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ABSTRACT 
 
 Current school reforms under No Child Left Behind (NCLB, 2001) call for 

effective leadership from federal and state levels and across the school district from the 

superintendent to the school level to improve student learning.  Part of the complexity of 

NCLB is greater superintendent accountability for increased student learning, which 

necessitates new conceptions of superintendent leadership behaviors.   

 An unexplored area of educational research involves elementary principals’ and 

superintendents’ perceptions of superintendents’ leadership behaviors and perceptions of 

superintendents’ leadership behaviors for Dynamic Indicators of Basic Early Literacy 

Skills (DIBELS) implementation.   Additionally, an unexplored area of educational 

research is the comparison of elementary principals’ perceptions of superintendent 

leadership behaviors with superintendents’ self-reported leadership behaviors.  The 

purpose of this study was to examine principals’ and superintendents’ perceptions of 

superintendents’ leadership behaviors for DIBELS implementation. 

 This mixed methods comparative case study used Q-methodology, and principals’ 

and superintendents’ interviews.  Field observations and document analysis enriched the 

descriptions and understandings of superintendent leadership in this study.   

Findings indicated superintendents set defensible directions and influenced 

principals to implement DIBELS.  Superintendents provided a leadership support 

network for principals comprised of mid-level district administrators.  The relationships 

in this network, coupled with supports and resources in the network, gave principals 

access to social capital for DIBELS implementation. 
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CHAPTER 1 

 
INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY 

 

 Educators need to work together to respond to current education reform 

movements and policies.  The most challenging multifaceted reform, the No Child Left 

Behind Act (NCLB, 2001), requires effective leadership in schools for the 

implementation of broad yet specific policies that improve student learning.  Educators 

working together in effective leadership relationships have the potential to successfully 

implement, meet or exceed goals of school reform policies.  The lack of effective 

leadership relationships can hinder implementing reform that improves student 

achievement (Fuller, Campbell, Celio, Harvey, Immerwahr, & Winger, 2003).  

Leadership relationships include those from the superintendent to central office 

administrators to school principals.  The expansion and practices of these relationships 

are important to study in light of the federal and state governments’ increasingly assertive 

roles in legislating change in managing, teaching, and learning for K-12 public schools 

(Knapp, Copland, Plecki, & Portin, 2006; McDonnell, 2005).   

 Therefore, this comparative case study explored how superintendents successfully 

led the implementation of a facet of a school reform policy that impacted student 

learning, specifically, how the national policy of Reading First (NCLB, 2001) was put 

into action in the State of Arizona (Arizona Reads, 2001) by using the Dynamic 

Indicators of Basic Early Literacy Skills (DIBELS, Good & Kaminski, 2002) in 

kindergarten to third grade.  To understand how superintendents’ leadership roles work in 
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implementing this reform, this study investigated elementary school principals’ and 

superintendents’ perceptions of the superintendents’ leadership behaviors in two 

Southern Arizona K-12 school districts.  

 The demand for district leaders to establish and maintain sound relationships is 

important due to growing accountability measures and negative repercussions for failing 

students and being branded failing schools.  Superintendents reported that they did not 

always have the necessary authority to meet accountability mandates.  They must build 

relationships and coalitions with internal and external stakeholders to advance reform 

agendas (Fuller et al., 2003).  Despite not having the necessary authority, 

superintendents’ jobs are at stake for failure to ensure improved student achievement.  

The fallout for lack of student achievement progress not only impacts the schools but 

entire communities.  For example, a school’s staff can be replaced for failure of the 

school to make Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP) for four consecutive years (Petersen & 

Young, 2004).  The complexities of implementing federal school reform policies are 

equaled by the challenges of meeting the needs of growing student diversity.  

Superintendents are under pressure to mitigate the effects of the complexities in 

implementing policies and meeting diverse students’ needs for principals and teachers to 

increase and maintain student achievement. 

 

Statement of the Problem 

 The No Child Left Behind Act (2001) focused this pressure for increased student 

achievement on states and many educators, but particularly on superintendents (Petersen 
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& Young, 2004).  This pressure included consequences such as state intervention for 

schools that did not increase student achievement and threats to educators’ job security.  

For this and other reasons, NCLB (2001) moved the superintendent to the forefront of 

providing leadership for improved student achievement (Petersen & Young, 2004).  This 

top-level leadership for student achievement necessitated an interdependence between the 

superintendent and school principals.  The literature (e.g., Leithwood & Jantzi, 1995, 

1996) supported the essential role of principals in school reform policy implementation 

that impacts student learning as well as the necessity of effective school-district 

leadership relationships (Leithwood, Seashore Louis, Anderson, & Wahlstrom, 2004). 

 The intended outcomes of NCLB (2001) were to impact the classrooms where 

teaching and learning occurred.  It was aimed at principals and teachers who must have 

the knowledge and skills to meet policy goals.  Principals and teachers were required to 

implement the law and make necessary changes to ensure, increase, and sustain student 

achievement.  However, possessing the knowledge and skills at the school level to 

implement such reform policies has been problematic (McDonnell, 2005).   

 What knowledge and skills do principals at the school level need to implement 

NCLB (2001)?  What is the nature of the interdependence between the superintendent 

and the principal?  One example was found in Reading First implementation.  As part of 

NCLB, Reading First provided high expectations for effective K-3 reading programs 

including researched-based instruction, curriculum, assessment, and professional 

development for teachers.  In a government study entitled Reading First Implementation 

Evaluation: Interim Report (U.S. Department of Education, 2006), researchers looked at 
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how Reading First was being implemented.  Involving, among other personnel, 

approximately 1,650 principals, this study confirmed the skill-based interdependent 

nature of the principal-superintendent leadership relationship.  For example, 60% of the 

principals surveyed indicated that the school and district shared responsibility for the K-3 

reading program implementation.  The survey also highlighted skills that principals 

needed to lead the implementation of Reading First.  A survey of these principals found 

90% of them indicated they were responsible for interpreting assessment results.  The 

survey also found that 80% of principals identified the district as responsible for selecting 

reading assessments.  Moreover, the report found that a majority of states’ professional 

development plans were comprised of training for district and school representatives who 

in turn trained other teachers in schools.  This report concluded that Reading First was 

being implemented as it was legislated.   

 This Reading First (NCLB, 2001) implementation report showed that funds and 

support flowed through the district, which in turn collaborated with school leadership for 

implementation at the school level.  The report assumed effective leadership relationships 

between the district superintendent and the school principals involving the coordination 

of activities such as assessment, budgeting, and professional development for 

implementation of this federal reading policy.   

 Another government report, Reading First Impact Study: Interim Report (U.S. 

Department of Education, 2008), examined the impact of Reading First (NCLB, 2001) 

implementation.  This study, involving a sample of 125 schools, showed mixed results.  It 

indicated increased time spent on reading instruction though Reading First 
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implementation had not had a statistically significant impact on reading comprehension 

test scores. 

 As evidenced by the aforementioned Reading First studies (U.S. Department of 

Education, 2006; U.S. Department of Education, 2008), the relationship between the 

school and the district was a particularly important one.  Superintendent and school 

district leadership must provide support for school principals who are leading teachers in 

reform policy implementation.  The literature is unclear about how the superintendent 

and district leaders could provide that support to schools and how that support impacted 

principal leadership.  What was clear, as Leithwood, Seashore Louis, et al. (2004) stated, 

“The chance of any reform improving student learning is remote unless district and 

school leaders agree with its purposes and appreciate what is required to make it work” 

(p. 4). 

 In a study of districts’ attempts to implement state-mandated reform policy, prior 

to but pertinent for the implications of NCLB (2001), Firestone (1989) concluded,  

 In some ways, the relationship of the district to the school is very like that 
between the state and the district.  The problems of exerting influence across a 
distance with limited lines of communication and divergent interests and world 
views in spite of real interdependence are quite parallel. (p. 160)   

 
 There is a paucity of research on superintendent-principal leadership linkages for 

reform policy implementation.  However, it is expected that the superintendent must 

provide the leadership necessary for the district to support principal leadership for 

successful reform policy implementation that increases student achievement.  What does 

that necessary leadership look like, and how does the superintendent exert “influence 

across a distance with limited lines of communication and divergent interests and world 
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views” (Firestone, 1989, p. 160) to tighten the linkages between the district and schools?  

Knowledge of the specific leadership practices of the superintendent and the influence of 

those practices for school reform policy implementation is lacking (Leithwood, Seashore 

Louis, et al., 2004). 

 Federal, state, district, and school contexts have played an important role in being 

able to further understand the superintendent-principal leadership relationship for reform 

policy implementation.  Leadership is coupled to the specific state, district, and school 

contexts that inform the leadership relationships for the school level (Knapp et al., 2006).  

Superintendents perceive reform policy differently depending on factors such as district 

location and demographics (Leithwood, Seashore Louis, et al., 2004).  The 

superintendent has a broad, complex role in leading a school district.  The superintendent 

answers to a variety of stakeholders, most notably to the governing board comprised of 

elected community members (Fuller et al., 2003).  All superintendents have challenges, 

but the district context mediates those challenges.  In this range of contexts and 

challenges, rural districts tend to be smaller and offer fewer supports.  The rural 

superintendent tends to have more roles.  The urban and suburban districts tend to be 

larger, and with more students come the challenges of increased poverty and diversity.  

The urban superintendent tends to have fewer prescribed roles and more organizational 

supports (Cohn, 2005; Kowalski, 2006). 

 The overarching contemporary role for the school district superintendent centers 

on communication.  Effective communication is necessary for leading in specific cultural, 

political, and organizational contexts (Kowalski, 2005).  Likewise, how superintendents 
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perceive policy and the context of their district impacts policy implementation 

(Leithwood, Seashore Louis, et al., 2004).  Superintendents may have a compliance 

perspective towards policy implementation and may not fully embrace policy agendas.  

Conversely, superintendents may see policy as a lever to help them push for needed 

change (Fuller et al., 2003)    Superintendent leadership skills include the ability to see 

from different vantage points or frames.  These frames include the structural, human 

resource, political, and symbolic (Bolman & Deal, 2003).  Bolman and Deal emphasized 

that “The power to reframe is vital for modern leaders.  The ability to see new 

possibilities and to create new opportunities enables leaders to discover alternatives when 

options seem severely constrained” (p. 433).   The superintendent needs to take a systems 

perspective which focuses on relationships that support principals for school reform 

policy implementation.  A systems perspective includes the goals, perceptions, 

motivations, and strategies that are structured or influenced by the superintendent 

(Leithwood, Seashore Louis, et al., 2004). 

 Leadership matters second only to teaching in impacting student learning 

(Leithwood, Seashore Louis, et al., 2004).  There is a need to further define and 

understand successful superintendent leadership practices given the importance of 

leadership for student learning and the organizational complexities of school districts.  

Successful leadership practices include setting directions, developing people, and 

redesigning the organization. (Leithwood, Seashore Louis, et al., 2004).  Schools are 

considered loosely coupled because of the disconnect between organizational structure 

and administration and the teaching and learning in the classroom.  There is structural 
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looseness in and among schools (Hoy & Miskel, 2005; Weick, 1976).  Reform policy 

impact on loosely coupled systems is difficult because loosely coupled systems, like 

tightly coupled systems, resist change (Marion, 2005).  A moderately coupled system is 

needed.  The tightening of the coupling patterns is key to successful school reform policy 

implementation.  Tighter connections between district subsystems, such as the 

superintendent, principal, and classroom, suggest the need for more supportive 

relationships or stronger networks, social trust, and norms.  The development of 

moderately coupled systems could be fostered through an increase in social capital, 

which could facilitate policy implementation. 

 The superintendent has been known as a leadership generalist mindful of the big 

picture.  This includes delegating specifics to subordinates (Sharp & Walter, 2004).  A 

recent study of 2,110 superintendents highlighted incentives and disincentives for 

becoming a superintendent.  The three themes for incentives included leading 

learning/school improvement, leading change, and making a difference in the 

community.  The top disincentives included stress and pressure, along with diminished 

local control and support, some of which came from NCLB (American Association of 

School Administrators, 2008).  A majority of the United States student population lives in 

urban and suburban communities.  About half of students in the United States are 

educated in medium-sized districts (Glass & Franceschini, 2007).  Moreover, 50% of 

respondents for the influential American Association of School Administrators’ 

superintendent survey came from urban and suburban districts (Glass & Franceschini, 

2007). 
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 Leadership makes a bigger difference in schools when it is most needed to meet 

the diverse needs of students (Leithwood, Seashore Louis, et al., 2004).   Arizona is a 

place where leadership is much needed.  Arizona ranks 36th out of 50 states in the 

national KIDS COUNT (Casey Foundation, n.d.) statistics.  KIDS COUNT is a public 

relations and policy influencing campaign from the Casey Foundation on the well-being 

of children.  KIDS COUNT is an aggregate measure of states’ population poverty, health, 

and family employment related to children.  Arizona is a place with growing ethnic 

diversity, particularly from Hispanic second language learners.  Arizona is also higher 

than the national average for student/teacher ratio and higher than the national average 

for the percentage of students enrolled in the federal free and reduced lunch program 

(National Center for Educational Statistics [NCES], 2007).  Southern Arizona has a 

higher percentage of individuals below the poverty level than the rest of Arizona and the 

nation (U.S. Census Bureau, 2006).  For these reasons, it was important for this 

comparative case study to explore superintendent-principal leadership relationships in 

Southern Arizona’s suburban, K-12 school districts that serve diverse student 

populations.  Poling (2008) conducted a pilot study on this problem to test the research 

questions and research design.  This pilot study confirmed the problem and the merit of 

conducting a larger research study.  The pilot study research design and results are 

explained in Chapter 3. 
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Purpose of the Study 

 NCLB (2001) brought demands for increased student achievement and raised 

accountability for superintendents to ensure the learning of all students (Petersen & 

Young, 2004).  This caused superintendents to reconceptualize their leadership role in 

relation to supporting student achievement.  Literature (e.g., Bjork, 1993; Petersen, 1999, 

2002) showed the importance of superintendent leadership to guide a district effectively.  

However, there is a dearth of literature on superintendent leadership for successful school 

reform policy implementation.  One reason may be the emphasis on principal leadership 

over the years that focused on teachers’ perceptions of principal leadership behaviors 

(Castellon, 2007; Leithwood & Jantzi, 1995, 1996).  Other reasons may be the notion that 

superintendent leadership has an indirect impact on student learning (Leithwood, 1995) 

and research that doubts the plausibility of the district-school relationship impacting 

student achievement (Zigarelli, 2001).  Moreover, contemporary principals are often 

reacting to disjointed programs and policies intended to improve student achievement.  

These reactions manifest themselves through the implementation of packaged programs 

and forced innovations that do not necessarily fit the school context (Fullan, 1998).   

 In response to Reading First in NCLB (2001), Arizona educators implemented the 

state reading policy, Arizona Reads (2001).  Arizona Reads mandated, in part, that school 

districts choose a reading readiness assessment to meet the Reading First goal that all 

students be successful readers by the end of third grade.  One assessment choice for 

school districts was the Dynamic Indicators of Basic Early Literacy Skills (Good & 

Kaminski, 2002).  DIBELS assessed student preparedness for reading and gave educators 
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data on how to provide interventions for struggling students.  A recent study highlighted 

the effectiveness of elementary principals’ transformational leadership behaviors for 

DIBELS implementation (Castellon, 2007).  Castellon investigated the relationship 

between elementary teachers’ perceptions of principals’ leadership behaviors and the 

elementary teachers’ implementation of DIBELS.  This mixed methods study utilized 

teacher surveys of principal leadership behaviors and teacher focus groups on principal 

leadership behaviors and teachers’ DIBELS implementation.  Castellon’s key findings 

concluded that ongoing professional development was critical for teachers implementing 

DIBELS, and teachers who perceived their principals as strong transformational leaders 

had shared purpose, goals, and collaborative efforts to raise student achievement.  

Elementary principals in Castellon’s study, like this study, were responsible for K-3 

student learning in a variety (e.g., K-3 school or K-6 school) of elementary school 

configurations. 

The purpose of this study was to investigate the relationship between elementary 

principals’ and K-12 superintendents’ perceptions of the superintendents’ leadership 

behaviors and superintendents’ leadership behaviors for DIBELS (Good & Kaminski, 

2002) implementation such as the superintendent’s influence on successful principal 

leadership practices highlighted in Castellon (2007).  Superintendent leadership could be 

defined and evaluated in terms of the success of the school for which the superintendent 

is responsible (Kaiser, Hogan, & Craig, 2008).  Superintendent leadership behaviors 

could be defined in terms of the perceptions of school principals.  Kaiser et al. (2008) 

stated that ratings of perceptions from subordinates were a strong measure of leadership 
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because they represented an evaluation of leadership behavior.  With that in mind, this 

study looked at the perceptions of superintendents’ leadership behaviors from the 

perspectives of superintendents and the elementary principals who had successfully 

implemented DIBELS in their schools.  Successful DIBELS implementation meant 

administering DIBELS benchmark assessments as prescribed (three times per year), 

monitoring students’ progress, and providing interventions as needed.  Policy 

implementation has been seen as a social process (Coburn, 2005).  This social process 

impacts how principals and teachers make sense of and then adapt the policy for their 

specific context.  Sense making is contingent upon district systems and relationships, 

including the superintendent-principal relationship.  The superintendent and principal are 

seen as “policy mediators” because of their broad organizational perspective (Leithwood, 

Seashore Louis, et al., 2004).  

 This research was significant because it advanced practice and generated new 

theories on how the superintendent could provide leadership for school reform policy 

implementation.  This research not only explored these specific leadership practices but it 

proposed a system for harnessing the benefits of those practices (Leithwood, Seashore 

Louis, et al., 2004).  This harnessing could take place through distributed leadership 

structures that shared instructional leadership (Knapp et al., 2006).  It also generated new 

theories on how principals and superintendents perceived the superintendents’ leadership.  

This research was significant because it explored how superintendent leadership impacted 

principal leadership for successful reform policy implementation that impacted classroom 

teaching and learning.  There is growing evidence that the school district can positively 
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impact student learning across schools (Leithwood, Seashore Louis, et al., 2004).  Yet 

those researchers stated, “The empirical links between district policies and the actions of 

district leaders to teachers’ activities in the classroom and from there to gains in student 

learning at the classroom and school levels . . . remain vague” (p. 45). 

 

Research Questions 

 The study examined the following research questions: 

1.  How do elementary principals perceive superintendents’ leadership behaviors? 

2.  How do superintendents describe their leadership behaviors? 

3.  Do differences exist between elementary principals’ perceptions of 

superintendents’ leadership behaviors and superintendents’ self-report of 

leadership behaviors? 

4.  How do elementary principals perceive superintendents’ leadership behaviors 

for DIBELS (Good & Kaminski, 2002) implementation? 

5.  How do superintendents describe their leadership behaviors for DIBELS 

implementation? 

6.  Do differences exist between elementary principals’ perceptions of 

superintendents’ leadership behaviors for DIBELS implementation and 

superintendents’ self-report of leadership behaviors for DIBELS 

implementation? 
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Assumptions of the Study 

 The following assumptions were made in this study: 

1. Principals accurately communicated their perceptions of superintendent 

leadership behaviors.  

2. Superintendents accurately communicated self-perceptions of their leadership 

behaviors. 

3. Principals were honest and reflective in the individual interviews. 

4. Superintendents were honest and reflective in the individual interviews. 

5. Superintendents were knowledgeable about DIBELS (Good & Kaminski, 

2002). 

6. Principals were aware of superintendents’ knowledge of DIBELS. 

 

Limitations of the Study 

 The limitations of this study included: 

1. Elementary principals may have been reluctant to answer some questions 

owing to their relationship with the superintendent.   

2. The dearth of research on superintendents’ leadership behaviors for DIBELS 

(Good & Kaminski, 2002) implementation. 

3. The dearth of research on superintendents’ and elementary principals’ 

perceptions of superintendents’ leadership behaviors. 

4. The sample size used for this study. 
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Delimitations of the Study 

 The delimitations of this study included: 

1. The participants were delimited to elementary principals and the 

superintendents in two Southern Arizona K-12 school districts. 

2. The researcher was an elementary principal and must guard against bias and 

interpretation of elementary principals’ perceptions. 

 

Definition of Key Terms 

Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP).  An indicator from NCLB (2001) on schools’ 

progress toward students’ annual performance goals.    

Elementary Principal.  A school administrator who is responsible for a school that 

has some combination of kindergarten to third grade students (e.g., K-2, 3-5, K-6, or K-8 

school). 

DIBELS.  The Dynamic Indicators of Basic Early Literacy Skills (Good & 

Kaminski, 2002) is a kindergarten to third grade reading readiness assessment designed 

to give educators specific feedback on a student’s progress towards being a successful 

reader. 

Leadership.  Leadership is “helping the organization set a defensible set of 

directions and influencing members to move in those directions” (Leithwood, Seashore 

Louis, et al., 2004, p. 6).   
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Leadership Behaviors.  A set of practices that includes setting directions, 

developing people, and redesigning the organization (Leithwood, Seashore Louis, et al., 

2004). 

Perceptions.  The subjective understanding of leadership behaviors through direct 

and indirect experiences with a leader. 

Reading First.  Federal education legislation enacted as a component of NCLB 

(2001) that provided high expectations for effective K-3 reading programs including 

researched-based instruction, curriculum, assessment, and professional development for 

teachers. 

Reading First School.  A Title I school awarded a grant to implement Reading 

First (NCLB, 2001). 

Social Capital.  Resources and supports embedded in a network of relationships 

(Policy Research Initiative, 2003). 

Successful Implementation of DIBELS.  Administering DIBELS (Good & 

Kaminski, 2002) benchmark assessments as prescribed (three times per year) for K-3 

students, monitoring students’ progress, and providing interventions as needed. 

Superintendent.  A district administrator who is responsible for a kindergarten 

through 12th grade school district. 

Title I (NCLB, 2001) school.  A school receiving Federal funds to supplement the 

education of students in poverty based on comparative Free and Reduced Lunch 

percentages in a school district. 
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Unified School District.  A school district that has a combination of schools to 

educate students in kindergarten through 12th grade. 

 

Organization of the Study 

 Chapter 1 included the introduction; statement of the problem; purpose of the 

study; research questions; assumptions, limitations, and delimitations of the study; and 

definition of key terms.  Chapter 2 includes a review of related literature on educational 

leadership, superintendents, and social capital.  Chapter 3 describes the research design 

and methodology, including the population and sample, data collection, and data analysis 

procedures.  Chapter 4 consists of the presentation and analysis of the data.  Chapter 5 

includes the summary of findings, the discussion of findings, implications, and 

recommendations. 
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CHAPTER 2 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

 Leadership practices for the superintendent-principal leadership relationship need 

to be defined and understood in order to explore leadership remedies for the complexities 

of current school reform policy implementation.  Leadership practices include ways to 

strengthen the social systems in which leadership resides.  This chapter explores the 

superintendent leadership practices that support principals’ leadership practices for 

DIBELS (Good & Kaminski, 2002) implementation (Castellon, 2007).  A model from 

Leithwood, Seashore Louis, et al. (2004) linked different levels of leadership to student 

learning.  This model showed that district leadership impacted school leadership.  This 

indicated interconnectedness between superintendent and principal leadership.  

Leithwood, Seashore Louis, et al. suggest a systems perspective for superintendent-

principal leadership.  It is important to focus on the superintendent-principal leadership 

relationship due to the importance of the relationship and the paucity of research in this 

area.  How do selective organizational theories and literature inform the superintendent-

principal leadership relationship?  How is leadership defined and by what practices?  

How does research on successful leadership practices give guidance for the 

superintendent-principal leadership relationship? 

 

Contextual Leadership 

 Contextual leadership can be understood through Bolman and Deal’s (2003) 

frames of leadership.  The frames of leadership give leaders a perspective from four 
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different, yet complementary, frames.  The four frames of leadership are structural, 

human resource, political, and symbolic.  Superintendents leading from a simultaneous 

multi-frame perspective have a greater understanding of the challenges, contexts, and 

situations of school district leadership.  The multi-frame superintendent understands the 

intricate facets of leadership from which a more effective organization emerges. 

 

Structural Frame 

 The structural frame encompasses the goals, structures, and people in an 

organization.  The structural frame looks at what goals the organization is trying to 

accomplish, what structures are in place to accomplish those goals, and how people are 

trained and organized to accomplish those goals.  The structural frame gives a rational 

view to the roles and relationships within an organization.  People are viewed in terms of 

what jobs they can do to meet the needs of the organization.  Main issues in the structural 

frame are differentiation, which is how work is allocated, and integration, which is the 

coordination of those roles (Bolman & Deal, 2003). 

 Theorists Frederick Taylor, father of scientific management, and Max Weber, 

father of the bureaucratic model, emerged as foundational thinkers of the structural 

frame.  The essence of scientific management came through Taylor’s time and motion 

studies, which focused on task analysis and specialization of labor.  Weber’s bureaucratic 

model emphasized authority, hierarchy, specialization, and organizational structures.  

Together, these two theorists provided a strong foundation from which the structural 

frame is still influenced (Bolman & Deal, 2003). 
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 Contemporary theorists of the structural frame include Henry Mintzberg and Sally 

Hegelsen.   Mintzberg’s model of organizational structure was a flexible version of a 

traditional organizational chart.  Through his model came new configurations for the 

structures of an organization.  In reaction to the hierarchical, often male-dominated, 

organizational structures, Hegelsen (as cited in Bolman & Deal, 2003) wrote about a 

“web of inclusion” (p. 81) which showed organizational structures in lateral relationships 

and interconnectedness.  Moreover, because leadership takes place in social systems, 

leadership is found everywhere (Lipham, 1973), not just at the top of an organization, 

such as with the superintendent. 

 

Human Resource Frame 

 The human resource frame shifted the focus from the structural frame’s emphasis 

on the organization to the importance of the people in the organization.  Rather than 

deferring to the needs of the organization, the human resources frame valued the 

relationship between the organization and the individual.  The organization and 

individuals working in the organization should be interconnected through a mutually 

beneficial relationship.  The absence of that mutually beneficial relationship either caused 

harm to the organization or caused harm to the individual (Bolman & Deal, 2003).   

