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Abstract

Principals shape school culture and the teaching practices that students
experience and engage with every day. Today’s leaders need regular access to learning
and support that will influence their ability to lead schools for social justice for students
identified with disabilities. District leaders have a responsibility to develop and support
principals to provide equitable and high-quality learning experiences for students who
have been identified with disabilities.

The purpose of this study was to analyze the Mountain Meadow School District’s
role in supporting the development of leaders for social justice for students identified
with a disability. This qualitative case study examined current practices and structures
through interviews, document reviews and observations to discover how central office
leaders support principals. A synthesis of school leadership for social justice
frameworks (Capper, Theoharis, and Sebastian, 2006 & Theoharis, 2009) and The Five
Dimensions of Central Office Transformation (Honig, Copland, Rainey, Lorton, and
Newton, 2010) framework led to the development of the District Level Leadership for

Social Justice Framework that was used to analyze the current practices and systems in

the Mountain Meadow School District.
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The findings indicated that while MMSD supported a vision for equity for all
students through their vision and strategic plan there were little to no explicit
connections to the needs of students identified with a disability in principal professional
learning. The examination of current practices and structures revealed four areas of focus
for the district’s role in supporting the development of principals: development of the
instructional leadership capacity of principals, system-wide focus on instructional
practices, beliefs supporting equity, and leadership for special education. Three themes
emerged from the analysis through the District Level Leadership for Social Justice
Framework: assumptions that structures and practices would serve all students; coaching
and data use were vehicles to provide support; and special education was a siloed area of
work. Recommendations for improvement were made from an analysis of current
practices and systems and informed by the District Level Leadership for Social Justice
Framework. The synthesis of the findings related to current practices and systems and
the District Level Leadership for Social Justice Framework provide the basis for
recommendations for improvement and action as the Mountain Meadow School District
strives to create socially just inclusive schools that consider the needs of each student
identified with disabilities.

Keywords: principal, central office leadership, inclusive, disability, social justice

leadership, special education, professional development
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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION

The scope of the work of the school principal in the United States is vast, and the
role has a significant impact on student outcomes, second only to the teacher (Branch,
Hanushek & Rivkin, 2013; Darling-Hammond, Meyerson, LaPointe, & Orr, 2010;
Leithwood, Patten, & Jantzi, 2010). The role of a principal has become synonymous
with being an instructional leader. A principal must guide a school to be a supportive
system within its community, achieve accountability measures for students, grow, shape
and support teacher practice, and develop students into learners and leaders (Leithwood,
Seashore Louis, Anderson & Wahlstrom, 2004; Louis, Leithwood, Wahlstrom &
Anderson, 2010). A principal must also have the awareness of and desire to support an
increasingly diverse population of students as well as the skills and ability to do so
effectively. Thus, a leader needs to create a school culture that is representative of who
the students are, while also providing an environment that supports achieving social
justice for all students (Khalifa, Gooden, & Davis, 2016).
Principal as Instructional Leader

Well established in literature is the value of effective instructional leadership
(Leithwood et al., 2004; Murphy & Hallinger, 1992; Robinson, Lloyd, & Rowe, 2008).
However, the definitions of effective instructional leadership vary. Hallinger and Heck
(2002) suggest that principals have a positive impact on instruction with the
development of a mission, vision, and goal setting. Some researchers have

conceptualized instructional leadership as the behaviors of leaders that aim to improve



instruction by supporting the teachers’ ability to implement high-quality instruction
while also organizing and managing a school effectively and efficiently (Hallinger,
2011; Leithwood et al., 2004; Wahlstrom, Louis, Leithwood, & Anderson, 2010). Other
scholars have built upon this idea and define instructional leadership as efforts to
improve teaching and learning for students, teachers, and the organization using
distributive leadership practices (Marks & Printy, 2003; Spillane, Halverson, &
Diamond, 2001). The definition of instructional leadership has developed over time to
include principals and other school leaders, yet foundationally it advances practices that
support improved learning outcomes for students. The research within instructional
leadership is vast and social justice leadership is a growing body of research within
instructional leadership.
Principal as Leader for Social Justice

A new type of instructional leadership has emerged within the last two decades
called social justice leadership. Social justice leaders focus on social justice with an
emphasis on recognizing the inequities related to race, class, gender, disability,
language, and sexual orientation, seeking to identify and change the inequities that exist
in both opportunity and outcomes (DeMatthews & Izquierdo, 2016; Furman, 2012;
Theoharis, 2007). Dantley and Tillman (2010) call out social justice leadership as
creating solutions to systematic inequities and oppression. Leaders who have a social
justice approach are action-oriented, committed, and persistent (Scheurich & Sklra,
2003; Theoharis, 2007); believe in inclusive practices (Theoharis & Causton-Theoharis,

2008); and are transformative in what they do. Transformative leadership not only



acknowledges inequity but also makes changes in assumptions, beliefs, and practices
that will create just and equitable learning communities (Shields, 2018). For this study,
social justice leadership is defined as the recognition of unequal circumstances for
marginalized groups and the subsequent action to replace the oppressive practices and
policies with those that are more equitable (Furman, 2012).

McKenzie et al. (2008) suggest that leaders need to “raise the academic
achievement of all the students in their school” and “structure schools to ensure that
students learn in heterogeneous inclusive classrooms” (p. 116). With this notion of social
justice, principals need to also understand the inequities that students who are identified
with disabilities encounter. Research links social justice and special education, often in
the context of the overrepresentation of students of color or emerging bilinguals (Pazey
& Cole, 2013). This is an essential area of study, yet the need to study the leadership
required to dismantle the inequities that exist for students in special education is equally
important. Disability is a social construct, where the individual is blamed and excluded
for their difference (Skrtic, 2005). This deficit mindset is a long-standing belief in our
educational system that is evident in policy, structures, and instruction and will continue
to keep students from successful experiences and equitable opportunities. Students
identified with disabilities are viewed as a problem to be solved rather than as a part of
an inclusive community (Frattura & Topinka, 2006; LaNear & Frattura, 2009). It is an
issue of social justice that students with disabilities have limited opportunities to be a

part of an authentic inclusive community. In their efforts to build inclusive school



communities and to address inequities, principals must collaborate with many
educational specialists.
Special Education

The Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) is a federal policy
established to provide students who are identified with disability a free appropriate
public education (FAPE) to include special education and related services, in the least
restrictive environment (LRE). IDEA (2004) states:

Disability is a natural part of the human experience and in no way diminishes the

right of individuals to participate in or contribute to society. Improving

educational results for children with disabilities is an essential element of our
national policy of ensuring equality of opportunity, full participation,
independent living, and economic self-sufficiency for individuals with

disabilities. (33 C.F.R. § 1400 [c] [1])

IDEA was established in 1975 with the most current reauthorization completed by
Congress in 2004. Most recently, IDEA (2004) was amended in 2015 through Every
Student Succeeds Act (ESSA).

