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Preface
Contemporary educational reform places a great premium upon the relationship between leadership and school improvement. Research findings from
diverse countries and different school contexts have revealed the powerful
impact of leadership in securing school development and change. The evidence
from the international research base is unequivocal—effective leaders exercise
an indirect but powerful influence on the effectiveness of the school and on
the achievement of students. The research shows that although the quality of
teaching has a powerful influence upon pupil motivation and achievement, the
quality of leadership determines the motivation of teachers and the quality of
teaching in the classroom. In summary, the contribution of leadership to school
effectiveness and school improvement is significant.
—Alma Harris (2002)

PURPOSE OF THIS BOOK
Distributed leadership is a method for engaging educational practitioners
in meaningful and timely dialogue about the effectiveness of their
leadership practices as they relate to enhancing and changing classroom
practices. This, in turn, enhances student learning. A distributed perspective on leadership is best thought of as a framework for thinking about and
analyzing leadership (Spillane, 2006a; Spillane, Halverson, & Diamond,
2001, 2004). It proposes an ideology that predicts success in the purposeful creation of leadership and classroom practices on the basis of situationally interdependent interactions between leaders and followers.
The Distributed Leadership Toolbox provides routines and tools for a
school’s formal leaders and building-level teams that allow them to diagnose and design leadership practices. These tools help leaders to stop leading by default. Leadership practice is defined as the interactions among
the leader(s), followers, and the situation stretched over time (Spillane,
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2004a, 2006a). The most important task is to help leaders perfect their
performance of these routines and use tools in practice on the basis of
observation and reflection. The intent is to give school teams a new way of
thinking about the relationship between leadership practice, classroom
practice, and student performance.
This book tackles present-day leadership research, which is often
on distributed leadership, and transforms it into a precision leadership
toolbox for practitioners. Converting research to application has historically been difficult for practicing educators, and the research associated
with distributed leadership isn’t any different. For most leaders, viewing
leadership from a distributed perspective has been, up until now, like trying to read a foreign textbook. Deciphering this research and putting it
into practice is a challenge. Therefore, I have worked extensively with several leadership researchers in an effort to translate their research into
practical applications for school leaders. It has become clear, as a result of
facilitating several leadership teams focused on distributed leadership,
that there is a need to have a toolbox of leadership practice diagnosis and
design tools.

ADOPTING AND CREATING
A REPERTOIRE OF PRACTICES
By no means should this set of tools be perceived as the fix-all for school
improvement. Use the tools in this book to begin the process of diagnosing
your present practice and to design effective ways to enhance and change
teachers’ classroom practice. It is important that the tools within this
book don’t become the sole source for evaluation and design of leadership
practices. That would be a mistake and I would not have met my objectives
of establishing the uniqueness of each school. Leaders must become
skilled designers of their own routines and tools. This toolbox was
designed to cultivate a “distributed mind-set” in
Different forms of leadership are needed
school leaders to move them beyond an excluin different stages of a project or an
sive reliance on school leader superheroes and
organization’s development. No one
shared leadership.
person can be a leader in every situation.
Many schools that have adopted the use of
Effective organizations allow the natural
these tools have reported to me that they have
leader to emerge as needs require.
necessitated redesigning some tools to fit their
—Kathy Kolbe (2004b) situation. In other words, they have used the
tools in different ways than their original intention and have redesigned them to meet their unique needs. I celebrate this,
because this means they get it. They are adapting and creating their own

FM-McBeth-45431.qxd

11/16/2007

3:10 PM

Page ix

Preface • ix

tools to meet their needs and situations. Leithwood and colleagues
(Leithwood, Louis, Anderson, & Wahlstrom, 2004) say we must develop
leaders with large repertoires of practices and the capacity to choose from
that repertoire as needed. Without fail, schools who have adopted these
tools have said the toolbox gave them a framework to work from. They
used the tools from the toolbox and created new ones to meet the objectives outlined in the distributed leadership school improvement framework. The toolbox has provided them with a starting point, and they have
adapted their use to fit their particular situation.

DO NOT FEAR
As many of you reading this preface can testify, teachers and administrators already have so many federally mandated programs to adhere to, not
to even mention the testing that is required, that it is a major challenge to
find the time to plan challenging diversified curriculum that the students
deserve. Readers who have read this book mostly agree with the philosophy of distributed leadership; however, a normal reaction is a hesitation
to implement the underpinnings. Practitioners do not want another
program, and even more so, one that would require so much time. The
tools within this book lay out a framework and a foundation for your work
within distributed leadership; it is not meant to be the composition of
reform. In fact, the framework I offer within this toolbox is a complement
to your present practices and reform efforts. Use the tools as needed, when
needed. Use the tools once or twice and then adopt the theories and
philosophies that shape the very purpose of the tools and discard the tool.
Although I have a plethora of tools on which to draw, I use only one or two
of them when I facilitate individuals and teams. Instead, I use a series of
critical questions to identify the issue and then choose a few tools to use as
mediating devices, enabling the individual and teams to reflect on their
own practice and to help them design new practices.

