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ABSTRACT	
	
	 This	study	was	designed	to	gain	an	understanding	of	tasks	elementary	
building	leaders	are	personally	involved	with	special	education	building	tasks	and	
identify	building	leaders	who	self-identify	as	highly	engaged	in	special	education.		
Instructional	leaders	must	have	a	full	understanding	of	educational	practices	as	they	
relate	to	special	education.		Building	level	leaders	are	asked	to	perform	many	
different	tasks	daily.		With	over	7.0	million	students	identified	as	needing	special	
education	services,	many	building	leaders	struggle	with	their	knowledge	of	special	
education	and	their	role.		Many	Educational	Leadership	programs	do	not	require	a	
building	leader	to	be	educated	specifically	in	the	area	of	special	education	practices	
and	law	thus	creating	a	disconnect	in	instructional	leadership.	
	 	

A	case	study	design	was	used	in	answering	the	four	research	questions.		A	
survey,	Questionnaire	on	the	Special	Education	Roles	and	Functions	of	the	School	
District	and/or	Building	Level	Administrator,	was	administered	to	elementary	
building	level	leaders	in	one	western	urban	school	district	in	Denver,	Colorado.		
Once	quantitative	data	was	collected	and	analyzed,	a	qualitative	phase	using	
interviews	with	self-identified	highly	engaged	elementary	leaders	was	conducted.			
	 	

The	findings	suggest	principals	who	are	highly	engaged	in	special	education	
tasks	have	an	understanding	of	their	role	and	what	strategies	are	needed	to	be	an	
effective	special	education	instructional	leader.		These	strategies	include	being	(a)	
collaborative,	(b)	accountable,	and	(c)	being	in	a	position	to	create	trusting,	
authentic	relationships	with	stakeholders.		It	is	important	for	building	leaders	to	
have	appropriate	training	to	(a)		access	information	through	on-the-job	training,	(b)	
to	prevent	a	lack	of	knowledge	in	IDEA	tasks,	and	(c)	be	held	accountable	for	
ensuring	special	education	programs	are	adequately	supported	in	their	building.	
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CHAPTER	ONE	
	
	

INTRODUCTION	
	
	

Overview	
	

	
Background	of	the	Study	
	
	 The	role	of	the	principal	has	always	been	critical	in	the	effectiveness	of	a	

school.	A	principal’s	role	has	changed	and	evolved	over	time.	The	days	of	one	leader,	

one	person	being	responsible	for	all	the	leadership	in	a	school	is	no	longer	a	focus	

(Bagwell,	2019).			In	the	past,	principals	were	the	authority	figure,	decisions	not	

questioned	by	teachers,	parents,	or	students	(Lewin,	1968).		In	1952,	Dittman	

acknowledged	that	the	role	of	the	principal	became	more	demanding	and	difficult	

(p.	427).		With	the	change	of	the	world	today,	it	is	apparent	that	the	role	of	the	

principal	has	been	ever	evolving.		Dittman	(1952)	contended,	“no	longer	will	the	

benevolent	dictator	describe	the	principal’s	position	satisfactorily”	(p.	427).		Ross	

and	Cozzens	(2016)	contended,	“Restructuring	in	the	educational	system	has	forced	

leadership	to	evolve	as	quality	instruction,	instructional	programs,	and	

international	competition	have	progressed”	(p.	162).			Today	a	principal	must	be	an	

instructional	leader,	able	to	communicate	with	many	stakeholders,	and	be	a	

personnel	manager	while	developing	and	maintaining	relationships,	but	also	

knowing	the	most	up-to-date	best	practices.			
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	 Leadership	and	its	role	evolved	with	the	changing	times	and	roles.		Newsom	

and	Mickelson	(1949)	reported	that	the	“principalship	has	been	through	four	

periods	of	development:	the	teaching	principal,	the	clerical	principal,	the	managerial	

or	administrative	principal,	and	the	leadership	principal”	(p.20).		Even	as	far	back	as	

the	1940’s,	the	role	of	the	principal	was	changing.		Principals	must	be	strong	

instructional	leaders.		Leithwood	and	Montgomery	(1982)	posit,	“effective	

principals	place	the	achievement	and	happiness	of	students	first	in	their	priorities.		

They	view	themselves	as	instructional	leaders	whose	function	is	to	ensure	that	

students	in	their	schools	are	provided	with	the	best	possible	programs”	(p.	320).		

The	role	of	school	building	leaders	has	continued	to	evolve.		In	2005,	the	U.S.	

Department	of	Education	Southwest	Educational	Development	Laboratory	(SEDL)	

reported,	“effective	school	leadership	today	must	combine	the	traditional	school	

leadership	duties	such	as	teacher	evaluation,	budgeting,	scheduling,	and	facilities	

maintenance	with	a	deep	involvement	with	specific	aspects	of	teaching	and	

learning”	(p.	1).		The	authors	continued,	“Effective	Instructional	leaders	are	

intensely	involved	in	curricular	and	instructional	issues	that	directly	affect	student	

achievement”	(p.1).		This	change	in	educational	leadership	has	continually	been	

evolving.	

In	the	current	time,	“creating	equitable	educational	systems	to	close	the	

opportunity	gap	is	the	most	significant	challenge	facing	21st-century	education	in	

the	United	States”	(Bagwell,	2019).		School	principals	need	to	understand	the	
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complexity	of	today’s	school	systems.		According	to	Zaretsky,	Moreau	and	Faircloth	

(2008),	“the	increasing	diversity	of	the	school-aged	population	coupled	with	the	

demands	for	educational	reform	and	accountability	pose	challenges	for	school	

leaders	in	both	the	United	States	and	Canada”	(p.	161).		School	leaders	must	know	

about	effective	instructional	practices	to	increase	student	achievement	(Zaretsky,	

Moreau,	&	Faircloth,	2008).		This	includes	the	knowledge	of	The	Individuals	with	

Disabilities	Act,	better	known	in	education	as	IDEA.			DiPaola,	Tschannen-Moran	and	

Walther-Thomas	(2004)	posit,		

“Clearly,	 instructional	 leaders	 who	 understand	 students	 with	
disabilities,	 IDEA	 and	NCLB	 requirements,	 and	 effective	 practice	 are	
better	 prepared	 to	 provide	 students	 and	 their	 teachers	 with	
appropriate	 classroom	 support.	 They	 recognize	 the	 importance	 of	
comprehensive	 academic	 planning,	 ongoing	 monitoring	 of	 progress,	
and	data-based	decisions	regarding	students’	programs.		They	have	the	
knowledge,	 skills,	 and	 commitment	 to	 facilitate	 academic	 and	
structural	integrity	in	classrooms	so	that	students,	teachers,	specialists,	
paraprofessionals,	and	others	can	work	effectively”	(p.	4).			

If	the	process	is	not	followed,	principals	can	put	school	districts	at	risk	of	lawsuits	

and	dispute	resolution.		Ponomareva	(2015)	believes	a	successful	school	

administrator	“always	ensures	that	decisions	are	consistent	with	the	law.”		School	

leaders	must	have	full	knowledge	of	the	law	in	order	to	lead	their	schools	in	the	

right	direction	in	accordance	to	students	with	special	needs.		Valesky	and	Hirth	

(1992)	ascertain,	“Principal’s	knowledge	of	special	education	law	is	not	sufficient	to	

ensure	that	mistakes	in	implementation	of	procedural	safeguards	and/or	the	

provision	of	educations	services	will	not	occur”.			
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DiPaola,	Tschannen-Moran	and	Walther-Thomas	(2004)	declare,	“given	the	

complexity	of	their	roles	and	responsibilities,	it	is	not	surprising	that	many	

principals	feel	poorly	prepared	for	jobs	as	special	education	leaders	in	their	

buildings”	(p.7).		Principals	must	have	knowledge	of	inclusion	to	best	support	

students	in	their	buildings.		Bai	and	Martin	(2015)	ascertain,	“school	administrators	

assume	more	responsibility	for	the	direct	provision	of	services	for	students	with	

disabilities…to	create	the	conditions	that	will	allow	school	administrators	and	

others	to	do	their	jobs	effectively”	(p.	1230).	The	range	of	responsibilities	placed	on	

administrators	include	having	a	knowledge	of	collaboration	and	Professional	

Learning	Communities	(PLCs).		Elementary	building	leaders	must	have	the	skills	and	

dispositions	to	lead	with	engagement;	however,	they	must	also	create	cultures	in	

their	buildings	that	bring	people	together	to	effectively	improve	the	skills	of	

students	(Bai	and	Martin,	2015).			