Under IDEA (2004) there are thirteen different disability categories for which
students can receive special education services. Students who were identified with a
disability and required special education services represented 14% of all public-school
students in the United States in 2017-2018. The category of learning disability
represented the disability with the highest incidence, with 34% of all students being

identified with this disability in 2017-2018 (National Center for Education Statistics,



2019). IDEA (2004) also categorizes a student’s preferred educational environment,

referred to as Least Restrictive Environment (LRE). LRE is defined by the school

setting and time spent with general education peers. When comparing the LRE of

students over the last twenty years (1990-2012), there has been an increase in the amount

of time students with disabilities are included in the regular classroom. Specifically, in

2012, 60% of students with disabilities were included in the general classroom 80% or

more of the time, an increase of 33% from 1990 to 2012 (National Center for Education

Statistics, 2019). Figure 1 displays the percentage distribution of students 6 to 21 years

old from 1989 to 2012.

Table 204.60. Percentage distribution of students 6 to 21 years old served under Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA), Part
B, by educational environment and type of disability: Selected years, fall 1989 through fall 2015

Regular school, time Separate Parentally
inside general class school for| placed in Home-
All Less 80 students Separate regular bound/| Correc-
environ-| than 40 40-79| percent with residential private hospital tional
Type of disability ments| percent| percent| or more| disabilities facility schools! placement facility
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10
All students with disabilities
1989 100.0 249 37.5 31.7 4.5 1.0 — 0.6 -
1990 100.0 25.0 36.4 33.1 4.2 0.9 — 0.5 -
1994 100.0 22.4 28.5 44.8 3.0 0.7 - 0.6 -
1995 100.0 21.5 28.5 45.7 3.1 0.7 - 0.5 -
1996 100.0 21.4 28.3 46.1 3.0 0.7 - 0.5 -
1997 100.0 20.4 28.8 46.8 2.9 0.7 - 0.5 -
1998 100.0 20.0 29.9 46.0 29 0.7 - 0.5 -
1999 100.0 20.3 29.8 45.9 2.9 0.7 il 0.5 -
2000 100.0 19.5 29.8 46.5 3.0 0.7 - 0.5 -
2001 100.0 19.2 28.5 48.2 2.9 0.7 - 0.4 -
2002 100.0 19.0 28.7 48.2 2.9 0.7 - 0.5 o
2003 100.0 18.5 27.7 49.9 2.8 0.7 - 0.5 —
2004 100.0 17.9 26.5 51.5 3.0 0.6 - 0.4 —
2005 100.0 16.7 25.1 54.2 2.9 0.6 - 0.4 —
2006 100.0 16.4 23.8 54.8 2.9 0.4 1.0 0.4 0.4
2007 100.0 15.4 22.4 56.8 3.0 0.4 11 0.4 0.4
2008 100.0 14.9 21.4 58.5 2.9 0.4 1.1 0.4 0.4
2009 100.0 14.6 20.7 59.4 3.0 0.4 1.2 0.4 0.4
2010 100.0 14.2 20.0 60.5 3.0 0.4 1.2 0.4 0.3
2011 100.0 14.0 19.8 61.1 3.0 0.3 1.1 0.4 0.3
2012 100.0 13.9 19.7 61.2 3.0 0.3 1.2 0.4 0.3

Figure 1. Distribution of students served under IDEA, 1989-2012

When considering the category of learning disability, the category with the highest

incidence, only 69.5% of students were included in the general classroom 80% of the

school day in 2015-16 (National Center for Education Statistics, 2019).



The inclusion of students with disabilities has increased, yet many students are
still excluded from critical educational experiences and opportunities in the general
classroom. Additionally, students with disabilities are performing below grade level. The
National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) aims to measure the trends in
academic achievement in the United States and it is administered to students in the 4
and 8" grades. According to NAEP data from 2017, 31% of 8" grade students with
disabilities performed at the basic level in mathematics compared to 75% of students
who are not identified with a disability. Similarly, 39% of 8% grade students with
disabilities performed at the basic level in reading compared to 81% of students who are
not identified with a disability. The percentages in 4" grade have a similar disparity in
achievement outcomes for students with disabilities (The Nations Report Card, 2019).
The outcomes for students served in special education are lacking compared to general
education peers. Given the data on the national data on LRE, it can be argued that
students with disabilities do not spend enough time learning in the general education
classroom with their peers, which is limiting their opportunity to access grade-level
content and instruction and impacting their achievement on academic assessments.
School practices and structures that are more inclusive may help improve outcomes for
these students.

Definitions of inclusion for special education students vary greatly. Inclusion
can be defined as a mindset or framework for thinking about meeting the needs of all
students, with peers of the same age (Capper, Frattura, & Keyes, 2000; Frattura &

Capper, 2007). Definitions of inclusion also include access to the general classroom



with appropriate services (Theoharis, Causton, & Tracy-Bronson, 2016) and integrated
comprehensive services, meaning all students have access to environments throughout
the school day while receiving differentiated services that are necessary to experience
success (Causton-Theoharis & Theoharis, 2008; Frattura & Capper, 2006; McLeskey &
Waldron, 2015). Building upon and combining these definitions, other scholars define
inclusion as the beliefs and practices where the general education classroom, with
services, is the first consideration for all students (Artiles & Kozleski, 2007; Villa &
Thousand, 2005). This study will use this definition to define inclusion and inclusive
practices.
Leadership and Special Education

It is critical that leaders understand the core requirements within special
education. DeMatthews and Mawhinney (2014) suggest that “school leaders not only
recognize inequality, but also must have the necessary competencies to take actions in
ways that replace pre-existing structures of inequality with more equitable structures”
(p.847). Social justice leadership for students with disabilities requires the constant
reflection and refinement of the skills, as well as the knowledge and actions on behalf of
the leader (Furman, 2012). When leaders grasp the nuances associated with leadership
in special education, their ability to develop an inclusive community and lead effectively
is impacted positively (Sumbera, Pazey, & Lashley, 2014). Furthermore, students benefit
from the alignment of effective instructional leadership and a culture that embodies

social justice.