 Douglas McGregor built upon the work of Mary Parker Follett and Elton Mayo in 

looking at the psychological aspects of the structural frame bringing balance to the 

bureaucratic model through valuing human needs.  They believed that there would be 

more productivity through the alignment of differentiation, integration, and the individual 
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needs of the person performing that role.  For instance, McGregor offered Theory Y, 

focusing on this alignment of organizational and worker needs (i.e., Maslow’s hierarchy 

of needs) to get mutual benefit and mutual goal attainment (Bolman & Deal, 2003).   

 Yukl (1971) researched how leader behaviors impacted subordinate satisfaction 

with the leader and interacted with subordinate and situational variables to determine 

group performance.  Yukl expounded on the discrepancy model, which looked at the 

difference between what people preferred and what they actually experienced in their 

work environment.  Yukl wrote about a multiple linkage model, which explored many 

variables that helped to determine group performance including leader consideration, 

initiating structure, situational variables, subordinate motivation, and task-role 

organization.   

 For the superintendent, there is a connection between the understanding of 

subordinate preferences for being involved in decision making and subordinate 

satisfaction in the superintendent and/or the decision.   The superintendent gains insight 

into subordinate preference through communication and relationships with district staff.   

 A complementary view is that the effective superintendent “engages in moral 

uplifting of followers” (Bass, 1997, p. 131).  Bennis (1999) wrote that leaders must have 

strong character as well as consideration for others.  Bennis characterized this approach 

by looking at the expectations of the followers.  Those expectations included purpose, 

trust, hope, and results.  By providing a vision of what could be, a superintendent can 

give the school community something larger than themselves to pursue, which is learning 

for all students. 
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Political Frame 

 The political frame views politics as an everyday, normal part of organizational 

life.   The political frame does not look at individuals per se, but at vested groups, 

relationships, and power over scarce resources.  Conflict is also seen as a regular part of 

organizational life.  Power, defined as the influence to get things done, is a key issue of 

conflict because people in conflict seek different ways to get power.  The political frame 

holds that negotiation and bargaining are features from which goals and decisions 

emerge.  The political frame defines the organization as a “coalition of diverse 

individuals and interest groups” (Bolman & Deal, 2003, p. 186). 

 Hoy and Miskel (2005) discussed administrative authority, which is one kind of 

organizational power.  The challenge for the superintendent is to have more influence 

beyond the formal authority given through the positional title.  Combining positional 

authority with informal leadership authority gives the superintendent enhanced position 

to motivate people to fulfill the district’s mission.  Fullan, Bertani, and Quinn (2004) 

wrote that in order for a superintendent’s vision to be implemented, a superintendent 

must develop an engaging style of shared leadership.   

 The political superintendent relies on diffuse networks of relationships to ensure 

action and follow-through on initiatives rather than relying on the hierarchical position of 

formal authority (Reeves, 2006).  The superintendent who is skillful in being the wizard 

or the warrior, depending on the situation, is most effective in the political arena (Bolman 

& Deal, 2006).  The ability to switch from being a tough combatant to a relational sage is 

the key for the superintendent to navigate politics effectively in the school district. 
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Symbolic Frame 

 The symbolic frame views life in an organization “as more serendipitous than 

linear” (Bolman & Deal, 2003, p. 243).  In contrast to the view from the structural 

frame’s organizational chart, the symbolic frame sees the organization for all of its 

messy, complicated, and non-linear ways.  Culture is the key in the symbolic frame.  

Because culture is the key, leadership must understand the context from which to operate 

in that culture (Bolman & Deal, 1994).  Culture binds diverse people together around a 

shared mission.  Meaning is important, whether it is in an activity or in a symbol; 

therefore, how a product is produced is more important than the end result.  

Organizational structure as theater looks at things in terms of stage design such as 

spacing, lighting, costumes, and props.  The structure of public schools is highly 

symbolic and acts as organizational theater (Bolman & Deal, 2003).    

 The symbolic frame is important for the superintendent because of the meaning 

that is generated from everyday actions.  Schein (1996) explained that executives pay 

attention to shared beliefs, especially shaping and nurturing them, because that is how to 

mobilize large organizations to effectiveness.  Schmuck (1992) emphasized the 

importance of training superintendents to become, in the words of Schein, “managers of 

culture,” not merely managers of the district.  Creating and sustaining a culture of 

learning would be one sign of an effective superintendent. 
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Loosely Coupled Systems 

 Loose coupling systems theory is complementary to the frames of leadership.  

Educational organizations are considered loosely coupled due to their tendency of 

uncoordinated structures, processes, activities, and goals (Weick, 1976).  The district and 

school comprise one system but also contain other subsystems that operate, 

paradoxically, in concert and individually.  The parts of a school district, such as the 

district office or a classroom, are structurally attached but tend to operate independently 

and sometimes in isolation.  District administrators have traditionally viewed the district 

as comprising of hierarchical, bureaucratic structures.  However, if district structures are 

seen as loosely coupled by district and school leaders, then a complex systems approach 

can aid in providing effective leadership strategies (Goldspink, 2007).  A complex 

systems perspective involves all of the parts of an organization working together in 

“highly connected webs” (Goldspink, 2007, p. 42).  These highly connected webs point 

to the need for stronger relationships in a loosely coupled organization.  Sergiovanni 

(2007) agreed that schools were loosely coupled but added that schools were culturally 

tight.  This meant that beliefs, values, norms, and relationships carried a bigger impact in 

schools than management and structures.  The concept of districts and schools as loosely 

coupled, culturally tight organizations has implications for educational reform and 

superintendent-principal leadership behaviors (Goldspink, 2007; Sergiovanni, 2007). 
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What is Leadership? 

 Leadership is “helping the organization set a defensible set of directions and 

influencing members to move in those directions” (Leithwood, Seashore Louis, et al., 

2004, p. 6).  At its most basic, an effective leader influences people in a needed direction.  

As Yukl (2006) stated, “To be effective as a leader, it is necessary to influence people to 

carry out requests, support proposals, and implement decisions” (p. 145).  Successful 

leadership practices include setting directions, developing people, and redesigning the 

organization (Leithwood, Seashore Louis, et al., 2004).   

 A leader’s greatest impact is through leadership practices involving setting 

directions. Such practices include developing shared purpose, goals, and high 

expectations for meeting those goals (Leithwood, Seashore Louis, et al., 2004).   

 A leader also has a large impact through developing people.  Developing people 

includes building the capacity of those people to accomplish a shared purpose and goals.  

Specific leadership practices for developing people include providing intellectual 

stimulation, providing individualized support, and being a model (Leithwood, Seashore 

Louis, et al., 2004). 

 The context in which people work influences their actions.  A leader impacts the 

context through redesigning the organization.  Specific leadership practices for 

redesigning the organization include fortifying district and school cultures, changing 

district and school structures, and utilizing collaborative processes (Leithwood, Seashore 

Louis, et al., 2004). 
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 Setting directions, developing people, and redesigning the organization have been 

referred to as transformational leadership practices (Leithwood, Jantzi, Earl, Watson, 

Levin, & Fullan, 2004).  Much research has been done on the effectiveness of these 

leadership practices, including a related study on the use of such leadership practices at 

government, district, and school levels for reform policy implementation (Leithwood, 

Jantzi, et al., 2004).  This research suggested successful superintendent leadership 

practices for DIBELS (Good & Kaminski, 2002) implementation in school districts in 

Arizona. 

 

Research on Leadership 

 A wealth of research exists on the relationship between leadership behaviors and 

organizational outcomes.  An important and often utilized area of this research is on 

transformational leadership behaviors.  Burns (1978), considered the founder of modern 

leadership theory, conceptualized the popular leadership concepts of transformational and 

transactional leadership behaviors.  Burns theorized that transformational leadership 

behaviors included leading people to the higher purpose of the organization, and 

transactional leadership behaviors were characterized by bargains and quid pro quo.  In 

one example, Howell and Avolio (1993) found through their study of corporate managers 

that less reliance on transactional leadership behaviors and more reliance on 

transformational leadership behaviors contributed to overall organizational productivity.  

Transactional behaviors included contingent reward leadership and management by 

exception.  Transformational behaviors included individual support, intellectual 
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stimulation, and charisma.  Managers who displayed more transformational leadership 

behaviors were seen as more effective and had more productive units in their 

organization.  Similar studies have been done in educational research.   

 In summarizing research on leadership and school reform, Leithwood (1992) 

found that transformational leadership was a more effective way to lead a school.  

Leithwood stated that transformational leaders pursued three ends: organizational culture, 

teacher professional development, and problem solving through team work.  Additional 

studies focused on education policy offered insights into leadership behaviors during the 

implementation of school reform initiatives (Leithwood & Jantzi, 1995, 1999; 

Leithwood, Jantzi, & Dart, 1991; Leithwood, Jantzi, et al., 2004; Sullivan & Shulman, 

2005). 

 In a study of leadership during change, Leithwood et al. (1991) looked at policy 

implementation in Year 1 of a school reform initiative.  The analysis of the research 

results from 12 schools included surveys and interviews from teachers, principals, and 

district staff.  The findings were centered on a model of commitment strategies necessary 

for successful school reform.  Commitment-building strategies from those outside the 

school system, at the government level, included providing resources and professional 

development.  Commitment-reinforcing strategies at the district level included providing 

professional development, funding, and symbolic support.  Finally, at the school level, 

the primary focus was that commitment strategies drove change with supportive, 

effective leadership.  The congruity between teachers’ and school goals and policy goals 
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was the greatest factor in policy implementation.  A culture of collaboration was also 

particularly powerful in successful policy implementation.   

 Leithwood et al. (1991) found that effective leadership necessary to foster change 

through commitment strategies included shared leadership, instructional leadership, and 

transformational leadership.  Shared leadership included staff in the school, not just the 

administrator, having leadership roles.  Instructional leadership included the 

administrator having the knowledge of curriculum and instruction necessary to provide 

technical leadership for teachers implementing the change.  Transformational leadership 

included six characteristics: providing vision, being a model, fostering group goals, 

holding high expectations, providing individualized support, and providing intellectual 

stimulation. 

 In Years 2 and 3 of the school reform follow-up study, Leithwood and Jantzi 

(1995) surveyed teachers (n = 770 for Year 2; n = 757 for Year 3) implementing the 

school reform policies.  The study explored teachers’ perceptions of their principals’ 

transformational leadership behaviors.  Results indicated that the principals who were 

seen as actively contributing to their schools’ mission, vision, goals, culture, curriculum 

and instruction, and organizational structure were perceived to be acting in 

transformational ways.  Teachers viewed this work as having a positive influence on the 

teachers and the school. 

   In another study, Leithwood and Jantzi (1999) surveyed teachers and students 

who were in schools going through several different policy implementations aimed at 

classroom reform.  The researchers sought to better understand the relationships among 
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transformational leadership, school change, and student outcomes.  The study contained a 

large sample size of 1,762 teachers and 9,941 students, adding to the generalizability of 

the study.  Data analysis revealed that transformational leadership had very significant 

effects on organizational conditions and weaker, yet still significant, effects on student 

outcomes.  The researchers summarized, “With student engagement in school as the 

dependent variable, results of the study indicate that transformational leadership effects 

are significant although weak on the affective or psychological dimension (identification) 

and the behavioral dimension (participation) of student engagement” (p. 124). 

 Sullivan and Shulman (2005), influenced by a previous school district case study 

(Elmore & Burney, 1997), sought to understand school reform in a New York City school 

district.  They explored how a district superintendent and his staff led systemic change 

focused on the learning of all students.  This exploration led Sullivan and Shulman to the 

focal point of the superintendent as change agent and instructional leader.  The 

superintendent’s leadership was examined in light of theories on transformational 

leadership and charismatic leadership.  This case study design focused on the leadership 

actions and beliefs of the superintendent.   

 The characteristics of the superintendent were reported through the context of his 

personal vision of a district committed to student learning.  The study revealed a 

superintendent who was hands-on in school decisions and modeled instructional 

leadership.  The superintendent was an instructional leader through his beliefs and an 

instructional director through his actions.  Although the superintendent espoused 

processes of empowerment, his actions showed a controlling style of leadership.  The 
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researchers’ findings were that neither theory (transformational leadership and 

charismatic leadership) accurately captured the leadership of the superintendent.  They 

recommended further research in this type of change leadership (Sullivan & Shulman, 

2005).    

 Finally, a study involving a nation-wide educational reform effort in England 

focused on reading and math sought to bring greater understanding regarding the sources 

and the distribution of leadership necessary for effective reform policy implementation 

(Leithwood, Jantzi, et al., 2004).  The researchers’ methodology included interviews with 

policy makers and educators, surveys of teachers and school consultants, and frequent 

visits to 10 schools.  Interviews included personnel in 10 schools, and approximately 

4,508 surveys throughout the country were completed.  The results both corroborated and 

added to the current literature on leadership and school reform.   

 After reviewing leadership literature, Leithwood, Jantzi, et al. (2004) simplified 

their conception of transformational leadership.  Their previous studies involved 

principals’ transformational leadership impact on schools.  Leithwood and Jantzi (1996) 

generally conceptualized school-level transformational leadership as six behaviors: 

vision, appropriate model, group goals, support, intellectual stimulation, and high 

expectations.   However, this study looked at higher levels of district and government 

educational leadership.  Leithwood, Jantzi, et al., following Hallinger and Heck (as cited 

in Leithwood, Jantzi, et al., 2004), conceptualized successful leadership practices under 

the categories purposes, people, and structures and social systems.  Therefore, 

Leithwood, Jantzi, et al. simplified transformational leadership as involving leadership 
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behaviors for (1) setting directions, (2) developing people, and (3) redesigning the 

organization.  Setting directions included having a shared vision, organizational goals, 

and high expectations.  Developing people included offering intellectual stimulation, 

providing individualized support, and being an appropriate model.  Redesigning the 

organization included changing structures, attention to organizational culture, and 

supporting collaborative processes.  A key finding of this study was the importance of 

transformational leadership at the school and district levels.  The study found that 

transformational leadership at the district level was distributed or shared with the school 

level.  The study suggested successful leadership behaviors at higher organizational 

levels, like the superintendent level, for successful school reform policy implementation.  

Therefore, there is a need to further explore these possible successful superintendent 

leadership behaviors in light of school districts implementing DIBELS (Good & 

Kaminski, 2002) in Arizona. 

 

Superintendent Literature 

The superintendency is a distinctive job in American education.  The 

superintendent is a uniquely situated leadership position impacting the schooling of the 

local community (Cuban, 1976).  This small labor market is largely comprised of White 

males (Glass & Franceschini, 2007; Orr, 2006).  Contemporary superintendents enter the 

job later in their careers and stay for shorter periods of time.  In the next five years, 80% 

of all superintendents will leave the position (Glass & Franceschini, 2007).  This is likely 

influenced by the growing complexities of the job (Glass & Franceschini, 2007; Orr, 
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2006).  Having an effective school district may depend on the superintendent surviving as 

much as on the superintendent leading (Carter & Cunningham, 1997). 

 Superintendent leadership operates within the larger context of the cultural, 

political, legal, and organizational conditions.  This context is changing over time, which 

necessitates changes in conceptions of superintendent leadership.  The superintendent has 

traditionally been responsible for running the school district, while principals and 

teachers have traditionally been responsible for student achievement.  This historical role 

of manager included the superintendent dealing with budget issues, facilities, and 

personnel problems (Kowalski, 2006; Petersen & Young, 2004).  For the contemporary 

superintendent, the role has changed to include much time being spent outside of the 

school district on political relationships such as working with the school board or trying 

to secure scarce resources from government and businesses (Kowalski & Glass, 2002). 

 The United States public school superintendent is an important nexus between the 

school board, representing the local community, and the schools in which the 

community’s students are educated (Glass & Franceschini, 2007).  The superintendent is 

the lead administrator in a school district.  This lead role holds the responsibility for 

providing leadership and management to focus efforts for the education of all students.  

“The superintendency encompasses responsibilities in instructional leadership, fiscal 

management, community relations, board relations, personnel management, and 

operations management” (Glass & Franceschini, 2007, p. xiii).  Glass and Franceschini 

concluded that “Executive educators are key players in the success or failure of the 

nation’s reform agendas” (p. xiii). 
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 Gender is an oft-researched aspect of the superintendency.  In the American 

Association of School Administrators’ (AASA) Mid-Decade Study of 2006, nearly 22% 

of sampled superintendents were women (Glass & Franceschini, 2007).  This study 

included 1,338 superintendents in a national sample of 14,063 superintendents.  The 

researchers compared this study to the 2000 AASA study in which women comprised 

13% of the sample.  Those surveys showed an increase from the 1950 and 1992 studies, 

which found that women comprised about 6% of superintendents nationwide.    

 The 2006 AASA study found that twice as many women as men cited the 

existence of a glass ceiling as a barrier for women to enter the superintendency (Glass & 

Franceschini, 2007).  Other deterrents cited for women not becoming superintendents 

included non-appealing working conditions, family concerns, and gender discrimination 

by governing boards.  It is noteworthy that a survey of over 800 school board members 

from the National School Board Association (Hess as cited in Glass & Franceschini, 

2007) found that boards were comprised of 40% women.  In a review of various studies 

on gender and the superintendency, Bjork and Keedy (2001) concluded that men were 20 

times more likely than women to go from teacher to superintendent during their careers.  

They also concluded that women superintendents were more likely than men to have 

been elementary principals rather than secondary principals. 

 Brunner and Grogan (2007) authored the most definitive study to date on women 

superintendents and central office administrators.  This study included surveys from 723 

female superintendents and 472 female central office administrators.  Their findings 

added to the discussion surrounding the small percentage of women superintendents 



 45 

nationally.  For example, 74% of female superintendents surveyed, compared to 47% of 

male superintendents, stated that there was an “old boy/girl network” in their state that 

helped people get hired as superintendents.  This is manifested in a greater percentage of 

female superintendents being hired by professional search firms.  In contrast, a greater 

percentage of male superintendents were hired when the superintendent search was done 

locally.  Women superintendents ranked the top five limitations, in order, of becoming a 

superintendent: (1) lack of mobility of family members, (2) school board members’ 

perceptions that women were not good managers, (3) school board members’ perceptions 

that women were unqualified to handle budget and finances, (4) school boards did not 

actively recruit women, and (5) the lack of mentors and mentoring in school districts 

(Brunner & Grogan, 2007). 

 Grogan (2000) contributed to superintendent literature related to gender by 

writing from a feminist postmodern perspective on the superintendency. This feminist 

perspective focused on the analysis of gender relations, which was important because 

most superintendents and researchers of superintendents have been male (Grogan, 2000).  

The number of women researching the superintendency is changing as growing numbers 

of women have published research on the superintendency (Bjork, 2000a), including a 

growing number of female researchers writing about female superintendents.  These 

female researchers contributed to the growing understanding of women and the 

superintendency.  It is important to study gender and the superintendency because women 

lead differently than men (Bjork, 2000a).  Women tend to lead with care and be more 

relational while sharing power (Bjork, 2000a).  Grogan advocated for reconceptualized, 
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more feminine, superintendent leadership roles, meaning superintendents who (1) were 

comfortable with contradiction, (2) worked through others, (3) appreciated dissent, (4) 

developed a critical awareness of how children were being served, and (5) adopted an 

ethic of care.  This reconceptualization is necessary to lead in this challenging time of 

educational leadership.  Researchers have posited that “Women probably constitute the 

most important future candidate pool for the superintendency” (Glass, Bjork, & Brunner, 

2000, p. viii).   

 Brunner (2000) explored the issue of gender inequality in the superintendency 

through the perspectives of 12 successful female superintendents.  She found that these 

female superintendents practiced “power as shared” (p. 89), which included being 

relational and having a softer, rather than aggressive, approach to leadership.  This was in 

contrast to the traditional, masculine approach to the superintendency which included 

practicing “power as dominance” (p. 84).  Traditionally viewed as a masculinized role, 

the superintendency caused women to travel into a masculinized environment “from their 

earlier, perhaps more comfortable, experiences in the feminized territories of teaching” 

(Brunner & Grogan, 2007, p. 14).  This journey is helping women reshape the 

superintendency.  Reconceptualizing superintendent leadership supports current school 

reform efforts focused on shared leadership and district, school, and community 

collaboration (Brunner, 2000).  Brunner and Grogan (2007) conjectured 

If the qualifications and leadership approaches that are necessary to perform the 

required work are those often exhibited by women, then in this era of 
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accountability, women may be more attractive superintendency candidates than 

they have been in the past. (p.16)     

  

Superintendent Roles and Leadership Contexts 

 Four broad, traditional conceptions of the role of superintendent have dominated 

at various times in the last 150 years (Kowalski, 2005, 2006; Kowalski & Bjork, 2005).  

Those roles are teacher-scholar (1850 to early 1900s), organizational manager (early 

1900s to 1930), statesman (1930 to mid-1950s), and applied social scientist (mid-1950s 

to mid-1970s); (Callahan as cited in Kowalski, 2001).  These roles have not disappeared, 

but a different emphasis has emerged.  The role of communicator has emerged for the 

superintendent (Kowalski, 2001, 2005, 2006).  The contemporary superintendent’s role 

centers on board members and community constituents.  The superintendent’s main work 

is out in the community building trust and involvement in support of district goals and 

purposes (Kowalski & Glass, 2002).  This is in conflict with the necessity of the 

superintendent’s increased accountability for increased student achievement.  However, 

the importance of communication is apparent during this information-based era of 

globalization.  The role of communicator is essential for the superintendent to lead a 

district effectively in the 21st century.  The role of communicator undergirds all other 

facets of the superintendent’s job (Kowalski, 2005, 2006).  The five-role 

conceptualizations of the superintendent begin to bring an understanding about the 

superintendent’s position and duties.   
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 Brunner, Grogan, and Bjork (2002) went a step further and explored how contexts 

and discourses influenced superintendent leadership roles over time.  Because the 

contemporary superintendent is impacted by the contexts and discourses surrounding 

NCLB (as cited in Petersen & Young, 2004), it is important to understand not only roles 

but eras of superintendent work, conceptualized in stages. 

 Brunner et al. (2002) wrote about the seven discursive stages taking place from 

1820 to contemporary times.  These discursive stages explored what has shaped the 

superintendent’s leadership role in the past and what could shape it in the future.   

The discursive stages were conceptualized around superintendent and public education 

discourses, roles, and responsibilities in educating students in eras of education.  Brunner 

et al. chose to identify discursive stages rather than developmental stages to signify the 

non-linear evolution of the superintendency. 

 The first discursive stage (1820-1850) described “superintendents as clerks 

serving a redeemer nation” (Brunner et al., 2002, p. 212).  Early conceptions of the 

superintendent were influenced by the Protestant, democratic society of the early to mid-

1800s.  The first superintendents were hired as clerks to serve local boards of education.  

These boards of education had a firm grasp in control of local education.  The 

superintendent worked for the local board of education.  The local board of education 

sought to educate the next generation of God-fearing citizens who were able to continue 

the flourishing republic.   The superintendent served local and national needs.  Local 

needs included fulfilling the wishes of the board of education, and national needs 

included producing the next generation of citizens. 
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 The second discursive stage (1850-1900) described “superintendents as political 

master educators or instructional leaders” (Brunner et al., 2002, p. 214).  This stage 

included discourse about getting religion out of public schools.  Other groups were 

concerned about Protestant teachings and influence in public schools.  This stage saw 

public schools as “symbols of patriotism” (p. 215) and stronger connections among the 

federal, state, and local governments brought a more task-oriented role to the 

superintendency.  Tasks often related to the supervision of instruction.  Continuing from 

the first discursive stage, the superintendent was under the control of the local board of 

education.   Toward the end of this stage, the power and responsibility for public schools 

began to shift from boards of education to the superintendent. 

 The third discursive stage (1900-1954) described the “superintendent as expert 

manager” (Brunner et al., 2002, p. 217).  This stage saw the rise of the influence of 

Federick W. Taylor, the father of scientific management, in time and motion studies.  

These studies focused on task analysis and the specialization of labor (Bolman & Deal, 

2003).  Efficiency and hierarchy were emphasized in school systems, which brought 

more authority for the superintendent.  This stage was influenced by the two World Wars 

and the Great Depression, which brought about a rising influence in local schools from 

the federal government.  There were concerns with the growing population of immigrants 

and discourse around the superiority of White citizens to the exclusion of minorities and 

immigrants.  During this stage, the superintendent was viewed like a business leader, 

which impacted how superintendents were prepared.   
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 The fourth discursive stage (1954-1970s) described the “superintendent as 

communicator to the public” (Brunner et al., 2002, p. 220).  This period was shaped by 

discourse over concerns with student learning problems in public schools.  Pressure built 

on superintendents for increased student performance.  This pressure was exacerbated 

through the launch of Sputnik in 1957.  The pressure on public schools to perform and on 

superintendents to lead effectively also came through the courts and federal legislature.  

As a result, superintendents needed to communicate with many constituents including 

members of the board of education, other community members, legislators, and courts.  

The superintendents’ power grew because they controlled the information that these 

varied constituents sought. 

 The fifth discursive stage (1970-1980) described the “superintendent as 

accountable: living with conflict” (Brunner et al., 2002, p. 221).  Discourse during this 

stage centered on accountability.  This was fueled by the notion that public schools were 

not meeting the needs of the local community.  Supporters of education received a 

cabinet-level position created in 1979, the Secretary of Education (as cited in Brunner et 

al., 2002).  This led to growing federal involvement in public education along with 

increased mandates from state legislators, who were taking a more assertive role.  The 

political role of the superintendent grew, as well as less job security, as newly elected 

boards of education often sought to replace superintendents for philosophical reasons.  

The control of public education was becoming a tug of war between local, state, and 

federal politicians. 
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 The sixth discursive stage (1980-1990) described the “superintendent as political 

strategist focused on excellence” (Brunner et al., 2002, p. 222).  Discourse during this 

time was about the many functions of the superintendency.  This stage emphasized 

political skills along with organizational leadership skills.  This was an era of reform, 

which included the widely known A Nation at Risk (National Commission on Excellence 

in Education [NCEE], 1983). This era furthered the political nature of the 

superintendency as politicians sought large-scale reform for increased student 

achievement.  Educational administration was changing in response to answers about 

how superintendents contributed to student learning during school reform.  