It	is	vital	for	administrators	to	understand	inclusion.		As	the	model	of	

inclusion	becomes	the	norm,	it	will	lead	to	a	leader’s	success	in	his	or	her	building	

(Bai	and	Martin,	2015).		Educational	leaders	are	charged	with	having	a	knowledge	

that	enables	their	community	to	be	one	that	is	inclusive	and	comprehensive.		The	

difficulty	is	that	many	leaders	do	not	have	the	background	in	special	education	to	

make	decisions	that	ensure	an	efficiently	run	building.		Samuels	(2018)	reported	

Karge	as	stating,	“Learning	on	the	job	is	still	the	main	way	that	principals	gain	

knowledge	about	special	education.		Occasionally	that	can	lead	them	astray”	(p.	26-
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28).		The	problem	that	arises	is	that	many	universities	do	not	require	courses	for	

education	leaders	in	special	education	law	(Hirth	&	Valesky,	1990)	thus	creating	the	

need	for	leaders	to	learn	as	they	work.		Hirth	and	Valesky	(1990)	found	only	33%	of	

state	endorsements	for	school	administrators	required	a	course	or	knowledge	in	

special	education.		School	leaders	acquire	their	special	education	knowledge	

through	a	general	law	class	that	only	speaks	briefly	about	specific	special	education	

laws.		In-depth	analysis	and	understanding	are	not	required.		Only	14%	of	

universities	have	a	requirement	for	a	special	education	law	course	(Hirth	&	Valesky,	

1990).		Angell	and	Bilton	(2009)	reported	in	their	study,	“53%	of	participants	in	the	

study	did	not	have	any	classes	in	relation	to	special	education	during	their	

preparatory	programs,	32%	had	one	course,	9%	attended	two	classes	and	6%	had	3	

classes”	(p.	7).		Bakken	and	Smith	(2011)	reiterate	the	need	for	leaders	to	be	

prepared	to	work	with	students	who	are	culturally	diverse,	this	includes	students	

with	different	learning	abilities.		Zaretsky,	Moreau,	and	Faircloth	(2008)	concurred,		

“As	more	students	with	disabilities	and	other	special	educational	needs	
are	educated	in	regular	education	settings,	school	leaders	must	also	be	
attuned	 to	 the	 legal	 underpinnings	 and	 requirements	 inherent	 in	
special	programs	and	services”	(p.	162).			

	 School	leaders	must	understand	their	role	in	special	education	to	help	ensure	

that	student’s	needs	are	being	met.		Lasky	and	Karge	(2006)	contend,	“if	inclusive	

practices	are	to	be	implemented	in	schools,	much	work	will	be	needed	to	prepare	

administrators	for	the	changes	that	are	taking	place.		This	preparation	should	begin	
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in	programs	designed	to	prepare	school	administrators”	(p.	22).	Leaders	provide	

professional	development	in	their	schools,	but	if	they	don’t	know	what	students	

need,	they	won’t	be	able	to	identify	the	appropriate	professional	development	

(Bakken	&	Smith,	2011).	District	level	officials	tend	to	manage	special	education	

programs,	staff,	professional	development,	and	budgets,	while	the	policies	and	

practices	must	be	managed	at	the	school	level	(Patterson,	Marshall	&	Bowling,	

2000).		If	principals	do	not	have	an	understanding	of	the	Individuals	with	

Disabilities	Act	and	PL	94-142	(Education	for	All	Handicapped	Children	Act)	they	

won’t	have	the	knowledge	of	how	to	allocate	resources,	work	with	parents,	and/or	

train	and	hire	paraprofessionals	(Patterson,	Marshall,	&	Bowling,	2000).	

As	more	and	more	students	are	being	identified	as	needing	special	

education	and	are	being	educated	within	the	general	education	environment,	

principals	and	school	leaders	must	have	the	training	to	lead	their	schools	

effectively.		McLaughlin	and	Kienas	(1989)	state,		

“principals	have	a	critical	leadership	role	implementing	and	managing	
all	 programs,	 and	 research	 has	 demonstrated	 the	 influence	 of	 the	
building	 administrator	 in	 shaping	 instructional	 practice	 in	 his/her	
building,	 in	 promoting	 mainstreaming,	 and	 in	 generally	 supporting	
special	education	students	and	teachers”	(p.	108).		

Principals	are	the	guiding	force	for	implementing	programs	in	their	schools	

that	follow	the	law	and	are	of	high	quality	for	all	their	students	(McLaughlin	

and	Kienas,	1989).		Bays	(2004)	contends,		
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“to	 provide	 effective	 leadership	 that	 addresses	 the	 needs	 of	 special	
education	 students	 and	 their	 teachers,	 principals	need	 to	have	basic	
knowledge	about	the	varied	characteristics	and	instructional	needs	of	
students	 with	 disabilities,	 knowledge	 about	 the	 roles	 and	
responsibilities	of	teachers	who	work	with	special	education	students	
across	 varied	 settings	 and	 instructional	 configuration,	 and	
appreciation	for	the	support	needs	of	these	teachers…principals	need	
knowledge	 of	 the	 components	 of	 effective	 instruction,	 skills	 in	
supervising	 and	 evaluating	 specialized	 instruction	 for	 students	with	
disabilities,	 skills	 in	 helping	 Individualized	Education	Program	 (IEP)	
teams	to	make	complex	decisions	in	planning	individually	appropriate	
education,	 and	 the	 ability	 to	 support	 teachers	 in	 translating	
instructional	intervention	research	into	practice”	(p.	257).			

Without	the	proper	training,	a	leader	in	a	school	with	high	levels	of	special	

education	programs	will	not	be	as	effective	or	engaged.			

	 Through	the	changing	times,	the	role	of	the	principal	has	changed	

dramatically.		With	the	institution	of	the	Individuals	with	Disabilities	Act	and	

No	Child	Left	Behind,	principals	and	school	leaders	have	had	to	adjust	their	

knowledge	base.		They	must	ensure	that	all	students	are	provided	with	a	free	

and	appropriate	public	education	(FAPE).		Special	education	directors	note	

that	a	principal’s	lack	of	knowledge	of	special	education	causes	issues	in	

leading	schools	(Bays,	2004).		With	more	and	more	students	being	identified	

with	having	a	disability,	the	dynamics	of	a	leader	have	changed.		Principals	

who	are	highly	engaged	have	the	background	knowledge	that	not	all	students	

learn	the	same	and	their	instructional	needs	may	vary	(Bays,	2004).		With	a	

strong	knowledge	base,	through	leadership	preparatory	programs,	principals	
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can	gain	skills	and	knowledge	related	to	all	aspects	of	special	education	

(Bays,	2004).	

Statement	of	the	Problem	
	

Educational	leaders	are	faced	with	many	challenges	in	today’s	educational	

system.		School	leaders	are	the	face	of	their	schools;	however,	they	should	also	be	

the	greatest	advocates	for	all	students.		All	students	include	students	with	a	wide	

range	of	abilities;	including	those	with	the	most	significant	needs.			When	a	school	

leader	is	unfamiliar	with	special	education	practices,	it	creates	a	sense	of	unease	and	

unrest	when	important	decisions	need	to	be	made.	Conversely,	when	principals	

understand	and	follow	federal	guidelines	such	as	the	Individuals	with	Disabilities	

Act	(IDEA)	and	more	currently	the	Every	Student	Succeeds	Act	(ESSA),	all	students	

benefit.			

Each	year,	school	and	district	administrators	analyze	their	state	assessment	

data	to	determine	whether	the	achievement	gap	is	closing	for	students	of	color	

within	their	schools.	Special	educators	and	district	officials	take	the	data	a	step	

further	and	disaggregate	the	data	to	better	understand	the	trends	in	teaching	and	

learning	for	students	with	disabilities.	Through	federal	mandates,	such	as	the	Every	

Child	Succeeds	Act	(ESSA)	and	the	Individuals	with	Disabilities	Education	Act	

(IDEA),	schools	are	aware	more	than	ever	the	achievement	gap	continues	to	grow	

for	this	population	of	students.	Katsiyannis,	Yell,	&	Bradley		(2001)	stated,	“we	must	
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continue	to	develop	and	disseminate	information	to	support	and	implement	

effective	practices	to	meet	the	higher	expectations	that	IDEA	has	created”	(p.	333).		

No	Child	Left	Behind	(NCLB)	ensured	more	than	just	access	for	students	with	

disabilities,	it	set	a	higher	standard	for	academic	success	(DiPaola,	Tschannen-

Moran,	&	Thomas,	2004).	DiPaola,	Tschannen-Moran,	and	Thomas	(2004)	

concluded,	“…many	states	implemented	corresponding	accountability	systems	to	

ensure	that	students,	teachers,	and	administrators	would	all	achieve	performance	

accountability”	(p.	1).		

School	administrators	are	expected	to	take	a	more	active	role	in	ensuring	the	

educational	access	for	all	students,	including	those	with	disabilities.			

