
TRANSFORMATIVE LEADERSHIP AND STUDENTS’

OPPORTUNITY TO LEARN: A CASE STUDY

by

YOLANDA YVONNE WALTON-HARDMAN

A Dissertation Submitted to the Faculty 

in the Educational Leadership Program 

of Tift College of Education 

at Mercer University 

in Partial Fulfillment of the 

Requirements for the Degree

DOCTOR OF PHILOSOPHY

Atlanta, GA 

2015



ProQuest Number: 3663852

All rights reserved

INFORMATION TO ALL USERS 
The quality of this reproduction is dependent upon the quality of the copy submitted.

In the unlikely event that the author did not send a complete manuscript 
and there are missing pages, these will be noted. Also, if material had to be removed,

a note will indicate the deletion.

ProQuest 3663852

ProQuestQue

Published by ProQuest LLC(2015). Copyright of the Dissertation is held by the Author.

All rights reserved.
This work is protected against unauthorized copying under Title 17, United States Code.

Microform Edition © ProQuest LLC.

ProQuest LLC 
789 East Eisenhower Parkway 

P.O. Box 1346 
Ann Arbor, Ml 48106-1346



© 2015 

Yolanda Yvonne Hardman 

All Rights Reserved



DEDICATION

“As a man thinketh, in his heart so is he...Man is made or unmade by himself; in the 
armory of thought he forges the weapons by which he destroys himself; he also fashions 

the tools with which he builds for himself heavenly mansions of joy and strength and
peace.” -  James Allen

The interchange of work and personal growth far outweigh this degree attainment. 

There is something extraordinary about putting oneself out there and internalizing what 

those efforts communicate to your spirit about who you are and what you are made of. I 

thank God for His grace, mercy, and loving kindness bestowed upon me and my children. 

This dissertation is dedicated to my mother, Sarah Walton. Mother was born in 1942 and 

grew up in the Old 9th Ward in New Orleans, Louisiana at a time when the color of her 

skin negatively influenced her quality of life. Mother was not afforded a sincere or 

equitable opportunity to learn, having only received a formal education through 4th grade. 

Despite the encumbrances endured as an undereducated African-American woman, she 

was an avid reader; rarely did I see Mother without a book. I can only imagine the 

trajectory of Mother’s social mobility had she received a quality education.

I also dedicate this work to my four children, Joenesha Michelle, Masari 

Braeshaun, Kai Glori, and Joshua Joseph whose sense of normalcy was sacrificed in this 

endeavor. It is my hope to have stood as an example and an encouragement to you all; a 

constant reminder that says, “Just keep swimming”. There are consequences for each 

decision you make, set your sights on what you wish to grasp and move in that 

direction...ALWAYS. Finally, this dissertation is dedicated to every little girl whose



path is littered by a chain of statistics indicating your likely failure...don’t allow 

yourselves to be bound by circumstances.

v



ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

I am delighted to acknowledge those individuals who guided, encouraged, and 

facilitated the completion of this dissertation. A most sincere thank you to my 

Dissertation Committee: Dr. Davis, my committee chair, who continually showered me 

with praise, Dr. Larde, who consistently shared her expertise throughout this process, and 

to Dr. Boggs who prodded intellectual thought and helped me to grasp unconsidered 

concepts. In addition to my committee, I want to thank Dr. O’Phelan for her full support 

and unyielding concern. I would also like to thank Dr. Bouie for his willingness to assist 

me at a time when I was unable to scale my hurdles.

To my forever cheerleader, Dr. Shannon Hervey and the likes of Dr. Chandra 

Lemons, Dr. Harold Waters, Dr. W illie Woolfolk and the soon to be Dr. Charles 

Bowman who kept me in their thoughts, I  will forever be appreciative. To Dr. Kelli 

McCain I offer a most emphatic thank you! To my best buddies Roberta Thomas, Kathy 

Boger, and Shawn Morgan who had my back and enveloped me with praise even though 

they had no clue how terribly bad I wanted to quit, I thank you for your love and support. 

To my accountability partner, Leslie Retchko, the one person who really understood, and 

to Tina Scoular, my ‘sistah’, I thank you with all my heart for believing in my capacity to 

finish even when I did not always believe in it myself. To Erika Washington, I thank you 

for your kind words, prayers, and gentle reminders of God’s word in my life. And last 

but not least, I thank my big sister, Tracy Edwards, who has my entire life loved me 

unconditionally and supported me in all things; I love you to the moon and back!



TABLE OF CONTENTS

Page

DEDICATION................................................................................................................ iv

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS...........................................................................................  vi

LIST OF TABLES.......................................................................................................... xi

LIST OF FIGURES........................................................................................................ xii

ABSTRACT.....................................................................................................................xiii

CHAPTER

1. INTRODUCTION.......................................................................................... 1

Problem Statement...........................................................................................5
Purpose of the Research.................................................................................. 7
Research Questions......................................................................................... 7
Theoretical Framework................................................................................... 7
Procedures........................................................................................................9
Significance of the Study...............................................................................11
Limitations...................................................................................................... 11
Delimitations.................................................................................................. 12
Definition of Terms........................................................................................ 12
Summary......................................................................................................... 13

2. REVIEW OF LITERATURE........................................................................ 15

Brief History of Equity Based Education Reform........................................19
History of Standards Based Reform..............................................................21

High-Stakes Testing.................................................................................22
Poverty and Inequity in Education................................................................24

Achievement Gap.....................................................................................33
Opportunity to Learn............................................................................... 40
High Minority High Poverty Schools.....................................................43
Instructional Inequity...............................................................................46



TABLE OF CONTENTS (Continued)

CHAPTER Page

Importance of School Leadership................................................................. 48
Theoretical Framework..................................................................................52
Summary.........................................................................................................58

3. METHODOLOGY........................................................................................ 59

Introduction.................................................................................................... 59
Research Purpose........................................................................................... 60
Research Questions........................................................................................61
Research Design.............................................................................................61
Nature of Case Study Research.....................................................................62
Appropriateness of Case Study Research.....................................................63
Research Plan................................................................................................. 64

Sample......................................................................................................67
Participants...............................................................................................67
Data Collection........................................................................................ 69

Pilot Study...................................................................................................... 74
Validity........................................................................................................... 75
Internal Validity and Reliability....................................................................76
Limitations..................................................................................................... 77
Data Analysis................................................................................................. 77
Reporting Results...........................................................................................80
Summary.........................................................................................................80

4. RESULTS.......................................................................................................82

Description of the Case..................................................................................82
Pilot Study.................................................................................................... 84
Respondents................................................................................................... 85
Overview of the Study................................................................................... 86
Findings.......................................................................................................... 88

Research Question 1................................................................................ 90
Principal Expectation -  A ll Students W ill Succeed................ 91
Kids Come First.........................................................................94
School and Community Connectedness................................... 96

Research Question 2................................................................................ 99



TABLE OF CONTENTS (Continued)

CHAPTER Page

Acknowledging Power and Privilege.........................................99
Dialogic Relationships.................................................................100
Balancing Critique and Promise..............................................  103
Effecting Deep and Equitable Change........................................104
Deconstructing and Reconstructing Social and Cultural
Knowledge that Generate Inequity............................................. 106
Emphasizing Both Public and Private Good..............................107

Public Good: Students.....................................................108
Public Good: Families................................................... 109
Public Good: Community............................................... 109

Focusing on Democracy, Equity, and Justice........................... 110
Demonstrating Moral Courage and Activism............................ 112

Summary......................................................................................................... 114

5. DISCUSSION, CONCLUSION, AND IMPLICATIONS...........................116

Summary of the Study.................................................................................. 117
Summary of Major Findings..........................................................................119
Discussion of Findings................................................................................... 121

Principal Expectation -  All Students W ill Succeed...................121
Kids Come First........................................................................... 123
School and Community Connectedness..................................... 124
Characteristics of Transformative Leadership........................... 125

Acknowledging Power and Privilege.............................126
Dialogic Relationships.................................................... 127
Balancing Critique and Promise.....................................127
Effecting Deep and Equitable Change.........................  128
Deconstructing and Reconstructing Social and Cultural
Knowledge that Generate Inequity.................................129
Emphasizing Both Public and Private Good..................129
Focusing on Democracy, Equity, and Justice...............130
Demonstrating Moral Courage and Activism................131

Conclusions.....................................................................................................131
Implications.................................................................................................... 134
Recommendations for Future Research........................................................ 135

ix



TABLE OF CONTENTS (Continued)

CHAPTER Page

Summary....................................................................................................... 136

REFERENCES................................................................................................................138

APPENDICES.................................................................................................................151

A. MERCER IRB APPROVAL LETTERS...........................................................152

B. INTERVIEW  PROTOCOL QUESTIONS GROUNDED IN  
TRANSFORMATIVE LEADERSHIP............................................................ 154

C. PERMISSIONS.................................................................................................. 161

x



LIST OF TABLES

Table Page

1. The United States’ Rankings on UNICEF’s Innocenti Report
Card’s Five Dimensions of Overall Child Well-Being.............................26

2. 2009 United States PISA Reading Scores by Free and Reduced
Lunch Rate.................................................................................................. 29

3. 2009 PISA Reading Scores for U.S. Schools with Less than a
10% Poverty Rate Compared to Similar OECD Countries......................30

4. 2009 PISA Reading Scores for U.S. Schools with a 10-24.9%
Poverty Rate Compared to Similar OECD Countries...............................31

5. Comparison of the Characteristics of Transactional,
Transformational, and Transformative Leadership.................................. 54

6. Transformative Leadership Characteristics and Related Key
Concepts......................................................................................................79

7. Major Themes Identified by Study Respondents.....................................89

8. Research Questions and Associated Themes........................................... 90

xi



LIST OF FIGURES

Figure Page

1. Change in Income Achievement Gap by Number of States...........................25

2. NAEP Reading Averages for 9 Year Olds by Ethnicity.................................35

3. NAEP Reading Averages for 13 Year-Olds by Ethnicity.........................35

4. NAEP Reading Averages for 17 Year-Olds by Ethnicity.........................36

5. NAEP Math Averages for 9 Year Olds by Ethnicity......................................36

6. NAEP Math Averages for 13 Year-Olds by Ethnicity..............................37

7. NAEP Math Averages for 17 Year-Olds by Ethnicity..............................37

8. Income Achievement Gap for Blacks and Whites between
1943 and 2001................................................................................................... 39

9. Percentage of U.S. Students Enrolled by Race and Poverty Level................46

10. Percentage of Students Meeting or Exceeding Standards in Reading  65

11. Percentage of Students Meeting or Exceeding Standards in Math................ 66

12. Percentage of Students Meeting or Exceeding State Standards: Reading.... 66

13. Percentage of Students Meeting or Exceeding State Standards: Reading.... 67



ABSTRACT

YOLANDA YVONNE W ALTON-HARDMAN
TRANSFORMATIVE LEADERSHIP AND STUDENTS’ OPPORTUNITY TO
LEARN: A CASE STUDY
Under the direction of CARL DAVIS, Ed. D.

This research study investigated the problem that results when standards based 

reform tied to high stakes testing does not attend to the fact that students from high 

poverty high minority schools may not experience the same opportunity to learn as their 

wealthier counterparts. The purpose of the study was to explore the extent to which a 

principal of an academically successful school reflected transformative leadership 

characteristics while sustaining high academic achievement for an economically 

disadvantaged high minority student population. Guided by the theory of transformative 

leadership, the researcher employed a qualitative case study which sought to respond to 

research questions aimed at ascertaining the characteristics, perspectives, and behaviors 

exhibited by a principal of an academically successful high poverty high minority school. 

Data were collected through an open ended structured interview protocol utilized in one 

on one interviews with the study site’s principal and assistant principals, a focus group 

and a document analysis of relevant school and community documents.



Data analysis revealed major findings aligned to three distinct themes: (a) Principal 

Expectation -  A ll Students W ill Succeed, (b) Kids Come First, and (c) School and 

Community Connectedness.

The conclusions drawn from the research findings presented in Chapter 4 and 

discussed in Chapter 5 are: (1) In order to grasp a full understanding of the potential 

impact of transformative leadership practices on educational leadership, the essential 

characteristics of transformative leadership and its focus on social justice must be 

explicitly taught to school leaders; (2) Clearly communicated student centered 

expectations create a culture that doesn’t accept, allow, or breed inequitable practices; 

and (3) Transformative leadership overlays or coincides with effective leadership 

practices found in the literature. Implications for future research include the development 

of a more in depth instrument and the engagement of a multiple case study involving 

schools that have both a greater degree of poverty and a longer history of academic 

success.

xiv



CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION

The standards based-reform movement (SBR) has left an indelible impression on 

the practice of teaching and learning in American schools (Elmore, 2008; Schmoker,

2011). In 2002, the SBR movement culminated in the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) 

and established an unprecedented emphasis on accountability and high-stakes testing 

(Barton, 2009; Darling-Hammond, 2003; Penfield & Lee, 2010). NCLB identifies its 

purpose as: “to ensure that all children have a fair, equal, and significant opportunity to 

obtain a high-quality education and reach, at a minimum, proficiency on state academic 

achievement standards and state academic assessments” (2002, p. 1439). America’s 

schools have not fully attained the pronounced ideals of NCLB- to provide remedy for 

the disproportionate provision of an equal educational opportunity for all children 

(Weiner &  Farley, 2010). Today, NCLB continues to be the driving force behind 

education reform, however states have been granted flexibility from specific 

requirements of NCLB in exchange for state developed plans to, “improve educational 

outcomes for all students, close achievement gaps, increase equity, and improve the 

quality of instruction” (U.S. Department of Education, 2015a). The long standing 

achievement gap between high poverty high minority students and their more 

economically advantaged counterparts, the systemic changes involved in standards based 

reform, and the moral complexities that face today’s school leaders call for effective

1
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socially just transformative school leadership (McKenzie et al., 2008; Minton, 2011; 

Shields, 2010).

Today, every state in the country has applied itself to the doctrine of standards- 

based reform (SBR) by adopting content standards and tying them to standardized 

measurement and accountability systems (Elmore, 2008; Mintrop & Sunderman, 2009). 

American schools are aligned to a strict system of accountability that couples prescribed 

curriculum (Stedman, 2011) to high-stakes standardized assessments of how well 

students have met content standards (Mintrop & Sunderman, 2009). Proponents of SBR 

posit that standards-based reform efforts present a real and legitimate opportunity for 

economically disadvantaged students to have access to a quality education and rigorous 

content (Boundy, 1999; Caron, 2002; Penfield & Lee, 2010). However, critics of SBR 

contend that uniform standards tied to high-stakes testing fail to account for the variance 

in teacher quality, instruction, curriculum and technology resources, educational facilities 

and quality professional development that exists between schools (Darling-Hammond, 

2007, 2010; Fritzberg, 2001; Koski, 2001; Lunenburg, 2011; Penfield & Lee, 2010; 

Ysseldyke, Thurlow, & Shin, 1995). These school-based resources considered 

collectively define a school’s capacity to provide students with an academic environment 

necessary to maximize student learning, also known as opportunity to learn. Opportunity 

to learn is defined as a standard by which schools can be measured that accounts for the 

school’s obligation to ensure that students have well trained teachers, adequate 

curriculum and academic resources that allow all students to meet high-stakes 

assessments commensurate with their wealthier counterparts (Boundy, 1999; Boykin &  

Noguera, 2011).
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The impetus for state and federally mandated high-stakes testing is grounded in 

(a) increasing America’s academic standing, and (b) the thought that assigning punitive 

measures will engender increased performance in low performing students, teachers, 

schools and districts (Nichols, Glass, & Berliner, 2012). As a result, “high-stakes testing 

has become the policy tool for enforcing educational reform in the United States” (Au, 

2010, p. 3). NCLB represents a unique shift toward eradicating the belief that 

disadvantaged children cannot succeed (Boykin & Noguera, 2011; Elmore, 2008; Rebell,

2012). Notwithstanding, “we have done very little to address the inequity in resources 

among schools [or to acknowledge] that many poor children have a variety of 

nonacademic needs that affect their ability to learn” (Boykin & Noguera, (2011), p viii). 

What American public education policy lacks today are systems of accountability or 

school leadership goals aimed at ensuring minority and economically disadvantaged 

students have adequate access to educational resources and local school-based inputs that 

afford them the same opportunity to learn the state content standards assessed by high- 

stakes testing as their wealthier counterparts (Darling-Hammond, 2010; Holzman, 2009).

After reviewing analyses of data gathered from school funding cases in Alabama, 

Massachusetts, California, New Jersey, New York, Louisiana, Texas, and South Carolina, 

Darling-Hammond asserts that, “On every tangible measure-from qualified teachers and 

class sizes to textbook, computers, facilities and curriculum offerings- schools serving 

large numbers of students of color have significantly fewer resources than schools 

serving mostly White students” (2004a, p. 215). School funding policies and resource 

allocation practices result in high poverty high minority schools receiving inferior 

curriculum materials, laboratories and technology, larger class sizes, less qualified and
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experienced teachers, and a gap in access to advanced curriculum (Darling-Hammond &  

Post, 2000; Darling-Hammond & Friedlaender, 2008; Levin, 2005; Rebell, 2011). The 

American educational system is one of the most unequal among industrialized nations in 

the resources and funding provided to students, where students’ quality of educational 

opportunity is based on their socioeconomic status (Darling-Hammond & Post, 2000; 

Rebell &  Wolff, 2011; Weiner &  Farley, 2010). Further, the most affluent 10% of school 

districts in the United States spend approximately 10 times more than the poorest 10%, 

which bolster the highest concentrations of poor and minority students (Baker, Sciarra, 

Farrie, 2012; Darling-Hammond &  Friedlaender, 2008). In large, small, rural, and urban 

school districts, low socioeconomic and minority students underperform in comparison to 

their wealthier peers on all measures of academic performance (Weiner & Farley, 2010).

SBR efforts seek to close the achievement gap, improve teaching and learning, 

increase the academic performance of low achieving students and depend upon school 

leadership for the attainment of these goals (Leithwood, Louis, Anderson, &  Wahlstrom, 

2004). A review of research conducted by Leithwood, Louis, Anderson, and Wahlstrom 

(2004) revealed that “Leadership is second only to classroom instruction among all 

school-related factors that contribute to what students learn in school” (p. 5). According 

to Leithwood et al. (2004), the collective direct and indirect effect of school leadership on 

student learning accounts for a quarter of total school effects (2004). Brown (2004) 

contends that irrespective of the root cause of the inequities present in schools, it is clear 

that minority and high poverty student populations carry the brunt of inequitable 

practices. Brown (2004), in her efforts to offer guidance on how to prepare educational 

leaders to balance the demands of their role, posits “If  current and future educational
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leaders are to foster successful, equitable, and socially responsible learning and 

accountability practices for all students, then substantive changes in educational 

leadership...are required” (p. 80).

In response to the political complexities and social challenges faced by today’s 

educational leaders, Shields (2004) states that “Educational leaders are expected to be 

transformative; to attend to social justice as well as academic achievement” (p. 110). 

Shields (2004) also suggests that transformative leadership, grounded in sincere two-way 

communication and robust relationships can yield opportunities for all children to be 

successful in schools that are socially just. Shields (2010) concludes that 

“Transformative leadership.. .critiques inequitable practices and...therefore, inextricably 

links education and educational leadership with the wider social context within which it 

is embedded” (p. 559).

Problem Statement

The proposed study addresses the problem that results when standards based 

reform tied to high stakes testing does not attend to the fact that students from high 

poverty high minority schools may not experience the same opportunity to learn as their 

wealthier counterparts. SBR efforts coupled with high-stakes testing does not account for 

the inequities that exist in the school-based resources presented to students in high 

minority and high poverty schools (Darling-Hammond, 2010; Fritzberg, 2001; Koski, 

2001; Lunenburg, 2011; Penfield & Lee, 2010; Ysseldyke et al., 1995). In 2012, an 

independent task force charged by the Council on Foreign Relations and chaired by 

former U.S. Secretary of State, Condoleezza Rice, warned that “The United States’ 

failure to educate its students leaves them unprepared to compete and threatens the



6

country’s ability to thrive in a global economy” (Hanushek, Peterson, &  Woessmann, 

2012, p .iv ).

Over the past 14 years, the aggregate international test score performance in 

mathematics, reading, and science in the United States has increased only by the 

equivalent of one year’s worth of learning, leaving the United States in the lowest 

performing 50% of developed and developing countries (Hanushek et al., 2012).

However, the U.S. average international performance masks a greater disparity. Based 

on analyses of data by Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA), middle 

class and affluent U.S. students perform well on international assessments (Riddile,

2010). The problem of low overall U.S. performance on international assessments lies in 

the reality that at 22%, the United States has the highest poverty rate of any advanced 

industrialized nation, and it is these children who typically perform poorly on 

international assessments (Rebell &  Wolff, 2011; Macartney, 2011; Riddile, 2010). The 

international and national academic rankings of the United States are inclusive of the 

academic performance of students from high poverty schools (Ladd & Fisk, 2011;

Riddile, 2010). Poverty has a profound impact on student achievement (Ladd & Fisk,

2011; Rebell, 2012). Weiner and Farley (2010) stress that American school children 

living in poverty encounter extreme inequity in educational opportunity, and as a result 

these children are more likely to struggle to earn a high school diploma, exhibit lower 

college attendance rates, experience a diminished lifetime earning potential and 

generationally reproduce educational and economic outcomes that are caustic to society 

as a whole.
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Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study was to explore the extent to which a principal of an 

academically successful school reflected transformative leadership characteristics while 

sustaining high academic achievement for an economically disadvantaged high minority 

student population. High poverty high minority schools have historically not attained the 

same academic outcomes as their low poverty low minority counterparts (Boykin &  

Noguera, 2011; Holzman, 2009). Examining the practices of a principal who has been 

able to sustain increased academic performance despite the impact of socioeconomic 

constraints can both inform practice and extend knowledge.

Research Questions

This study used transformative leadership theory as a lens through which to view 

the following research questions:

RQi: How does a principal of an academically successful high poverty high minority

school provide an equitable high quality opportunity to learn to their specific student 

population?

RQ2: Which transformative leadership characteristics are most prevalent in a principal

of an academically successful high poverty high minority school?

Theoretical Framework 

A theoretical framework establishes the lens through which a researcher examines 

and evaluates a study. The theoretical framework engaged by this study is focused on the 

theory of transformative leadership. Weiner (2003) defines transformative leadership as 

the engagement of power and authority that is initiated by questions of justice and 

democracy, and a reliance on dialogue between individual accountability and social
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responsibility. Shields (2010) adds that transformative leadership critiques inequity and 

attempts to increase both individual achievement and shared social well-being. 

Transformative Leadership intertwines equity, social justice, and educational leadership 

with the broader context of the communities served by schools (Shields, 2009). “The 

transformative paradigm provides a philosophical framework that focuses on ethics in 

terms of cultural responsiveness, recognizing those dimensions of diversity that are 

associated with power differences, building trust relationships, and developing mixed 

methods that are conducive to social change” (Mertens, 2012, p. 1).

In comparison to transactional and transformational leadership, transformative 

leadership involves distinctly different assumptions and goals (Shields, 2010). 

Transactional leadership involves a process of exchange or reciprocal behaviors akin to 

rewards and sanctions for desired or undesired behaviors (Bass, 1991). Transformational 

leadership centers on positive structural changes in organizational qualities and 

effectiveness (Shields, 2009). By contrast, transformative leadership aims to bring about 

change in individuals, the organization, and society, and thus maintains the greatest 

opportunity to fulfill the academic and social justice needs of our multifaceted, 

bureaucratic, and hierarchical education system (Shields, 2009). Marzano, Waters, and 

McNulty (2005) based on their research, report that student achievement increases 

proportionately with the effectiveness of school leadership. The researcher aimed to 

describe the characteristics, perspectives, and behaviors exhibited by a successful 

principal of a high poverty, high minority school using transformative leadership as a 

lens.



Procedures

The methodological procedures employed by this qualitative case study were an 

open-ended interview protocol, focus group, and document analysis. A structured open- 

ended interview protocol grounded in the literature on transformative leadership, was 

used in one-on-on interviews, a focus group, and for document analysis to glean an 

understanding of the behaviors, perspectives, and characteristics of a principal who has 

sustained significant increases in closing the achievement gap. Interviewing seeks to get 

at behaviors, feelings, and interpretations that we cannot observe and is considered an 

optimal data collection tool for researchers engaged in a case study (Merriam, 2009).

The selected procedures purposed to understand the characteristics of a principal who 

was able to sustain high academic achievement within a high poverty, high minority 

setting.

Qualitative research involves a systematic process of inquiring into or 

investigating an occurrence with the intent to either inform practice or extend knowledge 

(Merriam, 2009). Qualitative research is concerned with how people internalize and 

attribute meaning to their experiences (Merriam, 2009). The researcher selected the 

previously defined procedures for use in this study to investigate the described behaviors 

and understandings of a principal of a successful high minority, high poverty school, thus 

a qualitative design was more suitable to answer the research questions (Merriam, 2009). 

In this study, the researcher explored a phenomenon, inquired from a broad view, 

collected detailed participant descriptions, analyzed and coded responses, and constructed 

meaning from the data analysis that provided insight into the phenomenon being studied:
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the perspectives, characteristics, and behaviors of a successful principal serving a high 

minority high poverty student population (Creswell, 2009).

