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Abstract
This mixed methods study investigated the extent to which transformative leadership (TL)
practices of school administrators were considered with particular regard to special needs
students in various public schools in Southern California. 26 purposefully selected school
administrators rated the extent to which they employed a range of elements deemed
prototypic of transformative leadership as derived from foundational texts of social and
educational justice scholarship. Results of a quantitative survey questionnaire indicate a
strong validation of a specific range of TL attitudes and behaviors, while qualitative interview
data yields inclusive practice themes emphasized as important for working with special needs
students. The study presents important realizations for male and female, and culturally
diverse administrators as well as teachers who work with special needs students. As
importantly, the survey generated for this study is an important measurement instrument for
future research into transformative leadership values and practices.
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1. Background and Literature Review
Taking the broad perspective, social and educational justice is an ontological construct and a
series of reality-based acts that must be conceived from two perspectives. The first is a stance
of ideological belief, an epistemological certainty of a worldview holding that we must offer
fair and good educational chances for all students – we believe this and act to build such a
world. The second point of view is pragmatic; it is action based, asserting that this is not the
case for vast numbers of students. This level of realization prompts us to effect changes for
the better good of vast numbers of students whose school lives are characterized by “savage
inequalities” that make them the “shame of a nation” (Kozol, 1991; 2005). We now briefly
explore the conceptual underpinnings of our theoretical belief in social and educational
justice and the nuances of established work that aims to transform these inequalities, all the
while keeping in mind the leaders of special needs students who emerge as central to the
research being reported.
A considerable body of work has established core principles and practices of educational
justice and transformative leadership. Brown (2006) presents research focused on preparing
educational leaders to be reflective about political and emancipatory activism; her work is
driven by frames of adult and transformative learning theory (as per Mezirow, 1997) with
research findings suggesting that practitioner attitudes can be shaped toward socially just
educational practices and beliefs. Shields (2004; 2013) posits that transformative educational
leaders are called on not only to facilitate academic achievement for all students but to create
contexts that nourish the “strong relationships [that] are at the heart of educational equity”
(2004, p. 110). Kose (2011) looks at the principal’s role in developing transformative school
visions; essential to this reality are the coordinated elements of building a shared mission,
transformative hiring practices, and curriculum development. Nagda, Gurin, and Lopez (2003)
uncovered core essences of engaged learning – they speak of citizenship, public democracy,
and critical inquiry, lending a pivotal voice to the argument that understanding the
perspectives of others’ social issues leads us toward a transformed democracy. Many others
join this chorus of voices, arguing that we can work to enact social justice within schools
through exemplary leadership that helps us see the necessity for change and “helps us make
the realities of change happen” (Theoharis, 2007, p. 222). Kose’s empirically-based
transformative framework (2009), Darling-Hammmond’s (2002) emphasis on learning to
teach for social justice, and Dantley and Tillman’s (2005) perspective on moral
transformative leadership lead us toward a realization of the multiple voices urging a
transformed educational world for students and their leaders (Quantz, Rogers, and Dantley,
1991; Weiner, 2003). The path of inquiry undertaken in this article focuses on how these
conceptualizations and pragmatics are undertaken by educational leaders effecting
transformative changes for special needs students.
Our belief structure is informed by critical theorists and radical educators. Some keystone
thoughts are set by Giroux (1983) who argued that transformative school practices go
hand-in-hand with the work of building/reforming a democratic society, particularly for those
in oppressed circumstances. Giroux helps us see the historical trajectory of this intention in
his explanations about the rejection of orthodox Marxism, critique of capitalism, and ideas
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about domination (2009). We must resist delving too deeply here, stating simply that his
overview of such ideas leads us directly to an appreciation of related intentions with such
educators as Freire (1970), Gramsci (1971) and Foucault (1980). Friere speaks of an
oppressive education that is dehumanizing, reducing students to docile, uncritical and passive
“marginals” who are indoctrinated within a “banking system” that oppresses them. By
contrast, he writes of a liberating education, one that engages students in acts of dialogic
consciousness – of people reflecting on their lives in the world in order to transform them.
Not unrelated, it was through Gramsci that the term “cultural hegemony” gained popularity as
a term denoting the power of a capitalist state to keep its workers contained; he worked
intensely to establish the rights of workers to be educated and he sought such advantages for
them in the local contexts of his native Italy. In league, Foucault’s writings critiqued social
institutions and have become fundamental to educational discourse that champions the rights
of those often at the fringes of institutional norms of society. These simple characterizations
establish the rudiments of a thought structure that inspires the current work of transformative
educators influenced by their formative endeavors. It is to some of this work that we turn now,
before drawing the radius of this review to a focus on transformative leaders of special needs
students.
All students need leadership that fights for their fair shot at the advantages of a broad-based
education. Many who are deprived of this fullness – who are edged out of an emancipatory
education (Friere, 1970) or access to critical literacy (Shor, 1996) or a solid reading and
writing curriculum (Au & Raphael, 2000) – need voiced representation from school leaders
who will challenge, critique and otherwise counter the structure of oppression that deny such
opportunities for them especially when they cannot articulate or perhaps even realize such
disadvantages for themselves. But the work of leaders of special needs students is perhaps
ever more necessary for it may often be these students who can least serve as their own
advocates. Quite often, as well, minority students are disproportionately represented within
special needs populations (Hosp & Reschly, 2004) and thus those who work on their behalf
realize that they are addressing a complex interplay of cultural, ability, language, and
academic variables. The explicitly political work of transformative leaders working with
special needs populations is multifaceted, challenging and often overlooked.
Special needs students have much in common with many other segments of the school
population who are disadvantaged in terms of academic achievement (Katsiyannis, Zhang,
Ryan & Jones, 2007; O'Donnell, & White, 2005; Dantley & Tillman, 2006), cultural
inclusion within the norms and values of a “mainstream” school population and curriculum
(Delpit, 1988; Marshall & Oliva, 2006; Cooper, 2009; Brooks, Jean-Marie, Normore, &
Hodgkins, 2007; and Riehl, 2000) and effective leadership for their distinct needs (Theoharis,
2007; Theoharis & Causton-Theoharis, 2008). Advancing democratic ideals for all students is
fundamental to the vision of a just society as Dewey (1916) so convincingly articulated.
McLaren (2009) follows in these footsteps in writing about hegemonic practices that deny
full participation and access to the rights of a democratically fair education; he says,
“hegemony refers to the moral and intellectual leadership of a dominant class over a
subordinate class … through the general winning of consent of the subordinate class” (p. 67).
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For those who administrate programs for special needs students, these ideas are all the more
potent.
School leaders are expected to produce high levels of student achievement and schools have
placed special needs students into separate programs which have been inadequate in serving
their academic needs and have marginalized them from the rest of the student population
(Katsiyannis, Zhang, Ryan, & Jones, 2007; McKenzie et al, 2008; Solórozano, 2008). Despite
this trend, transformative leaders have successfully challenged traditional school systems
through such practices as inclusion and, in doing so better serving special needs students
(Brooks, Jean-Marie, Normore & Hodgkins, 2007; Theoharis, 2007; Theoharis &
Causton-Theoharis, 2008). However, they have accomplished this largely on their own
initiative; for although theorists have discussed transformative leadership at a conceptual
level, research focusing on its instruction and practice for special needs leadership has been
scant. The force of NCLB (2002) has contributed to tracking special needs students, placing
them in separate English language learner and special education programs, retaining them,
and decreasing their high school graduation rates (Katsiyannis, Zhang, Ryan, & Jones, 2007;
Solórozano, 2008). Aronowitz (2004) has added that schools have relegated special needs
learners to the bottom rungs of the educational system through punishment and disciplinary
procedures. It is reasonable to hope that transformative leaders would address these issues in
new ways; ways that better meet the needs of these students.
As has been mentioned, the focal direction of this work is toward presentation of an analytic
profile of survey and interview responses of leaders who are actively mindful of
transformative leadership qualities in their work with special needs students. Heading in
this direction we now want to more pointedly highlight some of these constructs and thereby
prefigure the twenty-item survey and interview questions, the stems of which contain the
prototypic features of transformative leadership. We present such core elements with
italicized verb phrases leading readers to proceed to our methodology segment with a focal
awareness of the grounding features of transformative leadership as they are embedded in the
quantitative survey and qualitative interview items. A review of the literature led us toward a
tripartite and relational organization of such leadership features - as firstly Dialogic Change
Processes, secondly Revisioning & Restructuring Acts, and thirdly Relational Dynamics.
In terms of Dialogic Change Processes, Bennis and Nanus (1985) speak of how school
leaders discuss their school vision with a range of relevant stakeholders; such a leadership
approach is applied by many others (Kose, 2009; Riehl, 2000; Ishimaru, 2013). In a related
way, Burns (1978) writes that transformative school leaders support school personnel,
enabling them to work together for the common good of the school. The work of Theoharis &
O’Toole, 2011 and Kose, 20011 stands alongside this emphasis. Further, West (1999)
emphasizes that transformative school leaders critically self reflect and are mindful of the
racial, social and cultural forms of oppression that exit within and outside the school. In this
vein McKenzie et al. (2008) asserted that those studying leadership must develop a critical
consciousness to uncover discriminatory practices such as racism, classism, sexism, and
heterosexism.
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In delineating the categorical focus on Revisioning & Restructuring Acts, we reference the
work of Dyson (2003) who referred to public intellectuals as “paid pests” who disrupt
inequitable practices by asking questions and challenging those who advocate for their
continued practice. Cochran-Smith (2006) stressed the need to expose the misconceptions
related to social and educational justice in school settings, while investigating issues relating
to equity and inequity. Cochran-Smith’s work urges us toward challenging the abuse of
power and privilege in school systems. Cooper (2009) indicated that transformative leaders
need to systematically analyze school systems and confront inequities regarding race, class,
gender, and ability. Lynch and Baker (2005) and Giroux (1997) insist that such work must
entail active application practices while McKenzie et al. (2008) claim that leaders must
become social activists who restructure their schools to make them more inclusive in design.
Bates (2005) called for schools to redistribute resources and give students access to the
materials they need; redistribution relates to the inequalities either in wealth, opportunity, or
services that have been present in school systems (as did Rawls, 1971; and North, 2008).
O’Donnell & White (2005) have asserted that school leaders must be a resource provider, and
build relationships with various stakeholders, including parents, teachers, and district officials.
Most of those cited include active support of high expectations for all students. Further, to
counteract over-representation of minority students in special needs programs and allow for
full inclusion, school leaders have needed to apply transformative models that deal with both
individual and systemic issues (Artiles, Harris-Murri, and Rostenberg, 2006).
As many have no doubt observed, Dialogic Change Processes and Revisioning and
Restructuring Acts entail many related variables, as would be expected. Transformative
change processes, after all, underlie and support acts of revision and restructuring. Equally
critical to transformative leadership effectiveness is the third element of Relational Dynamics
that many of the same scholars and researchers aver as fundamental. For example, Burns
(1978) wrote that transformative leaders need to act in a moral capacity by elevating their
followers and, in turn, being elevated by them. Starratt (1991) suggested that leaders base
their practices on the ethics of care, justice, and critique. McCarthy (2005) spoke of the
“practiced reflexivity” of leaders who consciously take responsibility for their actions and
realize that these have a profound impact on the school community; the work of Mezirow
(1997), Dirkx (2001), and Cranton (2002) follows this line of emphasis. Rodriguez,
Murakami-Ramahalo, and Ruff (2009) added that leaders who adopt inclusive strategies
helped to fulfill the moral obligations of their schools. And Anyon (2005) suggested that
school practices have needed to go beyond curriculum, assessment and pedagogy at the
macro and micro level, to ameliorate both the systemic problems affecting the educational
system and society as a whole. Along these lines Brooks, Jean-Marie, Normore, and
Hodgkins (2007) supported Riehl’s (2000) thesis about school leaders acting as bridge people
within an educational setting. Such work calls for a spirit of dedication that builds
communicative relationships with their stakeholders, and makes partnerships with such
agencies as schools, colleges, businesses, and social services. Such care entails what some
have termed transformative public intellectualism (Giroux, 1997; West, 1999, Dyson, 2003;
Cochran-Smith, 2006) in which school personnel engaged in critical dialogue regarding
certain systemic issues and then collectively devised a course of action.
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Altogether considered, this review of the scholarship related to transformative leadership
gains an applied perspective through the surveys and interviews conducted with
administrators of special-needs programs in Southern California. The administrators were
interviewed through the survey that was generated on the basis of the many strands of
theoretical, research-based and practical work referred to herein. Having set much of that
work forth here, we now present core components of the methods through which our study
was conducted.