Protz	(2005)	stated,	“Given	the	rise	in	the	number	of	special	education	students	now	

being	served,	studies	concerning	school	administrators’	knowledge	of	special	

education	law	and	practices	do	not	appear	to	be	in	abundance”	(p.	15).		While	more	

students	are	identified	with	having	a	disability,	administrators	are	relying	more	on	

their	special	education	teachers	or	upper	level	administrators	for	guidance.	Current	

administrator	preparatory	programs	focus	on	the	Professional	Standards	for	

Educational	Leaders	(2015),	formally	known	as	the	Interstate	School	Leaders	

Licensure		

Consortium	(ISLLC)	standards	to	increase	leadership	effectiveness	and	engagement	

of	instructional	leaders.	The	ten	standards	adopted	for	effective	education	leaders	in	

2015	focused	on	the	academic	success	and	well-being	of	each	student;	however,	
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upcoming	leaders	must	focus	on	the	success;	however,	are	not	provided	enough	

resources	to	ensure	they	fully	understand	each	standard	as	it	was	intended.		Each	of	

the	standards	uses	the	key	phrase	“promote	EACH	student’s	academic	success	and	

well-being”.	Each	is	defined	as	EVERY	student	that	the	leader	is	charged	with	

leading.		This	includes	those	students	who	have	unique	learning	abilities.	

Standard	1:	Mission,	Vision,	and	Core	Values	
	

Effective	educational	leaders	develop,	advocate,	and	enact	a	shared	
mission,	vision,	and	core	values	of	high-quality	education	and	
academic	success	and	well-being	of	each	student.	

	
Standard	2:	Ethics	and	Professional	Norms	
	
	 Effective	educational	leaders	act	ethically	and	according	to	

professional	norms	to	promote	each	student’s	academic	success	and	
well-being	

	
Standard	3:	Equity	and	Cultural	Responsiveness	
	 	
	 Effective	educational	leaders	strive	for	equity	of	educational	

opportunity	and	culturally	responsive	practices	to	promote	each	
student’s	academic	success	and	well-being.	

	
Standard	4:	Curriculum,	Instruction,	and	Assessment	
	
	 Effective	educational	leaders	develop	and	support	intellectually	

rigorous	and	coherent	systems	of	curriculum,	instruction,	and	
assessment	to	promote	each	student’s	academic	success	and	well-
being.	

	
Standard	5:	Community	of	Care	and	Support	for	Students	
	
	 Effective	educational	leaders	cultivate	an	inclusive,	caring,	and	

supportive	school	community	that	promotes	the	academic	success	
and	well-being	of	each	student.	
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Standard	6:	Professional	Capacity	of	School	Personnel	
	
	 Effective	educational	leaders	develop	the	professional	capacity	and	

practice	of	school	personnel	to	promote	each	student’s	academic	
success	and	well-being.	

	
Standard	7:	Professional	Community	for	Teachers	and	Staff	
	
	 Effective	educational	leaders	foster	a	professional	community	of	

teachers	and	other	professional	staff	to	promote	each	student’s	
academic	success	and	well-being.	

	
Standard	8:	Meaningful	Engagement	of	Families	and	Community	
	
	 Effective	educational	leaders	engage	families	and	the	community	in	

meaningful,	reciprocal,	and	mutually	beneficial	ways	to	promote	each	
student’s	academic	success	and	well-being.	

	
Standard	9:	Operations	and	Management	
	
	 Effective	educational	leaders	manage	school	operations	and	resources	

to	promote	each	student’s	academic	success	and	well-being.	
	

Standard	10:	School	Improvement	
	
	 Effective	educational	leaders	act	as	agents	of	continuous	

improvement	to	promote	each	student’s	academic	success	and	well-
being.	

	
			 Leaders	only	receive	minimal	coursework	in	special	education	law	(Protz,	

2005).	Hirth	(1990)	acknowledged	that	a	policy	and	law	class	is	required;	however,	

there	is	only	a	small	component	of	special	education	law	embedded	into	these	

courses.		Administrators	are	required	to	acquire	knowledge	about	special	education	

policy	on	their	own	rather	than	as	a	college	course	(Pazey	&	Cole,	2012).	This	can	

lead	to	misinformation	being	obtained,	and	inconsistent	implementation	of	the	
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policies	within	schools,	which	in	turn,	hurts	the	school	reform	being	sought	(Pazey	

&	Cole,	2012).		School	administrators	are	prepared	in	areas	of	finance	and	policy	

and	procedures,	yet	not	explicitly	in	special	education	law	(DiPaola,	Tschannen-

Moran,	&	Walther-Thomas,	2004).		The	need	for	more	intense	preparatory	classes	in	

special	education	best	practices	and	law	is	vital	for	closing	the	opportunity	gap	

(Pazey	&	Cole,	2012).	Hirth	and	Valesky	(1990)	identified	that	73%	of	school	

administration	preparatory	programs	did	not	require	training	in	special	education.		

As	the	research	contends,	school	administrators	are	not	adequately	prepared	to	lead	

in	schools	with	a	population	of	students	with	disabilities.	

Not	only	are	leaders	charged	with	closing	the	achievement	gap,	they	are	

responsible	for	ensuring	students	are	taught	in	the	Least	Restrictive	Environment	

(LRE).		Students	with	disabilities	have	historically	been	taught	in	isolation.		Parents	

and	students	are	advocating	for	equal	access	to	classrooms.	It	is	the	role	of	the	

administrator	to	weigh	all	options	to	do	what	is	best	for	all	students.			

Students	with	special	needs	are	guaranteed	a	free	and	appropriate	public	

education	(FAPE).		Yet,	educational	resources	for	implementing	a	variety	of	

programs	to	a	diverse	group	of	students	are	often	limited.		This	balance	can	be	very	

trying	for	school	leaders.			Many	principal	preparation	programs	minimally	address	

the	instructional	leadership	practices	and	policies	for	special	needs	students,	if	they	

are	addressed	at	all.		Bays	(2004)	acknowledged,	“Crockett	(2002)	as	reporting	

school	administrators	have	limited	professional	training	in	the	area	of	special	
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education”	(p.	257).		Zaretsky,	Moreau	and	Faircloth	(2008)	supported	other	studies	

by	reporting,	“participants	also	stressed	the	need	for	leadership	preparation	

programs	to	reexamine	current	course	offerings	and	identify	possible	gaps	in	

special	education	leadership”	(p.	173).		Many	studies	support	the	need	for	school	

administrators	to	obtain	different	and	more	intensive	experiences	since	school	

leaders	report	they	do	not	feel	their	formal	training	aligned	with	their	experiences.		

In	2006	Beth	Lasky	and	Belinda	Dunnick	Karge	completed	a	study	with	an	article	

written	called	“Meeting	the	Needs	of	Students	with	Disabilities:	Experience	and	

Confidence	of	Principals”.		In	this	study,	it	was	determined	that	one	third	of	the	

school	leaders	detailed	their	lack	of	experience	with	children	with	disabilities	due	in	

part	because	of	their	university	course	work	(Samuels,	2018).		Their	study	was	

replicated	in	2015.		At	this	time,	they	identified	that	18	percent	of	the	respondents	

had	no	direct	experiences	with	students	with	special	needs.		While	the	percentage	

had	decreased	from	the	first	study,	Karge	stated,	“but	nearly	4	out	of	5	respondents	

in	2015	said	they	only	had	one	course”	(p.	26-28).		DeMatthews	and	Edwards	

(2014)	reported,		

“one	area	few	programs	adequately	address,	including	more	
innovative	programs,	is	special	education-despite	the	fact	that	
principals	struggle	with	accountability	for	students,	but	particularly	
those	principals	in	schools	and	districts	with	limited	resources	and	
limited	professional	development	opportunities”	(p.	41).			

They	continued	by	stating,	“principals	have	long	reported	that	their	

preparation	programs	did	not	prepare	them	with	the	legal	and	instructional	
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knowledge	in	the	area	of	special	education”	(p.	41).		Throughout	history	and	

into	the	current,	school	principals	are	not	fully	prepared	to	lead	in	buildings	

with	a	high	number	of	students	identified	as	needing	special	education	

services.		

Purpose	of	the	Study	
	

The	purpose	of	this	case	study	is	to	identify	practicing	school	administrators	

who	are	highly	engaged	in	the	instructional	leadership	of	students	with	special	

needs	and	describe	the	practices	that	facilitate	their	effectiveness	and	engagement.	

Bays	and	Crockett	(2007)	stated,	“special	education	has	become	a	major	concern	for	

school	leaders,	as	their	responsibilities	have	increased	to	ensure	successful	learning	

opportunities	for	all	students,	including	students	who	have	disabilities”	(p.	143).		By	

identifying	and	describing	the	instructional	leadership	of	students	with	significantly	

different	ability	levels,	a	better	understanding	of	engagement	in	inclusive	leadership	

may	emerge.	Involvement	in	special	education	tasks	is	a	criteria	for	student	success	

according	to	definitions	of	instructional	leadership.		Frost	and	Kersten	(2011)	

reported	in	their	study	a	wide	range	(M=1.66)	in	mean	scores	when	analyzing	

principal	involvement	data.		This	study	will	inform	the	literature	concerning	school	

leadership	for	the	success	all	students;	more	importantly,	those	with	differing	and	

unique	abilities.			
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This	study	will	also	inform	school	leader	preparatory	programs	regarding	

the	importance	of	providing	school	leaders	with	more	content	in	the	area	of	special	

education.		Universities	who	create	more	programs	will	produce	leaders	who	are	

not	only	strong	in	the	area	of	being	an	instructional	leader,	but	also	as	a	leader	of	

special	education.		

