent Public 

_____Independent Vocational 

_____Local School 

_____Regional Academic 

_____Regional Vocational Tech 

 

8) The type of school in which you currently work can be characterized as: 

_____Elementary School 

_____Middle School 

_____High School 

_____District-wide/Central Office 

_____Other, Please Describe____________________________ 
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9)  Current Educational Level: 

_____Bachelor 

_____Master 

_____Master +30 

_____Doctorate 

 

10) How many years of teaching experience did you have in general education at the following levels: 

_____Pre-School 

_____Elementary 

_____Secondary 

_____Postsecondary 

 

11) How many years of teaching experience did you have in special education at the following levels: 

_____Pre-School 

_____Elementary 

_____Secondary 

_____Postsecondary 

 

12) How many years of general education administrative experience did you have at the following levels: 

_____Pre-School 

_____Elementary 

_____Secondary 

_____Central Office/District 

_____Postsecondary 

 

13) How many years of special education administrative experience did you have at the following levels: 

_____Pre-School 

_____Elementary 

_____Secondary 

_____Central Office/District 

_____Postsecondary 

 

14) Which general education certificates/licenses and levels do you hold? 

____Teacher (Level(s):___________________________) 

____Principal (Level(s):___________________________) 

____Superintendent 

____Other______________________________________ 

 

15) Which special education certificates/licenses and levels do you hold? 

____Teacher (Level(s):___________________________) 

____Principal (Level(s):___________________________) 

____Special Education Director/Administrator 

____Superintendent 

____Other______________________________________ 

 

16) Contractual Status: 

____ Teacher Contract 

____ Administrator Contract
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NAME:____________________________ 

 

Distribution of Leadership Tasks of Administrators and Teacher Leaders of Special 

Education  

Participant Follow-up Questionnaire 

 

 

1) Briefly describe what went into your choices of statements that are “most necessary to the 

job as an effective leader of special education?(+4’s and +5). 

 Please list the one statement in the +5 column and your reasons for placing it there. 

 

 

2) Briefly describe what went into your choices of statements that are “least necessary to the 

job as an effective leader of special education? (-4’s and -5). 

Please list statement in the -5 column and your reasons for placing it there. 

  

 

 

 

3) If there were other specific statements that you had difficulty placing, please list the 

number of the statements and describe your dilemma.  

 

 

 

4) What other issues/thoughts emerged for you while sorting the cards? 

 

 

 

 

5) Describe how you arrived at your overall most important statements of the job as an 

effective leader of special education regarding the distribution of leadership 

tasks/responsibilities? 

 

 

 

 

 

6) Describe how you arrived at your overall least important statements of the job as an 

effective leader of special education regarding the distribution of leadership 

tasks/responsibilities? 

 

 

 

7) What factor(s), e.g., time, resources, your own knowledge, your skills, and/or your 

dispositions, contributed most to the sorting through the distributed leadership 

statements?   Please give specific examples for each if applicable. 
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Distributed Leadership Statements  

Sort statements from most necessary to the job as an effective leader of special education to least 

necessary to the job as an effective leader of special education… 

Statements #1-23 generated from the Distributed Leadership Inventory (DLI) by Hester Hulpia, Geert 

Devos, and Yves Rosseel (2009) 

  DLI: Coherent Leadership Team #1-10  

1) ensure there is a well-functioning leadership team   

2) ensure the special education leadership team behaves professionally  

3) ensure the leadership team supports the goals we like to attain     

4) ensure all members of the leadership team work in the same strain on the core objectives 

5) ensure the right person sits on the right place, taken the competencies into account 

6) ensure members of the management team divide their time properly 

7) ensure members of the leadership team have clear goals 

8) ensure members of the leadership team know which tasks they have to perform 

9) ensure the leadership team is willing to execute a good idea 

10) ensure members of the leadership team have clear roles and responsibilities   

 

                                           DLI: Support #11-20 

 

11) premise a long term vision 

12) debate the school vision 

13) compliment teachers 

14) help teachers 

15) explain reasons for constructive criticism to teachers 

16) be available after school to help teachers when assistance is needed 

17) look out for the personal welfare of teachers 

18) encourage teachers to pursue their own goals for professional learning 

19) encourage teachers to try new practices consistent with their own interests 

20) provide organizational support for teacher interaction 

 

DLI: Supervision #21-23 

21) evaluate the performance of the staff 

22) be involved in the summative evaluation of teachers 

23) be involved in the formative evaluation of teachers 
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Statements #24-49 generated from Socially-focused, situationally-driven practice: A study of distributed 

leadership among school principals and counselors by Matthew Militello & Chris Janson (2007) 
 

24) ensure that teachers have time to address the most important needs of students (statement #2). 

25) agree with fellow leaders of special education as to what are appropriate special education teacher 

responsibilities and tasks (statement #3). 

26) allow the special education department to function autonomously (statement #7).   

27) work together with teachers to develop programs (statement #10). 

28) acknowledge the expertise of teachers (statement #12). 

29) trust teachers enough to make decisions (statement #13). 

30) provide insight to teachers (statement #13). 

31) ensure roles within the special education department are clearly defined (statement #14).   

32) allow some flexibility with responsibilities (statement #14).   

33) support teacher(s) in developing a leadership role (statement #15). 

34) routinely communicate informally to teachers (statement #16). 

35) promote a professional collegial atmosphere  (statement #18).   

36) support open communication (statement #18).   

37) collaborate with teachers on professional development (statement #19).   

38) collaborate with teachers on assessing instructional needs (statement #19).   

39) collect data on the ground to be shared collaboratively (statement #22). 

40) assist special education teachers on analyzing appropriate interventions (statement #23). 

41) consult with teachers (statement #25). 

42) ensure that all staff understands the importance of confidentiality (statement #26). 

43) consult with other district and/or school leaders on the teaching they observe (statement #27).   

44) understand that the relationship with teachers hinges on the belief that leadership should be distributed 

(statement #29).   

45) appreciate the work performed and the responsibilities involved with each staff member (statement 

#30).   

46) understand that the relationship with teachers is one of interdependency (statement #37).   

47) collaborate with teachers to develop home-school relations (statement #39). 

48) understand that there are many facets involved with special education services that cannot be easily 

accomplished without the mutual support, advice, and understanding of other staff members (statement 

#41).   

49) engage in specific discussions relative to closing the achievement gaps (statement #45). 
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