2. Methodology
The overall methodological design for this study relied on a mixed methods approach using
both quantitative (surveys) and qualitative (audio interviews) tools. A sample population of
school leaders responsible for special education programs at the elementary and secondary
level rated a list of items describing the characteristics of their work with special needs
students; these leaders included assistant principals, principals, district office directors, and
special education teachers. Their rating of these items determined the extent of their
inclination towards these practices. This characterization offers a broad sketch of the study;
further details flesh out how the leaders were selected, how the survey was generated, and
how the interview processes were conducted.
Creswell (2007) has defined qualitative research as a process of inquiry that explores a social
or human problem conducted in a natural setting. Qualitative researchers have attempted to
make sense of phenomena in terms of the meanings people bring to them through the studied
use and collection of case studies, personal experiences, and interviews (Denzin & Lincoln,
2005). Our natural settings were the school sites where purposefully selected participants
engaged us through surveys and interviews regarding their views on transformative
leadership and how these apply to special education students. All participants responded to a
survey derived from the research on transformative leadership practices. Our goal was to
determine the extent to which principals and other school leaders apply transformative
leadership practices in connection with special needs students at the elementary and
secondary level. Related to that was an intention to engage willing participants in interviews
that might help us gain a more nuanced view of how and why such practices were valued and
applied. We also wondered if gender and/or culturally diversity might have varyingly
influenced transformative leadership insights and practices.