	
Research	Questions	
	
	 The	following	research	questions	guided	this	study:		

1. 	What	Special	education	tasks	do	elementary	building	leaders	
within	a	large		

	
Western	urban	school	district	personally	engage?	
	

2. What	Special	education	tasks	do	elementary	building	leaders	

within	a	large	Western	urban	school	district	delegate	to	others	

within	their	building?	

3. What	Special	education	tasks	are	not	performed	at	the	school	

level?	

4. How	do	elementary	building	leaders	within	a	large	Western	urban	

school	district	with	high	engagement	in	Special	education	tasks	

describe	their	instructional	leadership	roles	under	the	Individuals	

with	Disabilities	Act?	

	
	



	
	
	
	 	

	 	

16	 	

Methodology	

	 	A	case	study	design	was	used	in	answering	the	research	question.	A	

questionnaire	designed	by	Ruff	and	Redburn	(2006),	entitled	Questionnaire	On	the	

Special	education	Roles	and	Functions	of	the	School	District	and/or	Building	Level	

Administrator,	was	sent	to	building	level	administrators	in	a	large,	urban	district	in	a	

western	state.	Item	analysis	was	used	to	purposefully	select	the	participants	for	the	

case	study.		A	five	question,	open-ended	interview	protocol	was	developed	that	

asked	about	a	principal’s	roles	and	responsibilities	when	leading	in	buildings	with	

larger	numbers	of	students	identified	as	special	needs.			

	 In	late	February	2019,	the	survey	was	electronically	sent	to	each	elementary	

(K-5)	school	administrator	in	the	large,	urban	district	with	high	diversity	(43	

principals	and	18	assistant	principals).			A	follow-up	message	was	sent	to	everyone	

not	responding	one	week	later.		Those	respondents	with	higher	scores	in	the	

personally	involved	category,	on	the	survey	instrument,	were	selected	for	more	in-

depth	participation	in	the	study.			Interviews	were	then	conducted	throughout	the	

rest	of	the	spring,	summer	and	fall	of	2019.			The	case	study	was	bounded	by	the	

instructional	leadership	practices	of	the	participants	from	a	large	urban	school	

district	in	a	Western	state.	Using	the	instrument	results,	interview	transcripts,		and	

appropriate	artifacts	constant	comparative	analysis	of	the	data	was	performed,	

which	provided	the	results	of	this	study.			
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Significance	of	the	Study	

	 The	notion	that	school	leaders	must	be	educated	in	special	education	is	

significant	to	education	due	to	the	time	and	resources	that	are	used	during	

litigation.		McLauglin	and	Kienas	(1989)	reported	in	a	study	conducted	in	1980,	

leaders	could	be	improving	the	educational	environment	for	all	students,	but	must	

spend	the	additional	time	ensuring	all	documentation	is	in	place	when	parents	move	

to	due	process	or	even	civil	rights	claims.		This	also	takes	away	the	resources	that	

could	be	used	to	ensure	all	students	have	access	to	their	school	communities.		

School	and	district	budgets	are	affected	when	families	win	in	litigation.		Educational	

leaders	must	have	a	wide	range	of	knowledge	to	lead	a	school	effectively.		This	

knowledge	should	also	include	special	education	policies	and	practice.			

	 School	leaders	must	also	have	an	understanding	of	special	education	in	

relation	to	training	of	their	staff.		Frost	and	Kersten	(2011)	concluded	principals	

have	minimal	training	in	coursework	and	field	experiences	related	to	special	

education,	yet	they	are	required	to	be	a	knowledgeable	instructional	leader	and	

effectively	serve	in	that	role.		Proper	training	for	staff	who	teach	students	with	

disabilities	is	a	requirement	to	ensure	students	are	receiving	access	to	a	proper	

education.		When	leaders	do	not	have	the	training	to	provide	professional	

development	for	staff,	student	success	is	hindered.			
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Limitations	of	the	Study	

Limitations	to	the	study	include	the	potential	for	a	constricted	sample	size,	

convenience	sampling	at	the	school	district	level,	and	reliance	on	self-reporting	in	

the	purposeful	selection	of	participants.		The	survey	was	sent	to	elementary	

administrators	in	one	large,	western,	urban,	school	district;	however,	with	busy	

schedules,	the	number	of	respondents	could	be	smaller	than	desired.		The	survey	

tool	is	very	lengthy,	50	questions,	which	requires	time	that	many	cannot	invest	and;	

therefore,	could	be	a	limitation.		

	
Delimitations	of	the	Study	

	 As	the	researcher,	I	chose	to	make	certain	decisions	in	the	research	study,	

including	the	survey	population,	the	district,	and	the	participants.		I	chose	to	only	

send	the	survey	and	obtain	data	from	elementary	principals	in	one	Western,	urban	

district	due	to	the	number	of	administrators	in	the	district	and	their	potential	

delegation	of	tasks.		In	this	district	there	are	a	total	of	55,000	students	who	attend	

school	at	one	of	the	70	schools.		At	the	middle	and	high	school	levels,	every	school	

has	a	minimum	of	two	assistant	principals,	as	well	as	dean	of	students,	in	addition	to	

the	principal.		When	looking	at	school	leaders,	many	of	the	tasks	that	elementary	

principals	undertake	are	different	than	at	the	middle	and	high	school	levels	where	

more	of	the	tasks	are	delegated	to	the	assistant	principals	and/or	dean	of	students.		

This	led	to	an	assumption	that	the	self-rating	of	engagement	could	be	compromised.		
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Therefore,	the	choice	to	use	only	elementary	principals	and	assistant	principals	was	

deemed	necessary.	

	 I	also	chose	this	western	urban	district	because	it	is	the	current	district	in	

which	I	practice	as	an	elementary	school	administrator.		I	have	worked	in	two	of	the	

44	elementary	schools	in	the	district.		The	principals	in	these	schools	have	voiced	

the	same	concerns,	over	the	years,	that	special	education	is	an	area	in	which	they	

need	more	knowledge	and	understanding.		The	choice	to	use	the	elementary	

administrators	also	came	about	when	considering	rapport	and	validations	of	the	

study.		Since	the	administrators	knew	me,	as	a	practitioner,	it	was	assumed	they	

would	be	more	accessible	in	answering	the	survey	as	well	as	participating	in	the	

interview	process.	

	
Definitions	

• No	Child	Left	Behind	(NCLB)--	The	No	Child	Left	Behind	Act	of	2001	(NCLB)	

is	a	United	States	Act	of	Congress	that	is	a	reauthorization	of	the	Elementary	

and	Secondary	Education	Act	(edweek.org).	

• The	Individuals	with	Disabilities	Education	Act	(IDEA)	is	a	law	ensuring	

services	to	children	with	disabilities	throughout	the	nation.	IDEA	governs	

how	states	and	public	agencies	provide	early	intervention,	special	education	

and	related	services	to	more	than	6.5	million	eligible	infants,	toddlers,	

children	and	youth	with	disabilities	(idea.ed.gov).	
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• Free	and	Appropriate	Public	Education	(FAPE)	is	a	requirement	under	the	

Individuals	with	Disabilities	Education	Act	(IDEA)	that	requires	students	to	

be	educated	in	the	least	restricted	environment	(LRE),	taught	by	licensed	

educators	using	curriculum	that	is	research	based	(Crockett,	1997,	p.	158).	

• Least	Restrictive	Environment	(LRE)	is	part	of	FAPE	that	requires	students	to	

be	educated	with	typical	peers	to	the	maximum	extent	possible	(Crockett,	

1997,	p.	158).		

• Social	Justice	is	a	term	that	leads	to	a	belief	of	equal	chances	of	success	and	

fairness	(Gordon	and	Generett,	2011,	p.	4-5).	

• Every	Student	Succeeds	Act	(ESSA)	is	the	reauthorization	of	the	Elementary	

and	Secondary	Education	Act.	The	act	advanced	equity	by	upholding	critical	

protections	for	America’s	disadvantaged	and	high	need	students	

(www.ed.gov/essa).	

• Instructional	Leader	or	leadership	is	defined	as	a	leader	who	involves	

themselves	in	setting	clear	goals,	allocating	resources	to	instruction,	

managing	the	curriculum,	monitoring	lesson	plans,	and	evaluating	teachers.	