Given the impact that leaders can have on a school, it is important to consider
their growth and development. Although the experiences that a principal has in their
preparation program are important, it is ongoing professional learning that can shape the
development of leaders. Today’s leaders need regular access to learning that can support
their ability to lead schools.

Principal Professional Development

Recent research indicates that principal development has had an increasing focus
on providing learning opportunities that are job embedded and that this approach has a
greater ability to build the capacity of school leaders (Croft, Coggshall, Dolan, &
Powers, 2010). Croft et al. (2010) also suggest that district leaders can enhance the
instructional leadership of principals by providing job embedded training related to
identifying and supporting effective instruction as well as in leading professional
development to strengthen teacher practice. Some current trends in leadership
professional development include support for principals to work with teachers to
examine instructional practices with student evidence analysis and teacher observation
and feedback. (Darling-Hammond et al., 2010; Honig, 2012; Leithwood et al., 2010).
Similarly, these areas of focus are emphasized within the instructional rounds process
(City, Elmore, Fiarman, & Tietel, 2009) aimed at developing school leaders.

Additionally, the relationship with central office and school principals is
important in the development of a leader. Central office staff are critical partners in the
development of job embedded learning for principals on their journey to being strong

instructional leaders (Honig, 2012). Principals face many adaptive challenges as they



aim to lead a successful, socially just school and they need support to do this effectively.
With adequate support and development, principals can be more successful in
developing strong learning communities that are both collaborative and supportive of
teacher growth (Drago-Severson, 2012a) and have a positive impact on student
outcomes (Cohen et al., 2009; DuFour et al., 2008). Drago-Severson (2012b) also
suggests that principals need support and development to engage in reflective learning
practices with colleagues, which can build continuous improvement across the
organization.
Statement of the Problem

Principals create a school culture and shape the teaching practices that students
experience and engage with every day. As research has previously found, leadership is
important to the success of students (Leithwood et al., 2010). Yet, principals do not
begin their roles fully developed to lead schools; professional development and
reflection are necessary components of their continued development (Capper, Theoharis,
and Sebastian, 2006; Furman, 2012; McKenzie et al., 2008). Job embedded professional
learning and support from a central office can provide a continuous impact on principal
learning and improve their capacity to provide an equitable and inclusive learning
environment for these students.

For the central office to adequately support principals in their development
related to special education, district leadership needs to be proactive and engaged with a
focus on social justice leadership. The need to develop socially just principals is critical

for our students, especially those who have disabilities. However, there is limited



information on the practices that are occurring in districts that support leaders in creating
a socially just environment for each student, including students identified with
disabilities. This study contends that there is a need to explicitly understand the
development of and support for in-service leaders for students who are identified with
disabilities (Capper, et al. 2006; Furman, 2012; Pazey & Cole, 2013). Additional
research is needed to understand how central office teams promote the attainment of
social justice leadership and support principals to establish equitable systems and
practices for students with disabilities.

Conceptual Framework

Capper et al., (2006) and Theoharis (2009) developed descriptive frameworks
from their research related to school leadership for social justice. Honig, Copland,
Rainey, Lorton, and Newton (2010) developed a descriptive framework from their
research on the role of central offices to improve the quality of teaching and learning in
schools. An integration of these frameworks is used as the conceptual framework for
this study to inform the leadership and central office supports needed to lead for social
justice for students with disabilities.

Capper et al. (2006) proposed a framework to support the development of
principal preparation programs for social justice. Capper et al.’s (2006) framework
outlined three essential elements for leaders: critical consciousness, knowledge, and
practical skills developed through the curriculum, pedagogy, and assessment. Although
this framework is intended to support universities in developing future school leaders,

this framework can provide insight into how school districts contribute to the
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development of principals for social justice. Specifically, the elements included in the
framework, critical consciousness, knowledge, and practical skills, identify the
leadership attributes that need to be developed for principals to lead schools that are
socially just.

Within the framework, Capper et al. (2006) defined each element. Capper et al.
(2006) defined critical consciousness as a leader’s dispositions, beliefs, and values. They
stated that social justice needs to be represented in the beliefs and values of a leader
through an awareness and understanding of power, privilege, and other socially
constructed issues that perpetuate inequitable schools. Capper et al. (2006) defined
knowledge as what school leaders need to know to create a socially just and equitable
schools, some examples include knowledge of evidence-based practices in literacy,
language acquisition or special education. Additionally, the term knowledge requires the
leader to consider the impact of inequitable structures and practices embedded in a
school system. Lastly, Capper et al. (2006) defined practical skills as the skills that are
required by a leader to act. For example, a leader must use practical skills to create a
school culture with an emphasis on equity or use data to inform decisions (Capper et al.,
2006). The connection of these three elements serves as a foundation for school districts
to develop and support school leadership for social justice.

Capper et al. (2006) identified the elements needed to develop leaders to create
schools that are socially just, that framework alone does not address how to create an
inclusive school for students who are identified with a disability. Theoharis (2009)

suggested a framework that identifies components of social justice leadership for
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students who are identified with a disability. The components he proposed included (a)
advancing inclusion, access, and opportunity; (b) creating a climate of belonging and; (c)
improving core teaching and curriculum. These components describe the elements that a
principal develops and supports within a school to create an inclusive environment that
can raise achievement for all students.

Within the framework, Theoharis (2009) defined each component. The first
component of Theoharis’ (2009) framework is advancing inclusion. Advancing inclusion
is defined as providing students identified with a disability with authentic opportunities
where they can access academic and social experiences as their same aged peers would
do. It suggests identifying practices and structures that perpetuate inequities, such as
self-contained classrooms, and dismantling them by beginning with creating a vision that
connects social justice and inclusive practices (Theoharis, 2009).

The second component of Theoharis’ (2009) framework is creating a climate of
belonging. Creating a climate of belonging is an integral component in the development
of a more equitable school. To create an authentically inclusive climate, all stakeholders
need to believe in the value of all students and they need to participate in actively
creating a sense of belonging through purposeful school-wide community building
(Theoharis & Causton, 2014). In this framework, a leader’s focus on creating this
climate with the school community is essential to provide a more equitable school for
students.