3. Participants
A purposeful sampling strategy was used to select participants for the first phase of the study
(Creswell, 2007). These were individuals whose role as school administrators fit the criteria
of the research - those who work with special-needs students and who were engaged in
transformative leadership practices. The participants for the first part of the study (i.e.
administration of the survey) were 26 elementary and secondary school administrators from
various school sites in one particular school district in Southern California, each with at least
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five years of experience at the administrative level and who were actively involved in
positions of leadership connected to special education programs and students. The
respondents, ranging in age from 39-61, were made up of 10 males and 16 females
representing a variety of leadership positions, including two special education teachers, five
secondary assistant principals, seven elementary school administrators, nine secondary school
principals, one elementary school principal, and two district office directors. All had graduate
degrees; 10 self-identified as White, four as African American, 11 as Hispanic/Latino, and
one as multi-ethnic.
In the first part of the study, the participants responded to a web-based survey through Survey
Monkey. On the survey were 20 items, each ranked on an 8-point Likert scale, ranging from 0
(not at all characteristic of work related to special needs students) to 7 (distinctively
characteristic of work related to special needs students) based on transformative leadership
practices as found in the literature (and previously reviewed). For the second part of the study,
four candidates volunteered to be interviewed; these included an elementary administrator, an
elementary school principal, a middle school administrator, and a high school assistant
principal. Both the principal and elementary administrators were females; the principal
identified herself as White and the elementary administrator as Hispanic/Latino (non-White)
on the survey. The middle school administrator and the high school assistant principal were
both male and identified themselves as Hispanic/Latino (non-White). A total of four
interviews were held with the participants at specific meeting sites throughout the school
district. The participants were presented with a set of 10 questions derived from the research
on transformative leadership practices (see Table 1 in the Methods section). Each interview
was approximately 1-2 hours in duration.

