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School Leadership
and Decision Making
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Practice

Establish a team structure with specific
duties and time for instructional
planning

Indicator: The Leadership Team shares in decisions of real substance pertaining to curriculum,
instruction, and professional development. (5142)

Explanation: The evidence suggests that effective leadership teams are comprised of the principal and a key corps
of lead teachers who address, strategize, and create action plans for curricular and instruction issues. The Leadership Team is ever mindful to represent the beliefs and concerns of the entire staff. Effective Leadership Teams meet
no less than twice per month to ensure continuity of their work and sustain the momentum needed to achieve their
goals. Many Leadership Teams use the indicators of effective professional restructuring found in the Handbook on
Restructuring and Substantial School Improvement (Redding, 2007).
Questions: What evidence will the district seek to determine that the principal and a group of lead teachers have
formed and operate with fidelity as a Leadership Team? How will the district determine that the Leadership Team
represents the beliefs and concerns of the rest of the staff? What processes does the Leadership Team use to ensure
fidelity to meeting times? What processes does the Leadership Team use to communicate its work to all key stakeholders; the staff, parents, students, school board, and community? Does the Leadership Team consult the Handbook
on Restructuring and Substantial School Improvement (Redding, 2007) to assist in its improvement planning?
Why Are Leadership Teams Important?
There are a variety of reasons why a principal should engage school staff and stakeholders in decision-making and
leadership roles. Most simply, a principal cannot do it alone. The vast array of responsibilities placed upon a principal
make it difficult for any one person to effectively execute all of them (Hallinger & Murphy, 2013; Von Frank, 2011).
Not only is it often logistically impossible, but having a single leader make all decisions and solve all problems also
creates a strict hierarchy and a dependency on that individual instead of building capacity in others (Lambert, 2002).
There is a wide research base around the idea of dispersing leadership roles, responsibilities, and power among the
employees of an organization, and each of the models – instructional leadership, distributed leadership, shared leadership, transformational leadership, shared instructional leadership, or leadership for learning – incorporate common
elements. Most notably, all of these leadership models encourage the principal to not simply delegate tasks, but
instead empower teachers and school staff to share in the responsibility of running the school (Marks & Printy, 2003;
Lucas & Valentine, 2002; Spillane, 2005).
Marks and Printy (2003) describe this sharing of responsibility as “the active collaboration of principal and teachers
on curriculum, instruction, and assessment,” in which “the principal seeks out the ideas, insights, and expertise of
teachers in these areas” and collaborates to make the school better (p. 371). Instead of assigning tasks, shared leadership allows for the development of and focus on common goals between administration and staff, in the name of
improving teaching and learning (Lucas & Valentine, 2002).
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students and staff, the curricular standards, the district
expectations, and the vision that the principal has set
for the school (Chrispeels, et al., 2000; Von Frank, 2011).
While the principal is often still at the helm, the team
acts as a peer group enacting a shared vision; members
work together to use school data, best practices, and
feedback from the school’s stakeholders to determine
how they will seek improvement and what supports are
necessary to carry out their plan (Chrispeels, et al., 2000;
Lambert, 2002).

Professional growth of teachers also becomes both a
responsibility and outcome of distributed leadership.
Teacher leaders are often called upon to plan and implement professional development opportunities for their
colleagues, but they can grow in their own roles through
the process as well. Lucas and Valentine (2002) state that
distributing leadership to teachers “extends the concept
of teacher involvement beyond ‘buy in’” (p. 24). Marks
and Printy (2003) share a similar idea – that transformational leaders get stakeholders involved for both their
own self-improvement as individuals, but also to get
them to apply their own interest and talents to the good
of the organization. Redding (2006) writes, “This mixture
of personal support for all the players and focused attention to systemic goals, especially improved learning, is a
balanced view of leadership” (p. 41).