The third component of Theoharis’ (2009) framework is improving core teaching

and curriculum. Teaching and learning comprise some of the core work of schools.
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Improving this component is a critical element of instructional leadership and one that
must be addressed when considering the needs of students identified with disabilities.
Theoharis (2009) offers this as a third critical component for leaders; it is essential to
understand the unique and specialized learning needs of students to support teachers and
staff with the implementation of instructional strategies and curricula that are supportive
and will advance achievement.

These three components: advancing inclusion, access, and opportunity; creating a
climate of belonging and improving teaching and curriculum, intersect with the
knowledge and skills components identified by Capper et al. (2006) and provide a level
of depth and specificity for students served by special education. The overarching
support of this intersection of ideas is the critical consciousness for social justice

described by Capper et al. (2006) See Figure 2.

Advance Inclusion

Create a Climate of
Belonging

Improve Teaching &
Learning

Critical Consciousness
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Figure 2. Integration of frameworks of Capper et al. (2006) and Theoharis (2009).

The integration of these two frameworks identifies the leadership needed to lead
for social justice including the nuanced understanding of the components required to
lead for students with disabilities. The critical consciousness of the leader serves as both
the foundation and lens for leadership actions for equitable and inclusive learning
environments. This integration of leadership frameworks for social justice serves as the
base of the conceptual framework for this study. These elements support the argument
that students with disabilities require a leader who understands their needs and can lead
for social justice.

Professional learning for principals exists within a context that has historical and
structural organizational components that impact the delivery of support services.
Principals are nestled within the bureaucracy and systems of a school district with
central office support. As noted earlier, the central office is responsible for job
embedded learning to promote instructional leadership (Honig, 2012). Research has
identified limitations regarding the ability of the central office to support teaching and
learning. Scholarly research has sought to understand how leaders can influence and
impact improvement in teaching and learning across a district. The research efforts of
Honig, Copland, Rainey, Lorton, and Newton (2010) established a conceptual
framework that addressed the role of central offices to improve the quality of teaching
and learning. The Five Dimensions of Central Office Transformation framework (Honig

et al., 2010) was developed from this research to support the transformation of central
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offices to support principals as instructional leaders. Dimensions 1 and 5 are directly
linked to the development of the instructional leadership of the principal.

Dimension 1 is Learning-focused Partnership with School Principals to Deepen
Principals’ Instructional Leadership Practice. This dimension specifically addresses
building the capacity of the principal for instructional improvement through the ongoing
support of central office leadership (Honig et al., 2010). Dimension 5 is Use of
Evidence throughout the Central Office to Support Continual Improvement of Work
Practices and Relationship with Schools. This dimension supports the other dimensions
within the framework as it includes all areas of the central office looking at student level
data to support schools. Another essential element of this dimension is the specific use
of data as evidence to analyze the effectiveness of the districts own practices and
relationships. Embedded within this framework is the belief that improving schools is
the core work of everyone at the central office and through a mindset of continuous
improvement, central office can serve to improve schools by impacting teaching and
learning (Honig et al., 2010). The framework Honig et al. (2010) developed did not
specifically address leadership for social justice or the needs of students served in special
education; it is built on the extant literature surrounding practices that are targeted to
identify and transform practices within the central office that will shape and inform a
principal’s leadership. Dimensions 1 and 5 (Honig et al., 2010) were used to examine
the central office structures and relationships and inform the recommendations.

As outlined in Figure 3, elements from each of the three frameworks, in

conjunction serve as the conceptual framework and guide for this study.
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Figure 3. District Level Leadership for Social Justice Framework

This synthesis of Capper et al., (2006), Theoharis (2009), and Honig et al., (2010)
frameworks provide the research base for the conceptual framework for this study. The
three components of Theoharis’ (2009) framework integrate with the Capper et al.’s
(2006) three essential elements to provide a level of depth and specificity for students
with disabilities. The framework of Honig et al., (2010) specifically Dimensions 1 and
5, examines the structures and actions of the district that are directly linked to the

development of the instructional leadership of the principal. The District Level
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isolated from the system. The tensions that exist for social justice leadership are
contextual and principals need skills and knowledge to uncover and address systemic
issues; commitment is not enough. The beliefs and values of principals that make their
commitment to equity for every student tangible need to be visible and supported in the
district’s structures and systems.

Relevant research literature identified additional focus areas that support
principals in creating inclusive schools. These areas of focus include reaching out to all
families, including those from marginalized communities; incorporating social
responsibility into the curriculum; and addressing discipline practices (Theoharis, 2009).
These strategies support creating a climate of belonging that includes every learner.
Additionally, principals who addressed issues of race and equity with staff, hiring and
evaluating staff with a belief in inclusive practices, and using research-based curriculum
and instructional approaches that enhance the quality and level of rigor in classrooms
improve teaching and learning for every student (Theoharis, 2009). Although these
practices were not evident in the findings, MMSD may be engaged in some of these
practices that are strengths to be leveraged. The district may also find value in
incorporating these tools into their current structures to increase their climate of
belonging and improve instructional practices for students identified with disabilities.

Incorporation of inclusive and equitable practices in learning-focused
partnerships. The responsibility of professional development focused on teaching and
learning has become fundamental to the role of central office leaders (Honig & Copland,

2008). As documented in the findings of this study, MMSD established a learning-
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focused partnership between the central office and principals through the
implementation of coaching cycles and professional learning structures for principals.
These established relationships and structures provide a platform that can be adjusted to
incorporate instructional leadership practices to support students identified with
disabilities.

The coaching cycle process contributed to the trusting relationships and leader
efficacy between central office leaders and principals. This was a strength within the
process that MMSD established. Honig et al. (2010) identified that when central office
leaders are invested in the process, principals perceived the learning partnership to have
a positive influence on their leadership. The interviews and observations also indicated
that the coaching received and their analysis of student data was more consultative and
reactive rather than reflective or adaptive. It was responsive to the current context rather
than future focused and lacked a critical analysis that would challenge the status quo to
promote greater access and inclusion for diverse student populations. Additionally, this
focus on the current context offered limited opportunities to consider counter narratives
to include what was not happening, and what challenges existed in the solutions that
were offered. Coaching cycles with principals need to offer support and learning to help
them dismantle systemic barriers and create the conditions for inclusive practices. A
retrospective, status quo approach will not turn a vision for equity for every student into
a reality.