The case was drawn from the population of schools selected as 2014 Title I 

Reward Schools in the south eastern part of the country. Title I Reward schools are 

selected based on 3 consecutive years of academic progress for all socio-economic 

subgroups to include: Whites, Blacks, Hispanics, Asians, Economically Disadvantaged, 

and Students with Disabilities. The study site has demonstrated consistent performance 

for all socio-economic subgroups, at all grade levels, and each tested content area: Math, 

Science, Reading, and Social Studies. The rationale for this selection was: (a) states 

across the south eastern part of the united states exhibit higher childhood poverty rates 

than the rest of the country (American Community Survey Briefs, 2011), and (b) Title I 

Reward Schools are high poverty schools that have demonstrated noteworthy success in 

closing the achievement gap for disadvantaged student populations for three consecutive 

years (U.S. Department of Education, 2015b). The researcher selected participants 

within this case who could best provide insight into the behaviors and practices of the site 

principal: the principal, assistant principals, and certified personnel. An open-ended 

interview protocol was employed in interviews with the site principal, assistant principal 

and a focus group of site instructional personnel. Further, key elements addressed in the 

structured open-ended interview questions guided a document analysis of the Title I 

Parent Involvement Policy, the School-Wide Improvement Plan, Principal’s weekly 

newsletter, and the school’s Accountability Report. The researcher adhered to the data 

analysis steps as pronounced by Creswell (2012): (a) prepare, organize, and transcribe the 

data, (b) explore and code the data, and (c) describe the findings and form themes. The
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data gathered from the interviews, focus group, and document analysis were analyzed via 

a priori coding grounded in existing theory and concepts relating to transformative 

leadership and then grouped using open coding processes.

Significance of the Study 

This study is based on the premise that SBR has the overall aim of improving 

instruction and providing an equitable quality education for all students regardless of 

socioeconomic status (Lunenburg, 2011). However, to date, not enough is being done to 

ensure that all students, specifically minority and economically disadvantaged students 

are presented with adequate school-based inputs to help them succeed academically 

(Lunenburg, 2011). The results of this study will provide insight for educational 

practitioners and leadership preparation programs related to the ways in which they might 

effectively engage in school leadership practices and leadership preparation to effectively 

support the provision of a quality opportunity to learn to under achieving minority and 

economically disadvantaged students.

Limitations

The researcher was the primary instrument of data collection and analysis, thus 

the researcher’s level of objectivity, knowledge and skill in employing the selected 

protocols, and awareness of personal biases that may impact the findings are areas that 

will require defined intervention in order to ensure that the research and findings are 

rigorous. The researcher engaged in the process of bracketing to increase the rigor of the 

study and alleviate personal biases. Additionally, it may not be realistic to expect the 

participants’ to recall in detail all the behaviors of the school principal that led to student 

success. As a result, the researcher posed interview questions that were broad, open-
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ended and included situational scenarios allowing the respondents to recall in greater 

detail. The study was also limited by the degree of transparency the participants were 

willing to allow.

Delimitations

In most U.S. schools race and poverty are predictors of achievement (Krashen,

2011; Rumberger, 2007). Wherever schools are highly segregated and poverty is 

concentrated, achievement tends to be the lowest (Boykin & Noguera, 2011; Krashen,

2011; Rumberger, 2007). This study was delimited to, and captured qualitative data 

from, a Title I Reward School in the south eastern part of the country. The unit of 

analysis was the characteristics, perspectives, and behaviors of a principal who has 

sustained notable increase in academic performance over a three year period in a high 

minority high poverty setting. The rationale for choosing this school was grounded in the 

school’s significant progress toward closing the achievement gap between economically 

disadvantaged and minority students and their wealthier peers.

Definition of Terms

Opportunity-to-leam Standards are a standard by which schools can be measured 

that accounts for the school’s obligation to ensure that students have well trained 

teachers, adequate curriculum and academic resources that allow all students to meet the 

set high- stakes standards commensurate with their wealthier counterparts (Boundy,

1999).

Opportunity to learn is a term that describes a set of conditions that schools, 

districts, and states must meet in order to ensure students an equal opportunity to meet 

expectations for their performance (Elmore & Fuhrman , 1995). Opportunity to learn can



13

be thought of as a way to retain some attention to the overall educational environment in 

the context of an accountability system that is primarily outcomes based (Venezia &  

Maxwell-Jolly, 2007; Boykin & Noguera, 2011)

Transformative Leadership “begins with questions of justice and democracy; it 

critiques inequitable practices and offers the promise not only of greater individual 

achievement but of a better life lived in common with others” (Shields, 2010, p.559).

Summary

In summary, this study offered qualitative data to align the efforts of educational 

practitioners, leaders, and preparation programs to support effective practices in 

providing an adequate opportunity to learn to high minority and high poverty student 

populations. SBR efforts coupled with the demands of mandated high-stakes testing do 

not attend to the fact that not all schools are equipped to adequately serve the educational 

needs of all students (Darling-Hammond 2010; Rebell, 2011). A vast number of schools, 

predominantly those in low socio-economic communities, educate students with the least 

quality curriculum, facilities, technology, and teachers (Darling-Hammond, 2010; Rios, 

Bath, Foster, Maaka, Michelli, &  Urban, 2009). Despite the punitive nature and overall 

significant influence of NCLB on teaching and learning, the achievement gap between 

economically disadvantaged students and their more advantaged peers remains persistent 

(Boykin and Noguera, 2011). In many U.S. schools, race and poverty are strong 

indicators of achievement (Reardon, 2012; Rios et al., 2009). Unfortunately, it is not 

often that we find segregated schools with high concentrations of poverty who also 

demonstrate high academic achievement scores; yet, they do exist in small but significant
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numbers (Dobbie & Fryer, 2011; Reeves, 2003). Thus, we know that under the right 

circumstances, poor and minority students can achieve at high levels.

In order to safeguard equity and educational excellence for all students including 

those from low socioeconomic backgrounds and to shore up the achievement gap, 

schools must safeguard students’ opportunity to learn (Rebell, 2012). Today’s school 

leaders face the enormous task of mediating the expanse of social, political, and academic 

needs that their schools face (Stronge, Richard, & Catano, 2008; The Wallace 

Foundation, 2013). These dilemmas are often compounded in high poverty schools, 

calling for leaders who are transformative, or willing to challenge the status quo and 

issues of inequity (Shields, 2009). The purpose of this qualitative study was to explore 

the extent to which a principal of an academically successful school reflected 

transformative leadership characteristics while sustaining high academic achievement for 

an economically disadvantaged high minority student population. Transformative 

leadership theory was the lens through which this study was viewed. This qualitative 

case study employed interviews, a focus group, and a document analysis to gather data 

aligned to the research questions.



CHAPTER 2 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

The current literature review provides the reader with an examination of the 

scholarly work surrounding Standards-based reform (SBR), high-stakes testing, poverty 

and inequity, school-based leadership, and transformative leadership which shape the 

study and provides a foundation for the relevance of the research. The current study was 

aimed at addressing the problem that results when standards based reform tied to high 

stakes testing does not attend to the fact that students from high poverty high minority 

schools may not experience the same opportunity to learn as their wealthier white 

counterparts. Transformative leadership is the lens through which the study was viewed.

Providing all students an adequate and equitable opportunity to learn state 

prescribed content standards and eliminating the achievement gap between minority 

students and students living in poverty and their wealthier white counterparts is the 

central focus of American educational policy (Elmore, 2008; Fairchild &  DeMary, 2011; 

Rebell & W olff 2011). In today’s economy high school dropouts will not be equipped to 

compete for available jobs, yet the graduation rate in the south east region of America 

consistently hovers around 70%, one of the lowest of industrialized nations (Kirsch, 

Braun, &  Ymamoto, 2007; Muhammad, 2009). American schools continue to witness a 

stagnant achievement gap between minorities and whites as well as between the rich and 

poor (Darling Hammond, 2010; Kirsch et al., 2007; Muhammad, 2009; Ladson-Billings, 

2006; Paige & Witty, 2010). Currently, minority students are the majority in

15
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most urban school systems and it is predicted that by 2025 will become the majority in 

the nation (Kirsch et al., 2007). 22% of school aged children in America live in poverty 

with Black and Hispanic children accounting for 67% of that total number (National 

Center for Education Statistics, 2013a; 2013b).

Emphasis on closing the achievement gap and the progression of state and federal 

accountability systems, have placed significant pressure on schools to increase student 

achievement. However, despite more than 30 years of standards based reform (SBR) 

policies, spanning from A Nation at Risk (1983) to No Child Left Behind (2002), 

statistically significant gains in improving equality and closing the achievement gap have 

not been attained (Elmore, 2008; Lunenburg, 2011; Rebell, 2012; Sarason, 1990; 

Schmoker, 2011). The underpinnings of SBR are rooted in increasing student 

achievement by way of academic standards for all students, the disadvantaged and 

wealthy alike (Elmore, 2008; Hamilton, Stecher, &  Yuan, 2008; Mintrop & Sunderman,

2009). Notwithstanding, equity in education is not simply a function of providing all 

students, regardless of background, with the same instructional means, rather an equitable 

education points to equipping all students with skills that will afford social mobility 

(Stedman, 2011).

Equality based SBR policy has come to embody the alignment of curriculum, 

assessments, and instruction to state content standards that are measured by high-stakes 

testing and tied to accountability systems (Barton, 2009; Stedman, 2011). Disparities 

within and between schools for subgroups of economically disadvantaged and minority 

students in the opportunity being provided to them to learn the content presented is of 

concern (Darling-Hammond & Friedlaender, 2008; Lunenburg, 2011; Muhammad,
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2009). This opportunity, also termed opportunity to learn, describes the overall 

educational environment effectively delivered by schools to students that foster academic 

attainment (Boykin & Noguera, 2011). The American education system struggles to 

provide an equitable education to all students as demonstrated by the persistent 

achievement gap and the variance in resources between high poverty high minority 

schools and middle class schools (Darling-Hammond, 2010).

SBR efforts tied to high-stakes testing do not account for the inequities that exist 

in the opportunity to learn presented to students in high minority and high poverty 

schools (Darling-Hammond, 2007, 2010; Fritzberg, 2001; Koski, 2001; Lunenburg,

2011; Penfield &  Lee, 2010; Ysseldyke et al., 1995). Schools that serve high percentages 

of minority students do so with considerably less instructional resources than schools that 

serve more affluent and heterogeneous student populations (Darling-Hammond, 2004b). 

Schools that educate the lowest socioeconomic minority populations tend to lack 

sufficient curricular materials, do not offer the quality and quantity of college preparatory 

course work seen in wealthier schools, are staffed by the least experienced unqualified 

teachers, and operate ill-equipped facilities (Darling-Hammond, 2010; Holzman, 2009). 

Educational researchers and practitioners advance the belief that the achievement gap can 

in part be attributed to the aforementioned disparities that exist in students’ opportunity to 

learn or the conditions that leadership in schools, districts, and states should provide in 

order to ensure students access to resources that foster performance (Boykin & Noguera, 

2011; Darling-Hammond, 2010; Elmore & Fuhrman, 1995; Rebell, 2012; Rebell &

Wolff, 2011).
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When the components of schooling are brought together by a school leader who 

has the capacity to effectively do so, conditions in schools lend themselves to greater 

student success (The Wallace Foundation, 2013). Today’s school leaders are confronted 

with profound and complex social and curricular decisions on a daily basis (Shapiro &  

Gross, 2010). Fullan (2001), describes the work of school leaders as constant providers 

of answers to large problems that are “complex, rife with paradoxes and dilemmas” (p.2). 

In response to the challenges that school leaders face today, Shields (2004, 2010) asserts 

that there is a need for transformative leaders who are willing to confront social injustices 

while forwarding the work that yields academic achievement.

Transformative leadership “critiques inequitable practices and offers the promise 

not only of greater individual achievement, but of a better life lived in common with 

others” (Shields, 2010, p. 560). Additionally, Shields (2010) points to the urgency to 

“further develop the theory of transformative leadership [and] to connect it directly to the 

work of school leaders, assessing its potential in practice to offer a more inclusive, 

equitable, and a deeply democratic conception of education” (p. 560). The purpose of this 

study was to explore the extent to which a principal of an academically successful school 

reflected transformative leadership characteristics while sustaining high academic 

achievement for an economically disadvantaged high minority student population. The 

following discussions will be the basis of this review: (a) A Brief History of Education 

Reform, (b) Standards Based Reform, (c) Poverty and Inequity in Education, (d) The 

Importance of school leadership, and (e) Transformative leadership.
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Brief History of Equity Based Education Reform 

In any discussion of the modem history of education reform in America it is 

important encapsulate America’s progressive, sometimes conflicting efforts toward 

providing an equitable education for all students (Brown, Hess, Lautzenheiser &  Owen 

2011; Elmore & Fuhrman, 1995; Rebell & Wolff, 2011). The sentiment that education 

reform retains the capacity to dually repair our system of education and provide remedy 

for the country’s social and economic problems has a long standing presence in the 

American culture (Kantor &  Lowe, 2006), In his response to the economic destruction of 

the Great Depression, Franklin D. Roosevelt forwarded New Deal programs which 

helped to spawn education related remedies to the issues of that time. By the 1950s, the 

pendulum swung from a national emphasis on social and economic provision to a 

concerted focus on education (Kantor &  Lowe, 2006). The 1954 Brown v. the Board of 

Education decision had the primary goal of confronting educational inequities brought 

about by racial segregation (Rebell, 2012), however, gave rise to a far reaching vision of 

equal educational equality, fostering unmitigated systemic social and educational change 

(Rebell, 2012). The Brown decision set a precedent, making educational equality 

paramount in government policy making at the time (Rebell, 2012).

The Brown decision soon became a cornerstone in the fight for equality on behalf 

of traditionally disadvantaged groups and led to the enactment of policies that pursued 

equality in discipline procedures, bilingual education and a number of other educational 

practices (Horn, 2002; Rothstein, 2014). Following the Brown decision, Lyndon B. 

Johnson’s Great Society sought to assuage social and economic inequities through 

education policies that aided in developing each citizen’s capacity to participate in the
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labor market (Horn, 2002; Kantor & Lowe, 2006). Influenced by the Civil Rights 

Movement, the Great Society favored the provision of services that were aimed at 

improving equality in education forums for disadvantaged populations (Horn, 2002; 

Vinovskis, 2011). The lynchpin of Great Society education regulation was The 

Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA, 1965). Together with the Civil Rights 

Act of 1964, a pattern was set for the use of federal education funds as leverage for state 

compliance with efforts to permeate the tenets of racial equality and academic attainment 

in schools (Horn, 2002). As a weapon in Lyndon Johnson’s war on poverty, the ESEA 

(1965) was a funding mechanism aimed at improving education for the disadvantaged 

(Horn, 2002; Vinovskis, 2011). Specifically, through Title I of the ESEA (1965), the 

funding of compensatory education services attempted to eliminate the educational 

differences between the social classes (Ramsey-James, 2009).

The Coleman Report (1966), though often considered to be heavily 

misinterpreted, was an extensive survey authorized by the 1964 Civil Rights Act and 

prepared by the U. S. Office of Education, sought to describe the equality of education in 

America. The Coleman Report found that the socioeconomic construct of schools was 

the greatest predictor of achievement and propelled desegregation movements across the 

country. Federal involvement in ensuring equality in education continued into the 1970s 

with the 1972 amendment to Title IX  of the Civil Rights Act, the Women’s Education 

Equity Act of 1974, and the Education for All Handicapped Children Act which 

prohibited discrimination against women and handicapped children in educational 

programs (Horn, 2002). In 1983, the National Commission on Excellence in Education 

produced the report, A Nation at Risk: The Imperative for Educational Reform and set off
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an urgent appeal for the development and implementation of rigorous academic standards 

and increased student achievement for all students. A Nation at Risk is considered by 

many to be the catalyst for what we have come to know as SBR (Hamilton et al., 2008).

History of Standards Based Reform

All, regardless of race or class or economic status, are entitled to a fair 
chance and to the tools for developing their individual powers of mind and 
spirit to the utmost. (A Nation at Risk, 1983, p. 9 )

The release of A Nation at Risk sparked the longest sustained focus on education 

reform in America’s history, lasting nearly 30 years and forwarded still today by SBR 

efforts (Elmore, 2008; Vinovskis, 2011). The idea of standards based education reform 

sprang out of the alarm shaped by the pivotal 1983 report. The word “standards” was 

repeatedly articulated throughout A Nation at Risk and by the following year a number of 

states had enacted reforms and initiatives aimed at standardizing the work of schools 

(Hamilton et al., 2008). Though the term “standards” is commonly associated with “high 

expectations”, however, in regards to education policy it has come to mean a technical set 

of explicit benchmarks that must be attained by students as demonstrated by performance 

on state developed standardized assessments (Hamilton et al., 2008).

In response to the failures of American schools denounced by A Nation at Risk, 

upwards of 250 task forces across the nation were created to develop and implement 

comprehensive school improvement plans explicitly aimed at increasing student 

achievement and actualizing SBR school improvement models (Schwartz &  Robinson, 

2000). A Nation at Risk ultimately led to the enactment of the Improving America’s 

Schools Act (IAS A), the 1994 reauthorization of the ESEA, which implored schools to 

take corrective steps to meet the needs of all learners and required that schools implement
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performance and accountability systems. At this point, the NCLB act was a logical next 

step in the SBR movement (Ramsey-James, 2009).

The NCLB Act (2002), a major legislative reform of the ESEA, was grounded in 

the following proclamation “to ensure that all children have a fair, equal, and significant 

opportunity to obtain a high-quality education and reach, at a minimum, proficiency on 

challenging state academic achievement standards and state academic assessments”

(2002, p. 1439). NCLB (2002) focused on each state’s development of content standards 

aligned to student performance measures or high-stakes tests, and bringing all students to 

proficiency in Math and Reading by 2014. NCLB was initially touted as a “landmark” in 

educational policy reform (Ramsey-James, 2009, p. 683). NCLB engendered bipartisan 

support and was thought to have the capacity to improve education for those children 

traditionally left behind in American schools; An ambitious law with the goal of 

providing a quality education for all students irrespective of their race or socioeconomic 

status (Schwartz-Chrismer, Hodge, & Saintil, 2006). However, according to Ramsey- 

James (2009), the act is flawed in that it seeks a reliance on public education, its 

leadership mechanisms, and accountability systems (linked to high-stakes testing) to 

remedy the dilemmas caused by social inequity.

High-Stakes Testing

High-stakes testing refers to the assessment of student performance and the 

application of this data to decisions that impact student promotion, graduation, teacher 

effectiveness, salary, tenure, district standings and potentially state or federal sanctions 

(Au, 2010). High-stakes testing encompasses both the technical aspect of assessment and 

the policy dimension of mandated accountability measures (Nichols et al., 2012 ). The
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current implementation of high-stakes testing has its origins in the recommendations 

forwarded by the A Nation at Risk (Au, 2010). By 1994 forty-three states designed and 

implemented state assessments and by the year 2000,49 states tied assessments to 

accountability systems that stressed “world class standards” (Au, 2010). NCLB (2002) 

mandated 100% proficiency in math and reading by 2014 as demonstrated by proficiency 

on high-stakes assessments. If  low socioeconomic, students with disabilities, English 

language learners, and minority students did not make Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP) 

or continued to underperform for consecutive school years, schools faced the risk of 

sanctions that could include a loss of federal funding. As a result, high-stakes testing 

became the policy mechanism used to drive school improvement (Au, 2010).

High-stakes testing advanced in response to A Nation at Risk; however, when 

curricular and pedagogical reforms did not also take place, high-stakes assessments 

reflected the inequalities and performance trends already present in schools (Au, 2009). 

The primary focus of mandated high-stakes testing is to increase student achievement.

The underlying philosophy behind policy driven mandated testing is the assumption that 

the looming threat of penalties for low achievement would motivate students, teachers, 

and schools toward higher performance (Nichols et al., 2012). High-stakes assessment 

mandated by NCLB significantly impact the curricular and instructional decisions of 

educational practitioners, leading to narrowing or watering down the curriculum 

(Economic Policy Institute, 2010; Nichols et al., 2012). Proponents of NCLB and its 

reliance on assessments posit that high expectations for all students, irrespective of 

background, offer an equal opportunity for all students to achieve (Boundy, 1999; 

Penfield & Lee, 2010). Conversely, critics of policy driven assessments argue that as
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long as schools are unequal in the quality of education presented to students, high-stakes 

testing places an unwarranted burden on students in high poverty high minority schools 

(Boykin & Noguera, 2011; Darling-Hammond, 2010).

Poverty and Inequity in Education 

Poverty has a profound impact on student achievement. At nearly 22%, America 

maintains the highest child poverty rate among industrialized nations (Macartney, 2011). 

The United States also leads the industrialized world in the percentage of its population 

that is permanently poor (Berliner, 2005). Children who grow up in poverty are much 

more likely to experience deprivations that make learning difficult and put them at-risk of 

academic failure (Rothstein, 2009). According to Berliner (2005), poverty rates in 

America remain high, are aligned to racial identity, and are difficult to overcome. 

“Moreover, the longer a child is poor, the more extreme the poverty, the greater the 

concentration of poverty in a child’s surroundings, and the younger the age of the child, 

the more serious the effect on the child’s potential to succeed academically” (Rebell &  

Wolff, p.2, 2011). Figure 1 illustrates the number of states struggling to close the income 

achievement gap among students living in poverty (EducationWeek, 2014).
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Figure 1. Change in Income Achievement Gap by Number of States for all 50 states. 
Adapted from Education Week January 9, 2014, “Equity in Achievement, Funding a 
Hurdle for States Amid Progress” by Education Week Research Center, 2014.

According to the 2013 Innocenti Report Card 11 released by the United Nations 

Children’s Fund (UNICEF), the United States ranks 26th out of the 29 Organization for 

Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) participating nations in the overall 

well-being of children when measured on the following dimensions: material well-being, 

health and safety, education, housing, and behavioral risks. When addressed 

individually, the United States ranks in the lowest third group on each of the 

aforementioned dimensions and illustrated in Table 1(UNICEF, 2013).
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Table 1

The United States ’ Rankings on UNICEF’s Innocenti Report C ard’s Five Dimensions of 
Overall Child Well-Being

Country Well-Being
Dimension

1

Well-Being
Dimension

2

Well-Being
Dimension

3

Well-Being
Dimension

4

Well-Being
Dimension

5
Material Health and 

Safety
Education Behaviors 

and Risks
Housing

Netherlands 1 5 1 1 4
Norway 3 7 6 4 3
Iceland 4 1 10 3 7
Finland 2 3 4 12 6
Sweden 5 2 11 5 8
Germany 11 12 3 6 13
Luxembourg 6 4 22 9 5
Switzerland 9 11 16 11 1
Belgium 13 13 2 14 14
Ireland 17 15 17 7 2
Denmark 12 23 7 2 15
Slovenia 8 6 5 21 20
France
Czech

10 10 15 13 16

Republic 16 8 12 22 18
Portugal
United

21 14 18 8 17

Kingdom 14 16 24 15 10
Canada 15 27 14 16 11
Austria 7 26 26 17 12
Spain 24 9 26 20 9
Hungary 18 20 8 24 22
Poland 22 18 9 19 26
Italy 23 17 25 10 21
Estonia 19 22 13 26 24
Slovakia 25 21 21 18 19
Greece 20 19 28 25 25
United States 26 25 27 23 23
Lithuania 27 24 19 29 27
Latvia 28 28 20 28 28
Romania 29 29 29 27 29

Note. Adapted from “Child Well-Being in Rich Countries: A Comparative Overview,” by UNICEF Office 
of Research, 2013, Innocenti Report Card 11, p. 2. Copyright 2013 by the UNICEF Office of Research,
Florence.
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Approximately one in five American children lives in poverty (National Center 

for Education Statistics, 2013a). In 2010, the population of children living in poverty 

was increased by more than 1.1 million children between the ages of 0 and 17 

(Macartney, 2010). In 2010, the number of children living in poverty increased in 27 

states, decreased in no states, and 10 states had poverty rates at or above 25%

(Macartney, 2010). In 2011, White and Asian children under the age of 18 living in 

poverty continued to display poverty rates below the U.S. average of 21% while Black 

and Hispanic children under the age of 18 living in poverty accounted for 39 and 34 

percent of those living in poverty (National Center for Education Statistics, 2013b).

Brooks-Gunn and Duncan (1997) summarized studies that measured the long

term effects of childhood poverty as it relates to timing, depth, and duration and found 

that children living in poverty experience a high incidence of health issues which affect 

their capacity to demonstrate academic skill. Childhood poverty also increases 

deficiencies in nutrition, quality of housing and transiency; all of which can have a 

negative impact on school performance (Duncan & Mumane, 2011). Rumberger (2007) 

and Rothstein (2009) argue that the achievement gap between African American and 

Hispanic students and their White counterparts is in part a result of the disproportionate 

number of African-American and Hispanic students that live in poverty and attend 

schools with a high concentration of minority students. Inadequate education increases 

the costs of healthcare, increases crime rates, thwarts the accumulation of tax revenue, 

brings into question the ability of citizens to participate in civic duties and 

responsibilities, and further dilutes America’s capacity to compete globally (Levin,

2005). Moreover, children who grow up in poverty are at an increased risk of cognitive
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and behavioral problems, complete fewer years of education, and are more likely to 

experience a disproportionate number of years of unemployment (Brooks-Gunn &  

Duncan, 1997; Levin, 2005).