Superintendents had less positional power and spent more time responding to reform 

legislation.  Superintendents were considered to be “under the thumb of policymakers” 

(Brunner et al., 2002, p. 224). 

 Three waves of educational reform began with A Nation at Risk (NCEE, 1983).  

Bjork, Lindle, and Van Meter (1999) wrote about the changes in the discourse and roles 

for educational administrators during these final two waves.  These changes can be 

summed up for superintendents “knowing about,” “knowing for,” “knowing how,” and 

“knowing why” (p. 659).  

 During this sixth discursive stage came the first wave of school reform (1982-

1986).  This wave included educational reforms for increased standards and 

accountability (Brunner et al., 2002).  This first wave of reform emphasized knowledge 

and superintendents “knowing about” educational administration for the purpose of 

“knowing for” school management in an effort to improve. 
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 Next was the second wave of school reform (1986-1989) with higher standards 

for educational leaders (Brunner et al., 2002).  The focus was on increased student 

learning, teacher skill and knowledge, and school autonomy.  This focused on 

superintendents “knowing how” to lead for increased student learning, for higher levels 

of teacher skill and knowledge, and for sharing leadership with schools.   

 The seventh discursive stage (1990s and beyond) described the “superintendent as 

collaborator” (Brunner et al., 2002, p. 225).  The superintendent’s role became 

increasingly complex yet with less formal power.  This necessitated the superintendent as 

a collaborator to bring together district and community in response to the increase in state 

and federal roles in legislating improved student achievement.  The discourse during this 

stage was on cooperative leadership and working together with an emphasis on 

productive relationships.   

 The third wave of school reform (1989-2001) focused on making sure all children 

learned and the reorganization of schools as learning communities (Brunner et al., 2002).  

This stage saw increased public pressure on superintendents to accomplish reforms.  

Superintendents “knowing why” became essential.  The information age and era of 

globalization created new reasons for reformers to push for change.   

In fact, when facing the issues confronting schools, superintendents not only are 
expected to know and articulate why reforms are needed but also must be willing 
to use their position to change school structures, practices, and relations with the 
broad community. (p. 225) 
 

 Superintendents still need to lead “knowing about” and “knowing for” effective 

leadership for successful reform but the emphasis on “knowing why” and “knowing how” 

has increased based on the new dimensions of superintendent leadership mandated 
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through NCLB (2001).  The roles and responsibilities are increasingly complex for the 

contemporary superintendent in the milieu of reform and concerns with increased 

diversity, higher expectations, and highly politicized environments for public schools.   

 Superintendents are required to lead district efforts to implement NCLB (2001) 

for the learning of all students (Petersen & Barnett, 2005).  Some superintendents seem to 

understand the shifting expectations.  Through a survey of 813 school district 

superintendents, Black (2006) found that through NCLB, curriculum and instruction had 

become more centralized.  However, due to the complexity of the broader context, 

superintendents tended to be reactive in response to reform demands.  Superintendent 

reactions to reform often included adopting other districts’ reform implementations, not 

taking into account the importance of district context in leading reform (Kowalski, 2006). 

 The contemporary superintendent must lead “knowing why” during this milieu of 

reform policy mandates.  It is important to understand the deep roots of current reform 

policies of NCLB (2001), particularly Reading First, to fully appreciate the pressures that 

superintendents are under to improve student achievement.  These pressures originated 

from political and legal contexts that impacted the superintendent’s leadership behaviors. 

 

School Reform Policy 

 The current federal policies to reform K-12 education can be traced back to the 

1965 Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA; as cited in Behnke, Hayes, 

Maslin, & Abouzeid, 2005) as part of President Lyndon B. Johnson’s War on Poverty.  

The ESEA established the federal government as a key partner in providing funds for 
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additional educational opportunities for economically disadvantaged students (Behnke et 

al., 2005).  Title I was designed to give disadvantaged students increased educational 

opportunities and educational outcomes (States Impact on Federal Education Policy 

Project, 2006).  By the 1980s, the sentiment in the federal government was that ESEA, 

particularly Title I, had made no measurable impact on the academic progress of the 

intended students.  This sentiment was problematic because of the contentious federal-

state relationship with regard to who controlled public schools and who should 

implement ESEA (States Impact on Federal Education Policy Project, 2006).  The 

landmark report, A Nation at Risk (NCEE, 1983) further fueled the belief that our 

nation’s schools needed immediate and drastic improvement.  Even though no new 

federal policies came as a result of this report, A Nation at Risk could be considered the 

genesis of current school reform efforts focused on greater accountability for all students’ 

learning because of how strongly the report’s findings were embraced by federal officials 

(Behnke et al., 2005; McDonnell, 2005).   

 School reform focused on individual student learning became the overarching 

federal initiative for K-12 education, carried out through the 2001 reauthorization of 

ESEA as the No Child Left Behind Act.  NCLB increased the federal directive for the 

mastery of teaching and learning in classrooms, requiring all students to demonstrate 

improved learning (McDonnell, 2005).  NCLB was a “landmark in education reform 

designed to improve student achievement and change the culture of America’s schools” 

(U.S. Department of Education, 2002, p. 9).  As part of NCLB, the Title I Reading First 

initiative provided a stronger focus on children learning to read.  The overarching goal of 
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Reading First was for all children to be successful readers by the end of third grade (U.S. 

Department of Education, 2002).   

 Reading First had its lineage in work done by the National Reading Panel (as 

cited in Behnke et al., 2005).  The National Reading Panel (2004) undertook a significant 

review of reading research in publishing Teaching Children to Read: An Evidenced-

Based Assessment of the Scientific Research Literature on Reading and Its Implications 

for Reading Instruction.  This report concluded that schools must use scientifically based 

research to teach students how to read.  To meet that expectation, schools’ curriculum, 

instruction, assessment and teacher professional development focused on the key 

elements of reading instruction as identified by scientifically based reading research: 

phonemic awareness, phonics, vocabulary, fluency, and reading comprehension (U.S. 

Department of Education, 2002). 

 In response to Reading First (NCLB, 2001), the Dynamic Indicators of Basic 

Early Literacy Skills (Good & Kaminski, 2002) assessment was one of the choices for a 

mandated assessment for public elementary schools by the Arizona Department of 

Education (Arizona Reads, 2001).  DIBELS is a kindergarten through third grade reading 

readiness assessment designed to give educators specific feedback on a student’s progress 

towards being a successful reader. 

 DIBELS (Good & Kaminski, 2002) is one of the most popular reading readiness 

assessments used in schools.  DIBELS’ main purpose is to provide educators with data to 

identify students who are at risk for reading failure and evaluate the impact of 

interventions for those students (Elliot, Huai, & Roach, 2007; Good & Kaminski, 2002). 
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Research studies supported the use of DIBELS assessments for this purpose; however, no 

studies have been done on how a superintendent successfully leads for DIBELS 

implementation. 

 

Superintendent Leadership Behaviors 

 The superintendent’s leadership behaviors, the “knowing how,” have evolved in 

response to society’s demands and the changing contexts of schools.  Most recently, 

NCLB (2001) placed demands on the superintendent to possess the skills necessary to 

lead school reform policy implementation (Petersen & Young, 2004).  Although the 

superintendent’s role as instructional leader is disputed, a relationship-based, 

communication-oriented role emerged for the superintendent to meet those demands 

(Kowalski, 2005).  Social capital theory provided a lens for understanding the networks 

of relationships and communications needed to lead school reform policy 

implementation.  Effective superintendents and principals utilized networks of district-

based and school-based personnel to increase their influence on student learning 

(Leithwood, Jantzi, et al., 2004). 

 Some researchers maintained that superintendent communication and school 

reform were interconnected (Kowalski, 2006; Kowalski, Petersen, & Fusarelli, 2007).  

These researchers suggested that communication preceded reform because of the 

importance of district climate.  A district climate, including district structure and culture, 

must change for reform to be possible.  Communication and stronger relationships are 

vital to changing a culture and changing organizational structures in reform efforts 
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(Kowalski, 2006).  Other researchers (e.g., Petersen & Young, 2004) stated that the 

current reform movement called for greater instructional leadership from the 

superintendent.  Current federal and state school reform policies focus on improved 

learning for all students, but the conception of the superintendent as instructional leader is 

changing.   

 The roles and responsibilities of the superintendent as instructional leader have 

been a focus in a growing, yet small, body of empirical research (Bjork, 1993; Petersen, 

2002; Peterson, Murphy, & Hallinger, 1987).  In contrast, the body of research for the 

related topic of the principal as instructional leader is more substantial (Petersen, 1999).  

The role of the superintendent as instructional leader is controversial due to the demands 

and complexities of the job (Morgan & Petersen, 2002).  The influence of school 

leadership on student achievement has expanded to include the leadership of the school 

superintendent due to the No Child Left Behind Act (2001).  Research about the 

instructional leadership of the school superintendent is important to the field of 

educational leadership because school districts are required to ensure that all children 

learn (NCLB, 2001; Petersen & Barnett, 2005). 

 The superintendent as instructional leader has been defined as the leadership 

behaviors of the superintendent that pertain to the core of learning: curriculum and 

instruction (Petersen, 2002).  Petersen’s (1999) research contributed to the limited 

research regarding the thoughts and behaviors of the superintendent as a leader in 

curriculum and instruction.  In a study of five superintendents who led academically 

successful K-12 school districts as defined by high test scores and peer recognition, 
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Petersen (1999) found superintendents perceived four significant behaviors to be essential 

to their ability to be strong instructional leaders: possession and articulation of an 

instructional vision, the creation of an organizational structure that supports their 

instructional vision and leadership, assessment and evaluation of personnel and 

instructional programs, and organizational adaptation.   

 In a meta-analysis of 27 studies dating back to 1970, Waters and Marzano (2006) 

found that the superintendent and district administrators had a statistically significant 

impact on student achievement.  A key finding was that effective superintendents focused 

the district on student learning goals. 

 In an earlier study on superintendents’ instructional leadership, Peterson et al. 

(1987) utilized in-depth interviews with 12 superintendents of academically successful 

school districts to further understand superintendent instructional leadership.   The study 

found that superintendents focused on the coordination of curriculum and instruction and 

the control of the work of principals and teachers.  This study suggested tighter linkages 

between the district and schools in contrast to the literature on schools being loosely 

coupled organizations (Hoy & Miskel, 2005; Weick, 1976). 

 Another view (Bjork, 1993) advocated the role of the superintendent as manager 

for curriculum and instruction.  How the superintendent performed the management role 

could indirectly impact teaching and learning.  This was how the superintendent provided 

instructional leadership (Bjork, 1993).  Functions in this management role would include 

goal setting, personnel decisions, principal supervision, budget, and monitoring and 

evaluating curriculum and instruction.  Bjork emphasized, “These top level management 
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activities signal seriousness of purpose and serve as important symbols of the district’s 

commitment of instructional goals” (p. 255).  These leadership actions gave meaning to 

the work of the stakeholders inside and outside of the district for the existence of a living 

mission focused on student achievement.   

 Some researchers (Hoyle, Bjork, Collier, & Glass, 2005) theorized that effective 

superintendents were highly involved in curriculum and instruction.  These 

superintendents used managerial levers to influence principals and teachers.  It was 

important for the superintendent to communicate these management functions to outside 

district stakeholders.  This brought coherence to those inside and outside the district with 

regard to the district’s focus on student learning (Hoyle et al., 2005).  Hayes (2001) 

posited that superintendents provided instructional leadership through their vision and 

ideas.  This type of leadership from the superintendent created a district environment 

focused on instructional improvement and change.   

 Bjork (1993) called for consultative leadership, as opposed to a list of duties to 

follow, for a superintendent to be an instructional leader.  Consultative leadership, rather 

than top-down, hierarchical leadership, is needed for a superintendent to be an 

instructional leader who makes an impact on classroom teaching and learning.  A 

consultative leader recognizes the interactive nature of instructional leadership between 

the district and school levels.  Interactive instructional leadership is based on the 

superintendent establishing reciprocal relationships with mid-level administrators, 

principals, and teachers that afford the opportunity for the superintendent to impact and 

be impacted by them. This relational conception of superintendent leadership supports the 
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superintendent’s impact on organizational climate and culture, which precedes successful 

reform.  Bjork posited that “The consultative leader may be more disposed towards 

creating an organizational climate conducive to working with mid-level managers, 

principals, and teachers in establishing a shared vision, common goals and encouraging 

leadership throughout the organization” (p. 256).  This type of superintendent engages 

students, teachers, and school administrators in focusing on the students while creating a 

“community of learners” (Bjork, 2000b).  Bjork’s case study on a superintendent leading 

the implementation of a state reform found that strong superintendent and board 

leadership helped create the conditions for successful policy implementation that 

improved instruction. 

 A consultative leader is a communicator.  The superintendent needs to take an 

active leadership role in communicating with district employees and community 

members (Sharp & Walter, 2004).   “Administrators must be effective communicators if 

they are to be effective reformers” (Kowalski et al., 2007, p. vi).  Kowalski (2005) 

supported the need for superintendents to be proficient in relationship-enhancing 

communication.  This unique conception of communication is necessary for 

administrators leading change for school reform (Kowalski, 2005). Relationship-

enhancing communication is characterized by two-way, mutually beneficial 

communication.  This reciprocal communication builds trust and common understanding.  

This is essential for productive relationships for purposive action.  The superintendent-

principal relationship needs to be a key example of relationship enhancing 

communication for leading school reform (Bjork, 1999).  It is important to explore how 
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to harness the benefits of superintendent leadership behaviors that support an effective 

superintendent-principal leadership relationship.  “Relationships with institutional agents, 

and the networks that weave these relationships into units, can be understood as social 

capital” (Stanton-Salazar, 1997, p. 8). 

 

Social Capital 

 Effective educators understand how relationships need to work within the 

multiple levels of district organizational structures.  Effective leadership relationships are 

instrumental for educators.  One way to understand and assess the utility relationships is 

through the concept of social capital.  Social capital has been extensively utilized as a 

concept in a variety of fields such as politics, economics, sociology, and more recently, 

education.  However, social capital has been referred to as an “elusive construct” 

(Uphoff, 2000, p. 215).  A few prominent writers in the area of social capital are 

highlighted to outline some of the differing conceptions of social capital.  An argument is 

made regarding the importance of conceptualizing social capital in terms of networks 

(Policy Research Initiative, 2003).  A network conception of social capital provides a 

framework for harnessing the benefits of superintendent leadership practices because “the 

value of social capital, as a concept, lies in the fact that it identifies properties (or laws) of 

social structure that are used by actors to achieve their interests” (Stanton-Salazar, 1997, 

p. 8).  Superintendents, district administrators, and school principals have interests in the 

successful implementation of school reform policy that increases student learning. 
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 Social capital is a term that comes from Social Network Theory, which “is the 

study of how the social structure of relationships around a person, group, or organization 

affects beliefs or behaviors” (Network Theory and Analysis, n.d., p. 1).  Social capital is 

described as having both individual and collective features.  Individuals benefit from 

trusting relationships, networking, and acts of mutual exchange.  Those individual 

benefits reinforce the collective social organization and social connectedness (Putnam, 

2000).  Other researchers have added to the concept of social capital.  Smylie and Evans 

(2006) highlighted three major components of social capital: social trust; channels of 

communication; and norms, expectations, and sanctions.  Uphoff (2000) added that social 

capital had both structural and cognitive aspects.  Structural aspects included roles, rules, 

precedents, and procedures, whereas cognitive aspects included norms, values, attributes, 

and beliefs.  The structural and cognitive aspects of social capital are linked by 

expectations.  An example of the structural and cognitive is found in networks that 

contribute to cooperative behavior.  Networks are aided by the thoughts and ideas of 

people in the networks.  Social capital can be seen as an asset that leads to cooperation 

and mutual benefit.   

Social capital is an accumulation of various types of social, psychological, 
cultural, cognitive, institutional, and related assets that increase the amount (or 
probability) of mutually beneficial cooperative behavior.  This is the behavior that 
is productive for others as well as for one’s self. (Uphoff, 2000, p. 216) 
 

Social capital combats the fiction in modern society that life is an individual pursuit with 

an emphasis on individual goals and needs (Coleman, 1990).  The change in American 

society toward individual structures and the decrease of interdependence has had negative 
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effects on societal organizations such as schools.  Those negative effects have had an 

impact on children. 

 Children’s access to social capital in the family, the school, and in the community 

has far reaching effects on the child’s emotional and intellectual growth (Putnam, 2000).  

Child development is greatly influenced by social capital.  Social capital in the family is a 

resource for education of the children in that family (Coleman, 1988).  The presence of 

social capital is also linked to positive outcomes in education (Putnam, 2000).  For 

example, social trust in and among the school community improves everyday work in the 

school (Bryk & Schneider, 2003).  Trusting relationships among the adults in a school 

community are important for the students’ academic success.  It can be summarized by 

saying that a group with higher trustworthiness and trust accomplishes more than a group 

with lower trustworthiness and trust (Coleman, 1988).  Putnam (2000) added that social 

capital was educationally more valuable than financial resources. 

 Bourdieu (1986) was one of the modern theorists credited for bringing social 

capital into recent thinking on research.  He applied the laws of economic capital to 

human relationships.  He used the construct of social capital to explain economic and 

social inequalities through an understanding of who had social power.  According to 

Bourdieu, “Capital is accumulated labor . . . which, when appropriated on a private, i.e., 

exclusive, basis by agents or groups of agents, enables them to appropriate social energy 

in the form of reified or living labor” (p. 241). 



 64 

 Bourdieu (1986) theorized social capital as a personal asset that benefited 

individuals as well as groups.  Social capital was a resource that was derived from being 

in a network of mutually beneficial relationships.  Bourdieu explained,   

Social capital is the aggregate of the actual or potential resources which are linked 
to possession of a durable network of more or less institutionalized relationships 
of mutual acquaintance and recognition or in other words, to membership in a 
group which provides each of its members with the backing of the collectively 
owned capital. (pp. 248-249) 
 

 The World Bank Group (2007) subscribed to Bourdieu’s (1986) notion that the 

accumulation of social capital was tied to economic and cultural capital.  They focused 

on building social capital to help improve developing countries.  The World Bank called 

social capital instrumental for sustainable economic prosperity. They identified social 

capital as the norms and networks that produced collective actions. 

 Sociologist James Coleman (1988, 1990) popularized a theory of social capital by 

applying the concept to the field of education.  To Coleman, social capital resided in 

people’s relationships.  Coleman’s Social Theory called social capital a resource for 

action.  Social capital identified aspects of social structure by their functions.  These 

functions included networks, social trust, and norms.  Social capital was a resource for 

educators as they worked together for the improvement of student learning. 

 The concept of social capital was thrust into the mainstream through Putnam’s 

(2000) bestselling book, Bowling Alone.  Putnam identified social capital as the 

“connections among individualssocial networks and the norms of reciprocity and 

trustworthiness that arise from them” (p. 19).  Putnam hypothesized that the decrease of 

social capital in America had negative effects on American society and culture.  The 
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decrease in social capital resulted from less civic engagement and people spending more 

time living life in isolation from one another.  Putnam also described social capital as 

having both individual and collective features.  Individuals benefited from trusting 

relationships, networking, and acts of mutual exchange.  Those individual benefits 

reinforced the collective social organization and social connectedness. 

 Arneil (2006) gave social capital a critical look from a feminist viewpoint.  She 

asserted concerns with the normative versions of Coleman’s (1988, 1990) and Putnam’s 

(2000) theories of social capital because they overlooked women and minorities.  The 

focus on the collective, or the greater good, often applied to only some social groups, 

namely, those who were in power.  This emphasis on the inequalities of social capital 

adhered to Bourdieu’s (1986) concern with power.  “Thus, the emphasis on shared norms, 

trust, and unity within a functional theory of social capital may prove to be in tension not 

only with liberal notions of individual rights but simultaneously with multicultural 

commitments to diversity and difference” (Arneil, 2006, p. 14).  In response to Putnam’s 

social capital treatise, Arneil posited that we need to be concerned with not only the 

amount of social connectedness but the nature of the connections.  For Arneil, a more 

complete view of social capital included the need to look into how communities were 

formed and the kinds of connections that resided in communities.  For example, Goddard 

(2003) studied the policy implications of a school with high social capital resources.  He 

found that higher levels of social capital increased the odds of students passing state-

mandated assessments in math and writing.  The social capital was seen in trusting 

relationships and the school norms supporting academics.  Goddard studied the structural 
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and functional aspects of social capital in looking at the existence of relationships as well 

as the quality of those relationships. 

 Useem, Christman, Gold, and Simon (1997) found that the lack of social capital 

hurt school reform efforts in the Philadelphia Public Schools.  They concluded that 

district polices that reduced social capital needed attention and revision.  Such policies 

included teacher transfer rules, union rules limiting teachers’ time for work after school, 

and payment for working that extra time.  Spillane and Thompson (1997) found that 

external networks helped build school personnel’s content knowledge.  These external 

networks were outside experts in the content area needed by the teachers.  They also 

found that norms of trust and collaboration were important for school personnel 

implementing reform policy.  The theme of their study was exploring how local school 

capacity impacted reform implementation.   

 For the purposes of this study, social capital was conceptualized as “the networks 

of social relations that provide access to needed resources and supports” (Policy Research 

Initiative, 2003, p. 2).  This network conception of social capital allowed investigation in 

relation to the particular context of superintendent leadership for school reform policy 

implementation.  Evaluation of social capital can be done through an examination of the 

network’s structural and cognitive aspects around reform, accountability, and policy (Lin, 

1999, 2001).  Structural aspects include roles, rules, precedents, and procedures that 

support information flow and communication.  Cognitive aspects include norms, values, 

attitudes, and beliefs that support cooperation and collective action.  The structural and 



 67 

cognitive aspects of social capital are linked by expectations.  Social capital can be seen 

as an asset that leads to mutually beneficial action (Putnam, 2000).   

 A network conception of social capital as an important resource was supported in 

literature.  Horvat, Weininger, and Lareau’s (2003) study of parent-to-parent 

relationships at three elementary schools found that the parental networks were a key 

benefit for their students’ success and well-being in school.  The utility of parent 

networks was found in the resources parents obtained through each other for the benefit 

of their children.  Stanton-Salazar (1997) explained, 

Just as the twenty-dollar bill represents a form of capital that can be converted 
into a desired service or product, a social relationship, or network of relationships, 
also represents forms of capital that can be converted into socially valued 
resources and opportunities . . . simply stated, social ties and networks carry the 
potential to generate valued resources. (p. 8) 
 

 There is literature supporting the importance of school-level social capital for 

improved student learning (e.g., Bryk & Schneider, 2003; Goddard, 2003).  There is a 

dearth of literature on social capital between the superintendent and the principal for 

improved student achievement through reform policy implementation despite calls for 

their collective responsibility for improved student learning (Knapp et al., 2006).  The 

conception of social capital could be useful for understanding how to harness the benefits 

of superintendent and principal leadership for DIBELS (Good & Kaminski, 2002) 

implementation. 
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Conceptual Framework 

 To better understand the superintendent-principal leadership relationship for 

DIBELS (Good & Kaminski, 2002) implementation, the researcher created a conceptual 

framework proposing how superintendent leadership influenced principal leadership for 

DIBELS implementation.  This framework was developed based on the work of 

Castellon (2007), Good, Gruba, and Kaminski (2001), Leithwood and Jantzi (1996), 

Leithwood, Seashore Louis, et al., (2004), Lord and Maher (1991), and the Policy 

Research Initiative (2003).    

 Superintendent leadership sets a defensible set of directions (Leithwood, Seashore 

Louis, et al., 2004) and influences principals to implement a school reform intervention 

of DIBELS (Good & Kaminski, 2002) to increase student learning (Knapp et al, 2006).  

As such, the superintendent’s behaviors are perceived by principals (Lord & Maher, 

1991) as providing a leadership support network (Policy Research Initiative, 2003) based 

on the process for implementation of a reform rather than the outcome (Wills & Peterson, 

1995). 

 Leadership is the marrow of this framework.  Leadership is “helping the 

organization set a defensible set of directions and influencing members to move in those 

directions” (Leithwood, Seashore Louis, et al., 2004, p. 6).  Successful leadership 

practices include setting directions, developing people, and redesigning the organization 

(Leithwood, Jantzi, et al., 2004).  From the conceptual framework, the researcher created 

a model (see Figure 1).  This model proposed that superintendent leadership, principal 

leadership, and DIBELS (Good & Kaminski, 2002) implementation took place in a  
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broader district context.  This model proposed that superintendent leadership behaviors 

influenced principal leadership for DIBELS implementation.  This model also proposed 

that the superintendent provided leadership for a network for the purpose of influencing 

and supporting principal leadership behaviors for DIBELS implementation.  It was the 

joint influence of district and school leaders that could increase student learning (Knapp 

et al., 2006).  Accordingly, the superintendent should be focused on the process, rather 

than the outcome, in implementing state-mandated reform (Wills & Peterson, 1995). 

 Research has shown that principals are greatly influenced by district 

administration (Allen, Osthoff, White, & Swanson, 2005; Burch & Spillane, 2004; 

Leithwood, Jantzi, & Steinbach, 1995).  This influence came from mid-level district 

administrators who bridged the gap from the superintendent to the classroom during 

policy implementation (Allen et al., 2005; Burch & Spillane, 2004; The Wallace 

Foundation, 2007).  A systemic approach is needed for the superintendent to effectively 

influence principal leadership behaviors.  This systemic approach comprises a “cohesive 

leadership system” (The Wallace Foundation, 2006, p. 1) necessary for the 

implementation of federal and state education policies, such as DIBELS (Good & 

Kaminski, 2002). 

 The superintendent’s influence on principal leadership behaviors can be 

understood through the perceptions of the principal.  Related literature on the leader-

subordinate relationship informs the superintendent-principal relationship.  In this 

section, the leader refers to the superintendent, and the subordinate refers to the principal.  

Leadership can be understood as the process of being perceived by others as a leader.  
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Top-level leaders rely on influence tied to subordinates’ perceptions of their leadership 

(Lord & Maher, 1991).  If leaders act in a way that subordinates perceive as being leader-

like, then the subordinates will likely consent to being led.   