The established coaching process offers an opportune time to address “justice

dilemmas” (DeMatthews, 2018, p.548), the actions of a leader who while intending to
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solve an issue or address an injustice, created, or ignored another, which leaders may
face when addressing issues related to special education. The use of scenarios and
protocols can help to identify and problem solve the dilemmas as well as contend with
intended and unintended consequences of structures or decisions, and consider
alternative perspectives to successes and challenges. With committed leaders who are
invested in coaching, there is a possibility for a shift from a consultative tool to one that
engages leaders to be more critical and reflective, equity minded, and aligned to a
research-based model.

Leadership of MMSD was engaged in regular and routine dialogue about school
goals and instructional feedback to teachers based on classroom observation. Literature
indicated that principals often liken the role of a special education teacher to that of a
general education teacher and consign their professional development to the central
office administrators within special education (Angelle & Bilton, 2009; Bays &
Crockett, 2007; Steinbrecher et al, 2015). Findings in MMSD aligned with this research
as principals indicated their coaching and feedback for special education teachers were
limited to basic instructional practice and not directly connected to instructional
strategies that support the learners they served. The inclusion of specific and research-
based strategies for central office leaders to support principals can be incorporated in the
existing coaching and data analysis practices. Examples of these strategies are modeling,
use of practical tools, and brokering or bridging. Modeling supports making thinking

visible, through engaging not only in the dialogue of what, but also of how, and why.
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Meta-cognitive strategies are essential when modeling practices for teachers and
leaders (Honig, 2008). The use of conceptual tools, such as the instructional model of
the district is important. Practical tools, those that bring the model to life in the
classroom for students with disabilities, also need to be included to support principal
development and to offer a more constructive engagement with teachers. Tools, found
in literature, that were most effective for central office leaders providing support for
principals were related to a framework for teaching and learning, protocols for classroom
observations, cycles of inquiry, and data-based dialogue (Honig et al., 2010). MMSD’s
instructional model was a tool that was more focused on instructional practices and
teaching moves rather than on student learning or needs. When a focus on instruction
expands to learning for each student, the dialogue in a coaching session with leaders is
more focused on learner needs and allows for reflection. The inclusion of professional
learning for principals focused on how principals can support instructional practices for
students identified with disabilities is necessary. The consultative nature of the coaching
process can be enhanced by providing brokering and bridging support for principals. The
inclusion of these strategies supports shifting from consulting on the instructional moves
made by the teacher to understanding the contextual factors of instruction which include
the learner. This shift offers the opportunity to be more reflective about learning and
leading. Additionally, the central office instructional leadership team can participate not
only in professional learning opportunities but also be invited into coaching sessions
between principals and central office leaders. Embedding an outside perspective or local

expert into these sessions can offer real-time support, adjustments to practice, and a
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focus on learner needs. These ideas paired with continued job embedded professional
learning that uses a differentiated approach to deliver instruction, directly impacts
instructional leadership practice.

MMSD principals spoke about using data, but interpretation of the findings
revealed that they examined data and could name it, but they were unable to articulate
why it was important or how it changed their practice. Support for principals to use data
to serve as a catalyst for change and create an impact for every student, especially those
with disabilities, is a responsibility of the central office. The use of specific data and
evidence related to instruction and outcomes for students would support principals’
abilities to improve teaching and learning as well as to lead for a more inclusive school.
Research findings support that districts that used evidence to support their work not only
provided data to schools, but also provided schools with professional learning
opportunities around the use of data as well as time to collaboratively understand the
data and make decisions (Leithwood, 2010). Central office leaders can support
principals with a focus on the critical analysis of data.

In addition to the anecdotal dialogue of bright spots and challenges during
coaching sessions, leaders can engage in a collaborative inquiry approach to the data
analysis: identifying specific learning problems and causes based on the disaggregation
of data and generate solutions with action steps and a monitoring plan (Love, 2009).
The data used can come from multiple sources, highlighting not only the principal
perspective but also other qualitative or quantitative metrics. The trust that currently

exists in this partnership between the central office leader and principal will allow for
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the questioning of bias, which can enhance both the reflective opportunities as well as
allow the data and researched-based solutions to support solving challenges. The more
data are used, the more perceptions can shift, action can be taken, and leadership can
adjust to support each learner. Data can serve as a third point of reference for principals
providing the opportunity to question the current narrative and create changes for every
learner.

Central office leaders can also use data and evidence to evaluate their
performance as coaches of principals and leaders of professional learning to guide their
professional growth. The explicit use of data to inform and develop central office as a
learning organization includes the analysis of data and feedback to adjust the operations
within the central office, ensuring a commitment to a focus on teaching and learning
(Honig et al, 2010). These practices may or may not exist in practice as it was not
discovered within the findings. The use of data supports the ongoing learning of every
leader within the system. Central office leaders can build from the current strengths of
coaching and the use of student level data in their leadership with principals, to bring
about more critical consciousness and begin to shift from the status quo to a more
inclusive experience for every student.

Recommendations

Several foundational elements and processes are in place at MMSD to support
principals in their development as instructional leaders. This study indicated that the
current structures are not developing and supporting principals to lead schools that

support an inclusive environment for students identified with a disability. The following
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recommendations support the district to break the silo of special education, provide
differentiated support for principals to meet the needs of special education students, and
provide central office structures and systems to support principals and students identified
with disabilities.

Coherence for special education. The first recommendation is to focus attention
on this unique population of students to break down the silo. There is a need to define
and develop a vision of inclusive schools and focus on each student, including learners
identified with disabilities. This vision can support the district’s theory of action and
guide professional learning for principals with a specific focus on identified areas of
special education, district-level and school-based decision making, and the central office
support structures.