4. Design of the Measures
In designing the survey on transformative leadership, prototype analysis was used.
Researchers have used prototypes to identify such abstract ideas as emotion, love, and anger
for example. People familiar with such concepts may not be able to define them in clear and
denotative terms but recognize characteristics of the concepts when they are being exhibited
or when they are presented with behavioral or other dimensions of these ideas (Hofsess &
Tracey, 2009; Horowitz and Turan, 2008). For example, love includes a willingness to be
with another person; intimacy is demonstrated by a change in mood observed by one who is
close to another. It has been typical for researchers to first gather information from experts in
the field about what characteristics they believe represent the concept being studied. They
have derived a list of key statements from their responses and then placed these in survey
form for other participants to rate (Fehr, 2004).
In designing this study, in lieu of querying experts in the field, the key practices of
transformative leadership came directly from an exhaustive review of the theoretical and
research literature on social and educational justice. The researcher delineated the core
elements of this review in a survey format for school administrators to rate, constituting the
first part of the study. In the second part of the study, the questions for the interviews were
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derived from these same core precepts. These tables are presented in the results section of this
article.

5. Data Collection and Analysis
The surveys and audio-taped interviews were collected over a period of 8 weeks. The surveys
were completed electronically, and forwarded to the researcher who then contacted those
participants who had indicated a willingness to be interviewed. Their interview responses
were transcribed and analyzed for themes and patterns through a qualitative case study
analysis. Key words and phrases were highlighted, color-coded, then organized in a set of
tables for further analysis. The data from the interviews was examined in connection with
core transformative leadership practices and its relevance to supporting special needs students.
The higher the items were rated on the survey for the first part of the study, the more
characteristic they were of transformative school leaders working with special needs learners.

6. Results
The table below presents the survey items presented to administrators and also shows the
extent to which these core leadership elements are engaged. Further it can be seen that
principals are distinguished from “other school administrators”. Both groups indicate strong
inclinations toward the survey items. Once again, these survey items are derived form a
prototypic analysis of core leadership elements are revealed from the literature. This table
also provides the quantitative data analysis.
Table 1: Group Statistics – Principals Versus Other Administrators

Survey Items
1.

Principals

Other Administrators

(N=9)

(N=17)

M

SD

M

SD

5.89

1.54

4.94

1.78

6.11

1.45

5.76

1.35

6.11

1.36

5.76

1.39

6.00

2.00

4.88

1.41

6.33

1.41

6.12

1.22

To what extent do you discuss with school
personnel your school vision in connection with
special needs students?

2.

To what extent do you work together with school
personnel to improve the functioning of the school
and its programs for special needs students?

3.

To what extent do you engage in critical
self-reflection regarding the requirements of
special needs students?

4.

To what extent do you critically analyze the racial,
social, and cultural forms of oppression that may
exist at your school in connection with special
needs students?

5.

To what extent do you ensure that school
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personnel treat special needs students fairly?
6.

To what extent do you investigate issues regarding
equity and inequity in connection with special

5.44

2.46

5.29

2.05

6.22

1.39

6.18

1.33

6.55

0.53

5.75

1.61

5.33

2.06

5.59

1.84

5.75

1.58

5.71

1.26

needs students?
7.

To what extent do you build relationships with
various stakeholders to promote student
achievement in connection with special needs
students?

8.

To what extent do you assist in developing and
implementing programs that help to make schools
more inclusive for special needs students?

9.

To what extent do you assume the role of being a
resource provider in connection with special needs
students?

10.

To what extent do you assume the role of being an
instructional resource for special needs students?

Table 1, continued

Survey Items
11.

To what extent do you assume the role of being a
communicator for special needs students?

12.

Principals

Other Administrators

(N=9)

(N=17)

M

SD

M

SD

5.78

1.64

5.82

1.29

6.22

1.56

6.19

1.22

6.22

0.83

6.00

1.41

5.00

2.24

5.24

1.25

5.89

1.45

5.47

1.59

5.56

1.74

4.35

1.84

6.00

1.41

5.24

1.30

4.89

2.20

3.35

2.55

To what extent do you assume the role of being a
visible presence in the school in connection with
special needs students?

13.

To what extent do you assist in implementing
teaching methods and strategies for special needs
students?

14.

To what extent do you develop school programs
that enhance special needs students' personal,
cultural and sociopolitical knowledge?

15.

To what extent do you investigate the impact of
curriculum and assessment on the achievement of
special needs students?

16.

To what extent do you make partnerships with
such agencies as schools, colleges, businesses, and
social services in connection with special needs
students?

17.

To what extent do you reflect on how special
needs students are socialized within a school
setting?

18.

To what extent do you challenge the abuse of
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power and privilege in school systems in
connection with special needs students?
19.

To what extent do you encourage individual
achievement and serving the public good in

5.67

1.50

5.29

1.31

5.44

1.74

4.71

1.31

connection with special needs students?
20.

To what extent do you feel that school programs
should focus on liberation, democracy, equality,
and justice in connection with special needs
students?