 Leadership perceptions are created through leadership prototypes.  Leadership 

prototypes are categories of leadership in a person’s mind.  Prototypes are held in long-

term memory and accessed for interpretation of behaviors (Lord & Maher, 1991; Lord, 

Foti, & DeVader, 1984).  Prototypes develop through people’s experiences with 

leadership, including others’ leadership and their own.  Subordinates see leadership 

behaviors and recall prototypes to categorize leadership.  Prototypes serve as a filter for 

the perceptions of a leader’s behavior as well as to generate one’s own behavior.  This 

social-cognitive view of leadership holds that subordinate perceptions of leader behavior 

influence subordinate behavior and influence the subordinate’s own self-perceptions 

(Lord & Maher, 1991).  Therefore, a subordinate’s response to leader behavior is directly 

related to how the leader’s behaviors are perceived.  This has implications for exploring 

how a principal perceives superintendent leadership and the impact of those perceptions 

on a principal’s leadership for DIBELS (Good & Kaminski, 2002) implementation. 

 Other studies have explored the perceptions of educators.  Petersen, Sayre, and 

Kelly (2007) explored how teachers perceive superintendents’ influence on instruction 

and learning.  Through a survey of 279 teachers, the researchers found a significant 

relationship between superintendents’ instructional leadership and the growth of 

instructional capacity at the district and school level, teacher professional development, 

and instructional practices.   
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 In another study, Leithwood & Jantzi (1996) explored how teachers formed their 

perceptions of principal leadership.  This cognitive view of perception focused on 

changeable school conditions and unchangeable principal and teacher characteristics as 

influences on forming teachers’ perceptions of principal leadership.  Leithwood and 

Jantzi found that changeable school conditions accounted for most of the variation in 

teachers’ perceptions of principal leadership.   

Summary 

 The superintendent-principal leadership relationship is important for the 

successful implementation of school reform policy that increases student learning.  Mid-

level district administrators are a key network for principals, comprising a cohesive 

leadership system from the superintendent to the principal.  Superintendent leadership 

behaviors can be understood through perceptions of principals.  Key questions remain 

regarding the superintendent-principal leadership relationship.  For example, how do 

elementary principals perceive superintendent leadership behaviors?  How do 

superintendents’ self-report their leadership behaviors?  How do superintendents’ 

leadership behaviors influence elementary principals’ leadership for DIBELS (Good & 

Kaminski, 2002) implementation?  Poling (2008) conducted a pilot study to test the 

research questions and research design and methodology.  This pilot study prepared the 

way for a larger research study.  The research design and methodology are explained in 

Chapter 3. 
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CHAPTER 3 
 

RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY 
 

Purpose of the Study 
 

 The purpose of this study was to examine elementary principals’ perceptions of 

K-12 superintendents’ leadership behaviors, superintendents’ self-report of leadership 

behaviors, and the superintendents’ leadership behaviors for DIBELS (Good & 

Kaminski, 2002) implementation.  Superintendent leadership behaviors were based on the 

work of Leithwood, Jantzi, et al. (2004).  This study included an additional variable 

examining the superintendent-principal relationship.  This relationship was examined in 

terms of the social capital available to the superintendent and the principal.  Social capital 

includes resources and supports embedded in a network of relationships (Policy Research 

Initiative, 2003). 

 This chapter outlines the design and methodology for this comparative case study.  

Sections include the research design and rationale, participant selection criteria, data 

collection, and analysis methodology. 

 

Research Design and Rationale 

  Comparative case study methodology was utilized to explore elementary 

principals’ perceptions of K-12 superintendents’ leadership behaviors and 

superintendents’ self-reported leadership behaviors for a school reform policy 

implementation (Merriam, 1998; Yin, 2009).  This mixed methods case study sought to 

generate a rich, thick description of elementary principals’ perceptions of 
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superintendents’ leadership behaviors and superintendents’ leadership behaviors for 

DIBELS (Good & Kaminski, 2002) implementation.  Comparative case study 

methodology is useful for the systematic, in-depth exploration of a process (Creswell, 

2003; Yin, 2009) such as the school reform policy implementation of DIBELS.  This 

methodology was also chosen because “Insights gleaned from case studies can directly 

influence policy, practice, and future research” (Merriam, 1998, p. 19).  According to 

Yin, a comparative case study is preferred over a single case study because a comparative 

case study provides more compelling evidence.  Furthermore, “Analytic conclusions 

independently arising from two cases, as with two experiments, will be more powerful 

than those coming from a single case (or single experiment) alone” (p. 61).  This 

comparative case study was an inductive, hypothesis-generating mode of inquiry due to 

the lack of literature in this area (Merriam, 1998).  The researcher was interested in the 

meaning that elementary principals and K-12 superintendents generated in context, 

believing that contextual conditions were pertinent to the phenomenon of study 

(Leithwood, Seashore Louis, et al., 2004; Yin, 2009).  Furthermore, “It is assumed that 

meaning is embedded in people’s experiences and that this meaning is mediated through 

the investigator’s own perceptions” (Merriam, 1998, p. 6).  The researcher was conscious 

of his own perceptions as an elementary principal and how those perceptions might 

impact this case study. 

 The researcher utilized a mixed methods approach to collecting data in order to 

collect a wide array of evidence on the case (Yin, 2009).  This comparative case study 

included data from elementary principals’ and K-12 superintendents’ Q-sorts, individual 
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interviews, field observations, and document analysis.  Q-methodology (Brown, 1993) 

was utilized to systematically explore principals’ perceptions and superintendents’ self-

report of the superintendents’ leadership behaviors.  In-depth, semi-structured interviews 

enabled the researcher to gain perspectives of superintendent leadership for implementing 

a reform policy (Marshall & Rossman, 2006; Merriam, 1998).  Field observations of the 

principals and superintendents provided supporting evidence for the case study.  School 

and district document analysis, including but not limited to meeting agendas, minutes of 

meetings, and internal memos and reports, also provided evidence for the case study.  

The observations and document analysis were utilized to corroborate evidence from other 

sources of data and further explore issues raised during data collection (Yin, 2009).   

 Poling (2008) conducted a pilot study in a suburban K-12 school district in 

Southern Arizona to test this research design and rationale.  Poling conducted Q-sorts 

with eight elementary school principals and their superintendent.  The Q-sorts began with 

the participants reading 20 leadership behaviors, which were printed on cards, one 

statement per card.  The participants were given a condition of instruction, which 

explained the Q-sort process.  Participants were instructed to rank order the leadership 

behaviors according to how they perceived the statements described the superintendent’s 

leadership behaviors towards elementary principals.  Following completion of the Q-

sorts, the data were entered into PCQ for Windows for factor analysis (Stricklin & 

Almeida, 2000). 

 During factor analysis, two factors emerged. One factor loaded six of the eight 

elementary principals.  The superintendent was the sole loader on the other factor.  
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Following factor analysis, the researcher completed two individual semi-structured 

interviews.  The researcher selected the elementary principal with the highest loading on 

one factor for an interview.  This elementary principal was considered as statistically 

representative of the elementary principals who loaded onto that factor.  The researcher 

then interviewed the superintendent, who represented the other factor.  The interviews 

focused on the topic of the superintendent’s leadership behaviors and how the 

superintendent led for DIBELS (Good & Kaminski, 2002) implementation.  Findings 

indicated the elementary principal and the superintendent had a similar understanding of 

the superintendent’s leadership behaviors for DIBELS implementation.  Those leadership 

behaviors included providing a sense of purpose, offering timely support, and providing a 

network of support for the principal comprised of other district administrators and 

consultants.   

 The pilot research study was valuable to the researcher for designing and 

conducting this larger research study (Yin, 2009).  The pilot research study allowed the 

researcher to better understand the research design and procedures, including logistics, 

relevant interview questions, and statistical techniques.  The pilot research study allowed 

the researcher to clarify the condition of instruction and hear participant comments on 

study procedures.  The researcher was better prepared for this research study as a result of 

completing the pilot research study. 
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Q-methodology 

 Q-methodology was developed more than half a century ago by 

psychologist/physicist William Stephenson (as cited in Brown, 1993) for the systematic 

study of subjectivity.  Q-methodology has been widely used across the social sciences.  

More than 1,500 bibliographic entries have utilized Q-methodology (Brown, 1993).  Q is 

a rigorous methodology that is similar to R methodologies (e.g., Pierson’s R), except Q-

methodology correlates persons instead of traits or constructs (Brown, 1993).  Q offers 

the functional use of subjectivity, such as people’s perceptions.  At the heart of this 

“operant subjectivity” (Brown, 1993, p. 16) is the Q-sorting process. 

 Q-sorting is a method of systematically collecting perceptions from research 

participants using a set of statements called a Q-set.  A Q-set is developed from a 

concourse on a given subject.  A concourse is a sample of statements from the broad 

literature of a given topic (Brown, 1993). For instance, the Q-set for this study proposal 

was adapted, with permission, from a survey of leadership behaviors developed by 

Leithwood and Jantzi (2005).  This Q-set of leadership behaviors was comprised of 20 

statements printed one statement per card on a deck of 20 cards.  Research participants 

were instructed to follow a specific procedure for sorting the statements.  This specific 

procedure was called the condition of instruction (Brown, 1993).  The condition of 

instruction supported the reliability of the research because all participants sorted the Q-

set according to the same procedure. 

 Research participants, called a P-set, rank ordered the statements in an activity 

called Q-sorting.  Q-sorting involved rank ordering statements from “least” to “best”.  
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The Q-sort was completed using an array that was somewhat flatter than a normal 

distribution (Brown, 1993).  This distribution (see Figure 2) forced participants to 

discriminate between items, which produces salience on the statements.  Each space on 

Table 1 represented one statement card.  This precise process captured the subjective 

perspective of the research sample, yet the Q-sort was subject to factor analysis.  The 

power of Q-methodology was in the ability of the researcher to deeply understand the 

perceptions of the research sample.  These perceptions added to the rich, thick 

descriptions of the case study.  The factor analysis represented the categorization of 

perspectives.  The factors “must represent functional categories of the subjectivities at 

issue” (Brown, 1993, p. 16).  Meaning was found not only in the Q-sort but in the 

research participants’ thoughts on the case study topic.  The Q-sort provided the focus for 

individual interviews to gain an in-depth understanding of the participant’s perspective 

(Brown, 1993).  After perceptions were captured through the Q-sort process, data 

analysis took place through correlation of N Q-sorts, factor analysis of N X N correlation 

matrix, and factor rotation (McKeown & Thomas, 1988). 

 

Interview Protocol 

 Following Q-sort data analysis, elementary principals and superintendents were 

selected for individual semi-structured interviews based on the statistical properties of the 

Q-sorts.  For instance, the elementary principals from one district loaded onto one factor 

and the principal with the greatest factor loading was chosen for an interview.  This  
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Figure 2.  Q-set Sorting Distribution 
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 principal was considered as a statistical representative of the sample of principals.  

Superintendents from both districts were interviewed.  The in-depth, semi-structured 

interviews were guided by questions regarding the salient aspects of the participant’s Q-

array.  Furthermore, the interview questions explored the interview participant’s 

perceptions of the superintendent’s leadership behaviors and the perceptions of 

superintendent leadership for DIBELS (Good & Kaminski, 2002) implementation.  The 

semi-structured interviews included questions that were asked without a particular order 

and without exact wording in order to facilitate reflective conversation.  Semi-structured 

interviews were useful for this comparative case study because of the unique data that can 

be collected from participants’ viewpoints (Merriam, 1998).  This emic perspective 

allowed for the issues to be explored as the conversation unfolded through the viewpoints 

of the participants (Marshall & Rossman, 2006). 

 

Population and Sample 

 Case study participants were selected from a purposive, non-random sample of 

two K-12 school districts in Southern Arizona (Merriam, 1998).  A purposive sample was 

necessary in order to include research participants who had knowledge of superintendent 

leadership behaviors and leadership experience with DIBELS (Good & Kaminski, 2002) 

implementation.  Two school districts were chosen for this study based on being located 

in Southern Arizona, the successful implementation of DIBELS, as reported by an expert, 

and for having a superintendent for more than two years.  A meta-analysis showed that 



 81 

superintendents had an impact on student achievement if they had been leading the 

district for two or more years (Waters & Marzano, 2006). 

 

Data Collection and Analysis Procedures 

 This case study began with an analysis of district and government websites and 

district documents.  This analysis enabled the researcher to gain an understanding of the 

context and begin collecting data on the proposed study population.  Two superintendents 

were then contacted to invite their participation in this study.  The researcher met with 

each superintendent in their respective school district office.  The superintendents were 

given a recruitment letter explaining the purpose of the study (see Appendix A).  Prior to 

their participation, the superintendents were presented with a letter of informed consent 

that detailed the process and the confidentiality of their participation in this study (see 

Appendix B).  The researcher met with the superintendents to conduct their Q-sorts. 

Following the meetings with the superintendents, the researcher contacted the elementary 

principals in the two school districts to recruit their participation in the study and obtain 

their informed consent.  Following informed consent, all but one of the Q-sorts were done 

with the researcher. One elementary principal completed the Q-sort through e-mail 

because she was unable to meet with the researcher.  Each study participant sorted the 

same 20 leadership behaviors (see Table 1).   
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Table 1 

Q-set of Leadership Behaviors 

 

1. Gives principals a sense of overall purpose. 
2. Helps clarify the reasons for principals’ school improvement initiatives. 
3. Provides useful assistance to principals in setting short-term goals for teaching and   

learning. 
4. Demonstrates high expectations for principals’ work with teachers. 
5. Gives principals individual support to help them improve their leadership practices. 
6. Encourages principals to consider new ideas for leadership. 
7. Models a high level of professional practice. 
8. Develops an atmosphere of caring and trust. 
9. Promotes leadership development among principals. 
10. Encourages collaborative work among principals. 
11. Ensures wide participation in decisions about school improvement. 
12. Engages parents in the school’s improvement efforts. 
13. Is effective in building community support for the school’s improvement efforts. 
14. Provides or locates resources to help staff improve their teaching. 
15. Regularly observes classroom activities. 
16. After observing classroom activities, works with principals to improve their 

instructional leadership. 
17. Frequently discusses educational issues with principals. 
18. Buffers principals from distractions to their instructional leadership. 
19. Encourages principals to use data in their work. 
20. Encourages data use in planning for individual student needs. 
 
 
Note. Adapted with permission from Leithwood and Jantzi (2005). 
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 The elementary principals sorted the statements according to the Q-sort condition 

of instruction (see Appendix C) focusing on the statement: “Which of the following 

statements BEST DESCRIBES or LEAST DESCRIBES the leadership behaviors of your 

Superintendent?”.  The superintendents sorted according to the same condition of 

instruction focusing on the slightly altered statement: “Which of the following statements 

BEST DESCRIBES or LEAST DESCRIBES your leadership behaviors toward 

elementary principals?”.  Following completion of all Q-sorts, the data were entered into 

PCQ for Windows (Stricklin & Almeida, 2000) according to the respective school 

district.  First, the Q-sorts were correlated into an N X N matrix.  Correlation must be 

completed to pursue factor analysis.  Then, the Q-sorts were factor analyzed into 

unrotated factors using centroid factor analysis.  This is a common approach to extracting 

factors in Q-methodology (Brown, 1993).  Following centroid factor extraction, the 

factors were rotated to further analyze the data.  Theoretical rotation was utilized to 

change the reference point of the data based on the researcher’s knowledge of leadership 

theory and literature.  Theoretical rotation is commonly used with centroid factor 

extraction (Brown, 1993).  The theoretical rotation followed the following guidelines 

(Kramer, 2004; Kramer & Gravina, 2004): 

1. Load as many principals as possible on a single factor. 

2. Maintain the superintendents as a single factor. 

 The resulting theoretical rotation was analyzed for a factor solution.  Based on the 

factor solution, the researcher selected elementary principals from each school district for 

in-depth, semi-structured interviews (see Appendix D).  The researcher interviewed both 
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district superintendents (see Appendix E).  The selected elementary principals and both 

superintendents were contacted by the researcher for the interviews.  The elementary 

principals and superintendents consented to have the interviews audio taped.  All but one 

of the interviews were recorded and transcribed by the researcher to ensure the accuracy 

of the participants’ responses.  One elementary principal was unavailable for an in-person 

interview.  The researcher conducted the interview over the phone with this principal 

while taking notes. 

 The study’s validity and reliability were addressed through member checking to 

ensure the accuracy of the participants’ responses and triangulation through field 

observations and document analysis (Creswell, 2003).  For member checking, the 

researcher asked for participant feedback on the transcribed interview and preliminary 

findings.  The triangulation through field observations and document analysis took place 

throughout the study.  To further address validity and reliability, the researcher 

continually reflected on his bias and assumptions knowing that “In a sense, the 

[researcher] dirties the field with his . . . already soiled pants . . . I, therefore, continually 

struggled to notice how my predispositions colored my perceptions of things” 

(McRoberts, 2003, p. 155). 

 Following transcription of the interviews, the researcher read the transcripts to 

more thoroughly understand the perspectives of the participants.  Then sections of the 

transcripts were bracketed to reduce the data to more pertinent or interesting sections.  

Finally, the researcher analyzed the bracketed sections to highlight emerging themes, 

categories, and tentative hypotheses (Seidman, 2006).  The researcher analyzed all of the 
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data to find larger themes and confirm tentative hypotheses.  The researcher analyzed 

field observations notes and documents throughout the study to gain a deeper 

understanding of the case and confirm findings from the other aspects of data collection.  

Taken together, all forms of data provided compelling evidence for findings and 

recommendations. 

Data Analysis 

Research Question 1 

 How do elementary principals perceive superintendents’ leadership behaviors? 

 Factor analysis of elementary principals’ Q-sorts was computed to analyze their 

perceptions of superintendents’ leadership behaviors.  Individual semi-structured 

interviews with selected elementary principals added to the analysis of elementary 

principals’ perceptions.   

 

Research Question 2 

 How do superintendents describe their leadership behaviors? 

 Factor analysis of superintendents’ Q-sorts was computed to analyze their self-

reported leadership behaviors.  Individual semi-structured interviews with both 

superintendents added to the analysis of the superintendents’ descriptions. 
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Research Question 3 

 Do differences exist between elementary principals’ perceptions of 

superintendents’ leadership behaviors and superintendents’ self-report of leadership 

behaviors? 

 An analysis of the comparison of the findings from Research Questions 1 and 2 

looked for differences between elementary principals’ perceptions and superintendents’ 

self-reports.  

 

Research Question 4 

 How do elementary principals perceive superintendents’ leadership behaviors for 

DIBELS (Good & Kaminski, 2002) implementation? 

 An analysis of the individual semi-structured interviews with selected elementary 

principals was conducted to explore how elementary principals perceived 

superintendents’ leadership behaviors for DIBELS implementation. 

 

Research Question 5 

 How do superintendents describe their leadership behaviors for DIBELS (Good & 

Kaminski, 2002) implementation? 

 An analysis of the individual semi-structured interviews with both 

superintendents was conducted to explore how the superintendents described their 

leadership for DIBEL implementation. 
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Research Question 6 

 Do differences exist between elementary principals’ perceptions of 

superintendents’ leadership behaviors for DIBELS (Good & Kaminski, 2002) 

implementation and superintendents’ self-report of leadership behaviors for DIBELS 

implementation? 

 An analysis of the comparison of the findings from Research Questions 4 and 5 

looked for differences between elementary principals’ perceptions and superintendents’ 

self-reports.  

 Chapter 3 described the design and methodology for this comparative case study.  

Sections included the research design and rationale, participant selection criteria, data 

collection and analysis methodology.  Chapter 4 includes the presentation and analysis of 

the data, including reviewing the purpose of the study, the sample description, and the 

descriptive findings.   
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CHAPTER 4 
 

PRESENTATION AND ANALYSIS OF DATA 
 

Purpose of the Study 
 
 The purpose of this study was to examine elementary principals’ perceptions of 

K-12 superintendents’ leadership behaviors, superintendents’ self-report of leadership 

behaviors, and the superintendents’ leadership behaviors for DIBELS (Good & 

Kaminski, 2002) implementation.  Superintendent leadership behaviors were based on an 

extrapolated research design from Leithwood, Jantzi, et al. (2004).  The researcher 

modified the design to investigate superintendents’ use of leadership behaviors for 

DIBELS implementation.  This study included an additional variable, social capital, to 

examine the superintendent and principal leadership relationship.  The researcher 

extracted the concept of social capital from the work of the Policy Research Initiative 

(2003) to examine this relationship in terms of the social capital available to the 

superintendent and the principal.  Social capital includes resources and supports 

embedded in a network of relationships in school districts (Policy Research Initiative, 

2003). 

 This study’s findings were based on mixed methods case study protocol (Yin, 

2009) primarily from Q-methodology (Brown, 1993) and individual semi-structured 

interviews.  Observations and document analysis provided supporting evidence.  This 

chapter describes the findings from the two cases.  This allows the reader to understand 

each case before cross-case discussion in Chapter 5.  It is important to understand the 

findings from each case before the cross-case discussion of the findings (Yin, 2009). 
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Sample Description 

 The purposive sample was chosen from Southern Arizona K-12 public school 

districts that had successfully implemented DIBELS (Good & Kaminski, 2002), 

according to an expert, and had the same superintendent for more than two years.  This 

section describes each school district, its superintendent, the elementary principals, and 

the elementary schools.  School districts and superintendents names are pseudonyms.      

 

Arroyo Unified School District Profile 

 Arroyo Unified School District was located within 13 square miles of the 

boundaries of a large city.  Arroyo employed about 702 full- and part-time employees 

with an operating budget of approximately $26 million.  Arroyo served about 5,658 

students in nine schools (N = 1 high school, 1 middle school, 6 elementary schools, and 1 

alternative school).  As a district, Arroyo did not make Adequate Yearly Progress as 

defined by NCLB (2001).  About 5% of Arroyo’s teachers had emergency certification.  

Arroyo had a diverse population including 53% Hispanic students, 41% White students, 

2% African American students, 2% American Indian students, and 2% Asian students.  

The district had experienced a recent decline in student enrollment of about 3% per year 

over the past three years.  District administration anticipated student enrollment 

stabilizing this year.  The loss of student enrollment over the past three years resulted in a 

significant decline in district revenue.       

 The sample from this school district included six elementary principals and one 

superintendent.  When this study took place, the superintendent was in his fifth year 
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leading this school district.  The superintendent was hired by the district’s five-member 

Governing Board of elected community members.  This award-winning school district 

had a reputation the superintendent described on a district brochure as “a spirit of 

community . . . proud of the Arroyo tradition of excellence.”  The superintendent had 

office support from one secretary.   The superintendent delegated responsibility for 

DIBELS (Good & Kaminski, 2002) implementation to the district’s assistant 

superintendent, who also had office support from one secretary.  Among the district 

personnel most pertinent to this study were a director of professional development and a 

reading coordinator.   

 

Superintendent Profile 

 Dr. John Anderson had been Arroyo’s superintendent for five years.  Previously, 

he served as a district principal and assistant superintendent.  He was the latest in a 

succession of stable leaders who had been promoted in Arroyo from principal to assistant 

superintendent and then to superintendent.  Dr. Anderson had been in administration for 

26 years. He earned his doctorate in educational leadership in Arizona.   

  Dr. Anderson saw his work as superintendent as “big picture.”  He helped 

elementary principals understand how they could create their own part of the big picture 

through leadership in their schools.  Dr. Anderson empowered principals but was careful 

not to micromanage.  He said the principal was in charge of the school because there 

“should be only one captain of the ship.”  One of the elementary principals described Dr. 

Anderson as a “great visionary.”  For example, he led a retreat every summer for district 
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and school administrators.  This year’s theme was creating brain-friendly schools to 

enhance student learning.  Dr. Anderson titled the retreat, “This is your brain; this is your 

brain on school.” 

 Dr. Anderson explained, “My job is to make sure the principals understand my 

vision and the board’s vision.”  He described the district vision as (1) providing a 24/7 

school house, (2) providing outstanding customer service, and (3) engaging students in 

learning.  He saw this focus on student learning flowing from the school board, through 

him, to the rest of the district.  His examples of this focus were his frequent classroom 

visits, frequent student recognitions at board meetings, and ensuring the right people were 

in the right places throughout the district to impact student achievement.  One of the 

principals described Dr. Anderson as someone working behind the scenes to get things 

done for the students.  Dr. Anderson understood DIBELS (Good & Kaminski, 2002) and 

articulated how DIBELS was a smaller piece fitting in to help meet the district vision of 

all students achieving.  He delegated responsibility for DIBELS implementation to the 

assistant superintendent.  The assistant superintendent provided primary leadership 

support to district and school personnel for DIBELS implementation. 

 

Elementary Principals’ Profiles 

 This section profiles the six elementary school principals in this case.   This 

includes information on the principals, their schools, and surrounding communities.  The 

principals were assigned a number to aid in understanding the school contexts.  The 

numbers correspond to the statistical analysis of Q-sorts presented later in this chapter. 
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 The six elementary school principals in this case represented K-6 schools with a 

range of student enrollment from 420 to 625 students (see Table 2).  The table also shows 

the number of K-3 teachers per school based on the differences in student enrollment.  

The number of K-3 teachers provided a perspective for the principals’ work for DIBELS 

(Good & Kaminski, 2002) implementation.  All six schools were rated Performing Plus 

by the Arizona Department of Education.  Five of the six schools made Adequate Yearly 

Progress (AYP).  Four of the six schools were Title I (NCLB, 2001) schools with an 

average of 83% of students who qualified for the Federal Free and Reduced Lunch 

Program.  The school that did not make AYP (Principal 5 in Table 2) was a Title I school, 

which placed the school in Year 1 of School Improvement.  There were no Reading First 

(NCLB, 2001) schools in this district.   