Marks and Printy (2003) quote Poole (1995) in expressing the shift in the principal’s role from a traditional hierarchical structure, saying that, “the principal becomes
less an inspector of teacher competence and more a
facilitator of teacher growth (p. 374). Instead of worrying
about how their observation will be evaluated, teachers
can be more driven to ensure that they are holding each
other accountable (Von Frank, 2011). Murphy (2007)
writes that leaders focused on learning work diligently
to make sure that all of the other services and players
within a school work in support of classroom instruction
and teacher and student learning. He continues, emphasizing that good leaders are:

Who Makes Up a Leadership Team?
The creation of a leadership team is a formalized way for
a principal to share responsibility and decision-making
power with staff. Typically these teams consist of the
principal and a core team of teachers, representing multiple grade levels and content areas (Lambert, 2002). In
some schools, a representative of the district office may
participate in the leadership team, or it might include
parents and students (Chrispeels, et al., 2000; Morgan
& Clonts, 2008). Lambert (2002) also mentions a form of
leadership teams with “open membership,” in which any
stakeholder is welcome to join if they would like.

...aggressive in identifying and removing barriers that
prevent colleagues from doing their work well. They
provide intellectual stimulation and make certain that
teachers have a high quality stream of job-embedded
opportunities to expand, enhance, and refine their
repertoires of instructional skills (Murphy, 2007, p. 74).

The selection process for leadership team members
tends to vary as well. Often, a principal will select the
team members to ensure a diverse group of teachers,
with characteristics, skill sets, and qualities that could
enhance collaboration and move the work forward (Von
Frank, 2011). Selection for the leadership team can be
seen as a reward or form of recognition for teachers
(Murphy, 2007). Other methods include soliciting volunteers, having a peer nomination process, or holding an
election at the school (Chrispeels, et al., 2000; Lambert,
2002; Von Frank, 2011).

Working collaboratively to solve problems, address concerns, and move the school forward are the hallmarks of
a leadership team; it is the principal’s role to create an
environment in which those conversations and resulting
reforms can happen.
How Should Leadership Teams Ideally Operate?
Regardless of the composition of the team, it is encouraged to define formal roles and processes for the people
who comprise it. Delineating roles and responsibilities
can help reduce conflict and distraction and can provide structures for how to divide up the tasks at hand
(Chrispeels, et al., 2000; Marks & Printy, 2003; Redding,
2006). It is also important to structure the norms for the
leadership team to foster collaboration and establish
expectations. Deciding how the team will communicate,

What Do Leadership Teams Actually Do?
The primary goal for leadership teams is to work collectively to address issues around and improvement
in teaching and learning at the school (Marks & Printy,
2003). The leadership team must ensure alignment to a
variety of external and internal forces – the needs of the
2
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how regularly the team will meet, how the meetings will
be run, and to what expectations each member and the
group as a whole will be held (Chrispeels, et al., 2000;
Redding, 2006).
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Morgan and Clonts (2008) discuss how teams with whom
they have worked have established norms such as treating all team members as peers, encouraging members
to ask questions, and emphasizing that the process may
not always be clear or linear. These types of norms help
create a baseline of respect for both the people and the
process within the leadership team. Ideally, such norms
and established lines of communication will also extend
to the school community as a whole (Chrispeels, et al.,
2000).
However, while collegiality is critical, Lucas and Valentine
(2002) emphasize the difference between it and collaboration. The latter may involve some vulnerability – for
example, opening up one’s classroom for others to regularly observe. Yet, if collaboration and honest sharing
occurs in the name of improving teaching and learning, it
will ultimately benefit the school’s students and staff.
The other essential factor in allowing a leadership team
to be effective is to provide ample time for critical conversations, observation, and collaboration. Teams should
ideally meet twice per month, for at least an hour, to
ensure time for productive and deep conversation (Redding, 2006). These meetings should be distinguished
from instructional planning meetings, so that critical
thinking and engagement can occur; team meetings
may more closely resemble a study group, where professionals reflect, read, think, and learn together (Lambert, 2002; Morgan & Clonts, 2008). Morgan and Clonts
(2008) also describe this “luxury of extended time” as an
opportunity for the team members to get to know each
other better both personally and professionally and work
collectively toward improved teaching and learning for
everyone in the school building (p. 347-348).
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