Though there are differences between the two groups of administrators in the extent to which
the survey items are rated, these differences are not statistically significant. The pattern that
emerges from this data shows that principals rate the items somewhat more highly than do
other administrators. This pattern is consistent except for items 14, 11, and 9; in these
instances the “other” administrators rate such item slightly more highly than do principals but,
again, the strength of the difference is not statistically significant.

7. Qualitative Data Analysis
This next section will now describe the qualitative data that was collected for this study in the
form of interviews conducted at various school sites in the same school district. The
researcher decided that a follow-up to the survey from a select number of participants might
yield further insights and provide more depth to the study. As was discussed in the
quantitative data analysis section, some school leaders may have differing levels of
sensitivity and transformative leadership inclination than others based on their positions of
leadership (principals and other administrators). The questions for the interviews were
derived and summarized from the items listed on the survey, mirroring the practices that were
outlined in the literature. For example, the first question which asks, “What are your major
roles as a school administrator at your particular site [and] does your role have particular
relevance for special needs students?” resembles items 9 through 12 on the survey which ask
“In connection with special needs students, to what extent do you assume the role of being a
resource provider, an instructional resource, a communicator, a visible presence in the
school?” This was done to give the participants an opportunity to elaborate upon these items.
Having the responses of this select group provides us a clearer understanding of the
prototypical behaviors that transformative school leaders engage in when supporting their
special needs learners.
Four out of the 26 participants who completed the survey agreed to be interviewed and
provided their contact information. These included an elementary administrator (similar to an
assistant school principal), an elementary school principal, a middle school administrator
(also an assistant school principal), and a high school assistant principal. Both the principal
and elementary administrators were females; the principal identified herself as White and the
elementary administrator as Hispanic/Latino (non-White) on the survey. The middle school
administrator and the high school assistant principal were both male and identified
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themselves as Hispanic/Latino (non-White).
The following table outlines the questions that were asked of these administrators:
1.

a) What are your major roles as a school administrator at your particular site?
b) Does your role have particular relevance for special needs students?

2. What do you see as the ideal classroom-learning environment for special needs students?
What elements should be evident?
3. How do you work together with your school personnel to ensure the educational progress
of special needs students on a regular basis?
4. What message do you communicate to your staff about how special needs students
should be treated?
5.

What are your views on equity and inequity in regards to special needs students?

6. How do you work and communicate with your various stakeholders in the school
community (parents, teachers, school board members, district officials, etc.) in regard to the
educational needs of special needs students?
7. What are your views on inclusion (mainstreaming of students with special needs in
regular education classes) and is this being implemented for special needs students?
8. In your role as a school leader, how important is it, in your opinion, to closely examine
and shape curriculum and assessment in regards to the educational needs of special needs
students?
9. What partnerships have you made with various outside agencies to support student
achievement and growth for special needs students?
10. How do you balance your role as an educational leader while, at the same time,
investigate issues that pertain to meeting the academic needs of special needs students?
After the interviews were completed, the researcher carefully listened to the responses and
transcribed them word for word, including the introduction and the questions, for each set of
interviews. These were numbered from one to three, starting with the elementary
administrator (Interview #1, abbreviated “EA” in the transcribed responses), then the
elementary school principal and middle school administrator (Interview #2, abbreviated “EP”
and “MSA” respectively), and, finally, the high school assistant principal (Interview #3,
abbreviated “HSAP”).
To organize the data in the most effective way possible, the researcher analyzed the data
searching for emerging themes and patterns. This approach allows the researcher to manage,
describe, classify, and represent information in a way that makes it easier for both the reader
and the researcher to understand and interpret it (Creswell, 2007). It also enables the
researcher to create codes based on certain key phrases or words that the participants use in
each of their responses and determine particular themes or patterns that emerge from them.
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From these, the researcher can provide descriptions of patterns or themes representing the
authentic voices of the participants, and present an in-depth analysis of the data given using
tables for greater emphasis. This approach also helps the researcher to draw relevant
conclusions in relation to the research question and provide a thorough interpretation of the
qualitative data as given.
Once the transcriptions were completed, the researcher read these thoroughly and looked for
words and phrases that were repeated often, indicating sensitivity to transformative leadership
practices in connection with special needs students. These key words and phrases were put in
boldface. Next, particular sections of the responses containing these words and phrases were
highlighted using color codes to differentiate them. For example, if the interviewee
mentioned anything about “intervention,” their response was highlighted in yellow,
incorporating the word in boldface. This was the same with other words and phrases such as
“response to intervention,” “communication,” “professional learning communities,” “special
needs students,” “equity/accommodations,” “mainstreaming/inclusion,” “community,” and
“compliance,” using several other colors. This enabled the researcher to see if any various
themes emerged in the data relating to transformative leadership practices that school leaders
employed when supporting special needs students.
A summary of these repeated words, phrases and statements appear in Table 2. These are
categorized as “themes;” the statements are shown as “sample statements.” After examining
interviews 1, 2, and 3 in sequence, both the labels and sample statements roughly appear in
the order of responses that the administrators provided for each question. Each speaker is
identified with their specific response using the abbreviations as previously described. The
design of this table is intended to give readers a “flavor” for the responses provided in terms
of what transformative leadership practices these leaders engage in when supporting their
special needs students.
Table 2: Interview Themes and Sample Statements
Themes

Sample Statements

Importance of

EA: “I oversee the intervention team meetings which is the beginning part of when we

Intervention Team

start to see when students have needs.”