Given the stated need to increase the knowledge and skills of special education in
its principals, central office leadership may need to begin with a needs assessment to
understand the specific needs of each of its principals and then define a plan that aligns
with the vision. The needs assessment can support the development of a revised vision
for coaching, as a learning-focused partnership and data analysis, leveraging its current
strengths while addressing the gaps. Outcomes of a needs assessment may also drive the
pathway to build the knowledge and capacity of its principals related to special
education through job embedded professional learning. A needs assessment may align
with the findings of this study and identify areas of focus for professional learning such
as best instructional practices at the classroom and school level, assessment, and

placement, along with a review of the law, policies, and understanding the IEP. This
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professional learning needs to align with the district vision for inclusive schools. The
inclusion of this professional learning can occur within existing structures such as
coaching and principal professional learning sessions. In addition to professional
learning for principals, it is recommended that this learning also includes instructional
staff from the central office as it relates to their role.

When there is a level set of skills and knowledge in special education that aligns
with the district vision of inclusive schools, the focus can shift to for supporting
principals with school-based structures. These school-based structures include those that
align with the literature, advancing inclusion, creating a climate of belonging, and
improving teaching and learning. This is work that needs to occur at the school level,
aligning the district vision with school beliefs and practices. Schools and principals
need to be supported by the central office in their implementation of a continuum of
services that meet students’ needs while advancing inclusion. This work can be as
overarching as establishing school wide belief statements and as granular as the
development of instructional master schedules and the collaborative planning structures
between general and special education teachers. The district needs to identify
opportunities in each school to increase the access to general education, physically,
socially, and with instruction, for students identified with disabilities to increase
expectations and opportunities for all students. Additionally, work to establish a climate
of belonging, from using person-first language to actively engaging families in the
district, school, and classroom opportunities are needed to promote equal value and

membership in the community of every student and their family.
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Teacher development that addresses the instructional practices that support the
unique needs of this student population needs to be emphasized. Approaches to
instruction for students identified with disabilities need to include the development of
learning opportunities that are accessible to all learners and include different ways of
acquiring, processing, and demonstrating learning. Adjustments to the instructional
model to include a focus on learning and a range of strategies to support diverse learners
can be made with the support of district content experts. Principals can use the coaching
structures and the analysis of data and evidence to support this work. Additionally, all
leaders need to understand how to support educators in addressing these needs during
instructional design and planning rather than solely through an accommodation or a
modification approach after planning is completed. This development for teachers needs
to occur for general and special education teachers together. The support for principals
to implement these structures can be implemented through methods such as including
supervisors and the district experts of best practices in special education to participate in
the principal coaching sessions. This structure along with professional learning
grounded in a district vision and a guide for leadership can support ensuring inclusive
educational experiences for students.

Leadership development to promote critical consciousness. It is the pairing of
the critical consciousness and equity orientation of a leader with skills and knowledge of
special education and students identified with disabilities that enable a principal to lead
for social justice. The district could build from their existing strategies and adapt and

apply tools, modeling, and brokering that build critical consciousness to question the
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status quo and incorporate practices that support special education. The use of scenarios
and protocols that address the dilemmas principals encounter in leading for social justice
offer another structure of support, reflection, and learning. Modeling is an essential
component of effective coaching and builds instructional practice. Modeling is an
element that can shift sessions between principal and central office leaders from
primarily consulting to include real time coaching. Modeling how to effectively support
special educations teachers can help principals develop both knowledge and skill. In a
small district such as MMSD, bridging the knowledge of other district leaders and
partnering with the supervisor during coaching sessions would leverage the expertise and
directly support both the principal and the supervisor. These adjustments to coaching
sessions would complement the concurrent shifts in professional learning opportunities.
Interrogation of data through an equity lens. A system wide effort to engage
with data with an identified purpose of changing outcomes for students in special
education begins with identifying specific data, selecting goals and outcomes, and
determining methods for progress monitoring that can be supported in the coaching
process. Principals need to know and understand how to use tools to support their
teachers making meaning of special education data to generate an impact for learners.
An initial step is for principals to engage in coaching and data analysis using a
collaborative inquiry approach based on the evidence of a challenge at their school.
Incorporating strategies to interrogate practice through multiple perspectives like justice
dilemmas or counter narratives will foster reflective and creative thinking. Additionally,

principals, and district instructional leaders can engage in learning walks or learning
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observations across schools to gather data that will help to understand the district’s
instructional delivery and programming in special education. This could serve to
provide all central office leadership a connection and analysis point for their work to
support schools. Central office leadership can also reflect on how all principals are
prioritizing their efforts to improve teaching and learning as well as their ability to
observe, analyze, and provide feedback to teachers. This type of evidence can support
differentiating support and professional learning for leaders.
Limitations

Qualitative research aims to identify beliefs, attitudes, and experiences of
participants within their context (Creswell, 2014; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Yin, 2018).
I served as the instrument in this exploration of MMSD as a research for this case study.
A qualitative approach was best served in this study, yet some limitations need to be
acknowledged. First, this study was conducted in a short amount of time with a small
sample size. The data collection was completed within two months. Additionally, of the
thirteen schools in the district, only seven of the principals were interviewed. Half of the
schools were not represented and assistant principals did not participate. Both factors
could have influenced the comprehensiveness of the results. A final limitation was
specific to my role as a researcher. My participation and potential bias can be
considered a limitation; however, it needs to be noted that I took care to maintain the

integrity of the data collection procedures and to use processes that checked for validity.
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Conclusion

There is evidence in the literature that school districts can create equitable
schools for students by shifting practices and dismantling their inequitable structures
(Rorrer, Sklra, & Scheurich, 2008). Support for increasing the capacity of principals in
regards to their knowledge and skills of a special education is important if a principal is
to lead a school for equity for every student. Central office leadership can support
principals in this effort through the development of leaders and educators, thus
impacting student learning and outcomes.

MMSD has established strong learning-focused partnerships with principals and
intentional practices for patterns of behavior to use data and evidence to support
continuous improvement. From the findings of this study, these efforts were not focused
on leading inclusive schools for students identified with disabilities. MMSD has an
opportunity to ground professional learning in critical consciousness, knowledge, and
skill about inclusion and the needs of students identified with disabilities and adjust their
learning-focused partnerships with principals to incorporate inclusive and equitable
practices. Students identified with disabilities need leaders who will advocate for and
lead inclusive school communities to attain social justice. Social justice leadership is
essential to dismantle inequitable structures and practices that tolerate rather than
celebrate and value students with disabilities. Leaders who recognize inequities and act
to transform the attitudes, principles, assumptions, and practices of the entire school
community can transform the educational experience of students identified with

disabilities. These students deserve leaders who will create equitable environments that
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value their potential as successful and contributing members of every community.
Specific recommendations to improve the coherence for special education, leadership
development that promotes critical consciousness, and the interrogation of data through
an equity lens are provided. These opportunities and recommendations will help central
office leaders develop and support principals to create inclusive schools for students
identified with disabilities.