One of the primary forces behind heightened anxieties over America’s schools 

lies in claims that our schools are failing as demonstrated by our poor progress on 

international assessments (Krashen, 2011; Rebell & Wolff, 2011). However, analyses of 

data compiled by PISA reveal that students from low poverty well-funded U.S. schools 

score near the highest of all participating countries on these assessments (Fleischman, 

Hopstock, Pelczar, & Shelly, 2010; Riddile, 2010). America’s overall poor standings on 

international assessments are a reflection of scores earned by students living in poverty 

(Fleischman et al., 2010; Riddile, 2010). Examining Tables 2, 3 and 4 together, illustrate 

that when U.S. Reading PISA scores are grouped according to degree of poverty, reading 

performance appears to be aligned to socioeconomic status (Riddile, 2010). Table 2 

disaggregates 2009 U.S. PISA Reading scores for 15 year olds by degree of poverty and 

the downward trend of scores appears to be associated with increased poverty. Tables 3 

and 4 then compares U.S. scores by poverty level with similar countries.
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Table 2

2009 United States PISA Reading Scores by Free and Reduced Lunch Rate

U.S. Schools Grouped by Free and Reduced Lunch Rate PISA Scores

Schools with < 10% 551

Schools with 10-24.9% 527

Schools with 25-49.9% 502

Schools with 49.9-74.9% 471

Schools with >75% 446

Unites States Average 500

OECD Average 493

NCES 2011-004, U.S. Department of Education, Highlights from 
PISA 2009

Table 3 and Table 4 show participating OECD countries compared by the schools 

Free and Reduced Lunch Rate. Comparing all schools together collectively ignores the 

socio-economic constraints placed on schools serving more economically and socially 

diverse student populations. Disaggregating the scores in this manner allows similar 

schools to be compared with one another and to see the performance of like schools.
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Table 3

2009 PISA Reading Scores for U.S. Schools with Less than a 10% Poverty Rate 
Compared to Similar OECD Countries

Country Poverty Rate PISA Score

United States <10% 551

Finland 3.4% 536

Norway 9.0% 508

Belgium 6.7% 506

Norway 3.6% 503

Switzerland 6.8% 501

France 7.3% 496

Denmark 2.4% 495

Czech Republic 7.2% 478

NCES 2011-004, U.S. Department of Education, Highlights from
PISA 2009
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Table 4

2009 PISA Reading Scores for U.S. Schools with a 10-24.9% Poverty Rate Compared to 
Similar OECD Countries

Country Poverty Rate PISA Score

United States 10-24.9% 527

Canada 13.6% 524

New Zealand 16.3% 521

Japan 14.3% 520

Australia 11.6% 515

Poland 14.5% 500

Germany 10.9% 597

Ireland 15.7% 596

Hungary 13.1% 594

United Kingdom 16.2% 594

Portugal 15.6% 589

Italy 15.7% 586

Greece 12.4% 583

Austria 13.3% 571

NCES 2011-004, U.S. Department of Education, Highlights from
PISA 2009

The dilemma lies in the reality that at approximately 22%, the United States 

maintains one of the highest child poverty rates of advanced nations (Rebell & Wolff,

2011). The real crisis is the significant number of high poverty schools in America and 

the impact of poverty on achievement (Riddile, 2010). Hogrebe and Tate (2010), in their
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study of school composition and factors that predict achievement, further substantiated 

the negative correlation between increased poverty, poor academic achievement, and 

higher dropout rates.

Equality of Educational Opportunity (1966), a study prepared for the U.S. Office 

of Education more than 50 years ago, referred to as The Coleman Report, is regarded as 

one of the most significant studies on education of the twentieth century. The Coleman 

report concluded that a school’s degree of poverty is significantly correlated to its 

students’ level of achievement (Coleman, 1966). As one of the largest social science 

research projects conducted, it relied on 570,000 students, 60,000 teachers and 4,000 

schools (Coleman, 1966). Coleman (1966) found that students from low-income 

backgrounds sustained larger academic gains when they attended middle class or lower 

poverty schools. Additionally, The Coleman Report posited that socioeconomic 

background of a school is more closely tied to student achievement than the students’ 

own background or school-based inputs (Coleman, 1966). The Coleman Report also 

noted that while school funding is impactful, student background and teacher quality 

matter more (Coleman, 1966).

Several studies commissioned by the U.S. Department of Education have assessed 

the effect of a schools’ poverty concentration both on students living in poverty and on 

middle class students and noted that an increased concentration of poverty in schools 

dampens the performance of students from both backgrounds (Kennedy, Jung, & Orland, 

1986; Lipmann, Bums, & McArthur, 1996). Lippman, Bums, and McArthur, in Urban 

School: The Challenge o f Location and Poverty (1996), found that students from high 

poverty schools experienced less desirable educational experiences in relation to school



resources, staff, programs, course offerings, and student behavior. Kennedy, Jung, and 

Orland, in Poverty, Achievement and the Distribution of Compensatory Education 

Services (1986), reported results indicating a predictable point at which the impact of 

poverty concentration becomes almost insurmountable. This study noted that once a 

school reaches a 50% poverty rate the achievement of low socioeconomic students 

decreases. Even worse, once a school’s level of poverty reaches 75%, the overall 

achievement levels of all students become seriously depressed. Harris’ (2007) survey on 

school performance and the characteristics of student disadvantage reported that 1 % of 

high poverty schools in America perform in the upper third performance rankings, 

however, schools with both low concentrations of minorities and poverty are 89% more 

likely to perform in the upper third achievement levels. Harris (2007) also points to the 

need for increased school effectiveness and instructional practices. Such findings 

indicate the significance of school leadership in helping to close the achievement gap. 

Achievement Gap

Achievement gaps in U.S. schools correspond to race and class (Reardon, 2012). 

Paramount to determining how to eradicate the performance gaps between and within 

subgroups of students, we must be very clear on the nature of the gap (Boykin &  

Noguera, 2010). Boykin and Noguera (2011) define the achievement gap as a 

“multidimensional phenomenon” (p. 2) where persistent performance disparities or gaps 

exist in the academic achievement of African-American, Hispanic and high poverty 

populations and their White peers. It is widely documented that the achievement gap is 

complex and revealed via grade point average; district, state, and local school 

performance; higher academic course loads; gifted and special education placement; and
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dropout and suspension rates (Boykin &  Noguera, 2010). In large, small, rural and urban 

districts economically disadvantaged students, and minority students are outperformed on 

average by their wealthier counterparts on all measures of academic performance and 

consistently experience schooling in less positive ways than their more affluent peers 

(Weiner & Farley, 2010).

The achievement gap is often illustrated by the Nation’s Report Card, considered 

the most reliable measure of academic performance in the United States. The Report 

Card communicates the United States’ performance on the National Assessment of 

Educational Progress (National Center for Education Statistics, 2015). NAEP is a 

congressionally authorized measure of student achievement implemented by the National 

Center for Educational Statistics. Since its development and implementation, NAEP 

assessments have been an important tool in assessing the increases in student learning in 

America’s schools (National Center for Education Statistics, 2015).

NAEP long-term trend data illustrate the persistent gap between the achievement 

of high and low poverty students as well as between minority subgroups and Whites. 

NAPE long-term trend data point to an obstinate achievement gap between Whites and 

Blacks and Whites and Hispanics at all levels in Math and Reading (National Center for 

Education Statistics, 2013c). 2012 NAPE data reveal that although the gap is still 

significant, it has narrowed since 1970 in reading and math between Whites and Blacks 

and Whites and Hispanics. Figures 2 through 7 analyzed as a group, illustrate the 

longevity of the achievement gap between Black and White students and Hispanic and 

White students in both math and reading since 1971 for 9, 13 and 17 year old students.
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Trend in NAEP Reading Averages for 9 
Year-Old Students
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Figure 2. NAEP Reading Averages for 9 Year Olds by Ethnicity, “NAEP 2012: Trends 
in Academic Progress”. NCES U.S. Department of Education.
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Figure 3. NAEP Reading Averages for 13 Year-Olds by Ethnicity, NAEP Reading 
Averages for 9 Year Olds by Ethnicity, “NAEP 2012: Trends in Academic Progress”. 
NCES U.S. Department of Education.
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Trend in NAEP Math Averages for 13 
Year-Old Students
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Figure 4. NAEP Reading Averages for 17 Year-Olds by Ethnicity, NAEP Reading 
Averages for 9 Year Olds by Ethnicity, “NAEP 2012: Trends in Academic Progress’' 
NCES U.S. Department of Education.

Trend in NAEP Math Averages for 9 
Year-Old Students
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Figure 5. NAEP Math Averages for 9 Year Olds by Ethnicity, NAEP Reading Averages 
for 9 Year Olds by Ethnicity, “NAEP 2012: Trends in Academic Progress”. NCES U.S. 
Department of Education.



37

Figure 6. NAEP Math Averages for 13 Year-Olds by Ethnicity, NAEP Reading 
Averages for 9 Year Olds by Ethnicity, “NAEP 2012: Trends in Academic Progress”. 
NCES U.S. Department of Education.

Trend in NAEP Math Averages for 17 
Year-Old Students
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Figure 7. NAEP Math Averages for 17 Year-Olds by Ethnicity, NAEP Reading 
Averages for 9 Year Olds by Ethnicity, “NAEP 2012: Trends in Academic Progress”. 
NCES U.S. Department of Education.

Similarly, NAEP long-term trend data indicate performance growth across all 

income levels, however the gap between low income and more economically 

disadvantaged students persists and has narrowed only slightly since 1970 (National 

Center for Education Statistics, 2013c). The socioeconomic background of families 

consistently proves to be one of the strongest indicators of academic achievement 

(Reardon, 2012). Reardon (2012) analyzed data from thirteen nationally representative 

studies that attended to family income, math, and reading achievement. This study 

analyzed long-term gaps present in the achievement of low and high poverty students. 

Reardon (2012) found the gap in achievement between the rich and the poor increased by 

as much as 50% between 1970 and 2001. Even further, the data established that the



income achievement gap considerably surpasses the black white achievement gap as 

demonstrated by Figure 8 (Reardon, 2012).
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Figure 8. Income Achievement Gap for Blacks and Whites between 1943 and 2001 
Adapted from “The Widening Socioeconomic Status Achievement Gap: New Evidence 
and Possible Explanations,” p. 98 by S. Reardon in R. Mumane and G. Duncan (Eds.), 
Whither Opportunity? Rising Inequality, Schools, and Children’s Life Chances, 2011, 
New York: Russell Sage Foundation.

Despite an overall increase in education spending, progress toward closing the 

achievement gap in math and reading has abated since the mid-1970s (Barton & Coley

2010). 2012 NAEP assessments show that 17 year old Black and Hispanic students score 

below the average performance for 13 year old white students in math and reading. 

Further, a 105 point divide exists between the average PISA literacy score of 15 year old 

students attending low poverty schools compared to the same aged student attending a
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high poverty school (U.S. Department of Education, 2010b). Boykin and Noguera (2010) 

argue that the achievement gap cannot be addressed without attending to the necessity to 

provide disadvantaged populations with improved instruction, increased learning time 

and greater educational resources.

Opportunity to learn

Almost 60 years beyond the Brown v. Board of Education (1954) decision and 12 

years after No Child Left Behind (2002), America has yet to fully actualize the depth of 

educational equality imbedded within each (Rebell, 2012). The Supreme Court’s 

momentous Brown decision promulgated a dramatic paradigm shift in education reform 

(Riddle, 2012). Similarly, NCLB (2002) marked a significant change in the way the 

federal government involved itself in state education policy and explicitly touted an 

objective founded on improving the quality of education for all students (Vinovskis,

2011). One could reason that the thoroughgoing vision of Brown paved the way for the 

equality based NCLB legislation. Through SBR legislation the United States 

demonstrated a remarkable commitment to ensuring that all students become 

academically proficient (Schwartz-Chrismer et al., 2006). Six decades of reform efforts 

first spawned by Brown and later by NCLB, have not afforded the level of equality, 

achievement or educational opportunity sought by both (Ramsey-James, 2009).

In 1994, SBR efforts were joined by the discussion of the controversial 

opportunity to learn standards. These standards directly attended to the question of what 

could be done to ensure that students of disadvantaged backgrounds are presented with an 

equitable opportunity to attain academic achievement (Dougherty, 1996). While the 

development of content and performance standards aimed at increasing student
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achievement for all students garnered a high degree of bipartisan support, there was 

distinct political disagreement about defining and mandating opportunity to learn 

standards (Fritzberg, 2001). Goals 2000: Educate America Act (1994), the centerpiece of 

President Clinton’s education reform agenda, is the only legislative document to ever 

include and define opportunity to learn standards and accountability measures focused on 

holding states, districts, and schools responsible for safeguarding students’ means of 

attaining the prescribed content standards (Fritzberg, 2001). Critics of developing state 

mandated opportunity to learn standards viewed the linking of content standards to 

systems of accountability, as a stand-alone suitable avenue for improving America’s 

ailing educational system (Koski, 2001). Conversely, opportunity to learn supporters 

believed SBR and high-stakes testing had the potential to exacerbate the educational gap 

between the economically disadvantaged and their more affluent counterparts and as such 

sought policy measures to ensure that schools were providing all students with the 

necessary resources to meet content standards (Koski, 2001).

Opportunity to learn standards can be thought of as a way to retain some attention 

to educational inputs in the context of an accountability system that is primarily outcomes 

based (Venezia &  Maxwell-Jolly, 2007; Boykin & Noguera, 2011). Goals 2000 (1994) 

described opportunity to learn standards that should address the following: (a) curricula, 

instructional materials, and technologies; (b) teacher capability; (c) continuous 

professional development; (d) alignment of curriculum, instructional practices, and 

assessments with content standards; (e) safety and security of the learning environment; 

(f) non-discriminatory policies, curricula, and instructional practices; and (g) any other 

factors that help students receive a fair opportunity to achieve the knowledge and skills in



41

the content standards. Ultimately, republican opposition frustrated attempts to mandate 

opportunity to learn standards and the resulting Goals 2000 (1994) legislation listed the 

development of opportunity to learn standards as voluntary; Subsequent SBR policies 

have not reintroduced these standards.

In Neill’s (2008) discussion of the delayed reauthorization of NCLB, he 

maintained the argument that when educational policy sets its primary focus on 

decreasing the achievement gap and increasing test scores, it overlooks the significance 

of inputs and educational resources to the detriment of underprivileged students. 

Standards-based reform efforts at the very least provide disadvantaged communities with 

a means of measuring academic success, however without systems of support merely 

raising the expectations for disadvantaged students to the same level as their more 

fortunate peers, may serve to increase the achievement gap (Boykin & Noguera, 2010; 

Harris, 2007; Koski, 2001). Millions of low income and minority students across the 

U.S. do not receive sufficient access to educational inputs because federal, state, and 

local school policy have been unable to remedy the dilemmas that inhibit schools and 

communities from providing the conditions all children need to achieve at high levels 

(Elmore & Fuhrman, 1995).

Opportunity to learn requirements address strategies, services, and supports 

designed to ensure that all students have a fair chance to learn the knowledge and skills 

set forth in the state standards (Boykin &  Noguera, 2011). These provisions are 

necessary for students to have equal access to high quality education (Boundy, 1999; 

Boykin & Noguera, 2011; Elmore & Fuhrman, 1995; Fitzberg, 1999; Koski, 2001). 

Unless equity concerns are addressed, inequities in the form of poor curriculum, tracking,
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inadequate funding, and unqualified teachers will persist and increase with the

implementation of standards-based reform (Berliner, 2005; Boykin & Noguera, 2010;

Rebell &  Wolff, 2011). Today, opportunity to learn is often discussed as the opportunity

gap or the gap that exists between the quality of education received by middle class

students and those in high poverty or high minority schools (Greene, 2012). The

Campaign for Educational Equity, a research and policy center dedicated to fighting for

students’ right to a meaningful educational opportunity, emphasize:

If  comprehensive educational opportunity is conceived as a right, then the 
state must commit to providing it and must develop a policy infrastructure 
to assure broad access, uniform quality, regularized funding, and firm 
accountability strictures to ensure all students a meaningful opportunity to 
obtain necessary services. (Rebell &  Wolff, 2011, pp. 1)

By contrast, the school experiences of minority and economically disadvantaged

students is significantly unequal as it relates to learning opportunities aligned to qualified

teachers, rigorous curriculum and necessary educational inputs (Darling-Hammond,

2010). In a study focused on race, resources and student achievement, Darling-

Hammond (2004a) found that for U.S. students, the quality of learning opportunities are

tied to students’ racial status. Both the Campaign for Educational Equity and The

National Opportunity to Learn Campaign, an alliance of education equity advocates

across the nation, advance that access to quality education is an inherent right of U.S.

citizens. Both organizations further the belief that SBR and high-stakes testing as a policy

tool for improving America’s schools does not attend to the entrenched inequity present

in the access to educational opportunities for minority and low socioeconomic student

populations.
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High Minority High Poverty Schools

Obstacles created by poverty are compounded by the disproportionate number of 

minority students concentrated in less well funded schools (Holzman, 2009; Levin, 2005; 

Schmidt, Cogan, & Me Knight, 2010). Learning experiences for minority and 

economically disadvantaged students in high poverty high minority schools are 

dramatically different from those students attending low poverty schools as it relates to 

highly qualified teachers, rigorous curriculum and course work, class size, funding, 

facilities and discipline (Darling-Hammond, 2004a; Rios et al., 2009). The Equity and 

Excellence Commission, created by congress to provide guidance to the U.S. Department 

of Education on how to eradicate inequity in education, issued a report that posited “for 

all of our initiative and good intentions, our nation has been unable to ensure that each 

and every American child can attend a quality public school” (U.S. Department of 

Education, 2013, p. 14). The report also stated that the poorest communities in America 

“are having their lives unjustly and irredeemable blighted” (U.S. Department of 

Education, 2013, p. 14) by an educational system that disproportionately assigns them the 

least trained educators, dilapidated facilities, and low expectations. On the one hand, 

some children in America attend some of the best schools in the world, while others, 

typically a subset of minority children, attend unsafe and under resourced schools where 

the opportunity to succeed is greatly reduced (Weiner & Farley, 2010).

The 2010 Condition of Education, a data analysis focused on K-12 academic 

indicators, found that U.S. schools serving students where more than 75% are eligible for 

free or reduced lunch increased from 12 to 17 percent between 1999 and 2008.

Moreover, 68% of students in these schools graduated in 2008 compared to 91% of
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students from low poverty schools, 28% enrolled in four-year colleges compared to 52% 

from low poverty schools. Students attending high poverty schools were much more 

likely to be minorities. For example, the analysis indicated that Hispanic students 

comprised 46% of students attending high poverty elementary schools and 11% of low 

poverty schools in 2008. Approximately 75% of Black and Hispanic students attend 

schools with high concentrations of minority student populations (Orfield, 2009). 4 in 10 

Hispanic and Black students attend schools with 90-100% minority enrollment (Orfield, 

2009). However white students generally attended schools where 77% of the student 

population is white and with fewer students living in poverty (Orfield, 2009).

Students who arrive with less due to poverty tend to receive less from the schools 

and districts they attend (Almy & Theoaks, 2010). Nationally, $334 more per student is 

expended on educating White students than on non-White students (Spatig-Amerikaner,

2012). Further, $293 is spent less per year per student in the highest poverty schools 

compared to students in all other schools (Spatig-Amerikaner, 2012). For all schools, a 

10% increase in minority enrollment is associated with a $75 decrease in per pupil 

funding (Amriekaner, 2012). In 2012, 19% of America’s students were enrolled in high 

poverty schools, compared to 12% in 2000, where high poverty is defined as having 76- 

100% of the enrollment eligible for free and reduced lunch. Figure 9 illustrates the 

disproportionality of minorities in high poverty schools compared to whites in low 

poverty schools.
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U.S. Student Enrollment in High and 
Low Poverty Schools by Race
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Figure 9. Percentage of U.S. Students Enrolled by Race and Poverty Level, NCES U.S. 
Department of education, “The Condition of Education, 2014.

Instructional Inequity

According to the U.S. Department of Education’s Office for Civil Rights, students 

of color and disadvantaged backgrounds across this country experience more harsh 

disciplinary consequences, are offered inferior curriculum and less rigorous courses, and 

are much more likely to be taught by inexperienced teachers (U.S. Department of 

Education, 2010c). “These inequities are tied powerfully to parental wealth, education, 

ethnicity and race, and they persevere from generation to generation” (Weiner & Farley, 

2010, p. 1). Teachers have a powerful, long lasting influence on their students (Darling- 

Hammond, 2004; Stronge, Ward, Tucker, & Hindman, 2007; Quay, 2011). They directly 

affect how students learn, what they learn, how much they learn, and the ways they 

interact with one another and the world around them” (Stronge et al., p. ix, 2007). 

Nonetheless, poor and minority students that may enter school behind their peers and are 

in the greatest need of high quality teachers do not attend schools where this need is met
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(Peske & Haycock, 2006). Irrespective of the ways in which teacher quality is measured, 

students from low socioeconomic backgrounds or who attend high minority schools are 

disproportionately assigned to novice or non-certificated teachers (Darling- 

Hammond,2010; Peske & Haycock, 2006; Stronge, et al., (2008). Despite the NCLB 

(2002) requirement that minority and low socioeconomic students not be 

disproportionately taught by inexperienced teachers, children in high poverty schools 

experience an increased rate of assignment to unqualified teachers (Almy & Theoaks, 

2010; Darling-Hammond & Friedlaender, 2008).

Students attending schools with a high concentration of minority students receive 

instruction from novice teachers at twice the rate of low minority schools (Almy &  

Theoaks, 2010). Schools with high concentrations of minorities and students living in 

poverty are more likely to place “out-of-field” teachers (teachers without a degree in the 

subject they teach) in their classrooms (Jerald & Ingersol, 2002). One in five core 

curricular courses in secondary high poverty schools are taught by “out-of-field” teachers 

compared to one in nine for more economically advantaged student populations (Jerald &  

Ingersol, 2002).

According to research on cumulative teacher effects conducted by Sanders and 

Rivers (1996), it was concluded that students successively assigned to ineffective 

teachers demonstrate significantly lower overall academic achievement and smaller 

percentile gains in math and reading. Conversely, Sanders and Rivers (1996) also found 

that students who were instructed by effective teachers for three consecutive years, 

showed almost twice as much growth. The results of this study also indicate that lower 

achieving students are the first to show academic gains as teacher effectiveness increases
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(Sanders & Rivers, 1996). Notwithstanding, Whitehurst (2002) describes such findings 

as an overestimate of teacher effects as students are likely not to be assigned to highly 

effective teachers for three consecutive years, but notes that such data demonstrate 

teacher impact on student achievement.

In their review of research on teacher effects, Stronge et al., (2007), found that 

effective teachers are essential for student success. Unfortunately, the lowest achieving 

students are being placed with the least experienced teachers (Peske & Haycock, 2006; 

Stronge et al., 2008). Darling-Hammond (2010) contends that the real issue for poor and 

minority students is not entirely a function of race or socioeconomic status; rather it is a 

function of the unequal access to educational resources, quality teachers being 

paramount. In School Leadership Study: Developing Successful Principals 

commissioned by The Wallace Foundation and forwarded by the Stanford Educational 

Leadership Institute, Davis, Darling-Hammond, LaPointe, and Myerson (2005) found 

that effective school leaders influence student performance by supporting and developing 

effective teachers. In America, poor children are educated differently than those from 

more affluent backgrounds making both social change and educational change significant 

factors in positively impacting achievement for low performing schools (Davis et al., 

2005). Such findings directly connect the work of school leaders to student achievement.

Importance of School Leadership

“Our public school system has undergone sweeping changes in the 20th 
century, yet it has remained largely the same, and there is still a lack of 
clear consensus about what is needed to ensure that all of our schools 
perform at high levels and all of our students achieve success.”
(Muhammad, 2009, pp. 5)
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Over the past 40 years the role and charge of the school principal has changed 

significantly as demographic shifts, increasing poverty rates, and the accountability 

inherent in SBR policies like NCLB have impacted education (Elmore, 2008;

Muhammad, 2009; Stronge et al., 2008). Efforts to successfully sustain reform in high 

poverty schools serving economically disadvantaged students have been elusive 

(Borman, 2009; Elmore, 2008). Every day American families send approximately 50 

million students to school with the hope of furthering their students’ chance at future 

success (National Center for Education Statistics, 2014). According to the National 

Center for Education Statistics (NCES), in 2013 the income potential for a high school 

graduate was $30,000 yet $23,900 for those who did not earn a high school diploma. For 

those who complete a Bachelor’s degree, the mean earning potential increases to 

$48,500, while a master’s degree yields $59,600 (NCES, 2015). Students earning a 

bachelor’s degree earn 50% more than students without a high school diploma (NCES, 

2015). As a result, education is viewed as an avenue out of poverty, the opportunity to 

advance one’s self in life (Marzano et al., 2005) thus making the degree of school 

effectiveness detrimental to the future success of young people.

A student’s chance of being successful academically is influenced by how 

effectively the school operates (Marzano, Pickering, & Pollock, 2003). This reality 

ultimately prompts the question of the impact, direct or indirect of school leadership on 

student achievement. Theories of leadership are plentiful. Irrespective of the many 

available theories to describe it, leadership has consistently been defined by the 

effectiveness of an organization and ideologies about school leadership have held to the 

same notion (Marzano, Waters, & McNulty, 2005). Leadership is widely considered to
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be essential to the functioning of a school (Stronge et al., 2008). Given the apparent 

importance of leadership in schools, it is logical to consider effective principals a 

necessary ingredient of successful schools.