Meetings (ITM)
and intervention

EP: “This particular year, we started our intervention team meeting process. It had
been in previous years a student study team and I felt it was important that we reach out
to all students so that none of them are left without what they need to reach their
potential . . .”
HSAP: “. . . and that’s why we all work with the teachers is to have patience or find
intervention instead of just sending them out of the class and try to suspend them and
do interventions, call a counselor, call parents, and set up a meeting . . .”

Importance of

EP: “. . .if we feel it’s necessary for either using the RtI model to identify or using

using Response to

assessment to see if the child qualifies for special education and I feel my role in that

Intervention (RtI)

whole process is being the facilitator . . .”
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to support student

EP: “. . .the response to intervention . . . having them understand the unique needs of

success

all students if they are going to go to special education or not.

Every child has unique

needs and we need to look at that . . .”
Importance of

EA: “. . .if all the correct things are at play everybody is communicating and the staff is

communication

working as a team, for example, the administrators with the special education teacher

among

with the special education program and the regular classroom teachers, if that’s the case,

stakeholders

then equity is obtainable . . .”
MSA: “We’re in the process of making a plan so that we can communicate to teachers
what is the process and making sure that they understand there are instructional
strategies that they can use to help those students who are having difficulties who are at
risk . . .”

The value of

EP: “. . .making sure that we’re having professional learning communities meetings.

Professional

I have right now, on a weekly basis, in which teachers are looking at data to make sure

Learning

that the children who are having difficulty have access to the curriculum at their level.”

Communities
(PLCs) to ensure
collaboration
among teachers
Administrative

EP: “. . .meeting with the teachers and their PLCs, finding out what they feel their
essential standards are and then the pre- and post-tests for each of those essential
standards and then assisting the teachers in making sure that the children that are having
difficulties [are getting help]”
EA: “ . . .that . . . we are meeting the goals at the district level, here at the site level,

strategies for

attending board meetings, listening, looking again in regards to special needs

meeting the needs

students . . .”

of special
education/needs
students

MSA: “. . .I have meetings with the special education teachers and address concerns;
also . . . try to be proactive in dealing with parent issues in regards to students receiving
the best possible education. . .”
HSAP: “. . .making sure that the teacher is also checking for understanding, have proper
lesson plans that are geared to special education students, that they’re deconstructing
the standards and word vocabulary for special education students’ understanding. . . “
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Table 2, continued
Themes

Sample Statements

Promoting equity

EA: “The message I think that our principal that I follow in regards to what his message

through

is that they are our students. They are students just like everybody else, they are

accommodations

treated just like everybody else . . . they should be treated, they need to be treated with

and access to

equity.”

resources

HSAP: “But they have access to all books, transportation, materials, access to buildings,
calculators, and educational materials.

They also have . . . they are able to be in

classrooms with regular education teachers if they can . . . if their disability allows them
to. We’re very proactive in making sure that equity is insured.”
Promoting a sense

EA: “. . . I was a second year teacher and I took it as an opportunity to be a part of

of belonging of

mainstreaming an autistic young girl in my classroom.

special needs

as a classroom teacher and to see the process and be a part of the process and learn what

students among

it’s about, work and support parents that really want to mainstream their child so that

the general

they can be a part of a regular classroom. . .”

student population
through
mainstreaming

It was an opportunity for me

MSA: “. . .I like to see the student work and I see, okay, if it’s a special day class
student, at what point can we start mainstreaming them into the regular education class,
so they are learning to be with the mainstream.”

Promoting a

MSA: “ . . .In my school, one of the things that I found is the most essential is

community of

establishing a relationship with my different staff members because we try to do the

learners

same thing as create a community where the kids are learning but the nitty-gritty is that
relationship that you have with individual students. . .”
EP: “You know, a lot of times the parents come back and say “Thank you so much.”
That totally steers them in a totally different direction than they thought they would ever
go and now they have knowledge, now they’re being educated, now they’re involved in
another community in which they’re getting support. . .”

Ensuring

EP: “Being in compliance as well. My special education teacher and I talk a lot about

compliance with

the legal issues and making sure that we are in compliance, not just with what is right,

legal requirements

but what is legally correct . . . Just doing right by the students by making sure you’re in
compliance.”
HSAP: “. . .everybody is in compliance with the special needs, the services for the
students, and providing any support I can for teachers for their students at the district or
state level, more even at the state level.”