The structures that the central office uses to develop and support principals can
be enhanced with the inclusion of key components identified in the DLLSJ framework.
This framework might also support MMSD as they employ a lens of critical
consciousness to how they develop and support principals and calibrate the instructional
model to intentionally focus on student needs particularly those identified with a
disability. Revisioning how the central office can leverage its strengths and use
dimensions of support that include a focus on students identified with disabilities can
create a change in leadership and lead towards a unified district with authentically

inclusive opportunities for every student.
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APPENDIX A

Observation Tool

Inclusive Schools for Students Served by Special Education:
Central Office Support for Principals

Event Date Time

Location Roles of People Present:

District Central Office

Descriptive Observation: AN:

Interactions and Other Relevant Information
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APPENDIX B
Interview Protocol

Inclusive Schools for Students Served by Special Education:
Central Office Support for Principals

Research Question

In what ways, if any, do central office teams in a school district in the Rocky Mountain
West develop and support principals to lead schools that support an inclusive
environment for students identified with a disability?

Opening Protocol:

1. Provide the Informed Consent Form to the participant and have participant read
the form.

2. After the participant has read the form, ask the participant if he/she has any
questions about his/her consent, the research, or the process.

3. Ask the participant if he/she is willing to participate in the study and to sign the
two copies of the Informed Consent Form.

4. If willing to participate, give the participant one copy of the informed consent
form and retain a signed copy for yourself.

Preamble:
My name is Lynn. Thanks so much for agreeing to this interview! Today is
and we are at talking with . I appreciate your participation in

this study. The purpose of this research study is to understand how central office
supports school leaders. Specifically looking at how school leaders can create inclusive
schools for students identified with a disability. The reason why you were asked to
participate in this interview is to learn about your experience and perspective related to
the partnership with central office and the principal in alignment with this purpose.

Your opinions, experiences, ideas, and participation are very important in this study and
shape understanding of how central office and school leaders connect to create equitable
schools for all learners. Please know that I am not here to promote a particular way of
thinking about the relationships between these sets of leaders, I purely want to understand
your context. I want you to feel comfortable to share things that are either positive or
constructive. There are no right or wrong answers.

I received consent to audio record our discussion today so that I can ensure the best
accuracy in note taking for this study. Other than a transcription service company, no one
but my chair, Dr. Susan Korach and I will have access to hear the tape or read the transcript
of this interview. Additionally, I will destroy the audio recording after transcription and
the research project is completed. Because of these efforts to provide protections, the
informed consent form signed by you today meets the requirements for human subject
research for this dissertation research project. The form explains that: 1) All information
shared during our conversation is confidential; 2) Your participation is voluntary, and you
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may stop at any time without penalty if you feel uncomfortable or embarrassed; and 3)
there is no harm intended through this study.

I intend to present the findings in conferences and potentially in publications. My hope is
that the findings will add to the conversation about instructional and social justice
leadership. I will not put your name or any other identifiable information on the final
report. Before we continue, do you have any questions? Great! Let us begin.

Closing:

Thank you for your time. Before we wrap things up, are there any last comments you have
regarding this area of research? Thanks again, I will see you at our scheduled follow-up
interview time. I will also follow up with you regarding the findings of this interview. You
have the right to check them and agree or disagree with what I found. I may also request
additional comments and feedback during the writing of the report to ensure that they
accurately reflect your opinion, experiences, and ideas.

Follow Up Interview:

Thank you for meeting with me again. This follow up interview will help to make sure I
interpreted your previous answers in the way you intended to say them. I want to
understand your experiences related to the topics we talked about previously.

(A Are any areas from the last interview that they would like to add? (Participant
lead)

(A Categories and questions requiring clarification. (Explanation and examples)

(1 Discuss themes and sub-themes that I noticed emerging. (Build in member
checking)

Interview Questions:

Leadership
(A Tell me about your background in education.

(1 What are you most committed to as a leader?

Practices
(A Tell me about the mission statement of the district or schools?
(1 How do you see the district vision in action?
(1 What are some ways that support occurs between district leaders and principals?
A Improving Instruction
4 Using data
4 Commitment to equity
(1 Special education
(4 What does professional development for leaders look like?
A Improving instruction/teaching/learning
(A Inclusion and educational equity
(1 Special education
(4 What does professional development for teachers look like?
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(1 What can you tell me about achievement of students in your district?
(A For marginalized groups of students.
1 For students served in special education.
(A In your role, how do you influence the climate and culture in schools?
(A Tell me about the special education services in your district.

(1 What does a typical day look life for a specific student with a learning
disability, with a more severe cognitive disability?

(4 What is your background and knowledge of special education?

Philosophy & Beliefs
(1 What are the most important things children experience when they are in school?
(A Talk about equity in education, what does that mean to you?

(A Tell me about the background of the district’s efforts to implement equity
and inclusive education.

(4 What do you believe the phrase inclusive education means?
(1 What does inclusive education look like in your district
(1 Tell me about barriers to inclusion (school and district level)
(1 What patterns of exclusion existed that you have you tried to dismantle?

(1 What are your greatest challenges in leading for students identified with
disabilities?

Closing
(1 What systems, structures or training would you like to see that are not currently
in place?
(4 What might you choose to do if you could do things differently?
(A Is there anything else you would like to add?

Possible Probes:

You mentioned.... Tell me more about that.

Can you describe that for me?

Please give me an example of...

What about that interested you?

What were you thinking at the time?

What was...like for you?

I am not sure that I am following you. Would you explain that?
I would now like to move on to a different topic.

I Iy Ny By Ay
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APPENDIX C
Consent Form for Participation in Research

Inclusive Schools for Students Served by Special Education:
Central Office Support for Principals

Researcher

Lynn R Saltzgaver, EdD Candidate, University of Denver.

Chair of Dissertation Committee: Dr. Susan Korach, EdD, Associate Professor,
University of Denver.

Study Site

The study will take place at various sites within the selected school district.