Despite the plethora of leadership theories and the assumed significance of 

leadership in schools, the available guidance on best practices in school leadership is not 

well supported by the literature (Marzano et al., 2005). Hallinger and Heck (1996) 

reviewed quantitative research on the impact of school leadership on student achievement 

and identified just 40 such studies spanning from 1980-1995. Marzano et al. (2005) 

conducted an analysis of leadership studies from 1970-2005 which included more than 

5,000 studies, however only 69 focused on the relationship between the principalship and 

student achievement. Still, an abundance of published books and articles are available 

that provide recommendations and guidance on assumed practices for educational leaders 

(Marzano et al., 2005). Some proclaim that research on educational leadership is 

equivocal and provides little concrete evidence that there is an identifiable connection 

between school-based leadership and student achievement (Marzano et al., 2005). In an 

international analysis of 37 school leadership research studies, Witziers, Bosker, and 

Kruger (2003) reported that the relationship between the educational leader and academic 

outcomes is almost nonexistent. A quantitative meta-analysis of 69 studies which 

included 2,802 schools conducted by Marzano et al. (2005) found the relationship 

between leadership and achievement to be significant. Marzano et al. (2005) affirmed that 

“the research over the last 35 years provides strong guidance on specific leadership 

behaviors for school administrators and that those behaviors have well-documented 

effects on student achievement” (p. 7).
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Many leadership theorists outside of K-12 education have influenced educational 

leadership in schools. Bennis (2009) insists that effective leaders have a clear voice that 

is defined by purpose, self, and confidence. Collins’ (2001) work in Good to Great states 

that quality leaders combine humility and perseverance and demonstrate deep 

commitment to doing what’s right for the organization regardless of the difficulties. 

Covey (1990) posits that the success of an organization depends on a leaders’ sense of 

guiding purpose that is conveyed to others through their actions. In a review of relevant 

research of leadership influences on student achievement, Leithwood, Louis, Anderson, 

and Wahlstrom (2004) concluded that the impact of school-based leadership on academic 

performance is second only to classroom instruction among all the elements that 

contribute to increased student performance. Additionally, these researchers noted that 

the greater the challenges present in the school the more significant the impact an 

effective leader has on overall academic gains. It is this research and other findings like 

it that led former president of The Wallace Foundation to ask: How does leadership 

matter, how important are the effects of leadership, and what exactly are the essential 

characteristics or components of successful leaders (Leithwood et al., 2004)?

According to a report produced by The Wallace Foundation (2013) the necessity 

to improve leadership practices have only come into focus just over the past ten years and 

now rank second only to teacher quality on the list of most pressing priorities for school 

reform. While there is still much to be learned about meeting the needs of diverse 

learners and student populations, a significant amount of research exists concerning the 

factors that can improve outcomes for economically disadvantaged students (Leithwood 

et al., 2004). “The major shortcoming in much of this research, however, is that it does



51

not identify the leadership practices that can lead to successfully improving the 

conditions in the school and classroom suggested by this research” (Leithwood et al., 

2004, p. 13). Leithwood et al., suggest that without the development of the following 

basic leadership practices: setting directions, developing people and sustaining 

educational structures that support the performance of administrators, teachers and 

students, increased performance will not occur (2004). Effective leadership practices set 

within the context of the diversity and inequality present in U.S. schools requires an 

understanding of how the social and institutional organizations and economic 

circumstances in public schools are closely linked (Rios et al., 2009).

Theoretical Framework 

The theoretical framework engaged by this study is focused on the theory of 

transformative leadership. Weiner (2003) defines transformative leadership as the 

engagement of power and authority that is initiated by questions of justice and 

democracy, and a reliance on dialogue between individual accountability and social 

responsibility. Shields (2009), adds that transformative leadership critiques inequity and 

attempts to increase both individual achievement and shared social well-being. 

Transformative Leadership couples education and educational leadership with the 

broader context of the society in which it is impacted (Shields, 2009). Disparities in 

access to highly qualified teachers and rigorous curriculum are experienced by both 

minority and poor students in American schools (Rios et al., 2009). SBR efforts across 

the United States are tied to claims of increased equality, while students are held to 

common standards and increasingly serious sanctions if they fail to achieve them 

(Mintrop & Sunderman, 2009). Yet, almost no states have leveled funding or access to
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the educational inputs needed to support low achieving student populations (Boykins &  

Noguera, 2011, Muhammad, 2009).

As illustrated by Table 5, when compared to transactional and transformational 

leadership, transformative leadership involves distinctly different assumptions and goals 

(Shields, 2010). Transactional leadership involves a process of exchange or reciprocal 

behaviors akin to rewards and sanctions for desired or undesired behaviors (Bass, 1991; 

Bass and Stiedlmeier, 1999; Shields, 2010). Transformational leadership centers on 

positive structural changes in organizational qualities and effectiveness (Shields, 2009). 

Transformative leadership aims to bring about change in individuals, the organization, 

and society, and thus maintains the greatest opportunity to fulfdl the academic and social 

justice needs our multifaceted, bureaucratic, and hierarchical education system (Shields,

2009).



53

Table 5

Comparison o f the Characteristics o f Transactional, Transformational and 
Transformative Leadership

Transactional
Leadership

Transformational
Leadership

Transformative
Leadership

Emphasis Means Organizational Deep and equitable
social change

Process Immediate Understanding of Deconstruction and
cooperation through organizational culture, reconstruction of
mutual agreement setting directions, social and cultural
and benefit developing people, knowledge

redesigning the frameworks that
organization, and generate inequity;
managing instructional Acknowledgement of
programs power and privilege

Values Honesty, Liberty, justice and Liberation,
responsibility, equality emancipation, justice,
fairness, and democracy, and
honoring equity
commitments

Goals Agreement; Mutual Organizational change Individual,
goal advancement organizational, and

societal
transformation

Leader Ensures efficient Develops a common Lives with tension
organizational purpose and focuses and challenge;
operation through on organizational Requires moral
transactions goals courage and activism

Related Bureaucratic School Effectiveness; Critical Race; Critical
Theories Leadership; Scientific School Reform; Gender; Cultural and

Management School Improvement; Social Reproduction;
Instructional Leadership for Social
Leadership Justice

In education, the discussion of transformative leadership theory is grounded in the 

work of Freire (1998) who employed the terms transform, transformation, and 

transformative to describe changes that result from the processes of education, and the 

personal and dialogic relationships that strengthen educational leadership and decision
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making. Transformative leadership theories pull from Bums’ (1978) conceptions of 

social change, which suggests the necessity of intentional moral leadership. One of the 

first writers to discuss transformative leadership as a theory in itself was William Foster 

(1986), who posited that leadership must attend to the conditions in which learners live, 

how this effects the process of education, and also decide how to leverage change for the 

betterment of all involved. Foster’s belief that leadership both transforms and empowers 

is central to today’s ideas of transformative leadership (Shields, 2009).

Bennis (1986) identified three components of transformative leadership- the 

leader, the intention, and the organization; and, defined the transformative role of the 

leader as “the ability to reach the souls of others in a fashion which raises human 

consciousness, builds meanings, and inspires human intention” (p. 70). With these 

articulations, we again see the divergence between transformational and transformative 

leadership. Though both seek to transform or change, transformational leadership deals 

with the occurrences within an organization whereas transformative leadership attends to 

“the broader social and political sphere, recognizing that the inequities and struggles 

experienced in the wider society affect one’s ability both to perform and to succeed 

within an organizational context” (Shields, 2009, p. 46).

Quantz, Rogers, and Dantley (1991) put forth many of the principles that have 

come to be accepted as detailing transformative leadership. These researchers emphasize 

that traditional educational leadership theories do not effectively support the current need 

for sincere democratic empowerment (Quantz, Rogers, & Dantley, 1991). Though they 

point out that there is no concrete definition of transformative leadership and that a 

“critical reinterpretation” (p. 96) is required, they go on to conclude that “schools are



55

sites of cultural politics that serve both to reproduce and to perpetuate inequities” (Quantz 

et al., 1991, p. 98). Accepted elements of transformative leadership include recognizing 

the need for social betterment, enhancing equality, and restructuring frameworks that 

generate inequity and disadvantage (Shields, 2009). Weiner (2003) claims that it is the 

role of transformative leaders to prompt organizational changes, reorganize the policy 

focus, and fully comprehend the link between leaders and followers. These ideals are 

aligned to the effective educational leadership practices discussed by Leithwood et al. 

(2004).

Shields (2004) stresses that educational leaders need to be transformative, attend 

to social and academic achievements, and must be attuned to a “moral and purposeful 

approach to leadership” (p. 110). Transformative leadership is therefore rooted in the 

ethics and values of the social context (Shields, 2004; Theoharis, 2007). Astin and Astin 

(2000) summarize transformative leadership as: “the value ends of leadership should be 

to enhance equity, social justice, and the quality of life; to expand access and opportunity; 

to encourage respect for difference and diversity” (p. 11). Irrespective of the contrasting 

views on social justice, the sources of inequity in schools, and whether or not it is the 

responsibility of educators to engage in effective reform, it is clear that certain segments 

of our schools’ populations experience negative and inequitable conditions every day 

(Rios et al., 2009). Schools serving high minority and low socioeconomic populations 

continue to document low performance and a persistent achievement gap (Boykin &  

Noguera, 2011; Darling-Hammond, 2010; Muhammad, 2009; Rebell, 2011, 2012). 

According to Brown (2004), these factors demonstrate a need for courageous educational 

leaders to question what is critically needed in schools and how to eradicate issues of
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inequity while fostering equitable and socially responsible accountability practices. 

Furthermore, Shields describes the type of leadership needed to confront inequity in 

schools as:

Transformative leadership, therefore, recognizes the need to begin with 
critical reflection and analysis and to move through enlightened 
understanding to action— action to redress wrongs and to ensure that all 
members of the organization are provided with as level a playing field as 
possible— not only with respect to access but also with regard to 
academic, social, and civic outcomes. In other words, it is not simply the 
task of the educational leader to ensure that all students succeed in tasks 
associated with learning the formal curriculum and demonstrating that 
learning on norm-referenced standardized tests; it is the essential work of 
the educational leader to create learning contexts or communities in which 
social, political, and cultural capital is enhanced in such a way as to 
provide equity of opportunity for students as they take their place as 
contributing members of society. (2010, pp. 572)

In light of the national focus on high-stakes testing and accountability

embodied in NCLB and current school improvement efforts, school leaders are

expected to positively impact student achievement and close the divide exposed in

the achievement gap (Stronge et al., 2008). Transformative leadership is an

approach grounded in critical theory with the purpose of bringing about change in

practices and policies that place underrepresented students at a disadvantage

(Minton, 2011). However, the focus too often has been directly on test scores and

very little emphasis on transformative leadership practices aimed at fostering

equity in experience and resources (Minton, 2011). Using transformative

leadership as a lens from which to view this study, the researcher may be able to

develop an understanding of how the perspectives, characteristics, and behaviors

of successful school leaders in high poverty schools.
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Summary

Standards-Based Reform coupled with mandated high-stakes testing has 

significantly influenced America’s educational landscape and placed requirements on 

disadvantaged student populations without attending to the inequities in resources 

between schools. Differences in what students arrive at school knowing and what 

instructional, curricular and leadership resources are provided to them throughout 

schooling present a challenge when the school’s students attend are not equal in the 

quality of education they provide to students. Students attending high poverty, high 

minority schools receive less in relation to funding, qualified teachers, rigorous course 

work, instructional and curricular resources (Darling-Hammond, 2010). Throughout the 

history of American schooling, efforts have been made to equalize students’ opportunity 

for academic attainment. The 1964 Brown decision, coupled with No Child Left Behind 

(2002) has left a significant impact on ensuring that all students receive a quality 

education. Nonetheless, America maintains a child poverty rate that surpasses most other 

advanced nations. It is this poverty rate that increases disproportionately for minority 

students, that is of grave concern. It is the role of the school leader to create conditions in 

schools that foster academic success for all students, providing them with a sincere 

opportunity to learn (Marzano et al., 2005; Stronge et al., 2008). Considering the 

plethora of demands and constraints placed on schools and students, school leaders who 

are transformative in their approach to mediating the needs of high poverty, high minority 

student populations are needed (Minton, 2011; Shields, 2009; 2010).



CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY 

This chapter describes the methods employed in this qualitative case study to 

address the research questions posed. Chapter three also describes the appropriateness of 

a case study and the case itself. The research design, data collection, and data analysis 

are delineated in detail for future replication. Lastly, Chapter 3 identifies how the study 

results were reported.

Introduction

Efforts to uphold educational equality and opportunity for all students have 

historically been an emphasis in America’s educational system (Elmore & Fuhrman, 

1995; Rebell & W olff 2011; Hamilton et al., 2008). In 1994 President Clinton pressed to 

implement and enforce opportunity to learn standards that described the collective 

educational environment schools ought to provide in order to ensure an adequate 

education for all students. Despite more than thirty years of Standards Based Reform 

(SBR) efforts the achievement gap between African American, Hispanic, and students 

from low socioeconomic backgrounds and their more economically advantaged white 

counterparts remains persistent (Darling-Hammond, 2010; Lunenburg, 2011; 

Muhammad, 2009; Paige & Witty, 2011). Further, the processes involved in standards 

based reform coupled with the demands placed on school leaders will require skilled and 

transformative school leadership (Minton, 2011) as transformative leadership forwards 

the paring of social justice and educational progress (Shields, 2010).
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SBR has significantly impacted the behaviors of educational practitioners in 

American schools (Elmore, 2008). The SBR movement ultimately resulted in the 

passage of the NCLB act and its focus on high-stakes testing and accountability (Au,

2010). Standards based reform tied to high-stakes testing does not attend to the fact that 

students from high poverty high minority schools may not be presented with the same 

opportunity to learn as their wealthier counterparts. In light of the inequity that exists 

between schools, it remains difficult for disadvantaged student populations to rise to the 

established state standards if they are not afforded the opportunity to engage with 

adequate school resources (Darling-Hammond, 2010; Penfield &  Lee, 2010; Ysseldyke et 

al., 1995). However, according to Marzano et al. (2005), student achievement increases 

proportionately with the effectiveness of school leadership. The current study was 

focused on describing the leadership practices of a principal charged with serving a high 

minority high poverty student population.

Research Purpose

The purpose of this study was to explore the extent to which a principal of an 

academically successful school reflected transformative leadership characteristics while 

sustaining high academic achievement for an economically disadvantaged high minority 

student population. High poverty high minority schools have historically not attained the 

same academic outcomes as their low poverty low minority counterparts (Darling- 

Hammond, 2010; Elmore, 2008; Holzman, 2009). Examining the practices of a principal 

who has been able to sustain increased academic performance despite the impact of 

socioeconomic constraints can both inform practice and extend knowledge.



61

Research Questions

This study used transformative leadership theory as a lens through which to view 

the following research questions:

RQi: How does a principal of an academically successful high poverty high minority

school provide an equitable high quality opportunity to learn to their specific student 

population?

RQ2: Which transformative leadership characteristics are most prevalent in a principal

of an academically successful high poverty high minority school?

Research Design

Guided by the research questions and in accordance with the study’s purpose of

exploring the extent to which a principal of a successful high poverty high minority

school reflects transformative leadership characteristics in providing all students with a

high quality opportunity to learn, the research design was a qualitative case study

approach. As defined by Merriam (2009), the primary goal of qualitative studies is to

present a broad summary of events related to the phenomenon under study. Qualitative

research involves a systematic process of inquiring into or investigating an occurrence

with the intent to either inform practice or extend knowledge (Merriam, 2009).

Additionally, qualitative research is concerned with how people internalize and attribute

meaning to their social experiences and challenges (Creswell, 2012; Merriam, 2009).

Patton (1985) explains:

[Qualitative research] is an effort to understand situations in their 
uniqueness as part of a particular context and the interactions there. This 
understanding is an end in itself, so that it is not attempting to predict what 
may happen in the future necessarily, but to understand the nature of that 
setting -  what it means for the participants to be in that setting, (pp. 1)
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Qualitative designs explore phenomenon from the perspective of its participants 

(Creswell, 2012). The long standing achievement gap between minority and 

economically disadvantaged student populations and their more economically advantaged 

counterparts calls for an in depth understanding of how to go about providing an 

empowering education that allows for the social mobility of all students (Boykin &  

Noguera, 2011). As is characteristic of qualitative data, this study focused on meaning 

and understanding. The researcher was the primary instrument, engaged in an inductive 

process with a thorough description of the findings as a product (Creswell, 2012). The 

data collection techniques utilized in this study investigated the described behaviors, 

characteristics, and perspectives of a principal of a successful high minority high poverty 

school making a qualitative design more suitable to answer the research questions 

(Merriam, 2009). In this study, the researcher: (a) explored a phenomenon; (b) inquired 

from a broad view; (c) collected detailed participant perspectives via interviews, a focus 

group and document analysis; (d) analyzed and coded responses; and (e) constructed 

meaning from the data analysis that provided insight into the phenomenon being studied 

(Creswell, 2009).

Nature of Case Study Research 

“A case study is an in-depth description and analysis of a bounded system” 

(Merriam, 2009, p. 40). The case under study was bounded or set apart for research 

based on a set uniqueness or distinction (Creswell, 2012). There is some confusion 

surrounding case studies in that some define a case study in terms of the process (Yin, 

2009) and others focus on isolating the case itself (Stake, 1988). Merriam (2009) 

concludes that “the single most defining characteristic of case study research lies in
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delimiting the object of study, the case” (Merriam, 2009, p. 40). In a case study, the 

researcher pursues a deep understanding of the case by collecting multiple forms of data, 

and also positions the case within its larger context (Creswell, 2012).

Today’s interpretation of case study has its origins in anthropology, sociology and 

psychology. As qualitative research methods evolved in the 1960s so did a more 

concrete definition of case study. Early methodological texts included a catch-all area 

labeled as “Case Studies”, wherein explanations of historical or descriptive analyses of 

phenomenon were described (Merriam, 2009). Case study research as a formalized 

methodology became more prevalent in the 1980s through the work of researchers like 

Stake (1988) and Merriam (1988). Miles and Huberman (1994) define a case study as “a 

phenomenon occurring in a bounded context” (p. 25).

Appropriateness of Case Study Research to this Study 

In this study, the unit of analysis, or that which defines a study as a case study 

(Merriam, 2009), was the practices, perceptions and behaviors of a principal in a 

successful high minority high poverty school. The unit of analysis was bound by the 

uniqueness of a school whose success with high minority high poverty student 

populations earned it the distinction of being selected as a Title I  Reward School in the 

south eastern part of the country. This case was delimited based on the fact that in 2012, 

every region of the United States had higher poverty rates among school age children 

than they did in 1990. However in 2012, at 23%, the south east region of the country had 

the highest poverty rate among school age children in the United States (National Center 

for Education Statistics, 2013a). Title I Reward schools are specifically selected for their 

progress toward closing achievement gaps.
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The unit of analysis within this qualitative case study was the characteristics, 

perceptions, and behaviors of a principal who has sustained notable increases in academic 

performance over a three year period in a high minority high poverty setting. The 

rationale for choosing this school is grounded in the school’s significant progress toward 

closing the achievement gap between economically disadvantaged and minority students 

and their wealthier peers. By focusing on a single case, the researcher purposed to 

understand and provide insight specifically on the behaviors, characteristics, and 

perspectives of the school’s principal that assisted him or her in the success of a high 

poverty high minority student population, thus case study is most appropriate for this 

research (Merriam, 2009). Any and all protocols for collecting data may be employed in 

a case study that allows the researcher to glean a full understanding of the case or 

phenomenon (Creswell, 2012; Merriam, 2009).

Research Plan

The current flexibility waiver requirements of the ESEA identifies the top 

performing 5% of all Title I schools across the nation. This distinction is awarded for 

closing the achievement gap among all students, including Students with Disabilities, 

Economically Disadvantaged, and Minority students, and increases in graduation rate. 

Title I schools serve significant numbers of students who are economically disadvantaged 

and thus receive federal funding to assist in educating and off-setting deficits resulting 

from poverty. The Title I Reward School distinction recognizes schools in each state 

with at least a 35% poverty rate and who have implemented exemplary educational 

programs that resulted in significant achievement gains over three consecutive years or 

have attained the highest achievement gains in closing achievement gaps for subgroups
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that include: economically disadvantaged students, minority students, students with 

disabilities, or students with limited English proficiency.

The researcher chose to select a study site from the pool of Title I Reward School 

across the south eastern region of the United States and who also reported a sixty percent 

or higher free and reduced lunch rate. Title I Reward schools are selected based on 3 

consecutive years of academic progress for all socio-economic subgroups to include: 

Whites, Blacks, Hispanics, Asians, Economically Disadvantaged, and Students with 

Disabilities. The study site has demonstrated consistent performance for 3 consecutive 

years for all socio-economic subgroups, at all grade levels, and each tested content area: 

Math, Science, Reading, and Social Studies. Figure 10 and Figure 11 illustrate 3rd, 4th, 

and 5th grade student progress in Reading and Math for the 2013-2014 school year, the 

most recent available scores on state standardized assessments.
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Figure 10. Data reported by the school district comparing the performance of ABC 
Elementary school’s 3rd, 4‘ , and 5th grade students on the standardized state assessments 
in Reading for 2013-2014.



66

c
111

T33

o
se

120

100

80

60

40

20

Percentage of Students Meeting 
or Exceeding Standards in Math

I ABC ES 

i District 

I State

3rd 4th 5th

Figure 11. Data reported by the school district comparing the performance of ABC 
Elementary school’s 3rd, 4‘ , and 5th grade students on the standardized state assessments 
in Math for 2013-2014.

Further, when scores for the same 2013-2014 school year are considered by socio

economic subgroups, progress toward closing the achievement gap between peers is 

clear. Figure 12 and Figure 13 detail the percent of students meeting or exceeding state 

standards in Reading and Math by subgroups.
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Figure 12. Data reported by the school district illustrating performance in Reading on the 
standardized state assessments by subgroups for 2013-2014.
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Figure 13. Data reported by the school district illustrating performance in Math on the 
standardized state assessments by subgroups for 2013-2014.

First the researcher identified the case -  Title I Reward School, then the unit of 

study -  characteristics, perspectives, and behaviors of a principal leading a successful 

high poverty high minority student population. Purposeful sampling was used to select 

the sample within the case which will include all certified employees at the study site. 

Administrators, teachers and instructional support staff at the selected site all hold 

perspectives that could help the researcher discover, understand, and gain insight into the 

phenomenon being studied (Merriam, 2009). Patton (2002) posits that the goal of 

purposeful sampling is to choose participants from which you can glean the most 

significant information as it pertains to the topics associated with the goals of the study. 

Participants
The participants in this case were chosen via a criterion-based selection which 

denoted the inclusion of the site principal with at least 3 years tenure, local site 

administrators with at least 1 year of tenure, and certified instructional staff working in

Sample
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the school for at least 2 years. These participants were selected as their role in the school 

setting will best allow the researcher to address the problem being studied. School 

leadership is germane to the success of a school (Leithwood, et al., 2004; Marzano et al., 

2005; Stronge et al., 2008) as instructional leaders are charged with making budgetary, 

resource allocations, curricular and instructional decisions that directly impact student 

achievement. Additionally, leadership and school culture has been positively linked to 

students’ opportunity to learn (Boykin &  Noguera 2011; Stronge et al., 2008).

Individuals meeting the described criteria were asked to volunteer as participants for the 

study. An email was sent to the school staff by a leadership intern requesting 

participation.

The school’s teaching staff has remained consistent with very little turnover from 

year to year, with approximately 85% of the teaching staff having more than 5 years of 

teaching experience. 100% of the teaching personnel are highly qualified to teach the 

subject areas to which they are assigned as defined by NCLB. Further, 75% of the 

teaching staff has earned a Master’s degree or higher. The principal has more than 20 

years of leadership experience, is considered an exemplary leader within the district, and 

has been privileged to have her leadership strategies shared with new leaders and district 

personnel alike. Additionally, the principal of ABC Elementary serves as a model 

mentor for assistant principal’s in training for future principalship positions . This is the 

principal’s 4th year of leadership at this site.

The study site is considered to be a neighborhood school, in that the school 

community is deeply connected to the functioning of the school. The school encourages 

and solicits a high rate of volunteerism and home to school interaction. Many of the
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support staff live in the community and provide ongoing communication between the 

school and the community. Additionally, local businesses and community organizations 

partner with the school both in civic activities and academically focused programs, such 

as mentoring in literacy.

Data Collection

Data collection protocols along with what the researcher defines as data in the 

study are qualified by the theoretical orientation, problem, purpose, and the selected 

sample of the study (Merriam, 2009). Creswell (2012) identifies five steps involved in 

the process of collecting qualitative data : First, the researcher must identify the site and 

participants to study. Second, obtain the correct permissions to gain access to the site and 

participants. Third, decide which type of information to collect that will yield answers to 

the research questions. Fourth, develop protocols for the data collection tools that will be 

utilized. And fifth, administer the data collection being mindful of the ethical concerns 

present in the research.

Purposeful or criteria-based sampling was employed to select participants in the 

study as described earlier. Prior to data collection, an application for approval was 

obtained from Mercer University’s Institutional Review Board. Additionally, the 

researcher completed the steps required in the submission of research permission 

documents to the appropriate contact person within the school district that the selected 

Title I Reward School was located. Following district approval of the research study, the 

researcher contacted the study site’s principal to gain access to the school. The required 

permissions to access the site ensure the collection of accurate and credible data and that 

the participants’ rights are protected. Interview, focus group, and document analysis was
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the form of data collected by the researcher as these types of data best addressed the 

research questions and provided insight into the unit of study.

Interview. “In all forms of qualitative research, some and occasionally all of the 

data are collected through interviews” (Merriam, 2009, p. 87). A qualitative interview 

requires the researcher to ask broad, open-ended questions, record and transcribe the 

responses (Creswell, 2012). DeMarrais (2004) defines an interview as “a process in 

which a researcher and participant engage in a conversation focused on questions related 

to the research study” (p. 55). Interviewing is an effective data collection process when 

engaging in case study (Merriam, 2009). In this study, the site principal and assistant 

principals having familiarity with the sites governance and culture were interviewed via 

using a structured open-ended interview protocol. The document analysis was carried out 

using the three components of the interview protocol applicable to the analyzed 

documents.