Instructional	leadership	reflects	those	actions	a	principal	takes	to	promote	

growth	in	student	learning	(Flath,	1989)	(Jenkins,	2009,	p.	35).		
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Chapter	Summary	
	
	

Chapter	one	provided	an	introduction	and	rationale	as	to	why	preparatory	

programs	need	to	better	prepare	future	leaders	in	terms	of	special	education	skills	

and	knowledge.	The	role	of	the	elementary	school	administrator	has	changed	with	

school	reforms	and	mandates	such	as	NCLB	and	IDEA.		These	mandates	recognize	

that	all	children	are	to	be	educated.		The	education	of	students	with	disabilities	is	no	

longer	in	a	secluded	environment,	but	one	that	is	inclusive.		Principals	are	required	

to	disaggregate	data	and	look	at	the	growth	of	all	students	(Milligan,	Neal,	&	

Singleton,	n.d.).	If	principals	are	not	adequately	prepared	to	manage	special	

education	policy	in	their	buildings	and	understand	their	role,	students	with	

disabilities	will	continue	to	fall	further	behind	their	same	age	peers.		Principal	

preparation	programs	have	struggled	to	prepare	leaders	to	be	instructional	leaders	

and	therefore,	the	inadequacy	has	proven	consequential	for	students	with	differing	

abilities	(Lynch,	2012).		When	principals	are	not	adequately	trained,	they	essentially	

lead	their	schools	and	districts	into	unnecessary	lawsuits	(Pazey	&	Cole,	2012).		This	

study	assists	in	recognizing	the	need	to	address	special	education	policy,	law,	and	

instructional	engagement	more	in-depth.		Included	in	this	chapter	was	the	

identification	of	the	problem,	the	purpose	behind	the	study,	the	research	questions,	

and	limitations	as	well	as	significance	of	the	study	and	key	definitions.			
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Chapter	two	will	be	comprised	of	a	literature	review	regarding	the	

theoretical	frameworks	around	instructional	leaders,	the	history	of	special	

education	in	schools,	and	the	progression	of	school	leaders	from	managers	to	

instructional	leaders.	 	
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CHAPTER	TWO	

	
REVIEW	OF	LITERATURE	

	
Theoretical	Framework	

	
Social	Justice	

The	literature	detailing	social	justice	in	education	is	well	documented.		There	

are	many	studies	pertaining	to	inclusion	of	students	with	disabilities	and	their	

ability	to	be	in	the	general	education	classroom.		Scanlan	(2012)	supported	the	

research	that	suggested	a	lack	of	education	and	knowledge	on	behalf	of	the	school	

leader	as	reasons	for	a	lack	of	inclusion.		Other	reasons	for	students	not	being	

included	in	general	education	classrooms	was	the	belief	that	differentiated	

instruction	and	universal	design	did	not	benefit	all	students.		Lalvani	(2012)	

suggested	educators	who	believe	in	full	inclusion	support	a	social	justice	model.		

Educators	who	lead	through	social	justice	understand	the	significance	of	oppressed	

groups	and	the	connection	to	segregation.		

	 Through	social	justice,	students	with	disabilities	become	empowered	to	

make	choices	that	allow	them	to	be	functioning	members	of	society.		It	is	important	

to	understand	that	through	a	socio-political	model	such	as	social	justice,	

empowerment	could	happen	for	all.		By	educating	all	students	through	social	justice	

models,	Caldwell	et	al.	(2012)	suggested	citizenship	is	strengthened	for	students	
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with	disabilities.		Loewen	&	Pollard	(2010)	contended	the	importance	of	society	to	

treat	people	with	disabilities	with	fairness	and	equal	rights.		Those	with	disabilities	

should	be	fully	included	in	all	aspects	of	society	rather	than	on	a	parallel	track	in	

order	to	promote	inclusive	treatment	of	all,	according	to	Loewen	&	Pollard	(2010).			

Social	Justice	is	an	important	theory	to	refer	when	referencing	students	with	

disabilities.		Often	students	with	disabilities	are	not	treated	equally.		Murray	(2011)	

recognized	the	importance	of	a	dominant	group	to	empathize	with	the	perspectives	

of	marginalized	groups	such	as	students	with	disabilities.		It	is	also	important	to	

note	that	educators	are	often	not	prepared	to	understand	social	justice	in	the	

educational	environment	(Murray,	2011).		Zhang,	Goddard,	and	Jakubiec	(2018)	

noted,	“a	sense	of	social	justice	is,	or	ought	to	be,	threaded	throughout	the	

educational	enterprise”	(p.	54).		This	requires	administrators	to	have	a	shift	in	

mindset	in	order	to	confront	social	justice	inadequacies.			

Theoharis	and	O’Toole	(2011)	contend,	“A	central	tenet	of	social	justice	

leadership	is	that	school	leaders	must	act	as	advocates	in	their	schools	and	

communities	and,	specifically,	as	advocates	for	the	needs	of	marginalized	students”	

(p.	648).		With	7.0	million	students	identified	as	students	with	special	needs	it	is	

argued	that	advocacy	for	students	must	come	from	the	leaders	in	the	building	to	

build	strong	programs	to	ensure	the	needs	of	all	student	are	met	each	and	every	

day.		Zhang,	Goddard,	&	Jakubiec	(2018)	recognized	social	justice	leadership	has	the	

ability	to	create	educational	reformation	and	transformation.		The	definition	of	a	
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social	justice	leader	is	a	principal	who	advocates,	leads,	and	keeps	at	the	center	of	

their	practice	and	vision,	issues	of	race,	class,	gender,	disability,	sexual	orientation,	

and	other	historically	and	currently	marginalizing	conditions	in	the	United	States”	

(Theoharis	and	O’Toole,	p.	648).		Social	justice	cannot	be	achieved	for	marginalized	

populations	without	the	mindset	of	inclusive	education	for	all.	

	
Critical	Theory	

Critical	theory	is	a	challenge	to	privilege	and	the	notion	that	society	

continues	to	allow	those	that	appear	to	be	less	fortunate	to	be	treated	differently	

(Davila,	2015).			Patterson	(2013)	postulates,	Critical	Race	Theory	(CRT)	is	how	

individuals,	society	and	social	constructs	interact.		If	districts	are	to	ever	prevent	

due	process	and	needs	improvement	status,	leaders	must	be	trained	in	special	

education.		The	U.S.	Department	of	Education	(2015)	released	state	determinations	

on	IDEA	implementation.		Nineteen	states	met	requirements	while	28	states	failed	

to	meet	requirements	for	two	or	more	consecutive	years.		Donnor,	Dixson,	and	

Anderson	(2016)	state	CRT	scholars	continue	to	search	for	inequities	in	education,	

this	could	include	special	education.	

	 A	subcategory	of	Critical	Race	Theory	is	Disability	Critical	Race	Studies	also	

known	as	DisCrit.		DisCrit	is	an	educational	theory	that	theorizes	that	relationships,	

procedures,	or	even	institutions	of	education	affect	students	with	disabilities	

differently	than	white	students	(Davila,	2015).		It	is	important	to	understand	the	
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implications	of	students	in	special	education	who	are	treated	differently	than	

students	who	are	in	general	education	alone.		Without	a	leader	who	understands	the	

law,	he/she	is	putting	the	district	at	a	disadvantage	to	improve	the	education	of	

students	with	disabilities.		

	
History	of	Special	Education	in	the	United	States	

The	Individuals	with	Disabilities	Education	Act	(IDEA)	was	originally	named	

Education	of	All	Handicapped	Children	Act	of	1975	(EAHCA:	PL	94-142).		On	

November	29,	1975,	President	Gerald	Ford	signed	the	law.		The	original	intent	was	

to	design	an	educational	bill	of	rights,	but	also	guarantee	financial	assistance	from	

the	federal	government.			Yell	(1997)	states	before	the	law	was	signed	and	enacted,	

many	students	with	disabilities	were	not	being	educated.				This	research	is	

supported	by	the	U.S.	Department	of	Education	(2010)	where	it	reports	that	8	

million	students	did	not	have	their	needs	met	prior	to	PL	94-142.		Congress	

acknowledged	the	intention	of	the	law	was	to:		

“…assure	that	all	handicapped	children	have	available	to	them,		…a	free	
appropriate	public	education	which	emphasizes	special	education	and	
related	services	designed	to	meet	their	unique	needs,	to	assure	that	the	
rights	 of	 handicapped	 children	 and	 their	 parents	 or	 guardians	 are	
protected,	to	assist	States	and	localities	to	provide	for	the	education	of	
all	handicapped	children,	and	to	assess	and	assure	the	effectiveness	of	
efforts	to	educate	handicapped	children”	(P.L.	94-142,	§3,(	c	)).	