Key: EA – Elementary Administrator; EP – Elementary Principal; MSA – Middle School Administrator; HSAP
– High School Assistant Principal
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Upon close examination of the coded themes and sample statements, we can see that the
school leaders’ responses were related to supporting special needs students in a variety of
areas where they felt these students were experiencing the greatest challenges. These
included classes (intervention), unique needs (Response to Intervention - RtI), forms of
instruction (communication), access to the curriculum (Professional Learning Communities PLCs), teacher and parent concerns (special needs students), school access
(equity/accommodations), regular education classes (mainstreaming/inclusion), teacher
connection (community), and services (compliance). Sample statements from the
administrators illustrated the themes that emerged and are presented in Table 2. For instance,
in the area of interventions, the high school assistant principal mentioned that
“. . . we all work with the teachers . . . to have patience or find intervention instead of just
sending [special needs students] out of the class and try to suspend them and do interventions,
call a counselor, call parents and set up a meeting . . .” In regards to RtI, the elementary
principal remarked, “ . . . response to intervention [allows us to] understand the unique needs
of all students if they are going to go to special education or not. Every child has unique
needs and we need to look at that. . . .” For communication, the middle school administrator
said, “We’re in the process of making a plan so that we can communicate to teachers . . .
there are instructional strategies that they can use to help those students who are having
difficulties who are at risk. . . .” Finally, the elementary administrator said about
mainstreaming, “. . . [when] I was a second year teacher [I mainstreamed] an autistic young
girl in my classroom. It was an opportunity for me as a classroom teacher [to] be a part of the
process and learn what it’s about . . . so that [special needs children] can be a part of a regular
classroom. . . .”
We may surmise from these various examples that transformative leaders, regardless of their
position, share similar levels of sensitivity and inclination to transformative leadership
practices when it comes to meeting the academic and social needs of special needs students to
ensure their success in school. We might also remark that many of the responses for each of
the numbered labels relate specifically to the inclusion of special needs students at both the
elementary and secondary level. For instance, the elementary principal spoke about the
intervention team meeting process (Theme 1) which helped to “. . . reach out to all students
so that none of them are left without what they need to reach their potential. . . .” The
elementary administrator spoke about communication (Theme 3), stating that if, “. . .
everybody is communicating and the staff is working as a team, for example, the
administrators with the special education teacher . . . and the regular classroom teachers . . .
then equity is obtainable.” The principal also discussed the role of PLCs (Theme 4) in which
“. . . teachers are looking at data to make sure that the children who are having difficulty have
access to the curriculum at their level.”
Other statements containing such words and phrases as “special needs students,” “access,”
“mainstreaming,” and “community” also relate to how transformative school leaders have
attempted to accommodate their special needs learners through inclusive practices. For
example, the middle school assistant principal said in reference to special needs students
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(Theme 5) “. . . I have meetings with the special education teachers and address concerns . . .
in regards to students receiving the best possible education. . . .” For access (Theme 6), the
high school assistant principal mentioned, “. . . [the special needs students] have access to all
books, transportation, materials, access to buildings, calculators, educational materials.
They . . . are able to be in classrooms with regular education teachers if . . . their disability
allows them to.” The middle school administrator pointed out for mainstreaming (Theme 7)
that, “. . . I like to see the student work and I see . . . at what point can we start mainstreaming
them into the regular education class. . . .” Finally, in the area of community (Theme 8), the
middle school administrator said, “. . . my different staff members [and I] create a community
where the kids are learning but the nitty-gritty is that relationship that you have with
individual students. . . .”
When comparing responses between the interview subjects, the principal and the elementary
administrator shared some similar comments in the categories of communication, PLCs,
equity/accommodations, and special needs students. Both believed that communication
between the school staff and special education teachers in conjunction with the site
administrators was essential. For example, the elementary principal said, “We are all there to
support that child and make sure that communication with the parent . . . with administration,
with the school staff, with the special education teacher . . . and making sure that it’s a
continuing process.” The elementary administrator explained, “. . . if everybody is
communicating and the staff is working as a team, for example, the administrators with the
special education teacher . . . and the regular classroom teachers . . . then equity is
obtainable.”
They also spoke about how as administrators they worked with their respective staffs through
professional learning communities to ensure that they were all supporting special needs
students. The principal remarked “. . . we’re having professional learning communities
meetings . . . in which teachers are looking at data to make sure that the children who are
having difficulty have access to the curriculum at their level.” The elementary administrator
said, “We have what are called professional learning communities almost weekly and our . . .
RSP teacher . . . is constantly communicating with teachers at different grade levels because
she has students across the spectrum. . . .” In the area of equity, they remarked that special
needs students needed to be “treated fairly [and] with respect” (principal) or “with equity”
(elementary administrator), regardless of their disabilities, and how important it was to
understand and meet their unique needs as effectively as possible.
When comparing the middle school administrator’s responses with those of the high school
assistant principal, the former provided more details for six out of nine categories than the
latter. These comprised of mainstreaming/inclusion, equity/accommodations, RtI,
communication, community, and special needs students. The high school assistant principal
omitted key statements in the areas of RtI, PLCs, and community. For the first two categories
regarding mainstreaming and equity, the middle school administrator described how
necessary it was that teachers provide accommodations using appropriate instructional
strategies so that special needs students could be more successful in the regular education
program. He added that if teachers are “. . . not making accommodations for this one child,
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how are [they] making accommodations for those who are regular education students and
who have academic skills at the average level . . . ?” The high school assistant principal gave
few specifics in these areas, saying that special needs students had access to learning
materials as well as transportation and could be included in the regular education program as
much as their disability allowed, but nothing further.
The middle school assistant principal also discussed the importance of using the RtI model
and how teachers needed to use a variety of instructional strategies with children who learn
differently. He also stressed the importance of creating a community among the school
personnel so that they were invested in their students’ learning to the fullest extent possible,
stating, “. . . the nitty-gritty is that relationship that you have with individual students . . . with
staff members to help those individual students.” The high school assistant principal spoke
about interventions replacing the need for discipline where other individuals such as the
parents or the counselor could be involved to help a particular student having difficulty in
school. He added that his role as an administrator was “to overlook all of those programs”
regarding special needs students and that the “proper policies and procedures of special
education needs for our children” were communicated to all school personnel. He also
wanted to make sure that “the teacher is also checking for understanding, have proper lesson
plans that are geared to special education students,” but no information in the areas of RtI or
community.
Both secondary school administrators believed that communication was essential between the
regular and special education teachers and that the proper policies and procedures regarding
the IEP process were understood and followed. The middle school assistant principal felt
strongly about how school personnel viewed special needs students and that it was more than
just having a set of procedures but “about the human quality, the human understanding; it’s
about a philosophy . . .” when working with these students. The high school assistant
principal spoke about compliance and “providing any support I can for teachers for their
students at the district or state level.” Analyzing these comments further, it would appear that
the middle school administrator may have more of an inclination to transformative leadership
practices than his high school counterpart. This may be especially true given his comments
about the way school personnel should view their special needs learners which show a greater
degree of sensitivity. Also, he stressed the need for accommodations, not only for special
needs students but also those who are unidentified in regular education classes that could
benefit from a variety of instructional strategies.
Comparing the responses at both the elementary and secondary level, the elementary
principal addressed all of the issues in explicit detail, ranging from mainstreaming all the way
to special needs students. The one area that was incidental and did not relate to inclusion was
in the community category regarding her efforts in assisting special needs students who were
placed in the emotionally and severely disturbed program. She stated that she “[worked] with
the parent so that they could go to the parent trainings . . . That was a huge community effort
with the school, with the teacher, making sure that the parents knew what was out there. . . .”
Given her role as a principal, it could be posited that she assumed more responsibility in these
areas than did the other school leaders who had more limited roles at their respective school
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sites. The middle school administrator was the only participant who addressed the issue of
accommodations, not only for special needs students, but those in the regular education
program which he felt would allow both groups of students to be academically successful. All
four participants stressed the need for school personnel to communicate with one another
when working with special needs students, regardless of their disability or placement.
Professional learning communities seem to play a greater role at the elementary level than at
the secondary level. Whereas the secondary school administrators made no mention of these,
the elementary school leaders felt that they were vital in addressing the needs of special needs
learners and ensuring that they were making academic progress. The elementary principal
remarked that she and her staff “. . . [made] sure that the children who are having difficulty
have access to the curriculum at their level.” PLCs seemed to also facilitate more
communication among school personnel where, according to the elementary administrator,
the staff and the special education teacher met weekly and ensured that interventions were in
place to help the students improve academically. Yet, regardless of their various positions or
levels, each expressed a deep commitment to helping special needs students and making sure
that they were treated fairly, whether it was through intervention, mainstreaming, or RtI
practices among others. They wanted their school personnel to understand the importance of
working closely with their students and using different strategies to ensure their needs were
being met at a variety of levels. This sense of commitment resonates strongly with inclusion
and the principles of transformative leadership as reported in the literature.