 The four Title I (NCLB, 2001) schools (Principals 1, 2, 3, 5) served very different 

neighborhoods (see Table 3) than the two non-Title I schools (Principals 4 and 6).  For 

instance, Principal 3 had a high percentage of English Language Learners and Free and 

Reduced Lunch students in the largest elementary school in the district.  This school had 

a population of 74% Hispanic students, 20% White students, 3% African American 

students, 1% American Indian students, and 2% Asian students.  In contrast, Principal 6 

had the smallest percentage of English Language Learners and the smallest percentage of 

Free and Reduced in the smallest elementary school in the district.  This school had a 

population of 39% Hispanic students, 54% White students, 4% African American 

students, 1% American Indian students, and 2% Asian students.  The contrasts  
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Table 2 

Arroyo’s Elementary School and Principal Profiles 

 
 

School 
 

Grade 
levels at 
school 

 

Years 
principal 
at school 

 

Number of 
K-3 

teachers 
 

Total 
number of 
students 

 

English 
language 
learners 

 

Free and 
reduced 
lunch 

 
 
Principal 
1 

K-6 9 12 453 14% 72% 

Principal 
2 

K-6 7 14 466 21% 83% 

Principal 
3 

K-6 1 17 625 36% 86% 

Principal 
4 

K-6 3 12 458 5% 52% 

Principal 
5 

K-6 1 13 485 23% 89% 

Principal 
6 

K-6 9 12 420 2% 37% 
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Table 3 

Arroyo’s Elementary Schools’ Communities 

 

Schools and data by 
zip code 
 

Median 
family 
income 

 

Families 
below 

poverty 
level 

 

Mobility 
indicator* 

 

Residents 
with B.A. or 

higher 
 

Principals 1, 2, 3, 5 $23,047 26% 39% 13% 

Principals 4, 6 $45,370 6% 52% 25% 

 
Note. From Zip Skinny database of U. S. Census Bureau data. Retrieved March 8, 2009, 

from http://zipskinny.com. * Mobility indicator is the percentage of families in the same 

home for 5+ years.
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among the communities that this school district served were noteworthy (see Table 3). 

 This sample included four female principals (Principals 1, 3, 4, and 5 in Tables 2 

and 3) and two male principals (Principals 2 and 6 in Tables 2 and 3).  One principal held 

a doctorate in education (Principal 1), and the other five principals held master’s degrees.  

Their tenure at their current schools averaged nearly five years.  Overall, this principal 

group was a combination of veteran and first-year principals with a range of one year 

(two principals) to nine years (two principals).  The principals averaged seven years in 

school administration.  Only one principal (Principal 3) was in the first year of school 

administration as a first-year principal.  None of these principals had an assistant 

principal, and all had been actively involved with leading the DIBELS (Good & 

Kaminski, 2002) implementation in their schools.  

 

Rivera Unified School District Profile 

 Rivera Unified School District spanned 607 square miles on the fringe of a large 

city.  This district employed about 814 full- and part-time employees with an operating 

budget of approximately $22 million.  Rivera served about 4,947 students in seven 

schools (N =  1 high school, 1 middle school, 4 elementary schools, and 1 alternative 

school).  As a district, Rivera made Adequate Yearly Progress as defined by NCLB 

(2001).  About 5% of Rivera’s teachers had emergency certification.  Rivera had a 

diverse population including 45% Hispanic students, 47% White students, 4% African 

American students, 2% American Indian students, and 2% Asian students.  The district 

had experienced rapid growth over the past decade.   Growth in student enrollment was at 
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21% per year a few years ago but had slowed to about 7% per year.  After opening a new 

K-8 school two years ago, the district was planning to build a new high school. 

 The sample from this school district included four elementary principals and one 

superintendent.  When this study took place, the superintendent was in his 10th year of 

leading this school district.  The superintendent was hired by the district’s five-member 

Governing Board of elected community members.  This award-winning school district 

was known for “Keeping Kids First” as evidenced in the name of the monthly district 

newsletter and in the focus of governing board meetings.  The superintendent had office 

support from one secretary.   The superintendent delegated responsibility for DIBELS 

(Good & Kaminski, 2002) implementation to the district’s assistant superintendent, who 

also had office support from one secretary.  Among the district personnel most pertinent 

to this study were a director of professional development and a reading coordinator.   

 

Superintendent Profile 

 Dr. Tom Wilkinson had been Rivera’s superintendent for the past ten years.  

Previously, he served as the district’s director of curriculum and business manager.  Dr. 

Wilkinson had been in administration for 36 years. He earned his doctorate in educational 

leadership in Illinois. The district did not have an assistant superintendent until Dr. 

Wilkinson added the position four years ago.  Dr. Wilkinson said that when he arrived 15 

years ago, the district had 1,500 students.  He served in various district leadership 

capacities as enrollment grew to nearly 5,000.  Student growth and the problems 

associated with it, such as having to build new schools, had in some ways defined the 
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tenure of Dr. Wilkinson.  He said that before hiring an assistant superintendent, he was 

leading the district’s curriculum and instruction as well as doing the typical 

superintendent duties of working with the board.  When the district had an economic 

crisis eight years ago, he was the only certified person at the district level in the midst of 

huge student growth.  He explained that “I worked serious hours but it wasn’t in depth.” 

 Dr. Wilkinson described his leadership, “I work for the board and everybody else 

works for me.  I don’t work in any other framework but the political framework”.  He 

added, “I say to my staff, I’ll play politics with the board and you do the work.”  He said 

that stable board leadership was vital for the stability of the district and had a positive 

impact on the schools.  District finances were important for the superintendent to 

understand because “My favorite saying is that you can screw up a kid’s education on a 

regular basis but if you screw up the money, the community will can you.”  He added that 

he was very careful with the money and was teaching the assistant superintendent to be 

careful with it as well.  He was retiring in a year and a half, so he was mentoring the 

assistant superintendent to take over for him.  The assistant superintendent was leading 

the district’s curriculum and instruction, but soon the superintendent would move him 

away from that so he could learn more about the political and business sides of the 

district.  One of the staff described Dr. Wilkinson as out in front providing leadership for 

students and schools.  Dr. Wilkinson understood how DIBELS (Good & Kaminski, 2002) 

was implemented in the district.  He delegated responsibility for DIBELS implementation 

to the assistant superintendent.  The assistant superintendent provided primary leadership 

support to district and school personnel for DIBELS implementation.  
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Elementary Principals’ Profiles 

 This section profiles the four elementary school principals in this case.   This 

includes information on the principals, their schools, and surrounding communities.  The 

principals were assigned a number to aid in understanding the school contexts.  The 

numbers correspond to the statistical analysis of Q-sorts presented later in this chapter. 

 The four elementary principals in this case represented a K-6 school, a K-2 

school, a 3-5 school, and a K-8 school.  The schools ranged in size from 210 students to 

1,291 students (see Table 4).  Table 4 also shows the number of K-3 teachers per school 

based on the differences in student enrollment.  The number of K-3 teachers provided a 

perspective for the principals’ work for DIBELS (Good & Kaminski, 2002) 

implementation.  Two schools had all grades K-3, and two schools had one or more grade 

levels in the K-3 span.  The schools were rated as Performing or higher by the Arizona 

Department of Education.  All four schools made Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP).  Two 

of the four schools were Title I (NCLB, 2001) schools with 65% and 28% of students 

qualified for the Federal Free and Reduced Lunch Program.   

 The school with 65% Free and Reduced Lunch was also a Reading First (NCLB, 

2001) school.  This school (Principal 2) served a different neighborhood (see Table 5) 

than the other three schools (Principals 1, 3, and 4).  For instance, Principal 2 had a 

higher percentage of English Language Learners and Free and Reduced Lunches, yet it 

was the smallest elementary school in the district.  This school had a population of 65% 

Hispanic students, 32% White students, 2% African American students, 1% American 

Indian students, and 0% Asian students.  In contrast, Principal 1 had a small percentage 
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Table 4 

Rivera’s Elementary School and Principal Profiles 

 
 

School 
 

Grade 
levels at 
school 

 

Years 
principal 
at school 

 

Number 
of K-3 

teachers 
 

Total 
number of 
students 

 

English 
language 
learners 

 

Free and 
reduced 
lunch 

 
 
Principal 
1 

K-2 3 30 655 8% 21% 

Principal 
2 

K-6 2 8 210 21% 65% 

Principal 
3 

3-5 < 1 9 610 3% 28% 

Principal 
4 

K-8 2 26 1,291 7% 27% 
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Table 5 

Rivera’s Elementary Schools’ Communities 

 

Schools and data by 
zip code 
 

Median 
family 
income 

 

Families 
below 

poverty 
level 

 

Mobility 
indicator* 

 

Residents 
with B.A. or 

higher 
 

Principal 2 $32,005 16% 57% 20% 

Principals 1, 3, 4 $45,578 10% 46% 18% 

 
Note. From Zip Skinny database of U. S. Census Bureau data. Retrieved March 8, 2009, 

from http://zipskinny.com. * Mobility indicator is the percentage of families in the same 

home for 5+ years. 
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of English Language Learners and the smallest percentage of Free and Reduced Lunches, 

yet it was a much larger elementary school.  This school had a population of 39% 

Hispanic students, 54% White students, 4% African American students, 1% American 

Indian students, and 2% Asian students.  The contrasts among the communities that this 

school district served were noteworthy (see Table 5). 

 This sample included four female principals.  The principals held master’s 

degrees.  The principals averaged nearly eight years in school administration.  Most of 

this experience was at the assistant principal level.  Overall, this principal group was 

comprised of new principals.  Their tenure at their current schools averaged nearly two 

years, with a range of one semester (one principal) to three years (one principal). The K-8 

principal was the only one who had assistant principals.  She had two assistant principals, 

one for Grades K-5 and one for Grades 6-8.  These elementary principals were actively 

involved with leading the DIBELS (Good & Kaminski, 2002) implementation in their 

schools. 

 

Analysis of the Q-Sort Data 

Arroyo Unified School District 

 The six elementary principals and the superintendent completed the Q-sort of the 

20 superintendent leadership behaviors.  All but one of the Q-sorts was done with the 

researcher.  One principal completed the Q-sort through e-mail because she was unable to 

meet with the researcher.  During the Q-sort, several principals commented that it was 

hard to distinguish between the superintendent and assistant superintendent when sorting 
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the leadership behaviors.  This meant that the principals had more direct experience with 

the leadership of the assistant superintendent or that the superintendent and assistant 

superintendent acted in concert so it was hard to distinguish between the two 

administrators.  Q-sort data were entered into PCQ for Windows (Stricklin & Almeida, 

2000) for the analysis process.  First, all seven Q-sorts were correlated (see Table 6) 

because correlation must be completed to pursue factor analysis.  Elementary principals 

were Sorts 1-6, and the superintendent was Sort 7. 

 

 

Table 6 

Arroyo Q-sort Correlation Table 

 

Sort 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

1 0 .67 .77 .38 .28 .46 .53 
2 .67 0 .79 .28 - .02 .57 .58 
3 .77 .79 0 .44 - .05 .50 .69 
4 .38 .28 .44 0 - .27 .17 .60 
5 .28 - .02 - .05 - .27 0 .11 - .26 
6 .46 .57 .50 .17 .11 0 .35 
7 .53 .58 .69 .60 - .26 .35 0 
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 The statistics in Table 6 indicated how the Q-sorts correlated with one another.  

Following correlation, the Q-sorts were factor analyzed (see Table 7) using centroid 

factor analysis according to accepted mathematical protocols for Q-methodology (Brown, 

1993).  The result of the factor analysis was four unrotated factors.  Factor analysis is 

useful for data reduction and for finding patterns among data.  The data indicated that 

five of the six elementary principals and the superintendent loaded onto one factor 

(Factor A).  The remaining elementary principal (Sort 5) loaded onto Factor B.  No other 

factors emerged based on the unrotated factor analysis.  This meant that the perspectives 

of these six elementary principals and the superintendent were represented by these two 

factors and that five principals and the superintendent shared a perspective, whereas the 

remaining elementary principal had a unique perspective. 

 

 

Table 7 

Arroyo Unrotated Factor Loadings 

 

Factor A B C D 

Sort 1 .67 .37 - .30 .34 
2 .81 .29 .28 .14 
3 .93 .16 .05 .04 
4 .56 - .37 -.16 .16 
5 - .04 .49 - .30 - .29 
6 .50 .31 0 .10 
7 .85 - .33 - .04 .10 
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 Following centroid factor extraction, the factors were rotated to further analyze 

the data.  Factor rotation was necessary to interpret the factors.  Theoretical rotation, 

rather than a determinate mathematical rotation to maximize variance, was utilized to 

change the reference point of the data based on the researcher’s knowledge of theory and 

literature (see Table 8).  To accomplish the purpose of this study, it was important to 

understand elementary principals’ perspectives and superintendents’ perspectives of 

superintendent leadership behaviors.  To accomplish this, the research sought to contrast 

their perspectives through factor rotation.  The researcher attempted a rotation scheme 

that held as many elementary principals as possible on a factor while maintaining the 

superintendent on a separate factor. 

 The resulting theoretical rotation produced two factors (see Figure 3), A and B.  

This two-factor solution accounted for all seven Q-sorts and 59% of the variability in the 

original 7 x 7 correlation matrix.  Factor A loaded five of the six elementary principals 

and the superintendent, accounting for 48% of the variability.  Factor B loaded one 

elementary principal and accounted for 11% of the variability.  The meaning of this two-

factor solution is discussed in the following data analysis through the research questions.  

The researcher was unable to maintain the superintendent on a single factor due to the 

common perspective he held with five of the six elementary principals.  The researcher 

was unable to accomplish the rotation scheme of holding as many elementary principals 

as possible on a factor while maintaining the superintendent on a separate factor because 

the perspectives of the elementary principals and their superintendent were very similar. 
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Table 8 

Arroyo Rotated Factor Loadings 

 

Factor 
 

A 
 

B 
 

C 
 

D 
 

h2 
 

      
Sort   1 .78* .34 - .13 .23 79 

2 .82* .02 .35 .0 81 
3 .92* .04 .11 - .16 88 
4 .53* - .30 - .34 - .07 49 
5 - .04 .63* 0 - .16 42 
6 .55* .20 .13 .04 36 
7 .80* - .33 - .20 - .19 82 

# significant 6 1 0 0 7 

eigen values 3.37 .76 .33 .15 4.62 

% variance 48 11 5 2 66 

 
Note. * denotes significance at .44; h2 is the degree of commonality. 
 



 106 

 

Figure 3.  Arroyo Rotated Factors A and B in Factor Space 
 
  

Factor B 
 

Factor A 
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 Following Q-sort data analysis, the researcher conducted three individual semi-

structured interviews which were audio taped and transcribed.  The researcher selected 

the elementary principal with the highest loading (.92) on Factor A for one interview (see 

Appendix D).  This elementary principal was considered statistically representative of the 

perspectives of the five elementary principals who loaded onto Factor A.  The researcher 

also interviewed the elementary principal who loaded onto Factor B.  This principal had a 

unique perspective of the superintendent’s leadership behaviors.  The researcher then 

interviewed the superintendent (see Appendix E), who also loaded onto Factor A.  The 

interviews focused on the superintendent’s leadership behaviors and the superintendent’s 

leadership for DIBELS (Good & Kaminski, 2002) implementation.  Taken together, the 

interviews gave several perspectives of the superintendent’s leadership.  The interviews 

augmented the Q-sort data on the perceptions of superintendent leadership behaviors and 

provided key evidence of the perceptions of the superintendent’s leadership behaviors for 

DIBELS implementation. 

 

Rivera Unified School District 

 
 The four elementary principals and the superintendent completed the Q-sort of the 

20 superintendent leadership behaviors with the researcher.  During the Q-sort, one 

principal requested clarification about whether she was sorting the leadership behaviors 

of the superintendent and the assistant superintendent together.  This meant that the 

principal viewed the superintendent and assistant superintendent as acting in concert so it 

was hard to distinguish between the two administrators.  Q-sort data were entered into 
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PCQ for Windows (Stricklin & Almeida, 2000) for the analysis process.  First, all five Q-

sorts were correlated (see Table 9) because correlation must be completed to pursue 

factor analysis.  Elementary principals were Sorts 1-4, and the superintendent was Sort 5. 

 

 

Table 9 

Rivera Q-sort Correlation Table 

 

Sort 1 2 3 4 5 

1 0 .32 .28 .17 .11 
2 .32 0 .08 .57 .33 

3 .28 .08 0 .20 .26 

4 .17 .57 .20 0 .08 
5 .11 .33 .26 .08 0 

 
 

  The statistics in Table 9 indicated how the Q-sorts correlated with one another.  

Following correlation, the Q-sorts were factor analyzed (see Table 10) using centroid 

factor analysis according to accepted mathematical protocols for Q-methodology (Brown, 

1993).  The result was four unrotated factors (Brown, 1993).  Factor analysis is useful for 

data reduction and for finding patterns among data.  The data indicated that two of the 

four elementary principals loaded onto Factor A.  No other factors emerged based on the 

unrotated factor analysis.  This meant that the perspectives of two of the four elementary 

principals were represented by this factor.  The other two elementary principals and the 

superintendent did not load onto a factor. 
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Table 10 

Rivera Unrotated Factor Loadings 

 

Factor A B C D 

Sort 1 .43 - .09 .07 - .02 

2 .72 .33 - .04 .08 

3 .40 - .48 .38 .22 

4 .53 .37 .21 .24 

5 .37 - .08 - .22 .37 
 
 

 

  Following centroid factor extraction, the factors were rotated to further analyze 

the data.  Factor rotation was necessary to interpret the factors.  Theoretical rotation, 

rather than a determinate mathematical rotation to maximize variance, was utilized to 

change the reference point of the data based on the researcher’s knowledge of theory and 

literature (see Table 11).  To accomplish the purpose of this study, it was important to 

understand elementary principals perspectives’ and superintendents’ perspectives of 

superintendent leadership behaviors.  To accomplish this, the research sought to contrast 

their perspectives through factor rotation.  The researcher attempted a rotation scheme 

that held as many elementary principals as possible on a factor while maintaining the 

superintendent on a separate factor. 
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Table 11 
 
Rivera Rotated Factor Loadings 

 

Factor 
 

A 
 

B 
 

C 
 

D 
 

h2 
 

      
Sort   1 .44* - .05 0 0 19 

2 .68* .40 - .14 .07 64 
3 .48* - .42 .29 .26 58 
4 .52* .42 .11 .23 52 
5 .34 - .02 - .28 .38 34 

# significant 
4 0 0 0 4 

eigen values 
1.28 .53 .21 .27 2.30 

% variance 
26 11 4 5 46 

 
Note. * denotes significance at .44; h2 is the degree of commonality. 
 
 The resulting theoretical rotation produced one factor (see Figure 4), A.  This one 

factor solution accounted for four of the five Q-sorts and 26% of the variability in the 

original 5 x 5 correlation matrix.  The small amount of variability captured meant that the 

Q-sorts had weak correlations.  Factor A loaded all four of the elementary principals yet 

the perspectives of those elementary principals barely had enough in common to load 

onto this factor.  The superintendent did not load onto any factor and was maintained as a 

separate perspective from the elementary principals.  The researcher was able to 

accomplish the rotation scheme of holding as many elementary principals as possible on 

a factor while maintaining the superintendent separately.  The meaning of this one factor 

solution is discussed in the following data analysis through the research questions. 
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Figure 4.  Rivera Rotated Factor A in Factor Space 
 
 
  

Factor A 
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 Following Q-sort data analysis, the researcher conducted three individual semi-

structured interviews, two of which were audio taped and transcribed.  One elementary 

principal was unavailable for an in-person interview.  The researcher conducted the 

interview over the phone with this principal while taking notes.  The researcher selected 

the elementary principal with the highest loading (.68) on Factor A for one interview (see 

Appendix D).  This elementary principal was considered statistically representative of the 

four elementary principals who loaded onto Factor A.  The researcher also interviewed 

the elementary principal with the lowest loading (.44) on Factor A.  These principals 

provided a spectrum of elementary principal perspective on the superintendent’s 

leadership behaviors.  The researcher then interviewed (see Appendix E) the 

superintendent, who did not load onto a factor. Although he did not load onto a factor, the 

fact that his Q-sort could be analyzed separately from the elementary school principals 

proved useful for this study.  The interviews focused on the superintendent’s leadership 

behaviors and the superintendent’s leadership for DIBELS (Good & Kaminski, 2002) 

implementation.  Taken together, the interviews gave several perspectives of the 

superintendent’s leadership.  The interviews augmented the Q-sort data on the 

perceptions of superintendent leadership behaviors and provided key evidence of the 

perceptions of the superintendent’s leadership behaviors for DIBELS implementation. 

 

Descriptive Findings 
 

 This section answered the study’s six research questions.  These six questions 

were about elementary principals’ and superintendents’ perceptions of superintendents’ 
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leadership behaviors and the superintendents’ leadership behaviors for DIBELS (Good & 

Kaminski, 2002) implementation.  Research Questions 1-3 were answered using the 

study’s Q-sort data and augmented by the semi-structured interview data.  Research 

Questions 4-6 were answered using the study’s semi-structured interview data.  All 

findings were triangulated with observations and document analysis.  For example, 

observations took place at reading labs and school board meetings.  Document analysis 

included school board meeting minutes and school and district newsletters.  Each 

research question was answered for each case under the heading of the school district 

name.   

 

Research Question 1 

 How do elementary principals perceive superintendents’ leadership behaviors? 

 Arroyo Unified School District.  Five of the six elementary principals loaded onto 

one factor through significant loadings ranging from .53 to .92.  The composite array for 

Factor A (see Figure 5) showed the representative perspective of principals’ perceptions 

of superintendent leadership.  This perspective contained the superintendent’s 

perceptions.  Five of the six elementary principals’ perceptions were not able to be 

statistically separated from the superintendent during factor analysis.  This meant that 

five of the six elementary principals and the superintendent had similar perceptions of 

superintendent leadership.   
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LEAST 

DESCRIBES 

 

 

 

    

BEST 

DESCRIBES 

- 3 - 2 - 1 0 + 1 + 2 + 3 

16 2 3 5 4 7 1 

20 12 11 13 6 9 8 

 15 19 14 17 10  

   18    

 

Figure 5.  Arroyo Composite Q-sort for Factor A 

 

 This perspective was characterized by these top two leadership statements 

describing the superintendent: 

(+ 3) 1. Gives principals a sense of overall purpose. 

(+ 3) 8. Develops an atmosphere of caring and trust. 

 The following statements also ranked highly representative of superintendent 

leadership: 

(+ 2)  7. Models a high level of professional practice. 

(+ 2)  9. Promotes leadership development among principals. 

(+ 2) 10. Encourages collaborative work among principals. 

 Likewise, there was agreement that the following leadership behaviors least 

described the superintendent’s leadership: 

(- 2) 15. Regularly observes classroom activities. 



 115 

(- 3) 16. After observing classroom activities, works with principals to improve their 

instructional leadership. 

(- 3) 20. Encourages data use in planning for individual student needs. 

 During the interview, the elementary principal from Factor A said the 

superintendent made them “very aware of our vision” and that “the classroom is the 

number one priority.”  She explained, “When he first hired me, he told me where we 

were, where we were going, and what was expected of me.”  She added that he 

accompanied her on informal walk-throughs of the classrooms, although the assistant 

superintendent did this more often.  The assistant superintendent mentored her as a new 

principal and was responsible for the district’s curriculum and instruction.  Overall, the 

superintendent built trust.  She said, “He is very approachable.  If I have a question or a 

problem, I can call him directly.” 

 The elementary principal perspective from Factor B was characterized by these 

top two leadership statements describing the superintendent: 

(+ 3) 12. Engages parents in the school’s improvement efforts. 

(+ 3) 15. Regularly observes classroom activities. 

 The following statements also ranked highly representative of superintendent 

leadership: 

(+ 2)  7. Models a high level of professional practice. 

(+ 2) 17. Frequently discusses educational issues with principals. 
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 The following leadership behaviors least described the superintendent’s 

leadership: 

(- 3)  3. Provides useful assistance to principals in setting short-term goals for teaching 

 and learning. 

(- 3) 18. Buffers principals from distractions to their instructional leadership. 

 During the interview, the elementary principal on Factor B said Dr. Anderson had 

a Parent Advisory Council.  Because she was a new principal to the district, she attended 

their first meeting. She said of the meeting, “I was pretty impressed.  He got input on the 

bond, and they also talked about things going on in the schools.”  She was surprised that 

the superintendent observed classrooms.  She worked in two previous districts and had 

“never seen anything like it.” 

 She commented that Dr. Anderson modeled for the principals what student 

engagement and learning should look like.  He also gave them professional books to read, 

e.g., one on brain development.  She said the assistant superintendent helped her with 

short-term goals for teaching and learning.  The assistant superintendent also provided 

more direct leadership for the principals on teaching and learning such as through his 

regular meetings with principals to review and discuss student achievement goals and 

data.  
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 Rivera Unified School District.  All four of the elementary principals had similar 

perceptions of superintendent leadership.  These four principals loaded onto one factor 

through significant loadings ranging from .44 to .68.  However, the low factor loadings 

indicated that the elementary principals had similar as well as dissimilar perceptions of 

the superintendent’s leadership.  The composite array for Factor A (see Figure 6) shows 

the representative perspective of elementary principals’ perceptions of superintendent 

leadership.   

 This perspective was characterized by these top two leadership statements 

describing the superintendent: 

(+ 3) 1. Gives principals a sense of overall purpose. 

(+ 3) 18. Buffers principals from distractions to their instructional leadership. 

 

 

LEAST 

DESCRIBES 

 

 

 

    

BEST 

DESCRIBES 

- 3 - 2 - 1 0 + 1 + 2 + 3 

14 11 3 2 7 5 1 

16 12 6 4 9 8 18 

 15 17 10 20 19  

   13    

 

Figure 6.  Rivera Composite Q-sort for Factor A 
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 The following statements also ranked highly representative of superintendent 

leadership: 

(+ 2)  5. Gives principals individual support to help them improve their leadership 

practices. 

(+ 2)  8. Develops an atmosphere of caring and trust. 

(+ 2) 19. Encourages principals to use data in their work. 

 Likewise, there was agreement that the following leadership behaviors least 

described the superintendent’s leadership: 

(- 2) 15. Regularly observes classroom activities. 

(- 3) 14. Provides or located resources to help staff improve their teaching.  

(- 3) 16. After observing classroom activities, works with principals to improve their 

instructional leadership. 