Purpose

The purpose of this research is to understand the role of central office in support of
school leaders, specifically looking at leadership practices that support socially just and
inclusive schools for students identified with a disability. Your district agreed to
participate in this study and you are being asked to participate based on your role as a
school or district leader.

Procedures

If you participate in this research study, you will be invited to participate in an interview
that will last for approximately sixty minutes, with a potential follow up interview. The
study also includes observation of different district meetings or trainings related to the
purpose of this study where you may be a participant.

Voluntary Participation

Participating in this research study is completely voluntary. Even if you decide to
participate now, you may change your mind and stop at any time. You may choose not
to continue for any reason without penalty or other benefits to which you are entitled.
Risks or Discomforts

You may feel uncomfortable while being interviewed. However, I will do all we can to

make you feel comfortable. Even so, as a participant, you might still experience some

161



feelings that may be evoked from questions being asked in the interview. The study may
include other risks that are unknown at this time. If, however, you feel embarrassed,
stressed, upset, or uncomfortable at any time to answer a question, you may decline to
answer the question or end the interview. You may also choose to withdraw from the
study. There will be no penalty, no negative consequences, and no removal of other
benefits to which you are entitled if you decline to answer any question, end the
interview, or withdraw from the study. This study does not have direct benefits for the
participants. Moreover, your privacy will be maintained throughout the project. Please
see the “confidentiality” section below for detailed information on how privacy will be
maintained.

Incentives to participate

You will not receive any incentives. You will not be paid for participating in this
research project.

Study Costs

You will not be expected to pay any costs associated with the study.

Confidentiality

The researcher will make all efforts to keep your information private. No identifiers
linking you to this study will be included in any sort or report that might be published.
The name of the school district will also be kept confidential. You may choose your own
pseudonym; a pseudonym has been selected for your school district. The researcher will
destroy the original data once it has been transcribed and the study is completed. Voices
or images that will be recorded, only with prior consent, will be accessed by the
researcher for education purposes only. The results from this research may be published
or presented to inform learning and practices. Information about you will be kept
confidential to the extent permitted or required by law. Research records will be stored
securely on a password-protected software, and only I, the researcher will have access to
the records. Further, should any information contained in this study be subject of a court

order or lawful subpoena, the University of Denver might not be able to avoid
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compliance with the order or subpoena. Your individual identity will be kept private
when information is presented or published about this study.

Questions

If you have any questions about this project or your participation, please feel free to ask
questions now or contact Lynn R Saltzgaver at 720.988.3938, email:
Irsaltzgaver@gmail.com or Dr. Susan Korach at 303.871.2122, email:

susan.korach@du.edu

Options for Participation

Please initial your choice for the options below:
The researcher may audio/video record or photograph me during this study.

The researcher may NOT audio/video record or photograph me during this study.

Please take all the time you need to read through this document and decide whether you

would like to participate in this research study.

If you agree to participate in this research study, please sign below. You will be given a copy

of this form for your records.

Participant Signature Date
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APPENDIX D

Data Matrix for Analyzing Dimension 1 District Level Leadership for Social Justice

Framework.
Research | Dimensions of Social Justice | Indicators Data
Question | Central Office Leadership and Collection
Inclusive
Practices
In what Dimension 1: Critical Interactions are focused on equity, 10D
ways, if Learning- Consciousness | inclusion, examination of
any, do focused exclusionary policies and practices;
central partnerships with reform efforts and student outcomes
office school principals
teams in a | to deepen Interactions provide time for 10
school principals’ collaboration and reflection and
district in | instructional indicate support for a joint
the Rocky | leadership commitment to priorities surrounding
Mountain | practice. social justice and instructional
West leadership.
develop e Partnership
and e Professional Interactions include job embedded 10
support Development approaches to increasing leadership
principals | e [nstructional capacity to achieve equitable
to lead Leadership outcomes.
schools
that Knowledge Interactions include a focus on 10D
support an policy, practice and law a
inclusive surrounding special education, to
environme include least restrictive environment.
nt for
students Interactions foster the capacity 10
identified building of school leaders for social
with a justice through job embedded
disability? learning emphasizing effective

instructional practices and the
considerations of existing systems
and structures.
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Skills

Interactions foster the capacity
building of school leaders for social
justice through collaboration,
feedback and reflection with an
emphasis on creating opportunities
that support equity (school culture,
decision making, etc.)

10

Advancing
Inclusion

Interactions identify practices that are
exclusionary and plan to dismantle
them aligned with a vision for equity,
supported by district leadership.

Interactions include the planning for
and development of more equitable
structures within schools, to include
special education services, supported
by district leadership.

10D

10

Creating a
Climate of
Belonging

Interactions include evidence of
stakeholder participation to enhance
school climate supporting inclusive
beliefs and practices.

ID

Improving
Teaching and
Learning

Interactions are intentionally focused
on curriculum, pedagogy and
assessment.

Interactions are designed and
implemented to support purposeful
professional development for
teachers, instructional observation
and feedback surrounding the
implementation of instructional
practices that will advance
achievement.

10

10D
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Data Matrix for Analyzing Dimension 5 District Level Leadership for Social Justice

APPENDIX E

Framework

Research | Dimensions of | Social Justice Indicators Data
Question | Central Office | Leadership and Collection

Inclusive

Practices
In what Dimension 5: Critical Interactions align beliefs ID
ways, if Use of evidence | Consciousness | surrounding equity with analysis
any, do throughout the of student outcomes and
central central office to organizational structures.
office support Knowledge Interactions emphasize job 10D
teams in a | continual embedded professional learning
school improvement and coaching to support
district in leadership development and
the Rocky | ¢ Evidence & opportunities to increase equity
Mountain Data based on school and district
West e Continuous evidence.
develop Improveme | Skills Interactions utilize effective tools |1 O
and nt and modeling based on explicit
support need of the principal as
principals determined by school data.
to lead Advancing Interactions examine data and 10
schools Inclusion outcomes to identify systems and
that structures in need of redesign or
support an realignment.
inclusive Creating a Interactions include review of ID
environme Climate of goals and outcomes that support a
nt for Belonging school climate that is inclusive.
students Improving Interactions focus on instructional | I O
identified Teaching and leadership capacity through
with a Learning analysis of knowledge of students
disability? and effective instructional

practices.

*Data Collection: Interviews (I); Observations (O); Document Analysis (D)

166