A structured open-ended interview protocol allowed the participants to respond as 

they saw fit and was useful in the researcher’s goal of acquiring an understanding of the 

behaviors, perspectives, and characteristics of the site principal. The goal of the 

interview questions was to gain insight into the behaviors, characteristics, and 

perceptions of the site leader. According to Patton (2002) “The purpose of interviewing, 

then, is to allow us to enter into the other persons’ perspective” (p. 341) thus, making 

interviewing an appropriate data collection protocol for this study. The one-on-one 

interviews with the site principal, assistant principals, and certified staff involved in the 

focus group were audio recorded and transcribed for analysis.
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After gaining IRB approval from Mercer University and the solicited school 

district, the researcher collected data through the use of an open-ended interview protocol 

that was administered via one-on-one interviews, a focus group and data analysis of 

relevant school documents. In addition, a detailed cover letter requesting participation 

along with an informed consent was sent electronically to the participants who 

volunteered. Through the interview protocol, the researcher investigated the respondents’ 

descriptions and was provided with insight aligned to the research questions. Follow up 

clarifying emails were sent to the participants to gather demographic information and to 

clarify responses.

Instrumentation. A structured open-ended interview protocol was employed in 

this study to answer the research questions. The open-ended questions used in the 

interview protocol were structured around what the literature demonstrates as the key 

characteristics and behaviors of transformative leadership. The interview protocol was 

designed to also attend to the components of the school-based inputs considered 

imperative in providing students with an equitable opportunity to learn. The interview 

investigated the characteristics of a principal who overcame barriers inherent in serving a 

high minority high poverty student population as demonstrated by the academic 

performance of the students at the study site. The open-ended questions to be used in the 

interview were drawn directly from the literature on the fundamental characteristics of 

transformative leadership. The researcher mirrored the interview protocol development 

process used by Minton (2011) in his dissertation focusing on transformative leadership 

practices and students with disabilities. Modeling Minton’s (2011) dissertation, to 

determine the presence of transformative leadership characters in the study site’s school
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leader, questions in the interview protocol sought to uncover how the participants viewed 

transformative leadership without actually defining it. This was done by aligning each 

question to the aims of transformative leadership. As a relatively young theory, people 

may not be familiar with the language surrounding transformative leadership; however, 

respondents would be able to describe leadership behaviors (Minton, 2011). In absence 

of querying experts on the theory of transformative leadership, the key characteristics 

came directly from the literature. Each question within the interview was aligned to the 

research on transformative leadership and written to address the problem under study.

The interview protocol can be found in the appendices.

Focus Group. Focus groups as a form of data collection has its origins in social 

science research methodology. Focus groups can be used to delineate a collectively held 

understanding alongside explicit perspectives from the participants involved in the study 

(Creswell, 2012). A focus group is essentially an interview with a group of people who 

have specific knowledge about the unit of study and the information acquired from this 

group is produced as a function of the group’s interaction (Merriam, 2009). For this 

study, the researcher selected three certified school personnel with three or more years of 

tenure at the school site to participate in the focus group. Macnaghten and Myers (2004) 

explain that “focus groups work best for topics people could talk about to each other in 

their everyday lives- but don’t” (p. 65). Behaviors, characteristics, and perceptions of the 

site principal are the unit of study in this research making focus group an appropriate 

form of data collection as these participants maintain relevant experiences with the site 

principal. The structured open-ended interview protocol aligned to the philosophy of



73

transformative leadership utilized in the one on one interviews was also used with the 

focus group.

Document Analysis. Interviewing strategies are a means of acquiring data that

explicitly attend to the research question; however, document analyses are a data source

not subjected to the same limitations, considering documents are not generally produced

for the research under study (Merriam, 2009). Mining data from documents is less

limiting than other forms of data collection as described by Merriam (2009):

The presence of documents does not intrude upon or alter the setting in 
ways that the presence of the investigator often does. Nor are documents 
dependent upon the whims of human beings whose cooperation is 
essential for collecting good data through interviews and observations. 
Documents are, in fact, a ready -made source of data easily accessible to 
...the investigator, (pp. 139)

Documents available to researchers may include a breadth of printed, visual, 

digital, and physical items pertinent to the problem under study (Merriam, 2009). In the 

current study, the documents under study were public records in the form of the school’s 

Title I Parent Involvement Policy, the School-Wide Improvement Plan, Principal’s 

weekly newsletter, and the school’s Accountability Report. These documents were 

analyzed based on the same framework of key transformative leadership characteristics 

found in the literature that the open-ended interview protocol was based. Document 

analysis is guided by the research questions and is systematic in its processes that are 

aimed at unearthing relevant data (Merriam, 2009). This study was centered on 

understanding the behaviors, perspectives and characteristics of the site principal in 

providing a quality opportunity to learn for a high minority, high poverty student 

populations. As such, a document analysis of the Title I Parent Involvement Policy, the 

School-Wide Improvement Plan, Principal’s weekly newsletter, and the school’s
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Accountability Report are suitable in this study because the identified documents are 

relevant to the research questions and will also provide the researcher with insight into 

the perspectives of the parents as stakeholders in the school. The documents were 

analyzed via three components of the interview protocol that were relevant to the 

documents: (a) Dialogic Relationships; (b) Emphasizing Both Private and Public Good; 

and (c) Focusing on Democracy, Equity, and Justice. Further, the three forms of data 

collected were cross validated in order to provide consistent results and conclusions.

Pilot Study

The open-ended interview protocol was piloted to ensure that the questions were 

void of convolution and able to glean information relevant to the study at hand. The 

interview questions were grounded in the research on transformative leadership as 

described in Chapter 2. In absence of querying experts on the theory of transformative 

leadership, the key characteristics came directly from the literature. Each question within 

the interview was aligned to the research on transformative leadership and written to 

address the problem under study.

The interview protocol was piloted to help ascertain the reasonableness of the 

questions asked in the larger study as well as to identify areas for improvement and 

clarity. The researcher conducted a pilot study with a Title I Assistant Principal and a 

Title I Parent Instructional Coordinator at a Title I high school with an 82% free and 

reduced rate serving a population of students that are73% Black and 21% percent 

Hispanic. Responses from the Assistant Principal and Title I Parent Instructional 

Coordinator were used toward minor rewordings and the addition of scenarios to the
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question format. The participants involved in the pilot study were not involved in the 

larger study.

Validity

Researchers are concerned with producing reliable and valid data in an ethical 

manner. Research results are considered trustworthy to the extent that there has been 

some rigor in carrying out the study (Merriam, 2009). Subjective, explanatory and 

relative data form the basis of qualitative data; by contrast, quantitative research seeks to 

control for all of those components (Auerbach & Silverstein, 2003). Firestone describes 

the difference in thought between qualitative and quantitative strategies for establishing 

trustworthiness;

The quantitative study must convince the reader that procedures have been 
followed faithfully because very little concrete description of what anyone 
does is provided. The qualitative study provides the reader with a 
depiction in enough detail to show that the author’s conclusion ‘makes 
sense’, (pp. 19)

Many researchers argue that qualitative and quantitative research are aligned to 

completely differing assumptions and thus the terms validity and reliability are not 

specifically interchangeable between the two types of research (Merriam, 2009). The 

terms internal validity, external validity, reliability, and objectivity are in more recent 

qualitative research being replaced by the terms Lincoln and Guba (1985) describe as 

credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability. Further, qualitative 

researchers are charged with attending to the claims of those outside of or unfamiliar with 

qualitative research practices or who challenge its validity overall, by rigorously 

addressing issues of credibility (Merriam, 2009). According to Creswell (2012), “The 

intent of validation is to have participants, external reviewers, or the data sources
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themselves provide evidence of the accuracy of the information in the qualitative report” 

(p. 262). The researcher will describe internal validity, external validity, and reliability.

Internal Validity and Reliability 

In addressing a study’s internal validity and reliability, Lincoln and Guba (1995) 

pose the overarching question of whether the findings are valid or credible considering 

the data presented and whether the results are replicable. The most prevalent strategy for 

shoring up issues of internal validity and reliability is triangulation or the employment of 

multiple methods of data collection that can be checked against one another (Merriam, 

2009). The current study utilized interviews, a focus group and document analysis to 

collect data relevant to answering the research questions and to cross-check the data 

gathered. External validity deals with the extent to which the findings of a study are 

generalizable to other situations (Merriam, 2009). The question of generalizability has 

dogged qualitative researchers for some time (Merriam, 2009). Part of the issue lies in 

the tendency to think of qualitative research in the same way one would consider 

quantitative research (Merriam, 2009). In qualitative research the investigator 

purposefully samples specific cases or participants with the goal of understanding in 

depth, not to find out what would generally apply to many (Merriam, 2009). Merriam 

(2009) argues that the lack of generalizability does not equate to a lack of understanding 

or usefulness. Lincoln and Guba (1985) stress, that the investigator must provide 

sufficient descriptive data to allow for external validity or transferability. The most 

common strategy for enhancing external validity is to yield research that is distinctly 

descriptive, and that includes a thorough presentation of all facets of the data collection 

(Merriam, 2009).
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Limitations

In accepting any research, we are asked to trust that the study is reliable, that it is 

conducted with integrity and in an ethical manner. Policies, guidelines and codes of 

ethics set parameters for research; however, the decisions surrounding ethical practices 

are left to the researcher. Concerns about ethical practices typically arise in case studies 

with regard to the researcher’s integrity throughout the collection of data and in the 

reporting of results (Merriam, 2009). The researcher selected a case study design 

because it would be most appropriate to address the problem and research questions 

posed. Case study provides a venue for exploring a complex phenomenon and presenting 

a thorough account of the unit of study. Case study data can be examined and “bring 

about understanding that in turn can affect and perhaps even improve practice” (Merriam, 

2009, p. 51). Nonetheless, case study for these very same reasons carries with it the 

heaviest burden of generalizability, in that many question what can be learned from a 

single unit. Further, those that argue case study lacks rigor miss the point of case study 

altogether (Merriam, 2009). In order to present a more rigorous set of findings, the 

researcher employed bracketing, or a qualitative practice of purposefully setting aside 

ones preconceived ideologies and established experiences in an attempt to analyze and 

report findings void of personal bias.

Data Analysis

The activities involved in analyzing qualitative data are often comprised of 

several elements. The researcher’s objective was to make sense of the data which were 

prepared and analyzed multiple times with the intent to delve deeper and arrive at a larger 

meaning (Creswell, 2009). Qualitative data sources are typically interviews,
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observations, and documents. This study employed an open-ended interview protocol, a 

focus group, and document analysis. The overarching aim of qualitative data analysis is 

to expose themes, patterns, concepts, insights, and understandings (Patton, 2002).

The researcher recognizes that qualitative data analysis is inductive, involves a 

concurrent progression of data collection and analysis, is a continuous process, requires 

several readings, and is interpretive (Creswell, 2012). As such, the researcher adhered to 

the following data analysis steps as described by Creswell (2012): (a) prepare, organize, 

and transcribe the data; (b) explore and code the data; and (c) describe the findings and 

form themes. The data gathered from the interviews, focus group, and document analysis 

were first analyzed via a priori coding and then grouped by inductive themes or open 

coding processes. Open coding is a data analysis process of revealing what the data have 

presented by applying conceptual labels and preparing the data for further analysis 

(Corbin & Strauss, 2007). Open coding employs a repeated process of questioning and 

comparison that enables the researcher to move beyond partiality and prejudice (Corbin 

& Strauss, 2007). In a priori coding, the researcher filtered through transformative 

leadership themes already present in the literature (White & Marsh, 2006). Unlike 

emergent coding processes, a priori coding categories are recognized prior to the analysis 

and grounded in theory (Stemler, 2001).

As data were collected, the researcher examined and reexamined the responses 

provided as they related to the characteristics of transformative. The researcher first 

filtered the data collected through the eight themes of transformative leadership and 

looked for reappearances of the key concepts associated with each characteristic. Table 5 

represents evidence of the key concepts sought within each of the eight characteristics of
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transformative leadership. Following this process, the researcher employed open coding 

processes to uncover any emerging themes present in the data.

Table 6

Transformative Leadership Characteristics and Related Key Concepts

Transformative Leadership 
Characteristic

Related Key Concepts

Acknowledging Power and 
Privilege

Dialogic Relationships 
*Used in the Document 
Analysis

Balancing Critique and 
Promise

Effecting Deep and Equitable 
Change

Deconstructing and 
Reconstructing Social and 
Cultural Knowledge and 
Frameworks that Generate 
Inequity
Emphasizing Both Private and 
Public Good 
*Used in the Document 
Analysis

Focusing on Democracy, 
Equity and Justice

Demonstrating Moral Courage 
and Activism

Attention to the power relationships that perpetuate 
inequity and inequality; facilitating change

Personal relationships that undergird education; 
Leading through dialogue and not hierarchically; 
Creating a venue for purposeful conversations around 
eradicating inequity irrespective of its root cause

An exercise of power that begins with questions of 
justice, democracy, purpose and who is succeeding in 
hopes of fulfilling the promise of schooling

Real change in attitudes, norms, and behaviors that 
perpetuate inequity

The acquisition of knowledge that disrupts previous 
thinking and motivates the reflective reshaping of 
belief structures; To challenge and rework narrow 
conceptions about issues of inequity

Linking personal and social responsibility; Forwards 
individual achievement alongside the common good; 
Connects education and educational leadership with 
the social context within which it is embedded

Attend to social justice as well as academic 
achievement; Provide opportunities for children to 
learn in environments that are socially just; An 
emphasis on forwarding access and opportunity

Exercise effective moral oppositional power, resist 
courageously, and be an active voice for change;
Reach beyond a “fear of authority” toward a vision of 
equity and equality_____________________________
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Reporting Results

Following the data analysis, thorough descriptions of the raw data relayed by the 

respondents were reported in narrative form and are presented in Chapter 4. The data 

described truthfully reflected the descriptions reported by the participants. The 

researcher understands that void accurate and true formative data, the research will be 

invalid. The results of this study are presented in a clear unbiased manner directly tied to 

the Findings and aligned to the literature review. Oral and written reports of the study 

will be provided to interested parties with the primary goal of discussing the study’s 

implication on teaching, student learning and leadership practices.

Summary

Quantitative and qualitative data share the same end, which is to report the truth 

(Creswell, 2012, Merriam, 2009). This case study sought to describe the perspectives, 

behaviors, and characteristics of a successful principal of a high poverty high minority 

school in light of the demands that SBR tied to high-stakes testing has placed on these 

often disadvantaged subgroups. Leaders who are able to provide all students with an 

equitable and high quality opportunity to learn are essential to the success of 

disadvantaged students (Boykin &  Noguera, 2011; Muhammad, 2009). Transformative 

leadership theory is the lens through which the collected data were viewed. The case was 

bound by the distinction of a Title I Reward school in the south east region of the United 

States. The perspectives, behaviors, and characteristics of the principal of this site were 

the unit of analysis. A structured open-ended interview protocol, a focus group, and 

document analysis were employed in this study to answer the research questions. Data 

from the interviews, focus group and document analysis were initially analyzed via a



81

priori coding and then grouped by themes using open coding procedures in an effort to 

describe the phenomenon. The results of the research will be discussed in chapter 4.



CHAPTER 4 

RESULTS

At 23%, the south east region of the United States maintains the highest poverty 

rate among school age children in the country (National Center for Education Statistics, 

2013a). Further, southern states experience depressed graduation rates and underperform 

on measures of academic achievement (National Center for Education Statistics, 2014).

In an effort to move ahead with state and local reforms aimed at increasing student 

achievement and improving the quality of instruction for all students, states were 

provided an opportunity to apply for flexibility from specific provisions of NCLB that 

inhibited needed reforms. Under the flexibility granted, states identified Reward Schools, 

or the highest performing Title I schools in the state on standardized assessments.

Reward schools report significant achievement gains for all subgroups including Asian, 

Black, Hispanic, Students With Disabilities, and Economically Disadvantaged students 

(U.S. Department of Education, 2015b). In 2014, each state in the country identified the 

highest performing Title I Reward Schools according to the following criteria: (a) The 

average achievement for all students on every standardized assessment in a school is 

among the highest 5% of Title I schools over the last 3 years; (b) For high schools, the 

graduation rate is among the highest rates among Title I schools; and (c) The school 

made Adequate Yearly Progress in 2011.

The long standing achievement gap between high poverty high minority schools 

and their more economically advantaged counterparts coupled with the reality that

82
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standards based reform tied to high stakes testing does not attend to the fact that students 

from high poverty high minority schools may not experience the same opportunity to 

learn as their wealthier counterparts is of concern in American schools (Boykin &  

Noguera, 2011). Using transformative leadership as a lens, the researcher sought to 

investigate the leadership attributes which may have contributed to the consistent success 

of a high poverty high minority Title I Reward School in the south east region of the 

United States. The purpose of this study was to explore the extent to which a principal of 

an academically successful school reflected transformative leadership characteristics 

while sustaining high academic achievement for an economically disadvantaged high 

minority student population. Examining the practices of a principal who has been able to 

consistently sustain significant academic performance over three consecutive years, 

despite the impact of socioeconomic constraints, can both inform practice and extend 

knowledge. Chapter 4 will present a description of the case, its respondents, and an 

overview of the study and findings of the data analysis via the instrumentation described 

in chapter 3.

Description of the Case 

This qualitative case study focused on a Title I Reward school in the south eastern 

region of the United States. The school investigated by this case study is situated in a 

large majority minority school district where 31 % of the student population is African 

American, 28% are Hispanic, and 10% are Asian, or 69% minority population. 

Additionally, 56% of the students in this large metropolitan district are eligible for Free 

and Reduced Lunch. The study school, ABC Elementary, serves roughly 1,200 students 

in grades K-5, where approximately 62% of the student population is eligible for Free
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and Reduced Lunch, 23% are African American, 38% are Hispanic, and 13% are Asian 

or a 74% minority student body. ABC Elementary has sustained consistent academic 

achievement for all students including Black, Hispanic, Students With Disabilities and 

Economically disadvantaged for three consecutive years and is currently performing 

among the top 5% of all Title I schools in its state on standardized assessments in Math 

and Reading.

The school’s teaching staff has remained consistent with very little turnover from 

year to year, with approximately 85% of the teaching staff having more than 5 years of 

teaching experience. 100% of the teaching personnel are highly qualified to teach the 

subject areas to which they are assigned as defined by NCLB. Further, 75% of the 

teaching staff has earned a Master’s degree or higher. The principal has more than 20 

years of leadership experience, is considered an exemplary leader within the district, and 

has been privileged to have her leadership strategies shared with new leaders and district 

personnel alike. Additionally, the principal of ABC Elementary serves as a model 

mentor for assistant principal’s in training for future principalship positions.

Pilot Study

The open-ended interview protocol was piloted to ascertain the reasonableness of 

the questions asked in the larger study, as well as to identify areas for improvement and 

clarity. The researcher conducted a pilot study with a Title I Assistant Principal and a 

Title I Parent Instructional Coordinator currently employed at a high minority high 

poverty Title I high school. Responses given by the Assistant Principal and Title I Parent 

Instructional Coordinator were used to amend the open-ended interview protocol for use 

in the research interviews and with a focus group of certified teaching staff. The



participants involved in the pilot study were not involved in the larger study. The 

interview protocol questions were grounded in the characteristics of transformative 

leadership found in the literature. During the pilot study, the researcher explicitly asked 

the pilot study participants to examine the eight characteristics of transformative 

leadership and to provide feedback in regards to clarity of the questions and alignment to 

transformative leadership. The feedback provided led to minor rewording of the 

interview questions and the addition of descriptive scenarios. The interview protocol is 

included in the Appendix.

Respondents

The investigation of ABC Elementary in this case study employed an open-ended 

interview protocol for use in a focus group of certified teaching staff, one-on-one 

interviews with ABC Elementary’s principal and two assistant principals, and a document 

analysis of the research site’s Title I Parent Involvement Policy, the School-Wide 

Improvement Plan, Principal’s weekly newsletter, and the school’s Accountability 

Report. The document analysis was viewed through three components of the interview 

protocol: (a) dialogic relationships; (b) emphasizing both private and public good; and (c) 

focusing on democracy, equity, and justice. These three components are the only 

characteristics of transformative leadership the documents were able to address. 

Interviewing strategies are a means of acquiring data that explicitly attend to the research 

questions; however, document analyses are a data source not subjected to the same 

limitations, considering documents are not generally produced for the research under 

study (Merriam, 2009). The documents analyzed included the Title I Parent Involvement 

Policy, the School-Wide Improvement Plan, Principal’s weekly newsletter, and the
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school’s Accountability Report. A ll research participants were explicitly asked to 

respond to the interview questions from the site principal’s perspective; based on their 

knowledge of the principal’s perspectives, characteristics, and behaviors. Table 6 lists 

the data collection instruments used, respondents, and each respondent’s role in the 

school.

Overview of the Study 

This case study sought to describe the characteristics, perspectives, and behaviors 

exhibited by a successful principal of a high poverty, high minority school using 

transformative leadership as a lens. The study was guided by the following research 

questions:

RQi: How does a principal of an academically successful high poverty high minority

school provide an equitable high quality opportunity to learn to their specific student 

population?

RQ2: Which transformative leadership characteristics are most prevalent in a principal

of an academically successful high poverty high minority school?

In America, poor children are educated differently than those from more affluent 

backgrounds making both social change and educational change significant factors in 

positively impacting achievement for low performing schools (Davis et al., 2005). Such 

findings directly connect the work of school leaders to student achievement. Shields 

(2004) suggests that transformative leadership, rooted in genuine two-way 

communication and robust relationships, can produce opportunities for all children to be 

successful in schools that are socially just. The theoretical framework engaged by this 

study is centered on the theory of transformative leadership. Weiner (2003) explains
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transformative leadership as the arrangement between power and authority that is 

initiated by questions of justice and democracy, and a dependence on dialogue 

surrounding individual accountability and social responsibility.

Shields (2010) adds that transformative leadership critiques inequity and attempts to 

increase both individual achievement and shared social well-being. Transformative 

leadership intertwines equity, social justice and educational leadership with the broader 

context of the communities served by schools (Shields, 2009). The interview protocol 

utilized in the focus group, principal and assistant principal interviews, and document 

analysis was grounded in the characteristics of transformative leadership found in the 

literature. The interviews and focus group were transcribed, coded, and the data were 

organized by the following a priori characteristics of Transformative Leadership as 

evidenced by the repeated key concepts listed in Table 5: (a) Acknowledging power and 

privilege; (b) Dialogic relationships; (c) Balancing critique and promise; (d) Effecting 

deep and equitable change; (e) Deconstructing and reconstructing social and cultural 

knowledge and frameworks that generate inequity; (f) Emphasizing both private and 

public good; (g) Focusing on democracy, equity, and justice; and (h) Demonstrating 

Moral Courage and Activism.

The data mined from the document analysis were analyzed through the following 

characteristics of transformative leadership: (a) dialogic relationships; (b) emphasizing 

both private and public good; and (c) focusing on democracy, equity, and justice. In the 

discussion that follows, each characteristic of transformative leadership will be analyzed 

through the responses provided by the site principal, two assistant principals, and the 

certified personnel included in the focus group. Additionally, evidence offered in the
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document analysis will serve to provide greater detail. All analyzed documents are 

obtainable online; as a result, no excerpts from the analyzed documents are presented to 

maintain anonymity.

Findings

The data from interviews, focus group, and document analysis were first analyzed 

through a priori coding and then grouped by inductive themes or open coding. In a priori 

coding, the researcher filtered through the characteristics of transformative leadership 

already present in the literature (White &  Marsh, 2006). Unlike emergent coding 

processes, a priori coding categories are recognized prior to the analysis and grounded in 

theory (White &  Marsh, 2006). The overarching aim of the data analysis was to expose 

themes, patterns, concepts, insights, and understandings (Patton, 2002) related to the 

characteristics of transformative leadership.

The research questions were addressed through the lens of transformative 

leadership. The findings of research question 1 and 2 are reported via thorough 

descriptions of the raw data communicated by the respondents in each of the interviews, 

focus group and gleaned from the document analysis. As the researcher analyzed the 

data and addressed the research questions, the following themes emerged alongside the 

characteristics of transformative leadership: (a) Principal Expectation -  A ll Students W ill 

Succeed; (b) Kids Come First; and (c) School and Community Connectedness. It is these 

emerging themes that are presented in response to research question 1. Research question 

2 specifically addresses evidence of the site principal’s perspectives, behaviors and 

characteristics as they are aligned to the characteristics of transformative leadership.
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Table 7 identifies themes acknowledged by each respondent and Table 8 illustrates the 

themes associated with each of the research questions.

Table 7

Major Themes Identified by Study Respondents

Theme Principal Assistant 
Principal 1

Assistant 
Principal 2

Focus
Group

Document
Analysis

Acknowledging Power 
and Privilege

X X X X

Dialogic relationships X X X X X

Balancing critique and 
promise

X X X X

Effecting deep and 
equitable change

Deconstructing and 
reconstructing social 

and cultural knowledge 
that generates inequity

X X X X

X

Emphasizing both 
private and public good

X X X X X

Focusing on democracy, 
equity, and justice

X X X X X

Demonstrating Moral 
Courage and Activism

X X X X

Principal Expectations -  
All Students W ill 

Succeed

X X X X

Kids Come First X X X X

School and Community 
Connectedness

X X X X X



90

Table 8

Research Questions and Associated Themes 

Research Questions

How does a principal of an academically 

successful high poverty high minority 

school provide an equitable high quality 

opportunity to learn to their specific 

student population?

Which transformative leadership 

characteristics are most prevalent in a 

principal of an academically successful 

high poverty high minority school?