 The elementary principals described Dr. Wilkinson as very supportive of parent 

concerns or other issues that could distract from their instructional leadership.  They said 

that he fostered trust and caring.  Part of that trust and caring was the result of the 

individual support he gave them.  One of the principals commented that when she asked 

for advice, he always asked what she wanted to do.  She appreciated that, “It is ownership 

for myself.  He might give me suggestions but really honoring what I want to do and not 

telling me what to do.” 

 One of the principals felt the superintendent was supportive of her efforts to 

innovate.  She bought personal digital assistants (PDAs) for her staff to use for DIBELS 

(Good & Kaminski, 2002) progress monitoring.  She said, “He encouraged me that when 
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I have innovative ideas to go ahead and try it.”  Another principal indicated that the 

assistant superintendent visited classrooms more often than the superintendent.  She said 

that before the huge growth in student enrollment, the superintendent visited classrooms 

more often.  The superintendent was consumed with the issues of student enrollment 

growth, such as building new schools.  The superintendent had the elementary principals 

create school goals.  The principals used DIBELS to meet school goals of improved 

student reading achievement.  The assistant superintendent supported the school goals 

process by meeting with principals to review goals and provide support to help principals 

meet the goals. 

 

Research Question 2 

 How do superintendents describe their leadership behaviors? 

 Arroyo Unified School District.  Dr. Anderson loaded onto Factor A (.80) with 

five of the six elementary principals.  This meant that the superintendent’s perception of 

his own leadership behaviors was very similar to five of the six elementary principals.  

See Figure 5 for the composite Q-sort.   

 Dr. Anderson’s self-reported leadership behaviors were characterized by the 

following statements:  

(+ 3) 1. Gives principals a sense of overall purpose. 

(+ 3) 8. Develops an atmosphere of caring and trust. 
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 The following statements least described the superintendent’s self-reported 

leadership behaviors: 

(- 3) 15. Regularly observes classroom activities. 

(- 3) 16. After observing classroom activities, works with principals to improve their 

instructional leadership. 

 During the interview, Dr. Anderson described his leadership as “big picture”.  He 

saw his leadership as “trying to visualize where we are going” because vision leads to 

purpose.  He added, “Going back to our purpose, how to do you motivate people to be 

peak performers?”  He said purpose and trust go hand in hand.  He said, “If I want to get 

peak performances from principals, I got to do these two things first.” 

 He delegated specific work to his assistant superintendent.  This work included 

working with principals on school improvement plans, student achievement data analysis, 

and principal mentoring.  According to Dr. Anderson, the assistant superintendent and the 

principals were on the front lines of student achievement.  “I make sure I don’t get in the 

way of [the assistant superintendent] or the principals”.  The superintendent visited 

classrooms and participated in academic activities with students, but he saw it as a 

complement to the work of the assistant superintendent and the principals.  He described 

regularly observing classrooms as a “least describes” behavior because his definition of 

regular was every classroom, every day.  He did not do that but he felt that he observed 

classrooms more than any other local superintendent. 
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 Rivera Unified School District.  Dr. Wilkinson did not load onto a factor, but his 

Q-array (see Figure 7) represented his unique perspective.  Dr. Wilkinson’s self-reported 

leadership behaviors were characterized by the following statements:  

(+ 3) 13. Is effective in building community support for the school’s improvement 

efforts. 

(+ 3) 18. Buffers principals from distractions to their instructional leadership. 

 

 

LEAST 

DESCRIBES 

 

 

 

    

BEST 

DESCRIBES 

- 3 - 2 - 1 0 + 1 + 2 + 3 

10 16 4 2 1 7 13 

12 19 9 3 5 8 18 

 20 15 11 6 14  

   17    

 

Figure 7.  Rivera Superintendent Q-sort 

 

 The following statements also ranked highly representative of superintendent 

leadership: 

(+ 2) 7. Models a high level of professional practice. 

(+ 2) 8. Develops an atmosphere of caring and trust. 

(+ 2) 14. Provides or located resources to help staff improve their teaching.  
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 The following statements least described the superintendent’s self-reported 

leadership behaviors: 

(- 3) 10. Encourages collaborative work among principals. 

(- 3) 12. Engages parents in the school’s improvement efforts. 

 During the interview, Dr. Wilkinson described his leadership as centering on 

politics with the board and dealing with growth issues such as building schools.  

Referring to the leadership statement on buffering principals from distractions to their 

instructional leadership, he said, 

This one goes back to one of my statements that I make all the time to the board 
and to the people who work for me is that I work for the board and everybody else 
works for me.  I believe in that sincerely.  I’ll say to my staff, I’ll play politics 
with the board and you do the work.  I keep distractions from their instructional 
leadership. 
 

 In terms of building community support, he partnered with local businesses.  In 

return for his participation in community activities on behalf of local businesses, the 

businesses gave money to the district.  He also rated the leadership behavior on locating 

resources to help staff as “best describes” because it was similar to buffering principals 

from distractions.  He said, “Those are things I do pretty well.”  He saw his job as 

securing resources so the assistant superintendent could have the resources to be the 

instructional leader. 
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Research Question 3 

 Do differences exist between elementary principals’ perceptions of 

superintendents’ leadership behaviors and superintendents’ self-report of leadership 

behaviors? 

 Arroyo Unified School District.  Overall, there was similarity between elementary 

principals’ perceptions of the superintendent’s leadership behaviors and the 

superintendent’s self-report of leadership behaviors.  However, one elementary principal 

provided a unique perspective.   

 The superintendent and five of the six elementary principals loaded onto Factor 

A.  This indicated a similar perception of the superintendent’s leadership behaviors.  

Factor A was a stable factor accounting for 48% of the variance.  One elementary 

principal loaded onto Factor B.  This unique perspective is contrasted with Factor A. 

 In a comparison of the arrays for Factors A and B (see Figure 8), 11 consensus 

statements emerged.  A consensus statement was a statement in which scores on the two 

factors were either the same or one number apart.   

 The following superintendent leadership behaviors were among the consensus 

statements of Factors A and B: 

(+ 2, + 2) 7. Models a high level of professional practice. 

(+ 2, + 1) 9. Promotes leadership development among principals. 

(+ 2, + 1) 10. Encourages collaborative work among principals. 

(+ 1, + 2) 17. Frequently discusses educational issues with principals. 
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LEAST 

DESCRIBES 

 

 

 

    

BEST 

DESCRIBES 

- 3 - 2 - 1 0 + 1 + 2 + 3 

16/3 2/1 3/2 5/13 4/4 7/7 1/12 

20/18 12/6 11/5 13/14 6/9 9/11 8/15 

 15/16 19/8 14/19 17/10 10/17  

   18/20    

 

Figure 8.  Arroyo Comparison of Q-sorts: Factors A and B (shown as A/B) 

 

 The following superintendent leadership behaviors were viewed differently 

through Factors A and B: 

(+ 3, - 2) 1. Gives principals a sense of overall purpose. 

(+ 3, - 1) 8. Develops an atmosphere of caring and trust. 

(- 2, + 3) 12. Engages parents in the school’s improvement efforts. 

(- 2, + 3) 15. Regularly observes classroom activities. 

 

 Rivera Unified School District.  There was some similarity between elementary 

principals’ perceptions of the superintendent’s leadership behaviors and the 

superintendent’s self-report of leadership behaviors.   Elementary principals had a 

somewhat similar perspective on the superintendent’s leadership.  They loaded onto 

Factor A.  This was an unstable factor accounting for only 26% of the variance.  This 
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meant the elementary principals’ perceptions were different almost as much as they were 

similar. 

 In a comparison of the arrays for Factor A and the superintendent (see Figure 9), 

11 consensus statements emerged.  A consensus statement was a statement in which 

scores on the two factors were either the same or one number apart.   

 

 

LEAST 

DESCRIBES 

 

 

 

    

BEST 

DESCRIBES 

- 3 - 2 - 1 0 + 1 + 2 + 3 

14/10 11/16 3/4 2/2 7/1 5/7 1/13 

16/12 12/19 6/9 4/3 9/5 8/8 18/18 

 15/20 17/15 10/11 20/6 19/14  

   13/17    

 

Figure 9.  Rivera Comparison of Q-sorts: Factor A and Superintendent Array (shown as 

A/B) 

 

 The following superintendent leadership behaviors were among the consensus 

statements of Factor A and the superintendent: 

(+ 2, + 2) 8. Develops an atmosphere of caring and trust. 

(+ 3, + 3) 18. Buffers principals from distractions to their instructional leadership. 
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(+ 2, + 1)  5. Gives principals individual support to help them improve their 

leadership practices. 

 The following superintendent leadership behaviors were viewed differently 

through Factor A and the superintendent: 

(0, + 3)  13. Is effective in building community support for the school’s 

improvement efforts. 

(- 3, + 2) 14. Provides or located resources to help staff improve their teaching.  

 

Research Question 4 

 How do elementary principals perceive superintendents’ leadership behaviors for 

DIBELS (Good & Kaminski, 2002) implementation? 

 Arroyo Unified School District.  Although the elementary principals from Factor 

A had a differing perception of superintendent leadership behaviors from the elementary 

principal from Factor B, all of the elementary principals had a common perception of 

how the superintendent provided leadership for DIBELS (Good & Kaminski, 2002) 

implementation.  The two newest elementary principals said that DIBELS was fully 

implemented when they arrived at the district.  One principal commented that “It is really 

nice to come into a district that has DIBELS in place” because “The teachers know how 

to read the data, they know what it means, and they use it.”  One principal indicated that 

the superintendent did not do much with her on DIBELS.  She described his leadership in 

terms of support through others in the district.  For example, the district provided a team 

of testers who came to the elementary schools three times per year to do DIBELS 
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benchmark testing for all K-3 students and entered the data into the DIBELS database.  

The district also provided all schools with at least one reading lab to provide 

interventions for struggling students as indicated on their DIBELS scores.  The reading 

lab was run by a certified reading specialist and two teacher aides.  The school’s reading 

specialist also worked with teachers to coordinate interventions and classroom 

curriculum.  This collaboration was focused on helping students improve their reading as 

based on DIBELS scores.  Title I funds provided for the reading specialist and teacher 

aides in the Title I schools.  The district funded the reading specialist and teacher aides 

for the non-Title I schools.   

 There was also a district reading coordinator who assisted the principals in 

providing leadership for the Reading Labs and for DIBELS (Good & Kaminski, 2002) 

implementation.  The district reading coordinator was also helping at one of the schools 

whose reading specialist was on leave.  The district reading coordinator worked with 

students and modeled lessons so the instructional aides could more effectively work with 

students.    

 The elementary principals concurred that the assistant superintendent provided 

leadership for DIBELS (Good & Kaminski, 2002) implementation.  For instance, the 

assistant superintendent had DIBELS data meetings with the principals.  In these 

meetings, the assistant superintendent reviewed DIBELS data with the principals, helped 

the principals understand how to use the data with their teachers, and discussed how the 

school goals were being met.  The principals’ and assistant superintendent’s work on 

DIBELS was a byproduct of the superintendent’s focus on student learning. 
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 Rivera Unified School District.  Rivera’s elementary principals had similar 

perceptions of the superintendent’s leadership for DIBELS (Good & Kaminski, 2002) 

implementation.  The elementary principals perceived superintendent leadership for 

DIBELS implementation in terms of support from the district level.  For example, there 

was a team of testers who came to the elementary schools three times per year to do 

DIBELS benchmark testing for all K-3 students.  A district reading coordinator was also 

a resource because she entered the DIBELS data in the database and helped the principal 

with DIBELS reports.  One principal said, “I feel like the district is trying to give that 

effort with some extra personnel to make sure those things are happening school wide.”  

The assistant superintendent provided leadership for DIBELS implementation.  The 

assistant superintendent focused the principals on utilizing DIBELS.  The principals said 

they worked with the assistant superintendent more than the superintendent on academic 

issues. 

 One difference in support for the principals involved the presence of school-level 

reading specialists.  The two elementary principals of Title I (NCLB, 2001) schools had 

reading specialists who supported DIBELS (Good & Kaminski, 2002) implementation by 

providing reading interventions and monitoring students’ progress.  The reading 

specialists were supported by Title I funds.  The elementary principals of the non-Title I 

schools did not have reading specialists to assist with DIBELS implementation.  These 

two principals took a more active role in implementing DIBELS than the two principals 

who had the extra support of a reading specialist.  One of the principals of a non-Title I 

school was working to build capacity among her staff for DIBELS implementation.  She 
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had an assistant principal who was devoted to K-5 curricular and instructional issues, 

such as DIBELS.  This principal met regularly with the K-3 teachers on DIBELS 

implementation.  One principal of a non-Title I school said she would love to have a 

reading specialist to provide more support for DIBELS implementation.  She had a 

reading specialist for one year but lost the funding from the state.  District administration 

recognized the need to have more support for DIBELS implementation in the two non-

Title I schools.  The Reading First (NCLB, 2001) school had additional support for 

DIBELS implementation, but discussion of those supports was beyond the scope of this 

study.  This study examined superintendent leadership for the district-wide 

implementation of DIBELS.  However, the Reading First reading coach provided some 

district-wide support for DIBELS implementation.  For example, the reading coach 

provided DIBELS training for new district K-3 teachers.  She also provided DIBELS 

professional development from some district elementary schools.  Although this work 

was beyond the scope of her job, her principal was trying to show the district the value of 

a reading coach so the district would hire her at the end of the current year when the 

Reading First grant ended. 

 

Research Question 5 

 How do superintendents describe their leadership behaviors for DIBELS (Good & 

Kaminski, 2002) implementation? 

 Arroyo Unified School District.  Dr. Anderson clearly described his leadership for 

DIBELS (Good & Kaminski, 2002) implementation.  “My role, I know what is going on, 
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I know the big picture, but I don’t look at DIBELS scores.”  The district decided when 

DIBELS came out that they would have district assessment teams assess all K-3 students 

for DIBELS benchmarks three times per year to protect classroom teaching time.  He 

added that the assistant superintendent had taken the lead on DIBELS implementation.  

For instance, the district meeting model supported the superintendent providing big 

picture leadership and the assistant superintendent providing leadership for DIBELS 

implementation.  On board meeting nights, the assistant superintendent met with 

principals to discuss, among other things, curriculum and instruction, including DIBELS.  

After that meeting, the superintendent met with principals, directors, and assistant 

superintendent to discuss other district business.  Dr. Anderson also led the yearly 

administrative retreat, which he described as “big picture” or providing vision.  Dr. 

Anderson said, “DIBELS is part of the small pieces that help the vision become reality”. 

 Rivera Unified School District.  Dr. Wilkinson described his leadership for 

DIBELS (Good & Kaminski, 2002) implementation as buffering from principals from 

distractions to their instructional leadership and securing the resources so the assistant 

superintendent could lead the DIBELS implementation.  He said the assistant 

superintendent was the instructional leader of the district.  An elementary principal 

described the district as having two superintendents because of the level of leadership 

from both administrators. 

There are people in the district who would tell you that [the assistant 
superintendent] is running the district.  That is correct to a certain extent.  I am 
going to leave (retire in 18 months) and my function is to get him ready to take 
over the whole district operation. 
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 The assistant superintendent was supportive of the elementary schools having a 

reading specialist or a reading coach.  Dr. Wilkinson disagreed philosophically with that 

approach but supported the assistant superintendent doing what he thought was best.  The 

superintendent, a past president of the Arizona Reading Association, thought the best way 

to improve students’ reading was through efforts at making the classroom teachers better 

at teaching reading.    

 

Research Question 6 

 Do differences exist between elementary principals’ perceptions of 

superintendents’ leadership behaviors for DIBELS (Good & Kaminski, 2002) 

implementation and superintendents’ self-report of leadership behaviors for DIBELS 

implementation? 

 
 Arroyo Unified School District.  Differences did not exist between elementary 

principals’ perceptions of the superintendent’s leadership behaviors for DIBELS (Good 

& Kaminski, 2002) implementation and the superintendent’s self-report of leadership 

behaviors for DIBELS implementation.  Elementary principals and the superintendent 

described the leadership of the superintendent for DIBELS in terms of overall leadership 

for the district.  It was described as superintendent leadership that provided a district 

focus on student learning.  The assistant superintendent provided leadership for DIBELS 

as well as for other aspects of curriculum and instruction.  Elementary principals and the 

superintendent cited district support for DIBELS implementation.  Support included a 

district assessment team that assessed all K-3 students in the DIBELS benchmark three 
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times per year.  The assessment team took the complications of large-scale testing from 

the school principals and teachers.  Support also included reading labs in every 

elementary school and a district reading coordinator who provided leadership for the 

reading labs.  Elementary principals and the superintendent cited the meeting structure of 

the assistant superintendent leading principals’ meetings focused on DIBELS.  These 

meetings gave principals support and tools with which to be better leaders in their 

schools. 

 Rivera Unified School District.  Differences did not exist between elementary 

principals’ perceptions of the superintendent’s leadership behaviors for DIBELS (Good 

& Kaminski, 2002) implementation and the superintendent’s self-report of leadership 

behaviors for DIBELS implementation.  Elementary principals and the superintendent 

described the leadership of the superintendent for DIBELS in terms of overall leadership 

for the district.  They described superintendent leadership that provided a district focus on 

student learning and buffered principals from distractions to their instructional leadership.  

The assistant superintendent provided leadership for DIBELS as well as for other aspects 

of curriculum and instruction.  Elementary principals and the superintendent recognized 

district support for DIBELS implementation.  Support included a district assessment team 

that assessed all K-3 students in the DIBELS benchmark three times per year.  The 

assessment team took the complications of large-scale testing from the school principals 

and teachers.  Support included a district reading coordinator who provided assistance 

through entering DIBELS data and obtaining reports for principals. 
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Summary 

 Chapter 4 described the research contexts and the research findings for each case.  

After an overview of the sample, the Q-data and interview findings by research question 

were described for each case.  Chapter 5 includes a summary of the findings and a 

discussion of the findings, including cross-case analysis (Yin, 2009).  This includes a 

comparison and contrast of the case findings, implications, and recommendations for 

future research. 
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CHAPTER 5 
 

SUMMARY OF FINDINGS, DISCUSSION OF FINDINGS, IMPLICATIONS, AND 
RECOMMENDATIONS 

 
Introduction 

 This current era of reform revolving around NCLB (2001) required effective 

leadership in districts and schools for the implementation of its policies to improve 

student learning.  Educators working together in effective leadership relationships have 

the potential to successfully implement, meet, or exceed goals of school reform policies.  

The lack of effective leadership relationships can hinder implementing reform that 

improves student achievement (Fuller et al., 2003).  The expansion and practices of these 

leadership relationships were important to study in light of the federal and state 

governments’ increasingly assertive roles in legislating change in managing, teaching, 

and learning for K-12 public schools (Knapp et al., 2006; McDonnell, 2005).  This 

comparative case study explored how superintendents successfully led the 

implementation of a facet of a school reform policy that impacted student learning.  This 

study analyzed superintendents’ leadership behaviors for DIBELS (Good & Kaminski, 

2002) implementation. 

 This chapter includes an overview of the study, a summary of findings, a 

discussion of findings, and implications and recommendations for future research. 

 

Overview of Study 

 The purpose of this study was to examine elementary principals’ and 

superintendents’ perceptions of the superintendents’ leadership behaviors and the 
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superintendents’ leadership behaviors for DIBELS (Good & Kaminski, 2002) 

implementation.  This study’s findings were based on a comparative case study of two 

school districts in Southern Arizona.  This study included 2 superintendents and 10 

elementary school principals.  The findings were based on mixed-methods case study 

protocol (Yin, 2009) primarily from Q-methodology (Brown, 1993) and individual semi-

structured interviews.  Observations and document analysis provided supporting 

evidence.   

 

Research Questions 

 The study examined the following research questions: 

1.  How do elementary principals perceive superintendents’ leadership behaviors? 

2.  How do superintendents describe their leadership behaviors? 

3.  Do differences exist between elementary principals’ perceptions of 

superintendents’ leadership behaviors and superintendents’ self-report of 

leadership behaviors? 

4.  How do elementary principals perceive superintendents’ leadership behaviors 

for DIBELS (Good & Kaminski, 2002) implementation? 

5.  How do superintendents describe their leadership behaviors for DIBELS 

implementation? 

6.  Do differences exist between elementary principals’ perceptions of 

superintendents’ leadership behaviors for DIBELS implementation and 
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superintendents’ self-report of leadership behaviors for DIBELS 

implementation? 

 

Summary of Findings 

 The research questions were distilled into two categories: perceptions of 

superintendent leadership behaviors and perceptions of superintendent leadership 

behaviors for DIBELS (Good & Kaminski, 2002) implementation.  Research Questions 

1-3 focused on perceptions of superintendent leadership behaviors, and Research 

Questions 4-6 focused on perceptions of superintendent leadership behaviors for DIBELS 

implementation.  To follow is a summary of perceptions of superintendent leadership 

behaviors and superintendent leadership behaviors for DIBELS for each school district. 

 

Perceptions of Superintendent Leadership Behaviors 

 
 Arroyo Unified School District.  The superintendent and six elementary principals 

provided their perceptions of the superintendent’s leadership behaviors through a Q-sort 

of 20 leadership behaviors.  The quantitative analysis of these perceptions was 

augmented with individual, semi-structured interviews with the superintendent and two 

elementary principals.  During the Q-sort, several principals commented that it was hard 

to distinguish between the superintendent and the assistant superintendent when sorting 

leadership behaviors. 

 During factor analysis, the researcher was not able to contrast the superintendent’s 

perspective from the elementary principals’ perspectives.  The superintendent and five of 
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six elementary principals had a common perspective of superintendent leadership 

behaviors as evidenced by the superintendent loading onto a factor with these elementary 

principals.  This factor, Factor A, was a stable factor accounting for 48% of the variance.  

One elementary principal loaded onto a separate factor, Factor B, accounting for 11% of 

the variance.  This principal had a unique perspective of the superintendent’s leadership 

behaviors. 

 Among the top leadership behaviors from Factor A were “gives principals a sense 

of overall purpose” and “develops an atmosphere of caring and trust.”  The leadership 

behavior that least described the superintendent was “regularly observes classroom 

activities.”  The superintendent helped the elementary principals to understand the 

district’s overall purpose.  The superintendent gave elementary principals a sense of 

purpose through having a clear vision and communicating that vision through many 

avenues such as discussions, administrative and board meetings, book studies, a summer 

administrative retreat, and through the actions of the assistant superintendent.  The 

superintendent said giving purpose and building trust were important to him because he 

believed it helped elementary principals to be their best.  The superintendent developed 

caring and trust through his relationships with the elementary principals and through 

other district administrators who were supporting the principals’ work.  The 

superintendent observed classrooms with principals to discuss student progress.  The 

superintendent changed district meeting structures to allow the assistant superintendent 

time with principals to discuss topics such as school improvement plans and student 

achievement.  The superintendent delegated the role of instructional leader to the 
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assistant superintendent.  The assistant superintendent also mentored new principals and 

provided them with individual support. 

 Among the top leadership behaviors from Factor B were “engages parents in the 

school’s improvement efforts” and “regularly observes classroom activities.”  Among the 

leadership behaviors that least described the superintendent were “gives principals a 

sense of overall purpose” and “develops an atmosphere of caring and trust.”  This 

elementary principal said the superintendent engaged parents in discussions about school 

improvement through a Parent Advisory Board.  She had never seen a superintendent like 

Dr. Anderson, who observed classrooms and walked through her school.  She saw the 

superintendent as a model for her leadership.  This principal added that the assistant 

superintendent provided her with more direct leadership on teaching and learning. 

 There were 11 consensus statements between Factors A and B.  A consensus 

statement was a statement in which item scores on the two factors were either the same or 

one number apart.  To put these consensus statements into perspective, there was close 

agreement on 11 of the 20 leadership behaviors.  Examples of consensus between Factors 

A and B were “models a high level of professional practice” and “promotes leadership 

development among principals.” 

 Rivera Unified School District.  The superintendent and four elementary 

principals provided their perceptions of the superintendent’s leadership behaviors through 

a Q-sort of 20 leadership behaviors.  The quantitative analysis of these perceptions was 

augmented with individual, semi-structured interviews with the superintendent and two 

elementary principals.  During the Q-sort, one principal requested clarification about 
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whether she was sorting the leadership behaviors of the superintendent and the assistant 

superintendent together. 

 During factor analysis, all four principals loaded onto one factor separately from 

the superintendent.  This meant the four principals had a common perspective of the 

superintendent’s leadership.  Their perspective was contrasted with the superintendent’s 

perspective.  The elementary principals’ factor, Factor A, was not stable and accounted 

for 26% of the variance.  The four elementary principals barely loaded onto Factor A and 

left a large portion of variability unaccounted for. 

 Among the top leadership behaviors from Factor A were “gives principals a sense 

of overall purpose” and “buffers principals from distractions to their instructional 

leadership.”  The leadership behavior that least described the superintendent was 

“regularly observes classroom activities.”  The principals said the superintendent was 

supportive with regard to parent concerns.   This helped principals focus on instructional 

leadership and fostered caring and trust.  The superintendent gave assistance to principals 

when they needed his advice. The principals utilized school improvement plans and used 

DIBELS (Good & Kaminski, 2002) scores as an indicator of student achievement.  The 

assistant superintendent provided leadership support to principals for this process.  The 

superintendent delegated the role of instructional leader to the assistant superintendent. 

 Among the top leadership behaviors from the superintendent were “is effective in 

building community support for the school’s improvement efforts” and “buffers 

principals from distractions to their instructional leadership.”  The leadership behavior 

that least described the superintendent was “encourages collaborative work among 
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principals.”  The superintendent indicated his primary work was leadership for the school 

board.  He focused on politics so the district staff and the principals could focus on the 

students.  The superintendent built support for schools through community partnerships 

that provided funds for programs.  The superintendent secured resources so the assistant 

superintendent could be an instructional leader.  

 There were 11 consensus statements between Factor A and the superintendent.  A 

consensus statement was a statement in which item scores between the two were either 

the same or one number apart.  To put this perspective, there was close agreement on 11 

of the 20 leadership behaviors.  Examples of consensus between Factors A and the 

superintendent were “buffers principals from distractions to their instructional 

leadership,” “develops an atmosphere of caring and trust,” and “models a high level of 

professional practice.” 