8. Alignment of Quantitative and Qualitative Data
Based on these findings, we can say that there is a strong relationship between the
quantitative and qualitative data in regards to the prototypical behaviors of school leaders and
their inclination towards transformative leadership practices in connection with special needs
students. There are some variations between principals and other administrators, males and
females, and Whites and non-Whites, in terms of their relative inclinations to transformative
leadership practices in some areas. This is evident in the area of inclusion where female
school leaders were more strongly inclined than male administrators as shown in both sets of
data. However, because there is very little statistical significance in the quantitative data from
the surveys and the qualitative statements of the school leaders in the interviews generally
indicate that they share the same amount of sensitivity to these practices, we can say, perhaps,
that there are hardly any differences among different groups of school leaders when engaging
in transformative leadership practices in regards to special needs students. They all share the
same dedication to meeting the needs of this population in a variety of areas at both the
elementary and secondary level.
In light of this conclusion, there may be some issues regarding the amount and type of data
that was collected for this study. Though the quantitative data represented a variety of school
leaders at both the elementary and secondary level in the district, totaling a sample size of 26
participants, only four of the 26 asked to be interviewed as a follow-up to the survey. Among
these four, there were no secondary school principals and no males who classified themselves
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as Whites. Many of the conclusions that the researcher has made are based primarily on the
quantitative data in conjunction with the qualitative. Without the views of these individuals
represented in the qualitative data, it is difficult to show how strong their inclination is to
transformative leadership practices compared to those who participated in the interviews. If
more participants from the original sample had volunteered to be interviewed, including
secondary school principals and White males, this would have yielded results strengthening
the conclusions drawn from the data.
In addition, there may have been some bias on the part of the researcher when choosing
sample statements from the interviews to describe themes that emerged from analysis of the
transcribed interviews as described earlier. However, based on how the researcher designed,
collected, and analyzed both sets of data, the results are fairly consistent in illustrating the
prototypical behaviors of school leaders and their inclination towards transformative
leadership practices when working with special needs students at both elementary and
secondary schools. If the researcher decides to conduct a follow-up study, these issues will
be addressed and rectified to either reinforce or challenge the results derived from this current
study.
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