Katsiyannis	et	al	(2001)	reports	1.75	million	students	in	1974	were	excluded	from	

public	schools	and	secondly,	more	than	three	million	were	not	granted	an	
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appropriate	education	for	their	specific	needs.		Katsiyannis	et	al.	(2001)	also	reveals	

that	only	20%	of	students	with	disabilities	were	allowed	to	be	educated.		Many	

states	had	laws	that	limited	or	excluded	certain	categories	of	students	with	

disabilities	from	being	educated	with	their	peers	in	schools.		The	lack	of	services	

forced	families	to	find	appropriate	services	for	their	children	elsewhere,	which	was	

often	far	away	from	their	families.		Parents	also	had	to	fund	these	needed	services.			

	 Congress	and	President	Ford	realized	the	need	to	develop	an	act	that	would	

allow	all	children	access	to	education	out	of	light	of	the	Civil	Rights	Movement.		

Parents	and	advocates	for	children	with	disabilities	took	the	ruling	of	Brown	v.	

Board	of	Education	and	started	to	use	the	court	system	to	their	advantage	to	force	

states	to	educate	children	with	special	needs.		Families	and	advocates	were	not	

asking	for	a	better	education	that	cost	more	money,	they	were	simply	asking	for	an	

appropriate	education	for	their	students.			

During	the	Civil	Rights	era	and	the	Brown	ruling,	it	was	determined	that	

through	the	14th	Amendment	of	the	U.S.	Constitution	that	segregation	denied	equal	

access	to	educational	opportunities.		The	14th	Amendment	states:		

“All	persons	born	or	naturalized	in	the	United	States,	and	subject	to	the	
jurisdiction	thereof,	are	citizens	of	 the	United	States	and	of	 the	state	
wherein	they	reside.		No	state	shall	make	or	enforce	any	law	which	shall	
abridge	the	privileges	or	immunities	of	citizens	of	the	United	States;	nor	
shall	any	state	deprive	any	person	of	life,	liberty,	or	property,	without	
due	process	of	law;	nor	deny	to	any	person	within	its	jurisdiction	the	
equal	protection	of	the	laws”	(U.S.	Const.	amend.	XIV,	§	1).	
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Under	Brown,	the	courts	ruled	that	if	states	provided	an	education	to	its	citizens,	it	

must	do	so	for	all	citizens.		Parents	and	advocates	used	this	wording	to	base	their	

arguments.		They	believed	that	if	segregation	of	race	was	a	denial	of	access,	then	the	

exclusion	of	students	with	disabilities	was	as	well.		The	passage	of	EAHCA	of	1975	

developed	a	partnership	of	the	federal	government	and	the	states	to	equally	educate	

students	with	disabilities.	

	 The	Education	for	All	Handicapped	Children	Act	(EAHCA)	has	evolved.		In	

1986	the	Handicapped	Children’s	Protection	Act	(HCPA)	was	passed	as	an	

amendment	to	the	EAHCA.		This	amendment	made	it	possible	for	parents	to	be	

awarded	reasonable	attorney	fees	if	a	district	failed	to	provide	FAPE.		Then,	in	1990,	

the	Individuals	with	Disabilities	Education	Act	(IDEA)	was	signed.		This,	again,	was	

an	amendment	to	EAHCA.		These	amendments	changed	the	language	to	people	first	

and	added	autism	and	traumatic	brain	injury	as	separate	identifiable	categories.		It	

also	now	provided	for	a	transition	plan	to	be	in	place	by	the	age	of	16.		In	1997,	

Congress	reauthorized	IDEA.		According	to	Yell	(1997),	this	reauthorization	focused	

on	higher	expectations	for	students,	amended	the	roles	for	both	special	educators	

and	general	educators,	as	well	as	school	administrators.		The	reauthorizations	in	the	

first	two	decades	of	the	sought	to	facilitate	accountability	for	students	with	

disabilities	as	well	as	reconcile	the	language	of	IDEA	with	the	No	Child	Left	Behind	

Act.			
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	 Through	these	changes	and	the	original	passage	of	a	law,	school	districts,	

parents	and	advocates	have	been	able	to	continue	to	ensure	that	the	rights	of	

students	are	not	infringed	upon.		Brown	v.	Board	of	Education	allowed	access	to	

education.		Other	cases,	over	the	years	have	involved	key	issues	such	as	FAPE,	

related	services,	tuition	reimbursement,	and	discipline.		Without	the	original	case,	

these	cases	would	have	been	harder	to	file.		Key	cases	include	Board	of	Education	of	

the	Hendrick	Hudson	Central	School	District	v.	Rowley	(1982)	which	ruled	that	

schools	had	met	the	FAPE	provision	of	IDEA	if	the	IEP	was	developed	through	the	

correct	procedures,	and	was	reasonably	calculated	to	enable	educational	benefit.		

Another	important	case	was	Iriving	Independent	School	District	v.	Tatro	(1984),	

focused	on	related	services.		The	Supreme	Court	ruled	that	health	services	must	be	

necessary	to	assist	the	student	to	benefit	from	special	education	and	a	non-

physician	must	perform	the	service.		Throughout	the	history	of	IDEA,	Courts	have	

and	will	continue	to	look	at	the	laws	to	ensure	that	student’s	educational	rights	are	

being	upheld.	

	
Elements	of	the	Individual	with	Disabilities	Education	Act	
	 	
	 The	Individuals	with	Disabilities	Education	Act	(IDEA)	was	renamed	from	the	

Education	of	All	Handicapped	Children	Act	of	1975	in	1990.		According	to	

Katsiyannis	et	al	(2001)	IDEA	was	designed	to	be	an	inclusive	law	that	provided	

funding	as	well	as	allowing	the	federal	government	to	govern	the	education	of	
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students	with	disabilities.		There	are	four	main	sections	of	the	IDEA,	which	are	

labeled	parts	A,	B,	C,	and	D.		Part	A	is	simply	the	terms	and	definitions	of	disabilities	

and	the	facts	as	to	the	history	behind	IDEA.		Part	B	of	the	IDEA	is	the	funding	

component	of	the	law.		It	also	describes	the	rights	of	parents	to	be	involved	in	their	

child’s	education.		Infants	and	toddlers	have	their	rights	under	the	law	in	Part	C	of	

the	amendment.		Research,	training	and	technical	assistance	is	covered	in	Part	D.	

	 Educators	are	more	familiar	with	Part	B	of	the	law.		Part	B	focuses	on	funding	

and	the	education	of	students	with	disabilities.		In	order	to	obtain	funding,	states	

must	provide	an	annual	report	on	the	progress	of	students	with	disabilities.		

According	to	Katsiyannis	et	al	(2001),	states	must	show	how	their	educational	

systems	identify,	locate,	and	evaluate	children	with	disabilities.		There	must	also	be	

professional	development	opportunities	based	on	research	to	ensure	that	students	

with	disabilities	are	obtaining	a	free,	appropriate	public	education.		Upon	the	

passage	of	the	Education	of	All	Handicapped	Children	Act,	the	federal	government	

intended	to	fund	up	to	40%	of	special	education	programs.		The	government	has	

never	reached	this	level.		It	is	estimated	the	most	the	government	has	funded	is	up	

to	10%.		The	funds	that	states	do	attain	must	be	used	for	supplementary	services	

rather	than	supplanting.			

	 Part	B	of	the	IDEA	also	guarantees	that	students	receive	FAPE,	appropriate	

evaluations,	and	are	placed	in	their	least	restrictive	environment.		A	free,	

appropriate	public	education	is	defined	as	an	education	that	is	specially	designed	at	
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the	public’s	expense	to	meet	the	individual	needs	of	a	student	with	a	disability.		The	

individual	needs	are	met	by	the	implementation	of	an	Individualized	Education	Plan	

(IEP).		This	plan	has	goals	and	objectives	as	well	as	accommodations	that	allow	the	

student	to	access	their	needs	as	well	as	general	education.		The	IEP	team	meets	

annually	to	identify	the	needs	of	the	student.		This	team	must	consist	of	the	parents,	

a	general	education	teacher	and	special	education	teacher.		Other	members	of	the	

team	need	be	people	who	are	qualified	and	have	information	to	help	design	an	

appropriate	plan	for	the	student.			

	 The	IEP	team	also	determines	the	least	restrictive	environment	(LRE)	for	the	

individual	student.		The	Individuals	with	Disability	Act	Amendments	of	2004	define	

Least	Restrictive	Environment	as:	

“…To	 the	 maximum	 extent	 appropriate,	 children	 with	 disabilities,	
including	 children	 in	 public	 or	 private	 institutions	 or	 other	 care	
facilities,	are	educated	with	children	who	are	not	disabled,	and	special	
classes,	 separate	 schooling,	 or	 other	 removal	 of	 children	 with	
disabilities	 from	 the	 regular	 educational	 environment	 occurs	 only	
when	 the	 nature	 or	 severity	 of	 the	 disability	 of	 a	 child	 is	 such	 that	
education	 in	 regular	 classes	with	 the	use	of	 supplementary	aids	and	
services	cannot	be	achieved	satisfactorily”	(I.B.612.a.5).	