ABOUT THE BOOK
Given the current conditions of most schools and my experience in working closely with school leaders struggling to make sense of the collective
demands put on them in an era of high leadership accountability, I present this book as a leadership practice toolbox used to focus and guide
practitioners through a leadership team’s collaboration inquiry, diagnosis, and design.
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The book is written to support readers new to the distributed perspective as well as for those who have read prior research. To my knowledge,
this is the first resource made available in a practitioner’s perspective.
Therefore, I made efforts to build a set of guiding principles associated
with the uniqueness of taking a distributed leadership perspective and,
more important, to offer practical field-tested tools, facilitator tips, and an
improvement model.
If deliberately implemented, the tools and the model presented here
will increase the awareness school leaders have on teachers teaching and
students learning. The facilitator tips will provide guidance and increase
the confidence and skills of those who choose to engage other leaders in
this valuable process. The tools and model will increase the leadership
capacity of your school, which in turn will positively influence the learning potential of each child.
Remove the Blinders so You Can See
Efforts to improve leadership should build upon the foundation of
well-documented and well-accepted knowledge about leadership that
already exists. We know that leadership is most successful when it is
focused on instruction and learning. Yet leaders struggle to move beyond
the knowing to the doing.
It is imperative that you as a reader remove
It is possible to find schools all over the
your blinders and open up your historicalcountry that don’t listen to those who say experience filter to allow for a new way of
what they are doing is impossible.
thinking about leadership. Doing the same
—Karin Chenoweth (2007) thing over and over again gets us the same
results. Practitioners and users of this field
guide need to understand the unique differences associated with the various aspects of leadership. Why is it so important? Because we are creatures of habit and we will fall back on old ways, it is critical for us to
understand the framework of leadership we will be using.
What It Looks Like
The book is organized in a way that enables the readers to start with
the current condition of leadership and a rationale for looking at
leadership differently (Chapter 1). Chapters 2 and 3 are the foundation
research and theories that give shape to the uniqueness of distributed
leadership. Chapter 4 is the supportive framework for inquiry into the distributed perspective of leadership. Chapter 5 presents tools that can be used
during the Information Cycle of the distributed leadership framework, and
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Chapter 6 presents the tools that can be used during the Practice Cycle
of the distributed leadership framework. Chapter 7 discusses the reflective
tools used to analyze the team’s effectiveness in using the routines and tools
within the previous two chapters.
Brief Description of Each Chapter
Chapter 1: Traditional Thinking/New Opportunities
Chapter 1 is an overview of the traditional views of school
leadership, school change, and analysis of classroom practice. It also provides a foundation of thinking about leadership practice as it is stretched
across leaders, followers, and their situations. Accounts of leadership
often dwell exclusively on building principal attributes and roles as well
as school structures. Principals have been put into a superhero limelight
as the so-called action-orientated “instructional leaders” of everything.
In recent years, schools have become data critiques of classroom practice
but have not been critiqued on the other essential contributing factors in
student learning such as leadership practice (Leithwood et al., 2004).
The challenges facing practitioners in converting distributed leadership
research into useful practice is made easy through a series of examples
and case studies. Informed by the latest distributed leadership research
and by case studies from my work with schools around the Midwest, this
chapter illuminates school practitioner pitfalls as well as the potential for
effective changes.
Chapter 2: A Distributed Perspective on Leadership
When looking at leadership from a distributed perspective, it becomes
more than counting up all the actions taken by individual leaders to
describe leadership—it is more about the practices (Spillane, 2005b;
2006a). Chapter 2 challenges readers to look at leadership from a new
perspective composed of interactions between leaders, followers, and
their situations. A foundation of support is built around the essential role
that followers play in how leadership is practiced within a school. The
uniqueness of the situation shapes how leadership is practiced in direct
relationship to teachers’ classroom practices. The situation, the leader,
and follower interactions are explored and defined within a complex system of leadership practices. What is leadership practice? What is distributed leadership, or what is it not? These central questions are answered
by connecting research to practitioner examples. This chapter will
explore the role of reform models and professional learning communities
and the relationship school leaders have on their success and failures.
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Distributed leadership is categorically not a reform model and is not the
same as professional learning communities; however, it is not in conflict
with either of them.
Chapter 3: The Impact of Leadership on Successful Schools
Chapter 3 explores four distinctive leadership aspects and the impact
they have on school improvement efforts when deployed. All four of the
aspects can produce effective results, but only one will create a cohesive
maturity among its leaders, which in turn will produce communities of
practice. One aspect will produce a series of unwanted outcomes across
multiple leadership and organizational factors, including school culture
and instructional focus of the teaching staff. The other two aspects of
leadership can produce positive enhancements and changes to the organization and student performance. However, if school leaders linger too long