 
Perceptions of Superintendent Leadership Behaviors for DIBELS Implementation 

 
 Arroyo Unified School District.  The superintendent and two elementary 

principals provided their perceptions of the superintendent’s leadership behaviors for 

DIBELS (Good & Kaminski, 2002) implementation through individual, semi-structured 

interviews.  One principal represented Factor A, and the other represented Factor B.  This 

represented a spectrum of the elementary principals’ perceptions of the superintendent.  

Observations and document analysis provided supporting evidence. 

 The superintendent and the elementary principals had a common perception of 

how the superintendent provided leadership for DIBELS (Good & Kaminski, 2002) 

implementation.  The superintendent provided indirect leadership for DIBELS.  He 
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provided overall district leadership such as for the district’s vision. The superintendent 

understood how DIBELS helped to meet that vision.  He coordinated leadership from the 

district level for DIBELS implementation.  This DIBELS leadership came through the 

assistant superintendent and the district’s reading coordinator. 

 Arroyo had systems in place for DIBELS (Good & Kaminski, 2002) 

implementation.  The systems were designed to protect classroom teaching time.  For 

example, district assessment teams went to the elementary schools to complete DIBELS 

benchmark assessments three times per year and entered the data into the DIBELS 

database.  Arroyo also had at least one reading lab per school to provide reading 

interventions and monitor students’ progress.  The lab was run by a certified reading 

specialist with support from two teacher aides.  The schools’ reading specialists also 

worked with teachers on coordinating interventions in the reading lab with classroom 

curriculum.   

 Arroyo had direct support through district administrators for the elementary 

principals’ DIBELS (Good & Kaminski, 2002) implementation.  The district’s reading 

coordinator assisted the principals on DIBELS implementation.  The district’s reading 

specialist provided additional leadership for the reading labs’ teachers and aides.  The 

elementary principals and the superintendent indicated that the assistant superintendent 

provided the primary district-level leadership for DIBELS implementation.  The assistant 

superintendent frequently visited schools to discuss instructional leadership issues with 

the principals.  The assistant superintendent had DIBELS data meetings with the 
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principals.  These meetings involved discussions on DIBELS data including helping 

principals understand how to use data in their work with teachers. 

 

 Rivera Unified School District.  The superintendent and two elementary principals 

provided their perceptions of the superintendent’s leadership behaviors for DIBELS 

(Good & Kaminski, 2002) implementation through individual, semi-structured 

interviews.  One principal represented the highest loader on Factor A, and the other 

represented the lowest loader on Factor A.  This represented a spectrum of the elementary 

principals’ perceptions of the superintendent.  Observations and document analysis 

provided supporting evidence. 

 The superintendent and the elementary principals had a common perception of 

how the superintendent provided leadership for DIBELS (Good & Kaminski, 2002) 

implementation.  The superintendent provided indirect leadership for DIBELS.  He 

provided overall district leadership such as buffering principals from distractions and 

giving overall purpose.  The superintendent coordinated leadership from the district level 

for DIBELS implementation.  This DIBELS leadership came through the assistant 

superintendent and the district’s reading coordinator. 

 Rivera had a system in place for DIBELS (Good & Kaminski, 2002) 

implementation.  The system facilitated efficient administration of DIBELS assessments.  

District assessment teams went to the elementary schools to complete DIBELS 

benchmark assessments three times per year and entered the data into the DIBELS 
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database.  The district assessment team was supervised by the district’s reading 

coordinator.   

 Rivera had direct support through district administrators for the elementary 

principals’ DIBELS (Good & Kaminski, 2002) implementation.  The district’s reading 

coordinator assisted the principals on DIBELS implementation.  The elementary 

principals and the superintendent indicated that the assistant superintendent provided the 

primary district-level leadership for DIBELS implementation.  The assistant 

superintendent frequently visited schools to discuss instructional leadership issues with 

the principals.  The assistant superintendent helped principals understand how to use 

DIBELS data in their work with teachers. 

 Additional support for DIBELS (Good & Kaminski, 2002) implementation varied 

for district Title I (NCLB, 2001) and non-Title I elementary schools.  Both Title I schools 

had a reading specialist who used interventions with students and worked with teachers 

on coordinating interventions with classroom curriculum.  Neither non-Title I school had 

a reading specialist.  The principals of the non-Title I schools took a more active role for 

DIBELS implementation.  This included leading processes within their schools to help 

teachers and volunteers utilize DIBELS data to provide reading interventions for 

students.  One of the Title I schools was a Reading First (NCLB, 2001) school.  That 

school had additional supports for DIBELS implementation, but discussion of those 

supports was beyond the scope of this study. 
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Discussion of Findings 

 This study examined superintendents’ leadership behaviors for DIBELS (Good & 

Kaminski, 2002) implementation.  The findings confirmed the perceptions of elementary 

principals and district superintendents to selective educational leadership theories and 

research, related theories, and this study’s conceptual framework.  The educational 

leadership theories and research included the work of Bolman and Deal (2003); Kowalski 

(2005); Leithwood, Jantzi, et al. (2004); and Leithwood, Seashore Louis, et al. (2004).  

Related theories included the work of Bourdieu (1986), the Policy Research Initiative 

(2003), and Stanton-Salazar (1997).  The conceptual framework focused on the 

superintendent leadership behaviors that provided a leadership support network for 

elementary principals implementing DIBELS.  It was within this network that the 

elementary principals had access to necessary resources and supports for implementing 

DIBELS (Policy Research Initiative, 2003).  The leadership support network comprised 

of district administration and the elementary principals.  District administration included 

the assistant superintendent and the district reading coordinator.   

 The research questions were distilled into two categories: perceptions of 

superintendent leadership behaviors and perceptions of superintendent leadership 

behaviors for DIBELS (Good & Kaminski, 2002) implementation.  This discussion of 

findings of superintendents’ leadership behaviors was based on an extrapolated research 

design from Leithwood, Jantzi, et al. (2004).  The 20 leadership behaviors from the Q-

sort corresponded to leadership practices of setting directions, developing people, and 

redesigning the organization.  These findings are, in part, discussed in terms of how those 
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20 leadership behaviors corresponded to superintendents’ leadership in this study.  This 

section provides a cross-case (Yin, 2009) discussion of the findings from this mixed-

methods multiple case study of the perceptions of superintendents’ leadership behaviors 

and superintendents’ leadership behaviors for DIBELS implementation. 

 

Perceptions of Superintendent Leadership Behaviors 

 Superintendents set directions and influenced elementary principals to move in 

those directions (Leithwood, Seashore Louis, et al., 2004).  Leadership behaviors that 

emerged from the Q-sort analysis supported this conclusion.  Leadership behaviors from 

the Q-sort analysis were categorized as setting directions, developing people, and 

redesigning the organization.   A study involving a nation-wide educational reform policy 

implementation in England found these transformational leadership behaviors at top 

levels of the education system (Leithwood, Jantzi, et al., 2004).  This study confirmed 

these findings and concluded that the leadership behaviors of setting directions, 

developing people, and redesigning the organization were found at the superintendent 

level at the two school districts in this comparative case study.  These superintendent 

leadership behaviors influenced elementary principals’ leadership in this study. 

 The superintendents were perceived as setting directions for the elementary 

principals.  Setting directions was described by the elementary principals and 

superintendents as giving a sense of overall purpose.  The superintendents gave a sense of 

overall purpose to the elementary principals.  Following Q-sort analysis, this was among 

the top leadership behaviors for nearly all elementary principals and for both 
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superintendents.  One principal commented that the superintendent made them “very 

aware of our vision.”  She added, “When he first hired me, he told me where we were, 

where we were going, and what was expected of me.”  The superintendents articulated 

how the elementary principals fit into the overall purpose of the district.  Dr. Anderson at 

Arroyo described his work as “big picture” and indicated that it was his job to help the 

principals understand how they fit into that picture.  Dr. Wilkinson at Rivera, referring to 

the elementary principals, said, “I give them purpose” through buffering them from 

distractions so they can be instructional leaders.  The Rivera elementary principals 

concurred with Dr. Wilkinson that buffering was a leadership behavior that best 

described him.  Both superintendents clearly stated they were background support to the 

work of principals.  Both superintendents said they buffered principals from distractions 

to their instructional leadership.  This meant the superintendents kept principals focused 

on the overall purpose and did not let them get distracted by board members or 

organizational problems.  Through the human resource frame, Bolman and Deal (2003) 

discussed the importance of people and valuing the relationships in an organization.  The 

superintendents led from the human resource frame when they gave the elementary 

principals a sense of overall purpose.  It was mutually beneficial for the elementary 

principals to lead successfully in their schools and contribute to the overall district 

purpose. 

 One Arroyo elementary principal indicated that giving an overall sense of purpose 

was among the least descriptive superintendent leadership behaviors.  However, during 

the interview, she spoke about activities of the superintendent that supported a sense of 
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overall purpose.  For example, she said the superintendent met with principals to discuss 

student learning.  In this respect, the principal concurred with the conclusion that the 

superintendent gave a sense of overall purpose to the elementary principals.  This 

elementary principal was the only principal in the study who indicated the superintendent 

regularly observed classroom activities.  When asked about this, the superintendent said it 

would depend on the principal’s definition of “regular.”  He did not perceive himself to 

be a regular observer in classrooms.  This principal was new to Arroyo and seemed to be 

comparing her current superintendent to her previous superintendent.  Her previous 

superintendent did not visit classrooms.  For this principal, the superintendent’s 

observations of classrooms were symbolic of the importance of the work going on in 

classrooms.  Bolman and Deal (2003) described the symbolic frame in terms of the 

meaning of actions and how actions were viewed by others.  Superintendents’ nurture 

shared beliefs through their actions.  The superintendent’s visits to classrooms were 

meaningful to this principal.  This principal’s perception supported the conclusion that 

the superintendent gave principals a sense of overall purpose.  The principal also 

mentioned the importance of a 24/7 school house, which was how the superintendent 

described the district’s purpose.   

 The superintendents were perceived as developing people.  Modeling a high level 

of professional practice was a highly rated leadership behavior that supported developing 

people.  The superintendents modeled a high level of professional practice for the 

elementary principals.  All of the elementary principals and both superintendents 

indicated this was among the behaviors that best described the superintendents’ 
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leadership.  Following Q-sort analysis, this was the only leadership behavior that was 

consistently found among all principals and superintendents as a behavior that best 

described the superintendents.  For example, one principal described how the 

superintendent modeled for the principals what student engagement and learning should 

look like.  This superintendent taught lessons for the principals as if the principals were 

students in a classroom.  These were powerful teaching moments for the principals and 

gave them a clear idea of what should be taking place in the classrooms.  The 

superintendents modeling high levels of professional practice for principals set an 

example of relationship-enhancing communication (Kowalski, 2005).  Because this was 

the most consistently perceived superintendent leadership behavior, it was clear that the 

superintendents were communicating through their actions. 

 Developing an atmosphere of caring and trust was a highly rated leadership 

behavior that also supported developing people.  The superintendents developed 

atmospheres of caring and trust for the elementary principals.  This was among the top 

leadership behaviors for nearly all principals and for both superintendents.  The 

superintendents influenced the principals through this leadership behavior.  One 

elementary principal described the superintendent’s caring and trust in an example of the 

superintendent giving her advice for decision making.  It was meaningful to this principal 

that when she asked for advice, the superintendent always asked what decision she 

thought was best.  This supported her own decision-making process and gave her 

ownership of problems and solutions.  This fostered caring and trust between the 

principal and the superintendent.  Another principal described the superintendent as “very 
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approachable.”  If she had a question or a problem, she would “call him directly” rather 

than needing to go through his secretary. 

 The same elementary principal who placed overall sense of purpose among the 

least described leadership behaviors of the superintendent also placed developing an 

atmosphere of caring and trust among the least leadership behaviors.  This did not mean 

the elementary principal indicated an absence of this leadership behavior from the 

superintendent.  During the interview, she described a time during the school year when 

her school received a bomb threat.  During this crisis, the superintendent “immediately 

came out” and supported her leadership of the situation.  The superintendent reassured 

this principal by telling her not to worry and to call him anytime.  The elementary 

principal described this example of the superintendent showing caring and trust through 

his assistance of her leadership. 

 To a lesser extent, the superintendents were perceived as redesigning the 

organization.  There was less consensus on the leadership behaviors of superintendents 

that supported redesigning the organization.  Among the leadership behaviors that 

indicated the superintendents redesigned the organization were encouraging collaborative 

work among principals, engaging parents in schools’ improvement efforts, and building 

community support for schools’ improvement efforts. 

 The Arroyo elementary principals described the superintendent as encouraging 

collaborative work among principals.  For example, the principals had regular meetings 

with the assistant superintendent on student achievement data and school improvement 

activities.  This meeting structure was designed by the superintendent.  The Rivera 



 150 

elementary principals and both superintendents rated this leadership behavior much 

lower.  One elementary principal described the superintendent as engaging parents in the 

school’s improvement efforts.  The principal cited the superintendent’s Parent Advisory 

Council as an example of his efforts to engage parents in the school’s improvement 

efforts.  The Rivera superintendent described himself as being effective in building 

community support for schools’ improvement efforts.  He said one of his strengths was 

building partnerships for the schools’ successes.    

 During the interviews, both superintendents described instances when they 

redesigned the organization to impact student learning.  The Rivera superintendent added 

the assistant superintendent position four years ago.  The superintendent delegated 

curriculum and instruction leadership responsibilities to the assistant superintendent.  The 

assistant superintendent was a key leadership resource for Rivera’s elementary principals.  

The Arroyo superintendent redesigned the principals’ meeting structure to give the 

assistant superintendent and the principals regular time to collaborate on curriculum and 

instruction.  The superintendent also delegated curriculum and instruction leadership 

responsibilities to the assistant superintendent.  The assistant superintendent was a key 

leadership resource for Arroyo’s elementary principals.   

 These were examples of the superintendents leading from the structural frame.  

Bolman and Deal’s (2003) structural frame emphasized what goals the district was trying 

to accomplish, what structures were in place to accomplish those goals, and how people 

could be organized to accomplish those goals.  Superintendents led from the structural 
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frame when they changed the organization’s structure or changed the roles and 

relationships among people. 

 There was general agreement among the elementary principals and 

superintendents that the foremost superintendent leadership behaviors were giving a 

sense of overall purpose, modeling a high level of professional practice, and developing 

an atmosphere of caring and trust.  Another way to view the perceptions of the 

elementary principals and superintendents was through an analysis of the factor solutions.  

The analysis of the factor solutions provided additional insights into how strong the 

overall perceptions were between the elementary principals and the superintendents.    

 Arroyo’s factor solution included a primary factor upon which five of the six 

elementary principals and the superintendent loaded.  This factor accounted for 48% of 

the variability.  The other elementary principal had a strong perspective of the 

superintendent’s leadership behaviors that resulted in a separate (and orthogonal) factor.  

Rivera’s factor solution included a primary factor that loaded all four of the elementary 

principals.  This factor accounted for 26% of the variability.  However, the 

superintendent’s perspective of his leadership did not have enough similarity to load onto 

the same factor as his principals.   

 These factor solutions indicated that five of the six Arroyo elementary principals 

and the superintendent had a stronger shared perception of the superintendent’s 

leadership than Rivera’s elementary principals and superintendent.  It was significant that 

Arroyo’s superintendent shared a common overall perception of his leadership with five 

of the six elementary principals.  Arroyo’s superintendent and five principals had strong 
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factor loadings and high correlations.  The degree to which Rivera’s superintendent 

shared a common overall perception of his leadership with his elementary principals was 

less.  Moreover, Rivera’s elementary principals barely loaded onto a factor, which 

resulted in the small percentage of variance captured.  Rivera’s principals had weaker 

factor loadings and lower correlations. 

 It is important to look at the district and superintendent contexts for understanding 

the differences in the strengths of the perceptions of superintendent leadership.  The two 

superintendents had lengthy tenures in their school districts.  Dr. Anderson had been 

Arroyo’s superintendent for 5 years.  Dr. Wilkinson had been Rivera’s superintendent for 

10 years.  Both superintendents indicated their district had strong school boards.  

Although both districts had similar percentages of student ethnicity, Arroyo’s student 

population included a much higher percentage of Free and Reduced Lunch and English 

Language Learners.  One compelling difference was in the area of assistant 

superintendent leadership.  Assistant superintendents in this study provided important 

district leadership for the elementary principals.  Arroyo added the assistant 

superintendent position about 25 years ago.  This has given Arroyo’s superintendents 

established support with district leadership.  Rivera added the assistant superintendent 

position four years ago.  This relatively new position to the district caused the 

superintendent to reconceptualize his leadership role.  Previous to the addition of the 

assistant superintendent position, Dr. Wilkinson indicated that he was trying to do both 

jobs.  He said that he “worked serious hours but it wasn’t in depth.”  This difference was 

notable because research (Lord & Maher, 1991) has shown that leadership perceptions 
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are formed through subordinates’ experiences with their leader.  Rivera’s elementary 

principals’ experiences with their leader changed with the addition of the assistant 

superintendent’s position. 

 Overall, across both districts, the superintendents were seen more for their 

leadership in setting directions and developing people than in their leadership for 

redesigning the organization (Leithwood, Jantzi, et al., 2004).  The superintendents 

influenced elementary principals’ leadership through these leadership behaviors.  The 

superintendents led from the multi-frame perspective of Bolman and Deal (2003).  These 

leaders had the ability to see from different vantage points or frames.  This helped them 

lead in their contexts through the challenges of implementing reform policy.  Bolman and 

Deal emphasized that “The power to reframe is vital for modern leaders” (p. 433).  A 

foremost leadership frame emerged for each superintendent.  Dr. Anderson emphasized 

the human resource frame.  His Q-sort had the top two leadership behaviors as giving 

sense of overall purpose and developing an atmosphere of caring and trust.  He added, 

“Going back to our purpose, how to do you motivate people to be peak performers?”  He 

said purpose and trust went hand in hand, and “If I want to get peak performances from 

principals, I got to do these two things first.”  Dr. Wilkinson emphasized the political 

frame.  His Q-sort had the top two leadership behaviors as building community support 

for schools’ improvement efforts and buffering principals from distractions to their 

instructional leadership.  He commented, “I don’t work in any other framework but the 

political framework.” 
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 The findings of this study indicated that superintendent leadership and assistant 

superintendent leadership were intertwined in the perceptions of elementary principals.  

Elementary principals from both school districts made separate, unsolicited comments 

about the joint leadership from the superintendents and assistant superintendents.  One 

principal expressed difficulty in distinguishing between the leadership of the 

superintendent and the assistant superintendent.  She said it was hard to do the Q-sort and 

keep the assistant superintendent separate.  Before starting the Q-sort, another principal 

asked, “Do you mean my perception of the assistant superintendent and the 

superintendent together?”  During an interview, a different principal said that it felt like 

the district had two superintendents because of the level of leadership from the 

superintendent and assistant superintendent.  Another principal wanted to clarify that the 

superintendent did not do much with her for DIBELS (Good & Kaminski, 2002) because 

he led more through vision and big picture.  She said the assistant superintendent was 

more involved with her in providing leadership for DIBELS and curriculum.  She added 

that the superintendent and assistant superintendent were a great balance for each other. 

 The elementary principals perceived the superintendents’ leadership behaviors, in 

part, through actions of the assistant superintendents.  Leadership was an influence 

process that could be understood through perceptions of the elementary principals (Lord 

& Maher, 1991).  This study sought the principals’ perceptions of superintendents’ 

leadership, but those perceptions were intermingled with perceptions of the assistant 

superintendents’ leadership.  It is notable that the elementary principals were direct 

subordinates of the assistant superintendents, although all district employees were 
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subordinates of the superintendents.  Parallel to the research of Leithwood and Jantzi 

(1995, 1996), which found that teachers’ perceptions of principals were formed through 

observations of principals’ leadership, the elementary principals had less direct 

observations of the superintendents’ leadership behaviors and more direct observations of 

the assistant superintendents’ leadership behaviors.  In this way, the assistant 

superintendents were acting as a conduit for the superintendents’ leadership. 

 Both superintendents gave significant instructional leadership, including DIBEL 

(Good & Kaminski, 2002) implementation, responsibilities to the assistant 

superintendents.  Therefore, elementary principals’ primary leadership relationship was 

with the assistant superintendents.  This finding was supported through Leithwood, 

Jantzi, et al.’s (2004) study that found the leadership behaviors setting directions, 

developing people, and redesigning the organization at multiple levels during school 

reform policy implementation.  This finding paralleled the assistant superintendents’ and 

superintendents’ leadership behaviors in this study. 

 

Perceptions of Superintendent Leadership Behaviors for DIBELS Implementation 

 Superintendents and elementary principals perceived superintendent leadership 

behaviors for DIBELS (Good & Kaminski, 2002) implementation as providing a 

leadership support network for elementary principals.  This leadership support network 

provided elementary principals with social capital to implement DIBELS (Policy 

Research Initiative, 2003).  Social capital was the resources and supports within the 

leadership network.  The network consisted of the assistant superintendent, district 
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reading coordinator, and elementary principals.  Superintendents and elementary 

principals in both districts had a common perception of how the superintendent provided 

leadership for DIBELS implementation.  Superintendents provided leadership for the 

process rather than the outcome of DIBELS (Wills & Peterson, 1995).  The findings 

confirmed that both superintendents provided leadership for their district’s overall 

purpose and delegated the specifics of DIBELS implementation to other district 

administrators and the elementary principals (Sharp & Walter, 2004).  The elementary 

principals from both districts indicated the superintendents did not provide them with 

direct leadership for DIBELS implementation.  The superintendents confirmed this 

finding.  The elementary principals and superintendents from both districts said primary 

district-level leadership for the principals for DIBELS implementation came from the 

assistant superintendent and the district reading coordinator positions.  This district-level 

leadership came in the form of district reading coordinators providing leadership for 

DIBELS assessment teams, data management, DIBELS reports, and support to school 

personnel.  Moreover, the assistant superintendent provided district-wide DIBELS 

leadership, such as responsibility for the district reading specialist and working with 

principals to build their knowledge and skills of DIBELS for use in school processes such 

as providing reading interventions for students. 

 District reading coordinators from both districts provided leadership for DIBELS 

(Good & Kaminski, 2002) assessment teams.  These assessment teams provided the 

necessary function to elementary schools of administering the one-on-one DIBELS 

assessments to all K-3 students.  Administering DIBELS assessments required extensive 
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resources of time and personnel.  Assessment teams had to be trained to administer 

DIBELS.  Aside from the time to assess each K-3 student individually, the data needed to 

be entered into the DIBELS website so staff could access the data reports.  Each district 

provided assessment teams whose members came to the elementary schools three times 

per year to do DIBELS benchmark testing for all K-3 students and entered the data into 

the DIBELS website.  Without this key district support, elementary principals would have 

to find the resources within the school to administer the DIBELS assessments.  A first 

year principal commented that having a district DIBELS process in place eased her 

transition to the school.  She found that DIBELS data were available to the teachers, and 

the teachers were utilizing the data to help students improve in reading.  The district 

reading coordinators also provided help to elementary principals to obtain and understand 

DIBELS reports.  The elementary principals knew they could meet with their district 

reading coordinator to receive individual assistance with these reports, including how 

best to utilize the data to provide reading interventions for students.   

 The superintendents from both districts delegated primary district-level leadership 

for DIBELS (Good & Kaminski, 2002) implementation to the assistant superintendents.  

The assistant superintendents provided leadership for the district reading coordinators and 

the elementary principals.  Leadership for the reading coordinators included supervision 

of the reading coordinators’ duties.  Leadership for the elementary principals included 

individual and group assistance on how to utilize DIBELS data for school processes, 

namely interventions and monitoring students’ progress in reading improvement.  This 

assistance ranged from discussions during principals’ meetings to discussions during 
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reviews of individual school’s goals during the school year.  One elementary principal 

described the assistant superintendent’s leadership for DIBELS as “phenomenal.” 

 District reading coordinators and assistant superintendents provided important 

leadership for the elementary principals in this study.  Research (e.g., Allen et al., 2005) 

supported the importance of mid-level district administrators for reform policy 

implementation.  These mid-level district administrators were a primary means of support 

and resources for the elementary principals implementing DIBELS (Good & Kaminski, 

2002).  Furthermore, these mid-level district administrators were a leadership link 

between the superintendent and the elementary principals.  Mid-level district 

administrators were “pivotal actors in the two-way translation and communication” 

(Burch & Spillane, 2004, p. 1) between the superintendent and elementary principals for 

DIBELS implementation.  Burch and Spillane added, 

Mid-level administrators who bring school people to the table to pool their 
expertise and then translate this collective expertise into strategies, guidelines, 
tools, and procedures are more likely to be successful in making district 
instructional reforms relevant to classroom practice. (p. 1)   
 

 This pool of expertise was created by the superintendents who were responsible 

for ensuring DIBELS (Good & Kaminski, 2002) implementation in their elementary 

schools.  The superintendents utilized mid-level district administration to provide 

necessary leadership for the elementary principals.  The superintendents created a 

leadership support network for the elementary principals for DIBELS implementation. 

 The leadership support network, conceptualized as social capital, was provided to 

the elementary principals for DIBELS (Good & Kaminski, 2002) implementation.  Social 

capital was defined as “the networks of social relations that provide access to needed 
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resources and supports” (Policy Research Initiative, 2003, p. 2).  This network of social 

relations went from the superintendent to the assistant superintendent and reading 

coordinator to the elementary principals.  This finding confirmed the researcher’s model 

of how the superintendent led DIBELS implementation.  The relationships in this 

network, coupled with supports and resources in the network, gave elementary principals 

access to social capital.  The leadership support networks allowed both superintendents 

and elementary principals to achieve their interests (Stanton-Salazar, 1997).  The 

superintendents were interested in, among other things, ensuring the implementation of a 

State-mandated reading reform.  The elementary principals were interested in utilizing 

DIBELS to help the students improve in reading.  These relationships provided members 

of that network–the superintendent, assistant superintendent, reading coordinator, and 

elementary principals–“backing of the collectively owned capital” (Bourdieu, 1986, p. 

249) to implement DIBELS.  Social capital was an asset that led to mutually beneficial 

action (Putnam, 2000). 