In	a	public	school,	the	least	restrictive	environment	is	most	typically	the	general	

education	classroom	with	support,	or	a	combination	of	general	education	and	a	

resource	room	for	direct	instruction	in	a	deficit	skill	area.		It	is	important	to	

understand	that	the	purpose	of	the	IEP	is	to	develop	a	program	that	precedes	

placement.			
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	 Part	B	of	the	IDEA	also	provides	for	procedural	safeguards	for	parents.		

Parents	have	the	right	to	be	equal	partners	in	the	educational	process	of	their	child.		

They	are	to	receive	prior	notice	of	any	meeting	or	change.		Parents	must	also	sign	

consent	for	placement	in	special	education	and	any	evaluations	to	be	conducted.		If	

there	is	a	disagreement	on	the	process,	parents	and	schools	are	given	the	right	

under	Part	B	of	the	IDEA	to	request	a	due	process	hearing.		Mediation	must	also	be	

an	option	before	filing	for	due	process.		Congress	felt	it	necessary	to	ensure	that	

parents	have	a	collaborative	role	in	the	process	to	ensure	the	success	of	students	

with	disabilities	in	schools.	

	 The	Individuals	with	Disabilities	Act	defines	Part	C	as	the	infants	and	

toddlers	program.		The	purpose	is	to	provide	services	for	children	ages	0-2.		

Congress	ensured	that	children	who	had	developmental	delays	or	had	a	physical	

disability	were	guaranteed	early	intervention	at	the	expense	of	the	public	to	meet	

the	needs	of	these	children	(Katsiyannis	et	al.,	2001).		Rather	than	an	Individual	

Education	Plan,	there	is	an	Individualized	Family	Services	Plan	(IFSP).		As	like	the	

IEP,	the	IFSP	must	be	developed	by	a	team,	including	the	parents,	and	must	be	based	

on	evaluations	to	develop	a	plan	to	improve	the	needs	of	the	child.	

	 It	is	important	to	remember	that	special	education	is	just	one	aspect	of	public	

education;	yet,	it	is	the	area	most	contested	through	litigation	(Borreca,	2012).		

Much,	if	not	all,	of	the	litigation	involving	special	education	is	based	on	seeking	

educational	equity	for	the	student	
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History	of	Response	to	Intervention	and	Multi-Tier	System	of	Supports	

	 Students	identified	with	a	learning	disability	continued	to	increase	from	

1975	until	2000.		Starting	in	2000,	the	number	of	students	identified	with	a	learning	

disability	began	to	decrease	(Hauerwas,	Brown,	&	Scott,	2013).		The	President’s	

Commission	on	Excellence	in	Special	education	released	a	report	in	2001	which	

posited	that	students	in	special	education	programs	may	not	need	special	education	

services,	rather	a	change	in	instruction	(Hughes	and	Dexter,	2011).	In	2004,	the	

reauthorization	of	the	Individuals	with	Disabilities	Act	included	a	framework	as	an	

alternative	to	identifying	students	with	a	specific	learning	disability.		The	

framework,	known	as	Response	to	Intervention	(RtI),	and	most	recently	Multi-Tier	

System	of	Supports	(MTSS),	was	meant	to	assist	struggling	learners	before	they	

were	identified	for	Special	education,	yet	also	allowed	students	to	be	identified	

quickly	with	a	learning	disability	without	using	the	IQ	discrepancy	model	that	was	

originally	adopted	by	schools	and	states	(Hughes	and	Dexter,	2011).		This	new	

section	of	IDEA	was	titled	“Additional	Procedures	for	Identifying	Children	With	

Specific	Learning	Disabilities”	(Hauerwas	et.	al,	2013).		RTI	and	MTSS,	if	

implemented	with	integrity,	will	potentially	meet	the	diverse	needs	of	students	

(Kozleski	and	Huber,	2010).	

	 The	framework	of	RTI	was	designed	to	be	a	multi-tiered	system	of	supports.		

Tier	1	was	identified	as	universal	core	instruction.		This	instruction	was	meant	to	

accommodate	80%	or	more	of	the	student	population	(Wixson,	2011).		When	
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students	do	not	progress	at	the	rate	of	their	peers,	Tier	2	instruction	is	

implemented.		Targeted	interventions	are	presented	to	approximately	15%	of	the	

students	(Wixson,	2011).		Tier	2	instruction	involved	smaller	group	instruction	and	

was	to	be	provided	in	addition	to	Tier	1,	in	the	general	education	classroom,	not	as	a	

supplant.		When	students	did	not	progress	at	a	rate	consistent	with	their	peers	

when	provided	both	Tier	1	and	Tier	2	instruction,	then	Tier	3,	more	intensive	

instruction	was	to	be	provided	to	students.		Tier	3	instruction	is	provided	daily	to	

students	and	should	encompass	5%	or	less	of	the	students.			

	 RTI	was	never	meant	to	be	another	initiative	for	special	education.		

Educators	and	administrators	must	make	a	paradigm	shift	in	their	educational	

philosophy	in	order	to	address	the	academic	and	social/emotional	growth	of	

struggling	learners	(Hoover,	2010).		RTI	is	different	from	the	original	special	

education	identification	process	in	that	it	is	meant	(1)	to	place	an	emphasis	on	early	

intervention	and	not	a	wait	to	fail	model,	(2)	to	not	rely	on	a	discrepancy	model,	(3)	

to	look	at	achievement	in	comparison	to	rate	of	progress,	(4)	to	use	curriculum	

based	assessments	rather	than	standardized	assessments	and	(5)	to	use	Universal	

screening	for	early	identification	of	those	students	struggling	(Hoover,	2010).		

Universal	screening	is	identified	as	the	first	step	of	an	RTI	model.		The	screening	

needs	to	involve	all	students	in	order	to	determine	those	that	are	struggling.		Many	

schools	call	universal	screening	their	benchmark	system	that	happens	three	times	

per	year.		Once	students	are	identified	as	being	at	risk,	students	are	placed	in	
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evidence-based	interventions.		Students	are	then	progress	monitored	to	determine	

the	level	of	progress.		Progress	monitoring	should	happen	frequently	(weekly,	bi-

monthly,	monthly).		When	a	student	is	not	progressing	at	a	rate	to	close	the	gap,	

students	may	then	move	to	a	referral	process	for	special	education.		The	data	from	

RTI	can	be	used	to	identify	a	student	with	a	learning	disability	rather	than	waiting	

for	a	student	to	be	one	and	a	half	or	two	standard	deviations	below	the	norm.	

The	model	of	RTI/MTSS	also	looked	at	the	instruction	in	the	classroom	as	the	

starting	point	of	identifying	struggles	rather	than	on	the	deficit	of	the	student	

(Hughes	&	Dexter,	2011).		The	instruction	in	the	classroom	must	be	differentiated	

for	each	individual	student	and	delivered	by	the	classroom	teacher	(Dougherty	

Stahl,	2016).		Special	education	has	been	perceived	as	a	removal	of	the	student	from	

the	general	education	classroom	in	order	to	provide	intensive	instruction.		In	order	

for	RTI/MTSS	to	be	effective,	administrators	and	practitioners	must	view	RTI/MTSS	

as	a	system	of	supports	in	the	classroom	rather	than	a	removal	of	the	student	

(Kozleski	&	Huber,	2010).		Dougherty-Stahl	(2016)	stated,	“strong	school	leadership	

is	required	to	get	everyone	contributing	to	a	cohesive	RTI	infrastructure	(p.	661).		

Wixson	(2011)	contended,		

“RTI	is	a	reform	effort	that	has	great	potential	to	improve	teaching	and	
learning.	 However,	 if	we	 attempt	 to	 institutionalize	 RTI	 practices	 in	
ways	that	do	not	take	into	account	the	contexts	in	which	an	approach	
is	implemented	or	the	variability	in	needs	of	underachieving	students,	
large-scale	 studies	 are	 likely	 to	 deliver	 the	 same	 findings	 as	 have	
plagued	other	reform	efforts—no	or	minimal	effects”.	
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When	RTI	is	implemented	as	a	bridge	between	general	and	special	education,	the	

effects	are	powerful	in	addressing	the	separate	and	unequal	opportunities	for	

students	in	classrooms	(Kozleski	&	Huber,	2010).			School	administrators	must	be	

knowledgeable	with	RTI/MTSS	processes	in	order	to	sustain	continued	

improvements.		These	improvements	require	a	strong	leader	who	can	build	capacity	

to	facilitate	individual	and	collective	feedback	to	promote	innovation	(Kozleski	and	

Huber,	2010).	