in one of these two aspects, they may begin to produce undesirable results.
This chapter also constructs and transcribes a vision for developing
facilitative conversations within the distributed perspective of leadership.
How do we know our leadership practices are enhancing and changing teachers’
classroom practice? This question will be surveyed often through a set of
essential critical questions for facilitating conversations with school
improvement leadership teams. In addition, we will learn about the three
vital leadership functions that all successful schools adequately incorporate into their leadership practices. The importance of structuring collaborative inquiry into leadership practice is central; therefore, a provocative
leadership impact survey is introduced within this chapter.
Chapter 4: The Framework of Success:
A Model for Leadership Inquiry
Distributed leadership is a description of how leadership is at present
and what it can become (Spillane, 2006a). A multiphase school leadership
improvement outline, “The Distributed Leadership Improvement Framework,” is presented as a means for thinking about leadership practice by
design. The framework is broken down into three improvement cycles
interwoven in partnership with leadership practice and classroom practice.
The Distributed Leadership Improvement Framework is a tool that provides
the means for practitioners to use a distributed leadership perspective
within their present school improvement efforts. The framework takes the
reader from diagnosis, to design, to new practice, and finally to the results
and analysis of school leadership practices. The framework serves as a
foundational tool for all the tools that are explored in the remaining
chapters.
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Chapter 5: Information Cycle: Effective–Efficiency Process
Chapter 5 is broken into seven sections (labeled A through G). This
chapter provides practitioners the opportunity to explore the lived reality
of their leadership practices and to put new or reworked practices in place
by design. This chapter is devoted to guiding leaders through the
Information Cycle in preparation for the Practice Cycle. A wide array of
diagnostic tools for teams, each with stories, examples, facilitator instructions, and rationales, are explored.
Section A helps identify a starting point, the Dimension of Practice,
which serves as the foundation for diagnosis of a school leadership and
classroom practice. Section B tools are used to determine which leaders
are influencing which classroom teachers in direct association with the
identified Dimension of Practice. Sections C, D, and E tools are designed to
give guidance to practitioners as they diagnose and analyze their
leadership practice in association with classroom practice. The tools are
created for the purpose of helping practitioners make purposeful application in direct relationship with distributed leadership. Sections F and G are
a set of design tools used to assist leaders in their efforts to enhance and
change their leadership practices, including routines, tools, and structures. Sometimes teams hesitate to undertake a major leadership initiative
because they fear the potential difficulties and negative repercussions that
might ensue from innovative actions. The tools within this section facilitate alternative solutions to practices while using the unique talents of an
array of formal and informal leaders. The tools make it possible for teams
to move beyond good intentions to meaningful action. The anecdotes and
strategies constructed within this chapter serve as a practical resource for
the novice as well as the experienced practitioner.
Chapter 6: Practice Cycle: Practice Improvement Process
Chapter 6 tools assist leaders as they move from the Information Cycle
to the Practice Cycle. A series of new practices and data tools for teams,
each with stories, examples, facilitator instructions, and rationales, are
investigated. Chapter 6 is divided into three sections (labeled A through C).
The tools are designed to give guidance to practitioners as they design and
monitor leadership practices that enhance and change teachers’ classroom practice. Only when practices are put in place by design can they be
evaluated for their effectiveness in enhancing and changing classroom
practices, which in turn may boost student learning. Section A is intended
to help bridge the gap between design and new practice. Section B exposes
leaders to planning templates that are uniquely designed to address the
interactions of leaders and followers in association with their identified
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situation. The tools in Section C provide teams with a means for evaluating the results that are produced from their new leadership practices.
Chapter 7: Tools for Reflective Practice
Teams habitually move from one practice diagnosis to another without processing the tools and course of action the team used. It is essential
that teams review the tools and processes used for the diagnosis to determine what should be repeated, revised, or deleted. This chapter explores
the collaborative successes and struggles of the team as they use a number
of different Information and Practice Cycle tools. Teams identify the
impact of their practices, distill a formula for improving the use of the routines and tools, and examine how to apply this knowledge to future leadership practice reviews.
Reproducible Blank Templates
Many of the tools you are exposed to in the various chapters have
reproducible templates. The templates can be accessed from the section
immediately following Chapter 7, and they are arranged in alphabetical
order. Maximize your facilitation of leadership teams, faculty meetings, and
workshops by reproducing the templates for handouts or overheads.
These templates have also conveniently been provided electronically on
the provided CD.
Reproducible Resources
Many of the concepts and visual tools used throughout the chapters
have been reproduced for your convenience in a handout form. In addition, a list of terms associated with distributed leadership has been created
for facilitators and leaders during inquiry sessions with leadership teams
and faculties. These templates have also conveniently been provided electronically on the provided CD.
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