Major Themes

(1) Principal Expectation -  A ll Students 

W ill Succeed; (2) Kids Come First; and (3) 

School and Community Connectedness

(1) Acknowledging Power and Privilege;

(2) Dialogic relationships; (3) Balancing 

critique and promise; (4) Effecting deep 

and equitable change; (5) Deconstructing 

and reconstructing social and cultural 

knowledge and frameworks that generate 

inequity; (6) Emphasizing both private and 

public good; (7) Focusing on democracy, 

equity, and justice; and (8) Demonstrating 

Moral Courage and Activism

Research Question 1

How does a principal of an academically successful high poverty high minority 

school provide an equitable high quality opportunity to learn to their specific student 

population? Findings of research question 1 are grouped by 3 distinct emerging themes:
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(a) Principal Expectation -  All Students W ill Succeed; (b) Kids Come First; and (c) 

School and Community Connectedness. These emerging themes were significant 

throughout each phase of the data collection and were prevalent in respondents’ 

discussions of the principal’s perspectives, behaviors, and characteristics. The findings 

of research question 1 include excerpts from the raw data taken from the assistant 

principal interviews, focus group responses, and principal interview. A ll analyzed 

documents are obtainable online; as a result, no excerpts are presented to maintain 

anonymity. However, analysis of the documents yielded prominent evidence of the 

emerging themes and are summarized within each.

Leader’s Expectation -  All Students W ill Succeed. The principal’s expectation 

that ‘all students will succeed’ was echoed throughout the data among all respondents. 

This theme is represented by the research site’s expectation conveyed to both the school’s 

faculty and community, that every student in the school will be successful academically 

and behaviorally and given the resources to do so. Research participants consistently 

reiterated the site principal’s belief that all students at ABC Elementary will be provided 

an opportunity to receive effective instruction by qualified teachers in a safe and 

productive environment. Providing students with a sincere opportunity to learn was 

paramount at ABC elementary and demonstrated in the data. Discussions of opportunity 

to learn are characterized by a focus on the question of what must be provided to ensure 

that students of disadvantaged backgrounds are presented with an equitable opportunity 

to attain academic achievement (Dougherty, 1996). Opportunity to learn can be thought 

of as a way to retain some attention to educational inputs in the context of an 

accountability system that is primarily outcomes based (Venezia & Maxwell-Jolly, 2007;
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Boykin &  Noguera, 2011). Opportunity to learn addresses strategies, services, and 

supports designed to ensure that all students have a fair chance to learn the knowledge 

and skills set forth in the state standards (Boykin & Noguera, 2011). These provisions 

are necessary for students to have equal access to high quality education (Boundy, 1999; 

Boykin & Noguera, 2011; Elmore &  Fuhrman, 1995; Fitzberg, 1999; Koski, 2001).

During her interview, the Principal of ABC Elementary clearly articulated her 

belief about her responsibility as the school’s principal. "I am responsible for educating 

all children and providing them with a quality effective education.. .to prepare them to 

move forward. When you are in a classroom, everybody has the same opportunities and 

they [children] have access to all the materials they need". The principal also stated “if  I 

as the principal of the school determined that a child needs a resource, they are going to 

get a resource, they are going to get what they need". Members of the study site’s 

administrative team supported the principal’s expectations. When asked to define an 

effective teacher Assistant Principal 1 stated "one who meets the needs of all of the 

students", "a teacher who knows the students, and knows what the student's needs are”. 

Further, the school’s Accountability Report acknowledged the work of site educators in 

meeting students where they are academically, and providing the necessary resources to 

assist in students’ academic progress, no matter what skill set they come to the school 

with.

The principal of ABC Elementary’s expectation that ‘A ll students will succeed’ 

necessitated respect for all students and families and a provision for student needs 

irrespective of ethnicity or socio-economic status. This expectation was evidenced first 

by research participants’ initial resistance to any interview question that sought to
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identify or isolate treatment of minority and or low socio-economic subgroups.

Responses to these type questions were met with frowns and head nodding indicating- no, 

we focus on all children. Focus group respondents shared the following responses: "I 

don't think our principal would put up with that [low expectations of students}", "I don't 

think that would happen", "I don't think that would be", and "you wouldn't hear about that 

in our school, if you did, it would be handled". The principal of ABC Elementary stated 

"Occasionally something doesn't go right, but that is my responsibility and as the 

principal of the school...the most important thing I have to do is to provide a quality 

education for every child in the school". The first question asked in all interviews and the 

focus group asked what participants believed was the role of a Title I principal. The 

resounding response defined an individual who is responsible for all aspects of educating 

and meeting the needs of all students, disadvantaged or not.

Everyone, parents, teachers, counselors and the community, are involved in 

forwarding the school’s goal of comprehensive student success. The principal stated that 

“the goal is that everybody is working towards graduation". She added, "What's really 

amazing about our school is that we have teachers who tutor on their own time and are 

not compensated in any way...Everybody has the same goal, same focus, all working 

towards the same goal of educating the child, providing the best education possible every 

day, all day for every child". Assistant principal 1 communicated that the decision 

making process at ABC Elementary is "collaborative", "we are all focused on helping the 

child". "Teachers have to spend first of all time assessing the students, figuring out what 

the students need and then you have to come up with a plan so that you can deliver that 

instruction ongoing and continuously deliver the best instruction".
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Throughout the data, there was a noticeable emphasis on meeting student needs 

and ensuring their success. One way of accomplishing this goal was through continuous 

and systematic use of data to track progress, assess strengths and weaknesses, and 

implement improvement activities. A ll participants were asked how ABC Elementary 

assessed the needs of the school’s diverse population, to which "data" was the 

overwhelming response. The principal stated "we look at data continuously; we use it to 

drive instruction and to look at the areas of need". Assistant principal 1 shared "we track 

each class and how the students and each subgroup are doing this allows us to target our 

subgroups and to see those data specifically across the school". Interview questions 

aimed at the importance of communication or leadership repeatedly also mentioned the 

use of data to drive decisions aimed at student success. Assistant Principal 2 stated "data 

drives the materials and resources we are furnishing to the classrooms". "We are 

constantly looking at data to put together how we can best meet all students' needs" and 

"finding different ways to go about assessing students". The idea or expectation that all 

students can succeed holds true across all aspects of transformative leadership.

Kids Come First. The theme ‘Kids Come First’ was articulated by the Principal 

of ABC Elementary as a driving force in decision making, "Kids come first", "the culture 

at our school is child centered...we are all here for the children, decisions are made 

always in the best interest of the children never for the convenience of the adults, 

everybody knows that...we are always making sure that everybody has what they need for 

the children". Additionally, the principal stated "we are sensitive to the needs of 

children...we are a school where kids come first”. When the site principal was asked to 

define an effective teacher she stated "to come to this school, to be at this school, you
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have to love kids...my two priorities as the principal, when bringing people in this 

school...you have to be really smart and you have to have a really big heart".

Additionally, the principal shared "the culture at our school is child centered, we are all 

focused on helping the child". Focus group respondents shared "we all live and breathe - 

what's in the best interest of the child".

The theme ‘Kids Come First’ is forwarded by the theme ‘Leader’s Expectation- 

All Students W ill Succeed’. Interview data and the document analysis pointed to 

collaborative relationships within the school focused on student success both individually 

and collectively. The School Wide Plan for Improvement, Principal’s Weekly 

Newsletter, and the Accountability Report include or discuss collaborative learning, 

decision making, and community partnerships. Focus group participants described the 

school’s focus on figuring out individual student needs and then providing students with 

what will gamer progress "what are we doing wrong that they are not meeting 

expectations". Assistant Principal 1 stated "we need to make a plan that is going to work 

for these kids". Focus group participants also voiced that the Principal of ABC 

Elementary makes in a school wide priority to "respond to students' needs".

Faculty behaviors centered on creating a school environment where students 

understood they mattered was interspersed throughout the data. Both assistant principals 

shared the school’s commitment to teaching students to get along and how to effectively 

deal with conflict. Focus group discussions shared how significant it is "to have a 

personal connection with each child". Assistant Principal 1 stated "every morning we 

want teachers greeting students...building relationships". Likewise, Assistant Principal 2 

stated "[The principal] has the philosophy that you greet students every morning in the
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doorway to set the tone for their day". Respondents within the focus group engaged in a 

conversation surrounding classroom climate which described attention to students’ 

emotional sense of safety and comfort "safety, not just in the physical sense, in an 

emotional sense".

School and Community Connectedness. Transformative leaders lead through

dialogic personal relationships (Shields, 2009). In addressing the question of how

stakeholders are involved in the school the principal stated:

There's not one isolated thing that we do...the community is invited and 
involved with our school improvement plan. We bring parents in and we 
receive input for the children. Parents are involved in decisions and 
weekly communications to all parents [are sent out]. Everything we do is 
focused on academics and the parents are involved. [A] high percentage 
of parent volunteers are in our school and we touch every parent, every 
parent is welcomed in our school. When you walk in the front door, I 
have two people sitting out there, I have one English person, and a person 
that speaks several other languages so that there's always a welcome in 
this school no matter what. I put everything in my weekly newsletter. I 
have a PTA executive board meeting every month [and] I report out, talk 
about staff changes, testing, and all information. It's important for the 
school to get buy in and partnership and the support, you have to have it 
all. Decisions are not typically made alone; I get input from the 
community.

When issues arise, the principal stated “I would just talk to the parents that were 

[disgruntled] and try to help them understand that when you are helping a child you are 

really helping the whole...children all need to have access to the tools to the resources 

that everyone else has...I can change their opinion". The Principal of ABC Elementary 

does not view the school from an isolated perspective "the parents are a part of the 

culture, the doors are always open. Parents are in the classroom, parents are in the 

cafeteria monitoring lunches, parents are in the media center re-shelving books, assisting 

children, and they are in our literacy book room. We couldn't run our programs without
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them". The school community is also an active participant in the functioning of the

school. The principal shared "we try to give the community as much information as

possible". “We have community members in our school, mentors that come into our

school. One mentor per one child and that mentor stays with that child through

elementary and middle school", "We have retired volunteers...the woman comes three

days a week, she just sits in the hall and reads with small groups of children". "Kiwanis

partnership called K-Kids. We have 42 members where they work with the children and

teach them how to serve the community, they have service projects".

Document analysis of the Parent Involvement Policy, School-Wide Plan for

Improvement, Principal’s Weekly Newsletter, and the school’s Accountability Report

evidenced parent and community connectedness. Each of these documents outlined the

school’s commitment to families and building parent capacity. Focus group respondents

reiterated the principal’s focus on relationships and sincere communication:

.. .connection with the community is hugely important.. .bringing the 
community in is hug. [She] finds ways for parents to volunteer who don’t 
speak English. We have so many parent volunteers that don't speak 
English, but they find a way to contribute.. .a feeling of ownership and 
contribution is key. [The principal] has made it a point that every parent 
can be included if  they want to be.. .giving parents tools to assist their 
student.. .she knows many of the parents by name.

Focus group participants and both Assistant Principals shared the school’s

commitment to its stakeholders. The school maintains several programs aimed at

meeting the needs of families. Many of these programs and activities offset the impact of

poverty. Additionally, parent workshops are offered that engage parents in information

about community relations, ESOL classes, and how to prepare students approaching

kindergarten. One document, the Principal’s Weekly Newsletter, is printed in both
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English and Spanish and is delivered both in paper format and emailed to parents. This 

document, also found online, communicates through a tone of overall care and concern. 

The word choice utilized by the site principal in the weekly newsletter communicated a 

sincere familial relationship between the school and the community. The document 

communicates a wide range of topics related to academics, behavior, accolades, 

community involvement and resources the school is helping to connect to the school’s 

families.

The themes ‘Principal Expectation -  All Students W ill Succeed’, ‘Kids Come 

First’, and ‘School and Community Connectedness’ emerged alongside the lens of 

transformative leadership. Transformative leadership combines the purposefulness and 

depth of educational leadership and moral activism toward eradiating inequity (Shields, 

2009). The data collected from interviews, focus group and document analysis all 

evidenced some aspects of the eight characteristics of transformative leadership. What 

was not readily apparent were purposeful conversations surrounding inequity specifically, 

nor a process for recognizing and reshaping attitudes that perpetuate inequity. The 

overarching assumption appeared to be that inequity does not exist because we focus on 

the needs of all children regardless of socioeconomic background or ability level. 

However, every attempt was made to make all school and community based resources 

accessible to all students and families. Additionally, the school permeated a culture and 

climate of inclusiveness.

Research Question 2

Which transformative leadership characteristics are most prevalent in a principal 

of an academically successful high poverty high minority school? Research question 2
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specifically addresses evidence of the site principal’s perspectives, behaviors and 

characteristics as they are aligned to the characteristics of transformative leadership. 

Findings of research question 2 are reported through the characteristics of transformative 

leadership found in the literature: (a) Acknowledging Power and Privilege; (b) Dialogic 

relationships; (c) Balancing critique and promise; (d) Effecting deep and equitable 

change; (e) Deconstructing and reconstructing social and cultural knowledge and 

frameworks that generate inequity; (f) Emphasizing both private and public good; (g) 

Focusing on democracy, equity, and justice; and (h) Demonstrating Moral Courage and 

Activism. Raw excerpts of research participant’s descriptions of the principal’s 

perspectives, behaviors, and characteristics are used to report the findings of research 

question 2. Additionally, a summary of relevant information gleaned from the document 

analysis is presented in response to research question 2. All analyzed documents are 

obtainable online; as a result, no excerpts from the analyzed documents are presented to 

maintain anonymity.

Acknowledging Power and Privilege. Acknowledging power and privilege refers 

to purposeful attention to the power relationships that perpetuate inequity and inequality 

and using authoritative power to facilitate change. Transformative leadership moves the 

school leader beyond the traditional focus of educational leadership and school 

improvement to being centered on forwarding an education that attends to social justice 

and sincere change in inequitable practices (Shields, 2009). Educational leaders are 

placed in a position of power and privilege that requires them to “take a stance as public 

intellectuals” (Shields, 2009, p. 9). “Transformative leadership begins by challenging 

inappropriate uses of power and privilege that create or perpetuate inequity and injustice”
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(Shields, 2010, p. 564). Participants in the focus group defined the principal’s role as one 

who "disseminates her feelings about children and what is true about learning and what is 

true about the community". The principal shared that "occasionally something doesn't go 

right, but that is my responsibility and as the principal of the school...the most important 

thing I have to do is to provide a quality education for every child in the school". When 

the principal was asked to respond to a scenario that involved dealing with district 

directives that competed with what she knew to be best practices for her students she 

replied, “if  I as the principal of the school determined that a child needs a resource, they 

are going to get a resource, they are going to get what they need." During the interview 

with Assistant Principal 2, she described the principal’s influence over the staffs way of 

approaching each day: “She has questions on her door that ask how can I help you learn 

today, and that drives everything.” When adult learners engage in constructive 

conversations, within a diverse group, people are forced to take a look at how power and 

privilege are manifested and reinforced (Brown, 2004).

Dialogic Relationships. Freire (1998) calls for relevant dialogic connections to 

scaffold education, otherwise in the absence of such relationships education distorts 

rather than transforms. Shields (2009) defines dialogue not just as talking or a time 

consuming process of trying to convince, instead dialogue is essential to leadership and 

can become a sincere stimulus for deeply rooted change. Dialogic relationships are 

personal relationships that undergird education and create a venue for purposeful 

conversations around eradicating inequity irrespective of its root cause (Brown, 2004; 

Freire, 1998; Quantz et al., 1991; Shields, 2004; Weiner, 2003). The principal’s reliance 

on effective communication and dialogue repeatedly echoed in the principal and assistant
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principal interviews as well as with the focus group and was also evidenced in the 

document analysis.

Focus group participants and respondents in each of the one-on-one interviews all 

voiced that the principal “shares everything”. Focus group members stated that the 

principal "fosters communication and provides avenues of support to parents and 

students", "brings groups together and opens lines of communication", and "creates an 

environment to hear from the community. She is very quick to respond because she 

wants the community to know what she knows. If  they have a need she wants to address 

that need, she sees the importance of communication". Assistant principal 1 discussed 

how the principal handles situations that place students’ quality of education at risk: "she 

would assess the situation clearly to understand how to move forward with it”. During 

collaborative meetings and professional development, Assistant principal 2 said that "[the 

principal] would have an intense purpose for the meeting and she would know exactly 

how she was going to go about facilitating conversation.”

Document analysis of the Parent Involvement Policy, School-Wide Plan for 

Improvement, Accountability Report, and the Principal’s Weekly Newsletter all 

evidenced a focus on communicative relationships. The Parent Involvement Policy was 

"developed jointly with, agreed on with, and distributed to parents", "involved parents in 

an organized and timely way", "met the changing needs of parents" and promoted the 

opportunity for "parents to play an integral role in assisting their child's learning.” The 

School Wide Plan for Improvement is “created through a collaborative development 

process involving school staff, parents, and community members so the entire school 

community has the opportunity to be involved in conversations about school
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improvement." The School Wide Plan for Improvement focuses on "Building parent 

capacity" and “collaborative learning". The purpose of the school’s Accountability 

Report is to communicate to the public at large the school’s overall progress, student and 

staff demographics and the current academic goals for all students.

The Principal’s Weekly Newsletter holistically emphasized the principal’s belief 

that communication is a vital component of developing and sustaining relationships with 

the staff and community. The principal articulated that “I tell them [the staff and 

community] everything", "I want them to know what I know", "parents are involved in 

decisions", and "everything we do is focused on academics and the parents are involved 

in those conversations.” According to the principal, working as a collaborative team with 

the staff and community is essential. Shields (2004) asserts that, “Transformative 

leadership based on dialogue and strong relationships, can provide opportunities for all 

children to learn in school communities that are socially just” (p. 2).

The terms dialogue and communication were reiterated throughout the data; 

however, intentional dialogue specifically focused on discussing or acknowledging 

inequity or power and privilege relationships were not presented. Nonetheless, the study 

school actively maintained multiple avenues to assist families in need of resources both 

social and academic. What was apparent in the data was the principal’s expectation that 

all students will be effectively provided resources to meet their needs. Focus group 

respondents shared that "if [students] have a need she wants to address that need", "we 

have to give them what they need to be successful because they can be successful", "we 

all live and breathe ‘what's in the best interest of the child’ ". Further, each respondent in 

the focus group and the interviews confidently addressed the number of committees and
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collaborative groups (counselors advisory board, PTA, Leadership Team, Vertical 

Teams, Grade Level Teams, and Administrative Team) that meet consistently to discuss 

the school’s needs.

Balancing Critique and Promise. Balancing critique and promise is described as 

an application of power that begins with questions of justice and purpose around who is 

fulfilling the promise of schooling and involves critical reflection and analysis (Shields, 

2004, 2010; Quantz et al., 1991; Weiner, 2003). It was clear in all forms of data that 

ABC Elementary purposefully engaged in and continuously asked the question of who is 

succeeding and what can we do about those who are not? Respondents who served as 

members of the teaching staff believed that their work was directly tied to explicitly 

identifying students’ academic strengths and areas for growth and figuring out how to 

address the needs of those students who were not where they should be academically.

Members of the focus group commented that when students are not making 

progress the academic team asks "what are we doing wrong that they are not meeting 

expectations". Data were systematically and pervasively used to assess student progress. 

The use of relevant data to paint a clear picture of student performance was articulated by 

all study participants. The principal asserted that “we look at data continuously; we use it 

to drive instruction and to look at the areas of need". “Teachers collaborate so it's not just 

one child in one fifth grade classroom, it's the whole team, the whole team is responsible 

for educating", "we are all focused on helping the child". Data use at the study school is 

expected to be relevant and to inform instruction: "the teachers have to spend time 

assessing the students, figuring out what the students need and then you have to [figure 

out] how you are going to go in this plan so that you can deliver that instruction ongoing
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and continuously deliver the best instruction". Reflecting on and the analysis of student 

data was also expected. Assistant Principal 1 discussed how data were used school wide 

to impact instruction and student progress for all students and subgroups of students 

including Students With Disabilities, Minority Subgroups, and Economically 

Disadvantaged Students: "We track each class and how the students are doing and the 

subgroups also, this allows us to target our subgroups to see that data specifically across 

the school".

Effecting Deep and Equitable Change. Effecting deep and equitable change 

describes the work of forwarding genuine change in the attitudes, norms, and behaviors 

that perpetuate inequity (Brown, 2004; Foster, 1986; Quantz et al., 1991; Shields, 2010; 

Theoharis, 2007; Weiner, 2003). Shields (2004) contends that if moral dialogue and 

strong relationships are at the heart of educational equity then it is imperative that 

educational leaders acknowledge the differences in the lived experiences of children and 

“overcome silences about such aspects as ethnicity and social class” (p. 2). William  

Foster (1986) advanced the importance of leadership’s attention to the contextual lives of 

learners, how this impacts the process of education, and also decide how to engender 

change for the betterment of all involved. Foster’s conviction that leadership transforms 

and empowers is key to today’s ideas of transformative leadership (Shields, 2009).

It was clear in each phase of the data collection that the principal of ABC 

Elementary chose to lead through relationships with intentionality. She held the 

expectation that children’s needs would and must be met. However, during the 

interviews it became necessary to alter the wording of the interview questions and avoid 

descriptors that specifically sought to uncover responses related to ethnicity and socio
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economics. In the focus group of certified staff and in the assistant principal interviews 

questions about specific populations were met with confusion or reconsidered as one unit 

or “subgroups”. However both groups articulated the belief that “The principal created a 

family atmosphere where everyone feels like they are working together with someone, 

you're not just a stand-alone island in your classroom trying to figure it out, I really feel 

that community sense, I would venture to say that parents feel the same way" and "the 

culture at our school is child centered". The study participants expressed that all students 

regardless of ethnicity or economic background are the school’s primary focus.

The principal of ABC Elementary explained that when situations arise that are 

contrary to a student receiving an equitable educational experience "you have to address 

negative instructional attitudes". The principal further explained that in dealing with 

concerns from teachers or within the community, positive outcomes are related to the 

way the issue is approached "it has to do with the way you respect people and the way 

you go through the school talking to people, interacting with children, interacting with 

adults and the way you respect people, that has to come through the whole school", "the 

way you solve problems, it has to be done respectful and meaningful". Nonetheless, in 

response to an interview question that sought a response to her assessment of the 

educational and social experiences of minority and economically disadvantaged students 

in her school, the Principal replied that “when I first came here people were always 

wanting to talk about diversity, and I said we are not going to talk about diversity we are 

going to talk about academic excellence for everybody we are done talking about 

diversity we appreciate everybody.” Similarly, the focus group participants as well as the 

assistant principals echoed the exact same sentiment. The participant response most
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often provided in regard to ethnicity or economic standing was “we appreciate 

everybody”. The underlying belief gleaned from all participants in the study was one of a 

comprehensive embracing of all children irrespective of differences.

Deconstructing and Reconstructing Social and Cultural Knowledge and 

Frameworks that Generate Inequity. A characteristic of transformative leadership, 

deconstructing and reconstructing social and cultural knowledge and frameworks that 

generate inequity, refers to the process of challenging and reworking constricted views 

around issues of inequity (Shields, 2010; Theoharis, 2007; Weiner, 2003). “A 

transformative leader must help her faculty breakdown [socially unjust] knowledge 

frameworks” (Barrett, 2012, p. 59). Trasformative and socially just school leaders, 

despite the challenges inherent in dramatically shifting demographics, strict 

accountability measures, and the depth of understanding required to be an effective 

instructional leader, are purposeful about “addressing issues of race, providing on-going 

staff development focused building equity, and developing staff investment in social 

justice” (Theoharis, 2007, p. 235). Shields (2010) expands on the definition of 

transformative leadership and suggests that leaders “focus on helping teachers identify 

and understand how many of their current assumptive knowledge frameworks constitute 

barriers to the success of all children. To that end, [transformative leaders choose] to 

emphasize leadership that generates new understanding and new approaches.. .focused on 

deconstructing practices that perpetuate privilege” (p. 584).

At ABC Elementary, the principal leads through dialogic relationships and 

purposeful collaboration. She makes it a point to undergird the workings of her school 

with strong connections to the community and a respect for stakeholders. Focus group
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participants maintained that "she knows many of them [parents] by name or their family 

situations or just what resources they have to offer the school", "she’s built a safe 

community for them [parents] to be able to share in.” Assistant Principal I offered the 

school wide expectation of building relationships and being present for students "every 

morning we want teachers greeting students.. .building relationships". Based on the data 

collected, a focus on acknowledging privilege, discussing its impact, and engaging in 

activities that support rethinking of behaviors is not currently a component of the 

school’s goals. Nonetheless, sincere efforts are made to ensure that all children receive 

quality instruction.

Emphasizing both Private and Public Good. Transformative leaders connect 

personal and social responsibility, advance individual achievement together with the 

good of society, and join education, educational leadership, and the communities it is 

embedded in (Shields, 2009, 2010; Weiner, 2003). “Transformative leaders recognize 

that the end of education is not only private good and individual achievement, but also 

democratic citizenship and participation in civil society” (Shields, 2010, p. 583). In 

education, a commitment to public good is exemplified by a shared understanding of the 

purpose of schooling, taking responsibility for creating just and equitable learning 

environments, and providing experiences that equip students to productively contribute to 

society (Barrett, 2012). “We continue to be mired in a conflict that is at once surprising 

and wholly accepted -  an environment that pits our egalitarian public good roots against 

our meritocratic private good heritage -  and nowhere is this conflict more present or 

relevant than within our public education system” (Barrett, 2012, p. 24).
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Despite it being very clear that the study site is committed to and focused on 

student achievement, it was equally apparent that the school is also vested in providing 

students with leadership opportunities both in the school and in the community, teaching 

students to understand and effectively deal with conflict, building relationships within the 

community, and providing services needed by the school community. There are a 

number of programs run either by the school itself or facilitated by the school geared 

toward empowering students, supporting the community, or fostering civic responsibility. 