 It was significant that setting directions, developing people, and redesigning the 

organization were perceived leadership behaviors of both superintendents.  These 

leadership behaviors supported the structural and cognitive aspects of the leadership 

support network (Lin, 1999, 2001).  The evaluation of social capital for the 

superintendents and elementary principals was possible through the network’s structural 

and cognitive aspects.   The structural aspects of the network involved the leadership role 

of the assistant superintendents for district processes for DIBELS (Good & Kaminski, 

2002) implementation.  For example, the assistant superintendents met with elementary 



 160 

principals to discuss DIBELS data.  The cognitive aspects involved the norms and values 

of the network.  For example, the superintendents and elementary principals perceived 

that the superintendents created an atmosphere of caring and trust.   

 Policy implementation has been seen as a social process (Coburn, 2005).  This 

social process impacts how principals and teachers make sense of and then adapt the 

policy for their specific context.  Sense making is contingent upon district systems and 

relationships, including the superintendent-principal relationship.  This study found that 

the assistant superintendents and district reading coordinators were vital parts of district 

systems and relationships for policy implementation.  The superintendent and principal 

have been seen as “policy mediators” because of their broad organizational perspective 

(Leithwood, Seashore Louis, et al., 2004).  Additionally, “Research suggests that mid-

level managers have significant impact on how district reform policies are understood 

and acted on by school leaders” (Burch & Spillane, 2004, p. 1). 

 Social capital (Policy Research Initiative, 2003) was necessary to harness the 

benefits of superintendent leadership for DIBELS (Good & Kaminski, 2002) 

implementation.  One of the benefits was increased capacity, in the form of knowledge 

and skills, among elementary principals to lead this reform effort.  Possessing the 

knowledge and skill at the school level to implement reform policies has been 

problematic (McDonnell, 2005).  Schools need support from the district level to 

implement reform policies.  For example, a recent Reading First study confirmed the 

shared responsibility of the district and the school for implementing a K-3 reading 

program, including assessments like DIBELS (U.S. Department of Education, 2006).  
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This necessitated an effective leadership relationship between the superintendent and 

elementary principals to implement DIBELS.  This systems perspective supported the 

collective responsibility of superintendents and principals to improve student learning 

(Knapp et al., 2006).   

 

Implications for Practice 

 This study confirmed that superintendent leadership set defensible directions 

(Leithwood, Seashore Louis, et al, 2004) and influenced principals to implement a school 

reform intervention of DIBELS (Good & Kaminski, 2002) to increase student learning 

(Knapp et al., 2006).  As such, the superintendents’ leadership behaviors were perceived 

by principals (Lord & Maher, 1991) as providing a leadership support network based on 

the process for implementation of a reform rather than the outcome (Wills & Peterson, 

1995).  This top-level leadership for student achievement necessitated interdependence 

between the superintendent and elementary principals.  Mid-level district administrators 

provided a key link in chain of leadership from the superintendent to elementary 

principals (Allen et al., 2005; Burch & Spillane, 2004).  Social capital (Policy Research 

Initiative, 2003) supported effective school-district leadership relationships (Leithwood, 

Seashore Louis, et al., 2004).  These superintendents provided leadership for improved 

student achievement (Petersen & Young, 2004). 

 It was notable that the districts differed in providing school-level supports for 

DIBELS (Good & Kaminski, 2002) implementation.  Arroyo provided all schools with at 

least one reading lab to provide interventions and monitor students’ reading progress.  A 
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reading lab was run by a certified reading specialist and two teacher aides.  The school’s 

reading specialist also worked with teachers to coordinate interventions and classroom 

curriculum.  This collaboration focused on helping students improve their reading as 

based on DIBELS scores.  Title I (NCLB, 2001) funds provided for the reading specialist 

and teacher aides in the Title I schools.  The district funded the reading specialists and 

teacher aides in the non-Title I schools.   

 Rivera provided more situational support due to financial constraints.  The two 

Title I (NCLB, 2001) schools had reading specialists who supported DIBELS (Good & 

Kaminski, 2002) implementation by doing interventions and monitoring students’ reading 

progress.  The reading specialists were a result of Title I funds.  The two non-Title I 

schools did not have reading specialists to assist with DIBELS implementation because 

the district did not have available funding.  These two principals took more of an active 

role in implementing DIBELS than the two principals who had the extra support of 

reading specialists.  One of the non-Title I principals worked to build capacity among her 

staff for DIBELS implementation.  She had an assistant principal who was devoted to K-

5 curricular issues, such as DIBELS.  This principal met regularly with the K-3 teachers 

on DIBELS implementation.  The other non-Title I principal had similar processes to 

implement DIBELS.  She said that she wanted a reading specialist to provide more 

support for DIBELS implementation.  She had a reading specialist for one year but lost 

the funding from the State.  She did not have an assistant principal.  The Reading First 

(NCLB, 2001) school had additional supports for DIBELS implementation, but 

discussion of those supports was beyond the scope of this study.  This study examined 
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superintendent leadership for the district-wide implementation of DIBELS.  However, the 

Reading First reading coach provided some district-wide support for DIBELS 

implementation.  For example, the reading coach provided DIBELS training for new K-3 

district teachers.  She also provided DIBELS professional development for some district 

elementary schools.  Although this work was beyond the scope of her job, her principal 

was trying to show the district the value of a reading coach so the district would hire her 

at the end of the current year when the Reading First grant ended. 

 Principals who had the extra support of a reading specialist thought it was 

valuable.  The two principals who did not have a reading specialist indicated they needed 

one to better implement DIBELS (Good & Kaminski, 2002).  These two principals took 

an active role in leading processes within their schools to help teachers and volunteers 

utilize DIBELS data to provide reading interventions to students.  It was unclear whether 

the two schools that did not have reading specialists did a less effective job of 

implementing DIBELS or if they  provided less monitoring of students’ progress or fewer 

interventions to improve students’ reading.  Rivera’s superintendent’s philosophy was 

that a reading specialist was unnecessary because monitoring and interventions of 

students’ reading should be done by the classroom teacher.  These two schools did not 

have reading specialists due to a lack of funding, not because the superintendent 

disagreed with the philosophy.  Although the superintendent disagreed philosophically, 

he gave the assistant superintendent control over placing reading specialists in schools.  

The assistant superintendent recognized a need to have reading specialists for DIBELS 

implementation in the two non-Title I schools.  All of the elementary principals in this 
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study viewed having a reading specialist as having necessary extra support to implement 

DIBELS.  Whether or not it was more effective to have school-based reading specialists 

was beyond the scope of this study. 

 It is paramount that superintendents appreciate that they are models for 

elementary principals’ leadership.  Furthermore, it is critical that superintendents 

understand they lead primarily through assistant superintendents for supporting principals 

implementing a school-wide reform.  Through others, superintendents make a difference 

for elementary principals’ leadership. 

 

Conclusion 

 Superintendents “are key players in the success or failure of the nation’s reform 

agendas” (Glass & Franceschini, 2007, p. xiii).  The success of reforms such as DIBELS 

(Good & Kaminski, 2002) depends on the role of the “superintendent as collaborator” 

(Brunner et al., 2002, p. 225).  This role is complex yet has less formal power.  The 

superintendent could not merely demand DIBELS implementation because the literature 

(e.g., McDonnell, 2005) showed that possessing the knowledge and skill at the school 

level to implement reform policies has been problematic.  Superintendents must be 

communicators to fulfill a relationship-based, communication-oriented role that has 

emerged for the superintendent (Kowalski, 2005).  This necessitated the superintendent 

working together with other district administrators and elementary principals to 

implement DIBELS.  This cooperative leadership had an emphasis on productive 

relationships.   
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 Social capital theory provided a lens for understanding the networks of 

relationships and communications needed to lead DIBELS (Good & Kaminski, 2002) 

implementation.  This study investigated a network conception of social capital in 

relation to superintendent leadership for DIBELS implementation.  These superintendents 

and elementary principals utilized leadership support networks to increase their influence 

for DIBELS implementation (Leithwood, Jantzi, et al., 2004; Policy Research Initiative, 

2003). 

 These leadership support networks consisted of the assistant superintendent, the 

district reading coordinator, and the elementary principal.  This network provided 

elementary principals with the needed social capital to implement DIBELS (Good & 

Kaminski, 2002).  Stanton-Salazar (1997) posited,  

Just as the twenty dollar bill represents a form of capital that can be converted 
into a service or product, a social relationship, or network of relationships, also 
represents forms of capital that can be converted into socially valued resources 
and opportunities . . . simply stated, social ties and networks carry the potential to 
generate valued resources. (p. 8) 
 

 Both school districts utilized DIBELS (Good & Kaminski, 2002) to fulfill their 

overall purpose of increased student learning.  These superintendents had more than a 

compliance perspective towards implementing DIBELS.  They saw DIBELS as a tool to 

help students improve in reading.  Dr. Anderson noted,  

We also made the decision that if we were going to put in the time and 
investment, it won’t be just for the State.  We got to make sense of the data so the 
teacher can make decisions with it. 

 
 Leithwood, Seashore Louis, et al. (2004) asserted that “The chance of any reform 

improving student learning is remote unless district and school leaders agree with its 
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purposes and appreciate what is required to make it work” (p. 4).  These superintendents 

and elementary principals agreed with the purpose of DIBELS (Good & Kaminski, 2002) 

and worked together for implementation.  Superintendents set directions and influenced 

elementary principals to move in those directions (Leithwood, Seashore Louis, et al., 

2004).  Leadership behaviors were categorized as setting directions, developing people, 

and redesigning the organization.   Research has shown that principals were greatly 

influenced by district administration (Allen et al., 2005; Burch & Spillane, 2004; 

Leithwood, Jantzi, & Steinbach, 1995).  This influence came from mid-level district 

administrators who bridged the gap from the superintendent to the principals during 

DIBELS implementation (Allen et al., 2005; Burch & Spillane, 2004; The Wallace 

Foundation, 2007).  This study asserted the importance of assistant superintendents as a 

vital link from the superintendent to the elementary principals. 

 The findings of this study included the leadership behaviors of two male 

superintendents.  Future research on superintendents’ leadership behaviors should include 

female superintendents.  Although females comprise a small percentage of 

superintendents nationally (Glass & Franceschini, 2007), researchers have posited that 

“Women probably constitute the most important future candidate pool for the 

superintendency” (Glass, Bjork, & Brunner, 2000, p. viii). 

 The findings of this study supported the researcher’s assertion that 

superintendents should not leave elementary principals isolated to implement a reform 

policy such as DIBELS (Good & Kaminski, 2002).  Superintendents need to ensure that 

no elementary principal “bowls alone” (Putnam, 2000).  It could be said of 
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superintendents’ and elementary principals’ leadership for implementing DIBELS “that 

they bowled together made all the difference” (Putnam, 2000, p. 28). 

 

Recommendations for Future Research 

 Recommendations for future research are detailed below. 

1.  This research was limited to two K-12 school districts in Southern Arizona.  

The sample size consisted of 2 superintendents and 10 elementary principals.  

A recommendation for a larger sample is warranted. 

2.  This research study included districts that had an assistant superintendent.  

Further research on social capital for DIBELS (Good & Kaminski, 2002) 

implementation in school districts that do not have an assistant superintendent 

is recommended. 

3.  The assistant superintendent emerged as an important part of this research.  

Future research on the role and task of assistant superintendents is 

recommended. 

4.  This study included male superintendents.  Future research on the leadership 

behaviors of female superintendents is recommended. 

5.  This research study included elementary principals implementing a reform.  A 

future study of social capital for secondary principals implementing a reform 

is recommended.    

6.  Future research on the next recursive stage recognizing the stress pressures on 

superintendents and the relationship to leadership behaviors is recommended. 



 168 

7.  Future research on superintendents’ background and referent authority (e.g., 

curriculum, finance) in relationship to engaging leadership or types of 

leadership behavior is recommended. 
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APPENDIX A 
 

RECRUITMENT LETTER 
 
Title of Study: Superintendents' Leadership Behaviors for DIBELS Implementation: A 

Comparative Case Study of Principals' and Superintendents' Perceptions 
 
Dear Educator: 

 Thank you for allowing me the time to discuss with you a research study that I am 

conducting as part of my doctoral studies in Educational Leadership at the University of 

Arizona. You are being invited to participate voluntarily in the above-titled research 

study.  The purpose of this study is to learn your views of the superintendent’s leadership 

for implementation of the Dynamic Indicators of Basic Early Literacy Skills (DIBELS).   

 The [Name] School District in conjunction with the University of Arizona has 

granted approval for me to conduct this research study.  If you agree to participate, your 

participation will involve a Q-sort of your perceptions of the superintendent’s leadership.  

This Q-sort would take approximately 15 minutes of your time.  Following Q-sort data 

analysis, some of you will be asked to participate in an individual interview.  The 

interview would take approximately 20-30 minutes of your time.     

 I am seeking volunteers from elementary principals and their superintendent who 

implement DIBELS assessments to participate in the study.  The study will provide 

participants with the opportunity to describe the superintendent’s leadership behaviors 

that influence DIBELS implementation.  Some questions will specifically ask about the 

superintendent’s leadership behaviors.  This study is not intended to be an evaluation of 

the superintendent but the leadership behaviors of superintendents in general.  The 

principal’s name, superintendent’s name, or school name will not be used or identified in 
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this study.  This study is voluntary, and participants can withdraw from the study at any 

time.  The benefit that participants may reasonably expect is the sense of helping a 

doctoral student with research that informs ways to improve practice in schools. 

 Participants will be asked to complete a Q-sort of superintendent leadership 

behaviors.  There are no right or wrong answers, so participants are asked to not hesitate 

to respond honestly.  After completion of the Q-sort, participants are asked to please 

place it in the manila envelope, seal the envelope, and return it to the researcher. 

 Following the completion of the Q-sorts, participants may be contacted for a one-

on-one interview.  The following measures will ensure that others do not learn your 

identity or what you share in the interview. 

 1. No names will be used in transcribing from the audiotape or in writing 

 notes. 

 2. Signed consent forms will be kept in a locked cabinet in Room EDUC 208 

 at the University of Arizona, College of Education. 

 3. The audiotapes will be reviewed only in my home or in the office  of my 

 dissertation adviser. 

 4. After the study is complete and the dissertation is accepted, the Q- sorts 

 and transcripts will be shredded and the audiotapes physically destroyed. 

 5. What is discussed by individual participants during our interview  will be 

 kept confidential by me. Information revealed in the interview will not be 

 shared with district administration by the researcher. In the process, trust 
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 and rapport are hopefully developed, and participants will agree to keep 

 information confidential as well. 

Thank you in advance for considering my invitation to participate in this study. 

Sincerely, 

 

Stephen Poling, M.Ed. 
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APPENDIX B 

INFORMED CONSENT 
 

Informed Consent 
 

Superintendents' Leadership Behaviors for DIBELS Implementation: A 

Comparative Case Study of Principals' and Superintendents' Perceptions 

 

Introduction 
  
 You are being invited to take part in a research study.  The information in this 
form is provided to help you decide whether or not to take part.  Study personnel will be 
available to answer your questions and provide additional information.  If you decide to 
take part in the study, you will be asked to sign this consent form.  A copy of this form 
will be given to you. 
 

What is the purpose of this research study? 

  
 You are being invited to participate voluntarily in the above-titled research study.  
The purpose of this project is to learn your views of the superintendent’s leadership for 
DIBELS implementation. 
 

Why are you being asked to participate? 

  
 You are being invited to participate in this study because you have knowledge of 
superintendent leadership and DIBELS implementation. 
 

How many people will be asked to participate in this study?  

  
 Approximately 12 people will be asked to participate in this study. 
 

What will happen during this study? 

  
 1. You will be asked to complete a Q-sort of superintendent leadership behaviors.   
 2.  Following the Q-sort, you may be asked to participate in a one-on-one audio 
taped interview regarding your perceptions of the superintendent’s leadership behaviors.  
 
  I am willing to participate in an interview. 
 
  I am not willing to participate in an interview. 
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How long will I be in this study? 

  
 It will take approximately 15 minutes for the Q-sort and approximately 20–30 
minutes for the audio taped one-on-one interview. 
 

Are there any risks to me? 

  
 There is minimal risk which means the probability and magnitude of harm or 
discomfort anticipated in the research is not greater in and of itself than what is ordinarily 
encountered in daily life or during the performance of routine physical or psychological 
examinations or tests. [45 CFR 46.102 (i).] 
 

Are there any benefits to me? 

  
 You will not receive any monetary benefit from taking part in this study. 
 

What are the alternatives for participating in this study? 

  
 You can participate without being audio taped. The other alternative is not to 
participate in this study. 
 

Will there be any costs to me? 

  
 Aside from your time, there are no costs for taking part in the study. 
 

Will I be paid to participate in the study? 

  
 You will not be paid for your participation. 
 

Will video or audio recordings be made of me during the study? 
  
 I will make an audio recording during the study so I can be certain that your 
responses are recorded accurately only if you check the first box below: 
 

I give my permission for an audio recording to be made during my 
participation in this research study. 
I do not give my permission for an audio recording to be made during my 
participation in this research study. 

 
Will the information that is obtained from me be kept confidential? 

  
 The only persons who will know that you participated in this study will be the 
principal researcher, Steve Poling, and his University advisor, Dr. John Taylor. 
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Your records will be confidential. You will not be identified in any reports or 
publications resulting from the study.  It is possible that representatives of the sponsor 
that supports the research study will want to come to The University of Arizona to review 
your information.  Representatives of regulatory agencies including The University of 
Arizona Human Subjects Protection Program may access your records. 
 

May I change my mind about participating? 

  
 Your participation in this study is voluntary.  You may decide not to begin or to 
stop the study at any time.   Refusing to participate will have no effect on you. You can 
discontinue your participation with no effect on you.  Also, any new information 
discovered about the research will be provided to you. This information could affect your 
willingness to continue your participation. 
 

Whom can I contact for additional information? 

  
 You can obtain further information about the research or voice concerns or 
complaints about the research by calling the Principal Investigator, Steve Poling, M.Ed. 
at 520-247-1574.  If you have questions concerning your rights as a research participant; 
have general questions, concerns, or complaints; or would like to give input about the 
research and can’t reach the research team, or want to talk to someone other than the 
research team, you may call the University of Arizona Institutional Review Board office 
at (520) 626-6721.  (If out of state, use the toll-free number, 1-866-278-1455.) If you 
would like to contact the Human Subjects Protection Program via the web (this can be 
anonymous), please visit http://www.irb.arizona.edu/contact/. 
 

Stephen Poling, M.Ed. 
Principal Investigator 
 

Your Signature 

 
 By signing this form, I affirm that I have read the information contained in the 
form, that the study has been explained to me, that my questions have been answered, and 
that I agree to take part in this study.  I do not give up any of my legal rights by signing 
this form. 
 
__________________________________ 
Name (Printed) 
__________________________________   ______________ 
Participant’s Signature     Date signed 
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Statement by Person Obtaining Consent 

 

 I certify that I have explained the research study to the person who has agreed to 
participate, and he or she has been informed of the purpose, the procedures, the possible 
risks, and the potential benefits associated with participation in this study.  Any questions 
raised have been answered to the participant’s satisfaction. 
 
Stephen Poling, M.Ed. 
Name of study personnel 
  
__________________________________   _______________ 
Study personnel signature     Date signed 
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APPENDIX C 
 

Q-SORT CONDITION OF INSTRUCTION 
 

1.  You have a deck of cards–on each one is printed a leadership behavior. Please read 
through all of them one time. 

 
2.  After doing so, please re-read them, this time sorting them into one of the two piles 

indicated, according to how Unlikely or Likely each would be in describing the 
superintendent’s leadership behaviors.  Try to keep the piles roughly equal. 

 
3.  Please keep in mind that you are sorting the cards according to degrees . . . you are 

NOT making an absolute judgment that a behavior is “not practiced” by your 
superintendent . . . just indicating it may not be AS EMPHASIZED or EVIDENT as 
some of the others. 

 
4.  Read the pile on the left and select TWO statements that LEAST describe the 

leadership behaviors of the superintendent.  Place those two cards on the two boxes at 
the far left of the grid. 

 
5.  Now read the pile on the right and select TWO statements that BEST describe the 

leadership behaviors of the superintendent. Place those two cards on the two boxes at 
the far right of the grid. 

 
6.  Read through the rest of the statements in each pile and work back and forth across the 

distribution to construct your perspective, given the structure of the model on the Q-
sort array. 

 
7. Record your Q-sort on the sheet provided (writing BIG to aid in data entry), being 

VERY careful to go slow and record accurately. 
 
8. Finally, pick up your cards, one at a time, from left to right, double-checking how you 

recorded them. 
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APPENDIX D 
 

PRINCIPAL INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 
 

Introduction:  The purpose of this interview is to understand how your perceptions of the 
superintendent’s leadership behaviors influence your leadership behaviors for DIBELS 
implementation. The interview is organized around the key themes for this study.  Please 
respond to the questions by sharing your thoughts and giving examples. 
 
Theme:  Principals’ perceptions of the superintendent’s leadership 
 

• As you reflect on your Q-array, give examples of the superintendent’s leadership 
behaviors. 

 

• Is there anything else you would like to share about your Q-array?  
 
Theme: Principals’ leadership for DIBELS implementation 
 

• Tell me about DIBELS implementation at this school. 
 

• Give examples of your leadership for DIBELS implementation. 
 
Theme: The superintendent’s leadership influence on principals’ leadership for DIBELS 
implementation 
 

• Give an example of how the superintendent has influenced your leadership for 
DIBELS implementation? 

 

• What resources (including time, personnel, materials, and support) do the 
superintendent and other district administrators provide to teachers and school 
administration for DIBELS implementation? 

 

• Is there anything else you would like to share? 
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APPENDIX E 
 

SUPERINTENDENT INTERVIEW PROTOCOL  
 

Introduction:  The purpose of this interview is to understand your leadership behaviors 
and how those behaviors influence principals’ leadership behaviors for DIBELS 
implementation. The interview is organized around the key themes for this study.  Please 
respond to the questions by sharing your thoughts and giving examples. 
 
Theme:  The superintendent’s self-reported leadership behaviors 
 

• As you reflect on your Q-array, give examples of your leadership behaviors. 
 

• Is there anything else you would like to share about your Q-array?  
 
Theme: Principals’ leadership for DIBELS implementation 
 

• Tell me about DIBELS implementation in this district. 
 

• What is the principal’s role for DIBELS implementation? 
 
Theme: The superintendent’s leadership influence on principals’ leadership for DIBELS 
implementation 
 

• Give an example of how your leadership influenced the principals’ leadership for 
DIBELS implementation? 

 

• What resources (including time, personnel, materials, and support) do you and 
other district administrators provide to teachers and school administration for 
DIBELS implementation? 

 

• Is there anything else you would like to share? 
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APPENDIX F 
 

DISSERTATION RESEARCH CHART 
 

Research Question Research 
Methodology 

Research Finding Implications 

1.  How do 
elementary 
principals perceive 
superintendents’ 
leadership 
behaviors? 
 

Factor analysis of 
elementary 
principals’ Q-sorts 
and individual 
semi-structured 
interviews with 
selected elementary 
principals.   

Superintendents 
gave overall 
purpose, developed 
caring and trust, and 
modeled 
professional 
practice. 
Superintendent 
buffered principals 
from distractions to 
their instructional 
leadership. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Superintendents 
were models for 
principals’ 
leadership.   

2.  How do 
superintendents 
describe their 
leadership 
behaviors? 
 

Factor analysis of 
superintendents’ Q-
sorts and individual 
semi-structured 
interviews with 
both 
superintendents. 
 

Superintendents 
gave overall 
purpose, developed 
caring and trust. 
Superintendent built 
community support 
for schools and 
buffered principals. 
Superintendents 
modeled 
professional 
practice. 

Superintendents 
gave principals 
purpose and 
develop 
atmospheres of 
caring and trust. 
Superintendents led 
from a multi-frame 
perspective – 
particularly human 
resource and 
political frames. 

3.  Do differences 
exist between 
elementary 
principals’ 
perceptions of 
superintendents’ 
leadership 
behaviors and 
superintendents’ 
self-report of 
leadership 
behaviors? 
 

An analysis of the 
findings from 
Research Questions 
1 and 2 looked for 
differences between 
elementary 
principals’ 
perceptions and 
superintendents’ 
self-reports. 

Similarities: gave 
overall purpose, 
developed caring 
and trust, and 
modeled 
professional 
practice. 
Differences: Built 
community support 
for schools and 
buffered principals 
from distractions to 
their instructional 
leadership. 
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4.  How do 
elementary 
principals perceive 
superintendents’ 
leadership 
behaviors for 
DIBELS 
implementation? 
 

An analysis of the 
four individual 
semi-structured 
interviews with 
selected elementary 
principals. 

Superintendents 
provided leadership 
for DIBELS 
implementation 
through assistant 
superintendents and 
district reading 
coordinators.  
District processes 
supported 
principals’ 
leadership. 

 
 
 
Superintendents 
provided leadership 
for the process of 
DIBELS and 
delegated the 
specifics to mid-
level district 
administrators.   

5.  How do 
superintendents 
describe their 
leadership 
behaviors for 
DIBELS 
implementation? 
 

An analysis of the 
individual semi-
structured 
interviews with 
both 
superintendents. 
 

Superintendents 
provided leadership 
for DIBELS 
implementation 
through assistant 
superintendents and 
district reading 
coordinators.  
District processes 
supported 
principals’ 
leadership. 

 
Superintendents 
provided a 
leadership support 
network, 
conceptualized as 
social capital, for 
principals to 
implement 
DIBELS.   

6.  Do differences 
exist between 
elementary 
principals’ 
perceptions of 
superintendents’ 
leadership 
behaviors for 
DIBELS 
implementation 
and 
superintendents’ 
self-report of 
leadership 
behaviors for 
DIBELS 
implementation? 

An analysis of the 
findings from 
Research Questions 
4 and 5 looked for 
differences between 
elementary 
principals’ 
perceptions and 
superintendents’ 
self-reports.  
 

Differences did not 
exist.  Principals 
and superintendents 
had common 
perceptions. 

Superintendents’ 
leadership was 
perceived by 
principals through 
the actions of 
assistant 
superintendents. 

* Observations and document analysis provided supporting evidence for all findings. 
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