The principal of ABC Elementary shared... "we have programs at our school that help 

children to co-exist in the community", "they are taught to work on teams, to work as a 

community, to work together", "peer mediators are trained, intense training about how to 

solve problems and to work out problems that other children bring to them", and "we 

have children in leadership positions”.

Public Good: Students. The study site invests in building students’ social skills 

through a school wide structured conflict remediation program aimed at teaching students 

to understand conflicts and target solutions. The problem solution language involved in 

this program is common among students and staff. Focus Group participants shared that 

“teaching students to get along is a huge part of what we do”. In reference to the conflict 

remediation program Assistant Principal 1 stated we depend on "a tool to help the 

students each step of the way to help them get along.. .handle problems on their own",

"we want students to advocate for themselves". Additionally, the school participates in 

an intensive peer mediators training program that requires students to engage in weekend 

training sessions. Students play a central role in managing the school store as well as the 

Safety Patrol program.



Public Good: Community. Data gathered from the interview, focus groups, and 

document analysis pointed to the value the study site placed on its partnership with the 

school community. Communication with and the involvement of the community in 

sharing in the responsibility of educating children is a high priority. The principal 

maintains a weekly newsletter in which she shares as much information about what is 

taking place in the school community as one page will allow. Information regarding 

staffing; assessments; decisions made in collaborative School Council meetings; student, 

teacher, and school successes; community based fund raisers, social gatherings, civic 

gatherings; school based initiatives and academic workshops; public health information 

and resources; and a host of other information aimed at making the community 

continuously aware of how to engage with both the school and the community at large.

Public Good: Families. The principal describes a school environment where the 

parents and the community are welcomed and encouraged to participate in all aspects of 

the school day “we have community members in our school", "mentors come into our 

school and its one mentor per one child and that mentor stays with that child through 

elementary and middle school", "we have retired volunteers. One woman comes three 

days a week, she just sits in the hall and reads with small groups of children", we have a 

"Kiwanis partnership called K-Kids...we have 42 members where they work with the 

children and teach them how to serve the community through have service projects". 

Programs that support school readiness for both parent and pre-school age children were 

well supported in the document analysis. The principal of ABC Elementary told of 

school based programs aimed at meeting the needs of families by discretely providing 

food and or clothing for families in need, maintaining a food pantry sustained through
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both personnel and community donations, and connecting families to resources and social 

services via the counseling team. ABC Elementary has a significant non-English 

speaking population, as such, the Principal’s Weekly Newsletter informed parents of 

opportunities to participate in language courses and community based resources.

Focusing on Democracy, Justice, and Equity. Transformative leadership is 

characterized by its foundation in questions of justice and democracy (Shields, 2010). 

Cooper and Gause (2007) elaborate by positing that transformative leaders leverage their 

power to forward democracy, remove barriers present for marginalized groups, and 

empower stakeholders. Further, transformative leaders work to provide opportunities for 

children to learn in socially just environments with an emphasis on promoting 

democracy, access to resources, and opportunity (Astin & Astin, 2000; Quantz et al.,

1991; Weiner, 2003). ABC Elementary’s School Wide Plan attested to the schools 

efforts to ensure that all students will receive instruction by highly qualified teachers and 

that 100% of the teachers currently on staff were highly qualified as defined by the state 

department of education. Additionally, this document described programs at the school 

site aimed at attracting and retaining highly qualified personnel which included: a 

differentiated mentor program, quality staff development program, expanding avenues 

for teacher leadership, and engaging in shared leadership and professional learning 

communities. Both the focus group participants, assistant principals and the school’s 

principal offered that the school’s culture was truly a “family” atmosphere: "it's a positive 

family feel", "safety comes first", "classrooms are positive in the sense that students can 

answer a question wrong and not feel like they did something wrong", "students feel a 

freedom to respond".



I l l

All study participants articulated the same belief about the students at ABC 

Elementary: All students will succeed - we will provide them with what they need and 

meet them where they are. The principal did not hesitate to state that “as the principal of 

this school, I will provide a resource if one is needed. The school continuously uses data 

to assess and plan for continued progress and needed interventions. The staff is vested in 

school wide programs aimed at helping all students to become socially tolerant and to 

deal with conflict appropriately. When the focus group participants and both assistant 

principals asked, “What are your principal’s views on teaching students in your school to 

get along with one another?” the following responses were offered: "she thinks it is 

important to take the time during the academic day to make sure that students are getting 

along and that [students] have the tools to work out differences", students are provided 

with “tools to help them each step of the way to help them get along and handle 

problems on their own", and "we want students to advocate for themselves". Further, the 

document analysis revealed that at each phase of planning for instructional goals for the 

year, parents are invited, encouraged, and expected to participate in the decisions being 

made at ABC Elementary.

Justice is defined as behavior or treatment of others embodied by genuine respect, 

equity and impartiality. All students will succeed - we will provide them with what they 

need and meet them where they are was the undercurrent present in all forms of data 

collected. The idea of justice, access to quality teachers and resources, democratic shared 

decision making, and attention to creating an open and welcoming school culture was 

prevalent at ABC Elementary. Justice was the overarching expectation of the school’s 

principal: "I am responsible for educating all children. Providing them with a quality
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effective education.. .to prepare them to move forward.. .the goal is that everybody is 

working towards graduation"...” we are all here for the children, decisions are made 

always in the best interest of the children never for the convenience of the adults, 

everybody knows that...we are always making sure that everybody has what they need for 

the children", "we are sensitive to the needs of children...we are a school that kids come 

first.” Questions of justice and democracy were foundational in the principal’s 

expectation of her staff.

Demonstrating Moral Courage and Activism. Shields (2011) asserts that 

“Transformative leadership requires the leader to have a clear sense of the values and 

beliefs that undergird his or her own identity, be willing to take stands that may require 

moral courage, to live with tension, and, to some degree, to engage in activism and 

advocacy” (p. 3). The demonstration of moral courage and activism speaks to a leader’s 

willingness to enact sincere moral oppositional power, resist courageously, and reach 

beyond a “fear of authority” toward a vision of equity and equality (Brown, 2004; Bums, 

1978; Cooper, 2009; Foster, 1986; Weiner, 2003). The voice tones, facial expressions, 

body language, and responses provided by the study participants clearly conveyed an 

understanding that the principal of ABC Elementary was by no means afraid to fight for 

her school and students in matters of policy, teaching and learning, and resource 

allocation. Participant responses described a principal that was not afraid to push back 

when needed; however, as Assistant Principal 2 shared, "our principal would do so much 

work ahead of time that [push back] wouldn't happen".

Respondents repeatedly made mention of the study site’s principal’s commitment 

to taking a stance in matters of equity in instruction. An interview question involving a
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scenario where teachers were knowingly providing low achieving students inferior 

instruction resulting from deficit thinking, participants had difficulty even assuming such 

behaviors would exist at the site. "I don't think our principal would put up with that [low 

expectations of students}", "I don't think that would happen", "I don't think that would 

be", "you wouldn't hear about that in our school, if you did, it would be handled". The 

site principal is considered to be effective in creating a climate that does not tolerate low 

expectations for students: "she is able to have those courageous conversations, she's not 

going to be pushed around by one large group because they have the courage to be loud". 

The principal herself stated that there are times when " I'm making the decision because I 

am the parent, when the child is here at school with me, I make the decisions", "I can’t 

imagine [push back on instructional needs], I truly can't, that’s hard for me to 

comprehend, if I as the principal of the school determined that a child needs a resource, 

they are going to get a resource, they are going to get what they need". Shields (2009) 

contends that transformative leaders must use their position to advance the interests of 

those most in need of an advocate and in doing so demonstrate moral activism. The 

principal of ABC Elementary, makes decisions that are child-centered in an effort to 

ensure that all children succeed: “Kids come first", "the culture at our school is child 

centered...we are all here for the children, decisions are made always in the best interest 

of the children never for the convenience of the adults, everybody knows that”.

Summary

A persistent achievement gap between high poverty high minority schools and 

their more economically advantaged counterparts is well documented. Additionally, 

standards based reform tied to high stakes testing does not attend to the fact that students
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from high poverty high minority schools may not experience the same opportunity to 

learn as their wealthier counterparts. To date, all states implement accountability 

systems using high stakes standardized assessments to measure the progress of students -  

poor, minority, and wealthy. Using transformative leadership as a lens, the researcher 

sought to investigate the leadership attributes which may have contributed to the 

consistent success of a high poverty high minority Title I Reward School in the south east 

region of the United States. The purpose of this study was to explore the extent to which 

a principal of an academically successful school reflects transformative leadership 

characteristics in providing quality learning opportunities and academic resources to an 

economically disadvantaged high minority student population.

Findings of the study are grouped by the characteristics of transformative 

leadership: (a) Acknowledging Power and Privilege; (b) Dialogic relationships; (c) 

Balancing critique and promise; (d) Effecting deep and equitable change; (e) 

Deconstructing and reconstructing social and cultural knowledge and frameworks that 

generate inequity; (f) Emphasizing both private and public good; (g) Focusing on 

democracy, equity, and justice; and (h) Demonstrating Moral Courage and Activism. 

Further, three distinct themes emerged alongside the characteristics of transformative 

leadership: (a) Principal Expectation -  All Students W ill Succeed; (b) Kids Come First; 

and (c) School and Community Connectedness. These emerging themes were significant 

throughout each phase of the data collection and were prevalent in respondents’ 

discussions of the principal’s perspectives, behaviors, and characteristics. The principal 

of the study site exhibited some aspects of each identified characteristic of transformative 

leadership. However, the tenets o f‘Acknowledging Power and Privilege’, ‘Effecting
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Deep and Equitable Change’, and ‘Deconstructing and Reconstructing social and cultural 

knowledge and frameworks that generate inequity were not fully engaged.



CHAPTER 5

DISCUSSION, CONCLUSIONS, AND IMPLICATIONS 

Throughout the United States, low socio-economic and minority students 

underperform on standardized assessments in comparison to their wealthier white 

counterparts (Boykin & Noguera, 2012; Darling-Hammond, 2010). American schools 

operate within an accountability system that utilizes high stakes standardized assessments 

to measure overall educational progress (Au, 2010; Nichols et al., 2012). NCLB (2002) 

and mandates all students, regardless of socio-economic background, be provided a high 

quality equitable education and reach or exceed proficiency in Math and Reading. 

However, it is important to note that the childhood poverty rate in America has 

consistently remained one of the highest among industrialized nations (Macartney, 2011); 

and, that poverty has a multi-dimensional negative impact on students’ ability to 

demonstrate academic progress (Rebell & Wolff, 2011).

In 2014, each state in the country identified the highest performing Title I Reward 

Schools according to the following criteria: (a) The average achievement for all students 

on every standardized assessment in a school is among the highest 5% of Title I schools 

over the last 3 years; (b) For high schools, the graduation rate is among the highest rates 

among Title I schools; and (c) The school made Adequate Yearly Progress in 2011.

Using transformative leadership as a lens, the current study focused on identifying the 

perspectives, behaviors, and characteristics of a Title I Reward school principal that 

allowed them to sustain high academic progress with a high poverty, high minority

116
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student population. Chapter 5 includes a discussion of the major findings, overall 

conclusions, implications for educational practitioners, and recommendations for future 

research.

Summary of the Study 

This research study investigated the problem that results when standards based 

reform tied to high stakes testing does not account for the fact that students from high 

poverty high minority schools may not experience the same opportunity to learn as their 

wealthier white counterparts. SBR efforts coupled with high-stakes testing does not 

account for the differences in the quality of education presented to students in high 

minority high poverty schools (Darling-Hammond, 2010; Fritzberg, 2001; Koski, 2001; 

Lunenburg, 2011; Penfield & Lee, 2010; Ysseldyke et al., 1995). The purpose of this 

study was to explore the extent to which a principal of an academically successful school 

reflected transformative leadership characteristics while sustaining high academic 

achievement for an economically disadvantaged high minority student population.

High poverty high minority schools have historically not attained the same 

academic outcomes as their low poverty low minority counterparts (Boykin &  Noguera, 

2011; Holzman, 2009). Investigating the behaviors of a principal who has been able to 

sustain high academic performance in the face of socioeconomic constraints can both 

inform practice and extend knowledge. This study used transformative leadership theory 

as a lens through which to view the following research questions;

RQi: How does a principal of an academically successful high poverty high minority

school provide an equitable high quality opportunity to learn to their specific student 

population?
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RQ2: Which transformative leadership characteristics are most prevalent in a principal

of an academically successful high poverty high minority school?

The methodological procedures employed by this qualitative case study were an 

open-ended interview protocol, focus group, and a document analysis of the Title I Parent 

Involvement Policy, the School-Wide Improvement Plan, Principal’s weekly newsletter, 

and the school’s Accountability Report. The structured open-ended interview protocol 

was used in one-on-on interviews with the site principal, assistant principals, and a focus 

group using transformative leadership as a lens, to glean an understanding of the 

behaviors, perspectives and characteristics of a principal who has sustained significant 

progress on standardized achievement scores. The interview questions were aligned to 

the characteristics of transformative leadership found in the literature. The documents 

were analyzed based on the same framework of key transformative leadership 

characteristics found in the literature utilized to structure the open-ended interview 

protocol. These procedures were selected to discover how the principal was able to 

provide a high poverty, high minority student population an adequate opportunity to 

learn and to discover which transformative leadership characteristics were most prevalent 

for this leader. The results of this study indicated a clear presence of transformative 

leadership practices and characteristics in the study site’s principal. Further, three themes 

emerged alongside the characteristics of transformative leadership.

Findings of research question 1 are grouped by the three distinct themes that 

emerged alongside the characteristics of transformative leadership: (a) Principal 

Expectation -  All Students W ill Succeed; (b) Kids Come First; and (c) School and 

Community Connectedness. Results of research question 2 are exclusively associated
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with the characteristics of transformative leadership: (a) Acknowledging Power and 

Privilege; (b) Dialogic relationships; (c) Balancing critique and promise; (d) Effecting 

deep and equitable change; (e) Deconstructing and reconstructing social and cultural 

knowledge and frameworks that generate inequity; (f) Emphasizing both private and 

public good; (g) Focusing on democracy, equity, and justice; and (h) Demonstrating 

Moral Courage and Activism. These a priori categories were significant throughout each 

phase of the data collection and were established in respondents’ discussions of the 

principal’s perspectives, behaviors, and characteristics. Nevertheless, the tenets of 

‘Acknowledging Power and Privilege’, ‘Effecting Deep and Equitable Change’, and 

‘Deconstructing and Reconstructing Social and Cultural Knowledge and Frameworks that 

Generate Inequity’ were not fully engaged.

Summary of Major Findings 

In response to Research Question 1: How does a principal of an academically 

successful high poverty high minority school provide an equitable high quality 

opportunity to learn to their specific student population? The data analysis revealed 

results aligned to three distinct emerging themes: (a) Principal Expectation -  A ll Students 

W ill Succeed; (b) Kids Come First; and (c) School and Community Connectedness. The 

first emerging theme, ‘Principal Expectation -  A ll Students W ill Succeed’ appeared 

frequently in each interview and the focus group. Respondents revealed that the principal 

of ABC Elementary led through the belief that ‘A ll Students W ill Succeed’ and 

communicated this expectation to the community and the staff. Additionally, the study’s 

participants shared that the site principal sustained a focus on data driven decision 

making aimed at figuring out how to meet the specific needs of each student. The second
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theme, ‘Kids Come First” was clearly articulated across the data. ‘Kids Come First’ was 

articulated by the Principal of ABC Elementary as a driving force in decision making, as 

she stated "Kids come first", "the culture at our school is child centered...we are all here 

for the children, decisions are made always in the best interest of the children never for 

the convenience of the adults, everybody knows that”. The third theme, ‘School and 

Community Connectedness’ was noted most often in the data. All forms of data 

collection verified a sincere reliance on communicating and connecting with the 

community to ensure that the school and the community were working together toward 

the same goals.

Findings of Research Question 2: Which transformative leadership characteristics 

are most prevalent in a principal of an academically successful high poverty high 

minority school? The findings were connected to each of the eight characteristics of 

transformative leadership. Evidence of the eight characteristics of transformative 

leadership found in the literature was interspersed throughout the data. Respondents 

provided detailed descriptions of the site principal’s perspectives, behaviors, and 

characteristics that were aligned to transformative leadership. Transformative leadership 

couples the responsibilities of educational leadership with issues of social justice, equity, 

and justice (Shields, 2010). Although all eight characteristics of transformative 

leadership were exhibited by the site principal, the specific characteristics: 

‘Acknowledging Power and Privilege’, ‘Effecting Deep and Equitable Change’, and 

‘Deconstructing and Reconstructing Social and Cultural Knowledge and Frameworks that 

Generate Inequity’- were less rooted and appeared to be so unique that respondents could 

not articulate their presence.
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Discussion of Findings 

In this qualitative case study, data were obtained from respondents whose role in 

the school setting would best allow the researcher to address the problem being studied. 

The study participants included certified personnel, assistant principals and the site 

principal. Using transformative leadership as a lens, the researcher gathered data in an 

effort to investigate the perspectives, behaviors and characteristics of the principal of an 

academically successful high poverty high minority school. In this section, the major 

findings will be discussed in relation to the comparable data reported in the review of 

literature. The discussion of findings that follows addresses the research questions and 

their corresponding themes.

Research Question 1: How does a principal of an academically successful high poverty 

high minority school provide an equitable high quality opportunity to learn to their 

specific student population?

Principal Expectation -  All Students W ill Succeed

Research question 1 addressed how the principal of a high poverty high minority 

school was able to provide students with an equitable and quality opportunity to learn 

despite the disadvantages that low socio-economic students may bring with them to 

school. As previously noted, opportunity to learn can be defined as a way to retain some 

attention to the overall educational environment in the context of an accountability 

system that is primarily outcomes based (Venezia & Maxwell-Jolly, 2007; Boykin &  

Noguera, 2011). The current Standards Based Reform (SBR) Models or accountability 

systems used today in American schools are founded in NCLB which mandates that all
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students will succeed (NCLB, 2002). The theme ‘Principal Expectation -  A ll Students 

W ill Succeed’ is in line with the accountability systems present in U.S. schools.

Efforts to attain educational equity and success for all students have been a 

persistent focus in U.S schools (Elmore & Fuhrman, 1995; Hess, 2011; Rebell & Wolff,

2011). The Brown decision was a cornerstone in the fight for equality on behalf of 

traditionally disadvantaged groups and led to the enactment of policies that pursued 

equality (Rebell, 2012). A Nation at Risk (1983) explicitly called for all, irrespective of 

class or race, to be provided the tools for academic success. Further, NCLB (2002) 

articulates a goal of ensuring equity in education for all students as they attain, at 

minimum proficiency on standardized assessments. The theme ‘All Students W ill 

Succeed’ clearly communicated by the principal of the study site is substantiated by 

current equity based school reform efforts. Research on educational leadership analyzed 

by Leithwood et al. (2004) reported that the impact of leadership on student achievement 

is second only to that of classroom teachers; and, that leaders are most effective when 

they establish clear directions, maintain high expectations, and use data to track student 

progress.

The role and charge of today’s school principal has changed dramatically as 

demographic shifts, increased poverty, and the accountability inherent in SBR policies 

like NCLB have impacted education (Elmore, 2008; Muhammad, 2009; Stronge et al., 

2008). Efforts to successfully sustain reform in high poverty schools serving 

economically disadvantaged students have been elusive (Borman, 2009; Elmore, 2008).

A school’s degree of overall effectiveness can impact students’ chances of success 

making the work of the school principal significant (Marzano et al., 2003). There is some
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assertion that research on educational leadership provides little concrete evidence of a 

connection between school-based leadership and student achievement (Marzano et al., 

2005). In an international analysis of 37 school leadership research studies, Witziers et 

al. (2003) reported that the relationship between the educational leader and academic 

outcomes is almost nonexistent. A quantitative meta-analysis of 69 studies conducted by 

Marzano et al. (2005) found the relationship between leadership and achievement to be 

significant. Marzano et al. (2005) affirmed that years of research provide strong direction 

on leadership behaviors that impact student achievement. Included in these behaviors is a 

principal’s ability to establish clear goals and to communicate strong beliefs about 

schooling. The principal of ABC Elementary led through a consistent focus on her 

positive beliefs surrounding student capacity and consistently communicated this 

expectation to her staff.

Kids Come First

Research question 1 sought to investigate how a school leader responsible for the 

education of minority students and students of poverty was able to consistently maintain 

academic progress despite evidence that such student populations tend to underperform 

their more economically advantaged white counterparts. As addressed earlier, poverty 

depresses students’ ability to demonstrate academic progress (Rebell, 2012). Further, 

efforts to design and implement reforms in high poverty high minority schools and to 

sustain growth in student achievement have not been holistically attainable (Borman, 

2009; Elmore, 2008). At the time of the study, ABC Elementary served a 74% minority 

population with a 62% poverty rate. Nonetheless, the principal of ABC Elementary led 

the school to its selection as a Title I Reward School. This distinction was awarded to
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Title I schools whose students’ performance on all standardized assessments for 3 

consecutive years placed them in the top 5% in the state.

Research respondents presented clear descriptions of the principal’s belief that 

‘Kids Come First’ . Decisions at ABC Elementary were made with students’ needs in 

mind and not from the viewpoint of what is more convenient for adults. Research 

supports the impact of school leaders’ behaviors on the effectiveness of the school. 

Marzano et al. (2005), Cotton (2003), and Leithwood, Louis, Anderson and Wahlstrom 

(2004) all identified leadership behaviors and their positive correlation to student 

achievement. However, each of these research-based leadership behaviors are school- 

wide leadership centered and not student centered. Findings of this study, as they relate 

to the theme ‘Kids Come First’, point to a gap in the literature in regards to school 

leaders’ focus on student centered decisions and its impact on student achievement. 

Transformative leadership theory offers leaders this opportunity. An opportunity for 

school leaders to couple educational leadership with the broader context of common good 

for all; To be equity oriented leaders (Cooper, 2009). Transformative leadership attends 

to social justice as well as academic achievement and begins with questions of justice and 

purpose - Asking who is succeeding and who is not (Shields, 2004, 2009, 2010; Weiner, 

2003).

School and Community Connectedness

The theme of ‘School and Community Connectedness’ was heavily supported in 

the research on school leadership. ‘School and Community Connectedness’ echoed 

across all forms of data and was articulated as a major factor in the schools’ success. 

Marzano et al. (2005) articulate the significant impact of school leaders who build
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Researchers focused on eradicating inequity in schools posit that a school’s connection to 

the larger context of the communities that students live in is essential for student progress 

(Holzman, 2009; Rebell 2012; Rebell & W olff, 2011). Muhammad (2009) describes the 

importance of practitioners’ connection to the school and community and how this 

connection shapes relationships with students in a positive way. Additionally, Stronge et 

al. (2008) points out that the constant demographic shifts impacting schools make strong 

community relations imperative to a school’s success. ‘School and Community 

Connectedness’ was a prevalent theme interspersed throughout the data as an anchor for 

maintaining a shared vision between the school and the community. The site principal 

exhibited transformative leadership behaviors grounded in dialogic relationships:

Personal relationships that undergird education, lead through dialogue and not 

hierarchically, and create a venue for purposeful conversations (Brown, 2004; Quantz et 

al., 1991; Shields, 2004; Weiner, 2003).

Research Question 2: Which transformative leadership characteristics are most prevalent 

in a principal of an academically successful high poverty high minority school? 

Characteristics of Transformative Leadership

Research question 2 pursued an understanding of the most prevalent 

characteristics of transformative leadership present in a principal of a school serving 

students that historically underperform compared to their more advantaged peers. Eight 

characteristics of transformative leadership were identified in the literature: (a) 

Acknowledging Power and Privilege; (b) Dialogic relationships; (c) Balancing critique 

and promise; (d) Effecting deep and equitable change; (e) Deconstructing and
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Emphasizing both private and public good; (g) Focusing on democracy, equity, and 

justice; and (h) Demonstrating Moral Courage and Activism. The data collected 

evidenced that the site principal, at minimum, presented some aspect of each 

characteristic of transformative leadership. Notwithstanding, two characteristics were 

vaguely noted and not fixed in the principal’s behaviors, perceptions, or characteristics. 

Respondents were unfamiliar with these characteristics of transformative leadership, and 

found them difficult to articulate. Each characteristic of transformative leadership 

exhibited by the site principal is discussed in this section.

Acknowledging power and privilege. Acknowledging power and privilege speaks 

to a leader’s purposeful attention to the hierarchical relationships that perpetuate inequity; 

and, working to engender change (Shields, 2004, 2010; Foster, 1986; Quantz et al., 1991; 

Weiner, 2003; Brown, 2004). The principal of ABC Elementary took responsibility for 

permeating the belief that all students will be provided an opportunity to succeed. In 

doing so, the principal created a collaborative educational environment that depended on 

discussions around what needed to be done for individual students. The principal worked 

to clearly communicate these expectations to her staff. Respondents shared that the 

principal was consistently focused on student achievement and creating a culture where 

kids come first. The literature supports that the achievement gap between low socio

economic students and their wealthier white peers is multi-dimensional and manifests 

itself across a range of data (Boykin & Noguera, 2011). Leithwood et al, (2004) express 

that there is a lot to be learned about meeting the needs of diverse learners. Additionally, 

these researchers noted that the greater the challenges present in the school the more
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significant the impact an effective leader has on overall academic gains. Based on the 

findings in the data collected, the site principal communicated a clear expectation of 

academic progress for all students that did not allow teachers to short change any group 

of students. However, the data did not reveal purposeful attention to historically 

marginalized subgroups.

Dialogic Relationships. Transformative leadership depends on developing and 

sustaining dialogic relationships that undergird education (Shields, 2009, 2010). 

Transformative leaders lead through dialogue and not hierarchically and create 

opportunities for purposeful conversations around eradicating inequity (Freire, 1998; 

Quantz et al., 1991; Weiner, 2003; Brown, 2004). The findings of this study support 

what is found in the literature surrounding transformative leadership and dialogic 

relationships. The study site’s leader did not communicate superficially with 

stakeholders. Thorough communication was inherent not only in the decision making 

process, but in a feedback cycle that created a form of sincere two-way communication 

between the community and the school. The phrase “she shares everything” was 

provided by multiple respondents. Additionally, the study participants, including the 

principal identified dialogue as a first response in mediating change. Educational 

research abounds on the importance and significant impact of sincere two-way 

communication with stakeholders (Leithwood et al., 2004; Marzano et al., 2005; Stronge 

et al., 2008)

Balancing Critique and Promise. Balancing critique and promise as described in 

the literature on transformative leadership, is leadership that naturally poses questions of 

justice, purpose, and who is succeeding in hopes of fulfilling the promise of schooling
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(Shields, 2004, 2010; Quantz et al., 1991; Weiner, 2003). The pervasive use of data 

within a collaborative environment allowed ABC Elementary to hone in on which 

students across all subgroups were succeeding. This activity created a space to identify 

individual student needs and to develop interventions that catered to what was revealed 

by the data analysis. Further, 100% of the teachers providing instruction and academic 

intervention to the students at ABC Elementary were highly qualified, despite data 

demonstrating that students attending schools with a high concentration of minority 

students receive instruction from novice teachers at twice the rate of low minority schools 

(Almy & Theoaks, 2010).

Effecting Deep and Equitable Change. Effecting real change in the attitudes, 

norms, and behaviors that perpetuate inequity is central to transformative leadership 

(Shields, 2010; Foster, 1986; Quantz et al., 1991; Weiner, 2003; Brown, 2004; Theoharis,

2007). Seeking to surpass simple awareness of inequity and moving toward unearthing 

the source and changing behaviors that perpetuate inequity in education are paramount 

(Shields, 2010). Without this focus real improvements in the quality of education 

provided to low socio-economic students will continue to languish (Rebell, 2012). The 

principal at ABC Elementary refused to accept that any student in her building was 

incapable of success and as such she forwarded a mindset that all students will be 

provided a high quality education and academic resources. In the event students or 

teachers were not in line with this belief she provided immediate support. Conversations 

in this area were keenly child-centered and focused on school efforts. Discussions 

around specific attitudes, norms or behaviors that could perpetuate deficit thinking were 

not represented in the data.
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Deconstructing and Reconstructing Social and Cultural Knowledge and 

Frameworks that Generate Inequity. Along with effecting deep and equitable change 

comes the work of reworking practitioners’ understandings of social and cultural 

structures that cause inequity (Shields, 2010; Theoharis, 2007; Weiner, 2003). In order to 

do this, educational practitioners need opportunities to acquire understandings that 

disrupt previous belief systems, stimulate reflection, and challenge narrow conceptions 

surrounding issues of inequity (Shields, 2010; Theoharis, 2007; Weiner, 2003). This is a 

difficult endeavor. The leadership and overall educational environment at ABC 

Elementary did not tolerate, support, or ignore inferior instruction, poor student teacher 

relationships, or refusal to work as a team. However, school-wide efforts to 

acknowledge, address, and change possible negative belief systems attached to low socio

economic populations were not present in the findings of this study.

Emphasizing Both Private and Public Good. Emphasizing both private and public 

good links individual student success and social responsibility and connects education 

and educational leadership with the social context within which it is embedded (Shields, 

2009,2010; Weiner, 2003). Achievement gaps in U.S. schools correspond to race and 

class (Reardon, 2012). Boykin and Noguera (2010) argue that the achievement gap 

cannot be addressed without attending to the necessity to provide disadvantaged 

populations with improved instruction, increased learning time and greater educational 

resources. Interestingly, NCLB represents a unique shift toward eradicating the belief 

that disadvantaged children cannot succeed (Boykin & Noguera, 2011; Elmore, 2008; 

Rebell, 2012). Together, these ideas represent a push toward providing avenues for 

students, irrespective of socio-economic background to become socially mobile
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productive citizens. As previously noted, the principal of ABC Elementary worked to 

deeply root the expectation that all students will be successful. The findings in this study 

revealed that this expectation, coupled with the dialogic relationships created by the site 

principal both within the school and in the community allowed the principal to connect 

student success at the school to the community’s awareness of its role in the school.

Focusing on Democracy, Equity, and Justice. Cooper (2009) contends that 

transformative leaders attend to social justice alongside academic achievement, provide 

opportunities for children to learn in socially just environments, and promote diversity. 

Through the maintenance of dialogic relationships and a well communicated expectation 

for student success, the principal of ABC Elementary demonstrated her commitment to 

equity, justice and democracy. All students will succeed and kids come first were the 

guiding philosophies through which equity, democracy, and justice were achieved at 

ABC Elementary.

Data gathered from interviews, focus groups, and document analysis identified the 

site leader’s pervasive expectation of success, school and community connectedness, and 

a culture that seeks to create a family oriented learning environment. Participants in the 

interviews and focus group discussed the importance of building meaningful relationships 

with students and identifying individual student needs. These practices support Cooper

(2009) and Shields’ (2004) argument that transformative leaders emphasize and forward 

access and opportunity. Austin and Austin (2000) offer that the value ends of 

transformative leadership should be to enhance equity, justice and opportunity in both 

education and society.



131

Demonstrating Moral Courage and Activism. In context of the many challenges 

facing today’s educational leaders, from complex changes in diversity to increased 

performance expectations, it is difficult for school leaders to balance students’ academic 

needs alongside social justice issues (Cooper, 2009; Shields, 2010). Transformative 

leadership theory asks leaders to work from a moral activist stance, willing to exercise 

oppositional power and be an active voice for change (Shields, 2004, 2010; Bums, 1978; 

Foster, 1986; Weiner, 2003; Brown, 2004; Cooper, 2009). Study participants shared 

insight directly related to the site principal’s boldness in carrying out her role as a school 

leader fully responsible for meeting the needs of all students. The term “not here” and 

“she wouldn’t allow that” were repeatedly shared in response to dealing with negative 

resistance from any stakeholder. The principal of ABC Elementary was comfortable with 

meeting challenges while maintaining a student centered focus.

Conclusions

The purpose of this study was to explore the extent to which a principal of an 

academically successful school reflected transformative leadership characteristics while 

sustaining high academic achievement for an economically disadvantaged high minority 

student population. Boykin and Noguera (2010) argue that the achievement gap cannot 

be addressed without attending to the necessity to provide disadvantaged populations 

with improved instruction, increased learning time and greater educational resources. 

Interestingly, SBR represents a unique shift toward eradicating the belief that 

disadvantaged children cannot succeed (Boykin & Noguera, 2011; Elmore, 2008; Rebell,

2012). The proposed study addresses the problem that results when standards based 

reform tied to high stakes testing does not attend to the fact that students from high
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poverty high minority schools may not experience the same opportunity to learn as their 

wealthier counterparts. The findings of this study help to further develop the theory of 

transformative leadership, bring attention to the tenets of transformative leadership, and 

connect it to the work of educational leaders. The conclusions that follow are drawn 

from the research findings presented in Chapter 4 and discussed in the previous section.

Findings from this study reveal that in order to fully actualize the impact of 

transformative leadership practices on educational leadership, the essential characteristics 

of transformative leadership and its focus on social justice must be explicitly taught to 

educational leaders. In consideration of the complexities and competing challenges faced 

by school leaders, Shields (2004) posits that “educational leaders are expected to be 

transformative, to attend to social justice as well as academic achievement” (p. 110). 

Shields (2004) presents a framework for transformative leadership that addresses social 

justice goals aimed at assisting school leaders in grounding their work in moral activism 

in order to provide some guidance through the challenges they face. Further, Shields

(2010) offers that the purpose “is not only to further develop the theory of transformative 

leadership, but to connect it directly to the work of school leaders, assessing its potential 

in practices to offer a more inclusive, equitable, and deeply democratic conception of 

education” (p. 560).

Clearly communicated student centered expectations create a culture that doesn’t 

allow for differential treatment of students. Educational research demonstrates that when 

considered separately most school variables have a minimal impact on student 

achievement; However, creating an environment conducive to effectively combining the 

many variables that impact instruction is the work of school leaders (Leithwood et al.,
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2004; The Wallace Foundation, 2013). “Effective principals shape a vision of academic 

success for all students” (The Wallace Foundation, 2013). A leaders’ capacity to clearly 

communicate and deeply root a high expectation for student success is paramount to the 

success of a school (Elmore, 2008; Marzano et al., 2005; Leithwood, 2004; Stronge et al.,

2008). Leadership experts within and outside of the field of education agree on the 

extreme importance of a leaders capacity to cultivate an attitude of success. Bennis 

(2009) states that effective leaders must have a clear voice defined by purpose and self- 

confidence. Collins (2001) shares that quality leaders combine humility and 

perseverance and demonstrate deep commitment to doing what’s right for the 

organization regardless of the difficulties. Covey (1990) comments that the success of an 

organization depends on a leaders sense of guiding purpose. Additionally, the provision 

of an equitable quality education aimed at academic success for all students in all schools 

across the country is the premise upon which NCLB (2002) is based.

Transformative leadership both overlays and extends beyond effective leadership 

practices found in the literature. Using transformative leadership theory as a lens, the 

results of this study indicated that transformative leadership resembles effective 

leadership practices and behaviors found in the literature. In a report that examined 

available research on educational leadership practices Leithwood et al. (2004) identified 

setting directions, developing people, and defining the organization as leadership 

practices paramount to increasing student achievement. Marzano et al. (2005) conducted 

a meta-analysis of 69 studies focused on educational leadership which led to the 

identification of 21 leadership responsibilities capable of positively impacting student 

achievement. Of these 21 responsibilities 17 are also described characteristic of
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transformative leader practices (Shields, 2004, 2010; Foster, 1986; Quantz et al., 1991; 

Weiner, 2003; Brown, 2004). Further, Stronge et al. (2008). focused on available 

educational research to develop a profile of effective leadership qualities and noted 8 

qualities of effective leadership, 6 of which are also essential to transformative 

leadership.

Implications

This study is based on the premise that SBR has the overall aim of improving 

instruction and providing an equitable quality education for all students regardless of 

socioeconomic status (Lunenburg, 2011; NCLB, 2002). However, to date, not enough is 

being done to ensure that all students, specifically minority and economically 

disadvantaged students are presented with adequate school-based inputs to help them 

succeed academically (Lunenburg, 2011). The results of this study provide insight into 

the ways in which leadership preparation programs might engage in encouraging school 

leadership practices that support the academic success of under achieving minority and 

economically disadvantaged students. Based on the findings of this study, the following 

are suggestions for educational practitioners in addressing the problem presented in this 

study: (1) The development and implementation of coursework embedded in university 

leadership certification programs focused on developing candidates’ understanding of 

transformative leadership theory and its application to educational leadership and student 

learning; and (2) The inclusion of transformative leadership theory, characteristics, and 

essential practices in district developed leadership preparation programs.
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Recommendations for Future Research 

The current qualitative case study was conducted at an elementary school in the 

south east region of the United States having been selected as a Title I Reward School.

As a Title I Reward School, the site ranked in the top 5% of all Title I schools in the state 

on all administered standardized assessments for 3 consecutive years and made Adequate 

Yearly Progress 4 years previous. The research site served a diverse 74% minority 

population having a 62% poverty rate. An open ended interview protocol was used in 

one on one interviews, a focus group, and a document analysis to collect data. The 

findings of this study add to an increased awareness of the characteristics of 

transformative leadership and its linkage to the work of school leaders. The results of 

this study embolden leadership preparation programs at the state and district level related 

to supporting leadership practices aimed at increased achievement for under achieving 

minority and economically disadvantaged students. What follows are proposed 

modifications to the current qualitative case study offered as possible avenues for future 

research.

The current study may yield additional relevant insight with the development and 

implementation of a new instrument that explicitly identifies, articulates, and assesses 

each characteristic of transformative leadership. Such an instrument would allow the 

researcher an opportunity to collect data that are directly tied to transformative 

leadership. Further, an instrument of this nature would define the doctrines of 

transformative leadership to the study’s participants allowing them not only an 

opportunity to glean new knowledge, but to also enable participants to provide relevant 

and detailed responses. Additionally, future researchers may choose to broaden the scope
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of the entire study by carrying out a multiple case study of schools having a greater depth 

of poverty and tenure of success, exceeding 3 years. A multiple case study would allow 

the researcher to examine the practices of leaders in multiple schools with similar 

demographics and challenges. Furthermore, schools with a higher degree of poverty may 

yield results more specific to the impact of poverty on student achievement. Schools 

with poverty rates higher than the 62% reported in the current study and who have also 

maintained high academic achievement longer than 3 years could provide insight on 

leadership behaviors that help to sustain long term progress.

Summary

This research study investigated the problem that results when standards based 

reform tied to high stakes testing does not attend to the fact that students from high 

poverty high minority schools may not experience the same opportunity to learn as their 

wealthier counterparts. The purpose of the study was to explore the extent to which a 

principal of an academically successful school reflected transformative leadership 

characteristics while sustaining high academic achievement for an economically 

disadvantaged high minority student population. Guided by the theory of transformative 

leadership, the researcher employed a qualitative case study which sought to respond to 

research questions aimed at ascertaining the characteristics, perspectives, and behaviors 

in a principal of an academically successful high poverty high minority school. Data 

were collected through an open ended structured interview protocol utilized in one on one 

interviews with the study site’s principal and assistant principals, a focus group and a 

document analysis of relevant school and community documents. Data analysis revealed 

major findings aligned to three distinct themes: (a) Principal Expectation -  All Students
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Will Succeed; (b) Kids Come First; (c) School and Community Connectedness; and (d) 

Prevalent characteristics of transformative leadership. The conclusions drawn from the 

research findings presented in Chapter 4 and discussed in Chapter 5 are: (a) In order to 

fully actualize the impact of transformative leadership practices on educational 

leadership, the essential characteristics of transformative leadership and its focus on 

social justice must be explicitly taught to educational leaders; (b) Clearly communicated 

student centered expectations create a culture that doesn’t accept, allow, or breed 

inequitable practices; and (c) Transformative leadership both overlays and extends 

beyond effective leadership practices found in the literature. Implications for future 

research include the development of a more in depth instrument and the engagement of a 

multiple case study involving schools with a greater degree of poverty and having a 

longer history of academic success.
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22-May-2014

Ms. Yolanda Walton-Hardman Mercer University Tift College of Education 3001 Mercer University Drive 
Atlanta, GA 30341

RE: The Influence of Transformative Leadership on Students' Opportunity to Learn (H1405169)

Dear Ms. Walton-Hardman:

Your application entitled: The Influence of Transformative Leadership on Students' Opportunity to 
Learn (H1405169 was reviewed by this Institutional Review Board for Human Subjects Research in 
accordance with Federal Regulations 21CFR 56.110(b) and 45 CFR 46.110(b) (for expedited review) 
and was approved under Category 6, 7 per 63 FR 60364.

Your application was approved for one year of study on 22-May-2014. The protocol expires 22-May- 
2015. If the study continues beyond one year, it must be re-evaluated by the IRB Committee.

Item(s) Approved:
New Application

Please complete the survey for the IRB and the Office of Research Compliance. To access the survey, click 
on the following link: httD://httPs://www,survevmonkev.com/s/K7CTT8R

Ava Chambliss-Richardson, M.Ed., CIP, CIM
Associate Director of Human Research Protection Programs (HRPP)
Member
Intuitional Review Board
Mercer University IRB & Office of Research Compliance 
Phone (478) 301-4101
Fax (478) 301-2329
ORC_Mercer@Mercer.Edu
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ASSISTANT PRINCIPAL/INSTRUCTIONAL PERSONNEL

Respond to the following questions based on your knowledge of your principal’s 

characteristics and behaviors. Responses should not be based on judgment, but on what 

you know to be true about your principal’s leadership behaviors and perspectives. Please 

do not include your name, the name of your school, or your principal’s name in any 

response.

1. What is the role of the principal of a Title I School? ( R Q i ,  R Q 2 ,  R Q 3 )  I,F

2. Describe how your principal utilizes standardized assessment data collected on 

your school’s subgroups? (RQi, RQ2) I,F

3. How does your principal connect the community and its families to the school’s 

goals and to the school’s resources? ( R Q i ,  R Q 2 ,  R Q 3 )  I,F,D

4. How does your principal direct your staff to assess the needs of your school’s 

population? (RQ^RC^) I,F

5. How does your principal distribute decision making power in your school? (RQ3) 

I,F,D

6 . What is your principal’s assessment of the educational and social experiences of 

minority and economically disadvantaged students at your school? ( R Q i ,  R Q 2 ,  

R Q 3 )  i , f

7 . How does this understanding inform the work of your principal? ( R Q i ,  R Q 2 ,  R Q 3 )  

I,F

8 . How would your principal describe your school’s culture? ( R Q 2  R Q 3 )  - (To what 

would she attribute this?)

9. A 3rd grade team is functioning in a way that not all students in their classes are 

receiving the same quality of instruction. How would your principal bring about 

changes in the attitudes and norms of this team? ( R Q I ,  R Q 2 ,  R Q 3 )  I, F

10. How would your principal describe your teachers’ relationship with students and 

its impact on student achievement? ( RQ2) I,F (To what would she attribute?)

11. How would your principal handle the following situation: An instructional coach 

has been assigned to a 2nd Grade team of teachers to focus on close reading 

strategies for low readers. Each time the coach meets with the team, she spends a
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large portion of time attempting to minimize complaints and beliefs that this 

particular group of students, for whatever reason, cannot meet the expectations 

being set. ( R Q i ,  R Q 2 ,  R Q 3 )  I,F

12. What are your principal’s views on teaching students in your school to get along 

with one another? ( R Q 3 )  I,F

13. What information does your principal consider important to communicate with 

the school’s community? ( R Q 2 ,  R Q 3 )  I,F,D

14. What value does your principal see in involving stakeholders in school 

improvement efforts? ( R Q 2 ,  R Q 3 )  I,F,D

15. How would your principal describe an optimal classroom learning environment 

for a school with the following characteristics:

•  8 8 % FR
• High transiency rate
•  Large non-English speaking population
•  Large minority population( R Q i ,  R Q 2 ,  R Q 3 )  I, F

16. How would your principal define:

•  Effective teachers
•  Effective use of Technology resources
•  Safe and orderly school facilities (RQ2) L F

17. How would your principal respond to the following scenarios: ( RQi, RQ2, RQ3) 

I, F

A. You want to make sure that all of your families have the ability to utilize 

your school’s online instructional resources. You are planning to purchase 

tablets and make them available for check out to families without access to 

a computer. You have received many phone calls and emails from 

community members voicing concerns that this is a misuse of school 

funds.

B. James has surpassed the dollar amount allowed for charging in the

cafeteria. James has not eaten lunch in the cafeteria for three consecutive 

days. James’ mother informed you that she did not have the money to pay
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the past due charges nor pay for future meals. Additionally, James’ family 

is not eligible for Free or Reduced Lunch.

C. Your Area Superintendent informs you that changes to county policy will 

no longer allow you to grant permission for volunteers to provide 

intensive after-school academic interventions in your building after

school. These services have produced consistent gains for students who 

participate.
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PRINCIPAL:

Please do not include any identifying information about yourself, your teachers or your 

school when responding to the interview questions.

1 . What is your role as the principal of a Title I school? ( R Q i ,  R Q 2 ,  R Q 3 )  I,F

2. Describe how you use standardized assessment data collected on your school’s 

subgroups? (RQi,RQ2) I,F

3. How do you connect the community and its families to the school’s goals and to 

the school’s resources? ( R Q i ,  R Q 2 ,  R Q 3 )  LF,D

4. How does your staff assess the needs of your school’s population? (RQi. RQ2) I,F

5. How do you distribute decision making power in your school? (RQ3) I,F,D

6 . What is your assessment of the educational experiences of minority and 

economically disadvantaged students at your school? ( R Q i ,  R Q 2 , R Q 3 )  I,F

7. How does this understanding inform the work that you do? ( R Q i ,  R Q 2 .  R Q 3 )  I,F

8. How would you describe your school’s culture? ( R Q 2 R Q 3 )  - (To what do you 

attribute this?)

9. If  your 3rd grade team were functioning in a way in which not all students in the 

classes were receiving the same quality of instruction, how would you bring about 

changes in the attitudes and norms of this team? ( R Q 1 ,  R Q 2 , R Q 3 )  I, F

10. Describe your teachers’ relationship with students and its impact on student 

achievement. ( RQ2) I,F (What do you attribute that to?)

11. Can you give me an example of how your teachers demonstrate a belief in their 

capacity to be successful with your school’s population? (RQ2) I,F

12. How would you address the following situation: An instructional coach has been 

assigned to a 2nd Grade team of teachers to focus on close reading strategies for 

low readers. Each time the coach meets with the team, she spends a large portion 

of time attempting to minimize complaints and beliefs that this particular group of 

students, for whatever reason, cannot meet the expectations being set. ( R Q i ,  R Q 2 , 

R Q 3 )  I,F

13. What are your views concerning teaching students in your school to get along 

with one another? ( R Q 3 )  I,F
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14. What information do you consider important to communicate with the school’s 

community? ( R Q 2 ,  R Q 3 )  I,F,D

15. What value do you see in involving stakeholders in school improvement efforts? 

(RQ2,RQ3)I,F ,D

16. Describe an optimal classroom learning environment for a school with the 

following characteristics:

•  8 8 % FR
• High transiency rate
• Large non-English speaking population
•  Large minority population( R Q i ,  R Q 2 ,  R Q 3 )  I, F

17. Define:

•  Effective teachers
•  Effective use of Technology resources
• Safe and orderly school facilities (RQ2) I, F

18. How would you respond to the following scenarios: ( RQt, R Q 2 ,  R Q 3 )  I, F

D. You want to make sure that all of your families have the ability to utilize 

your school’s online instructional resources. You are planning to purchase 

tablets and make them available for check out to families without access to 

a computer. You have received many phone calls and emails from 

community members voicing concerns that this is a misuse of school 

funds.

E. James has surpassed the dollar amount allowed for charging in the 

cafeteria. James has not eaten lunch in the cafeteria for three consecutive 

days. James’ mother informed you that she did not have the money to pay 

the past due charges nor pay for future meals. Additionally, James’ family 

is not eligible for Free or Reduced Lunch.

F. Your Area Superintendent informs you that changes to county policy will 

no longer allow you to grant permission for volunteers to provide 

intensive after-school academic interventions in your building after-
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school. These services have produced consistent gains for students who 

participate.
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Re: Permission

Carolyn Muriel Shields (es7731 @wayne.edu)

3/07/15

To: Yolanda Hardman

You have my permission. Where are you studying? And what do you do? Do you have 
interesting findings? I am glad you found the table helpful.

Carolyn

Sent from my iPad

On Mar 7, 2015, at 10:21 PM, Yolanda Hardman <volandavhardman@hotmail.com> wrote: 

Dr. Shields,

This is a request to obtain permission to reproduce a comparative chart featuring 
transactional, transformational, and transformative leadership characteristics 
which appeared on page 563 in Shields, C. (2010). Transformative leadership: 
Working for equity in diverse contexts. Educational Administration Quarterly. 
46(4), 558-589. doi 10.1177/0013161X10375609. The chart will be reproduced 
and published in the dissertation Transformative Leadership and Students' 
Opportunity to Learn: A Case Study.

I look forward to your response,

Yolanda Y. Walton-Hardman
volandavhardman@hotmail.com
678-733-3979

mailto:volandavhardman@hotmail.com
mailto:volandavhardman@hotmail.com


163

RUSSELL SAGE FOUNDATION
112 East 64th Street 
New York, New York 10065
Nina Psoncak
PUBLICATIONS DEPARTMENT
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Yolanda Y. Hardman 
1065 Larosa Drive 
Lawrenceville, GA 30043

Dear Ms. Hardman:

Russell Sage Foundation grants permission to your request on December 28, 2014 to 
reprint Figure 1.3 “Estimated Gaps in Reading Achievement Between High- and Low- 
Income and Black and White Students, by Birth Year” from the book Whither 
Opportunity? Rising Inequality, Schools, and Children’s Life Chances edited by Greg J. 
Duncan and Richard J. Murnane, to be used in dissertation research.

There is no fee for the non-exclusive use of this material in password-protected e-book 
and non-electronic print formats of your dissertation, only. Use of selections in electronic 
media such as, but not limited to the Internet, Intranet or CD-ROM is prohibited. 
Permission is granted for one time only. Permission is not granted for subsequent 
editions of the work, ancillary products, and derivative works in the English language; 
any additional permission is subject to a fee and must be requested again in 
writing.

The following information must be included in the credit:

Duncan, Greg J. and Richard J. Mumane, eds. Figure 1.3 “Estimated Gaps in Reading 
Achievement Between High- and Low-lncome and Black and White Students, by Birth 
Year” from Whither Opportunity? Rising Inequality, Schools, and Children’s Life Chances 
© 2011 Russell Sage Foundation, 112 East 64th Street, New York, NY 10065. Reprinted 
with Permission.

Sincerely,

Nina Psoncak 
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