	
Instructional	Leadership	

	
	 Instructional	leadership	is	a	term	that	has	evolved	over	time	within	the	realm	

of	education.		An	instructional	leader	is	currently	defined	as	a	leader	who	promotes	

growth	in	student	learning	which	is	equivalent	to	ensuring	instructional	quality	is	

their	top	priority	(Jenkins,	2009).		Ross	and	Cozzens	(2016)	identified	the	goals	of	

an	instructional	leader	as	“to	increase	the	school’s	climate	and	culture	through	

effective	leadership	skills	and	instructional	best	practices	stimulating	student	

achievement”	(p.	171).		More	recently,	Connolly,	James,	and	Fertig	(2019)	

contended,	“educational	leadership	in	practice	is	the	act	of	influencing	others	in	

educational	settings	to	achieve	goals	and	thus	necessitates	actions”	(p.	505).			

	 Leaders	who	practice	as	instructional	leaders	have	common	characteristics.		

These	characteristics	align	with	the	definition	of	effective	instructional	leadership.			
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These	characteristics	include:	

1. A	continuous	learner	

2. Effective	working	with	adult	learners	

3. An	effective	communicator	

4. Collaborative	

5. Knowledgeable	of	content	and	pedagogy	

6. Knowledge	of	assessment	and	data	

7. A	systems	thinker	

The	goal	of	an	instructional	leader	is	to	focus	on	instruction	where	they	meet	the	

needs	of	each	and	every	student.		The	above	traits	help	create	an	effective	leader.		

Room	241	Blog	(2013)	also	defines	instructional	leadership	as	“setting	clear	goals,	

managing	curriculum,	monitoring	lesson	plans,	allocating	resources	and	evaluating	

teachers	in	order	to	promote	student	learning	and	growth”.		Several	of	these	

characteristics	can	be	expanded	into	a	skillset.		In	order	to	be	a	continuous	learner,	

an	effective	leader	must	know	about	resources	that	they	can	provide	to	their	

teachers	to	improve	upon	instructional	practices	which	includes	having	a	

knowledge	of	current	issues	in	education	in	regard	to	curriculum,	assessment	and	

pedagogy.		An	effective	communicator	must	possess	interpersonal	and	people	skills	

where	they	clearly	communicate	their	educational	beliefs	that	every	student	has	the	

ability	to	learn	and	grow.		A	collaborative	leader	is	one	who	is	visible	and	models	
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expectations;	one	could	say	a	leader	who	walks	the	walk	and	talks	the	talk	(Blog	

Post,	RM	241	Team,	2013).	

	 In	Chapter	1,	the	Professional	Standards	for	Educational	Leaders	were	

shared.		These	standards	are	a	way	for	“educators	to	have	a	better	understanding	of	

how	and	in	what	ways	effective	leadership	contributes	to	student	achievement”	

(National	Policy	Board	for	Educational	Administration,	2015).		The	standards	link	to	

instructional	leadership	as	they	set	a	criterion	for	school	leaders	to	improve	student	

outcomes	which	is	a	criteria	of	effective	instructional	leadership.		Each	standard	is	

given	a	title,	a	definition,	and	several	elements	for	meeting	the	standard	as	an	

instructional	leader.		The	elements	align	the	standard	to	the	trait/characteristic	of	

instructional	leadership.		Figure	1	aligns	the	standard	and	element	with	the	common	

characteristics	of	instructional	leadership.		A	full	definition	of	the	PSEL	standard	and	

element	is	found	in	Appendix	F.	

Figure	1	
PSEL	Standards	and	Elements	Aligned	with	Instructional	Leadership	Characteristics	
Standard	 Element	Alignment	

	 Clear	
Goals	

Manage	
Curriculum	

Teacher	
Evaluation	

Collaborative	 Assessment	
and	Data	
Driven	

Clear	
Communication	

	1	 a,	e,		 	 	 f	 b	 c,	d,	g	
	2	 b,	c,	d,	

f	
	 	 	 	 a,	e,		

	3	 a,	b,	f,	
h	

	 c,		 	 	 d,	e,	g	

	4	 c,	d	 a,	b,	e	 	 	 f,	g	 	
	5	 b,	c,	d,	

f	
	 	 	 	 E	

	6	 b	 	 a,	d	 g,	i	 	 c,	e,	f,	h	
	7	 	 	 	 a,	b,	c,	d,	f,	g,	h	 	 E	
	8	 d,	f	 	 	 b,	e,	j	 	 a,	c,	g,	h,	i	
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	9	 a,	f,	h,	
l	

c	 	 I,	j	 G	 b,	d,	e,	k	

	10	 a,	b,	d,	
e,	j	

	 	 	 f,	g	 c,	h,	i	

	

As	professionals	and	instructional	leaders,	a	set	of	standards	create	the	opportunity	

to	develop	and	retain	effective	instructional	leaders.		Instructional	leadership	has	

been	a	term	used,	developed,	and	maintained	since	the	1980s.		Zaretsky,	Moreau,	

and	Faircloth	(2008)	concluded,	“these	finding	support	earlier	research	that	has	

demonstrated	that	principals	are	(re)defining	and	refining	their	conceptions	of	

instructional	leadership”	(p.	165).		While	there	is	not	a	one	size	fits	all	model	that	

defines	instructional	leadership,	it	is	safe	to	acknowledge	instructional	leadership	as	

the	pathway	to	student	success	through	a	goal-oriented	mindset.			

	
Role	of	the	Principal	in	Implementing	Special	Education	Programs	

	
	

	 Instructional	leadership	is	known	as	academic	achievement	of	students	as	

the	ultimate	goal	of	the	leader.		In	schools	today,	the	focus	of	the	instructional	leader	

must	also	be	on	diverse	populations	of	students,	including	those	with	disabilities.		

Students	with	disabilities	were	not	fully	educated	with	their	general	education	peers	

until	1975.		At	this	time,	PL-194	was	enacted.		Over	the	course	of	decades,	this	law	

has	evolved	into	the	Individuals	with	Disabilities	Education	Act	and	more	recently	

the	Individuals	with	Disabilities	Improvement	Act	of	2004.		IDEA	is	the	nation’s	

special	education	law	that	ensures	students	with	disabilities	are	educated	alongside	
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their	general	education	peers	to	the	maximum	extent	possible.		As	students	with	

disabilities	are	educated	more	and	more	in	general	education	classrooms,	

instructional	leaders	have	needed	to	adjust	their	practice	and	ensure	they	are	

instructional	leaders	for	ALL	students.		Instructional	leaders	are	determined	to	lead	

with	the	whole	child	in	mind.	

	 In	today’s	schools,	building	leaders	must	have	a	knowledge	and	

understanding	of	students	with	disabilities.		Zaretsky,	Moreau,	and	Faircloth	(2008)	

reported,	“these	principals	were	committed	to	providing	all	children	equal	access	to	

quality	instruction”	(p.	169).		Instructional	leaders	approach	access	differently;	

however,	do	believe	that	all	children	can	and	will	learn.		The	Office	of	Special	

education	Programs,	a	division	of	the	U.S.	Department	of	Education	requires	one	

role	of	the	school	principal	is	to	ensure	students	with	disabilities	have	their	rights	

protected,	which	is	a	guarantee	students	are	given	a	free	and	appropriate	education	

(Frost	and	Kersten,	2011).		This	criteria	ensures	leaders	are	true	instructional	

leaders	from	the	perspective	of	special	education.		Bays	and	Crockett	(2007)	

concluded,		

“school	principals	need	to	include	as	a	component	of	their	instructional	
leadership	practices:	(a)	a	vision	that	includes	effective	instruction	for	
students	with	disabilities;	(b)	the	offering	to	all	members	of	the	school	
environment	norms	of	trust,	collaboration,	and	academic	achievement;	
(c)	engagement	of	all	teachers	and	the	provision	of	meaningful	support;	
and	 (d)	 the	 monitoring	 of	 instruction	 and	 strategies”	 (Frost	 and	
Kersten,	2011,	p.	5).			
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When	school	leaders	have	a	true	understanding	of	instructional	leadership,	they	are	

better	equipped	to	lead	their	buildings	to	success.		Goor	and	Schwenn	(1997)	

contended	principals	are	the	instructional	leaders	for	all	programs	in	their	building,	

including	special	education.		They	also	determined	the	most	effective	building	

leaders	in	special	education	practice	the	following	behaviors,	as	reported	by	Frost	

and	Kersten	(2011):		

“(a)	 possess	 essential	 beliefs	 regarding	 the	 education	 of	 special	
education	students,	 (b)	access	 resources	 to	assist	 in	 fact	 finding	and	
decision	 making,	 (c)	 understand	 the	 support	 that	 special	 education	
teacher	need	to	impact	academic	and	behavioral	needs	of	students,	(d)	
support	 and	 monitor	 procedures,	 (e)maintain	 records	 and	
confidentiality,	(f)	ensure	parental	involvement,	(g)	participate	in	the	
employee	 selection	 process,	 (h)	 assist	 in	 the	 discipline	 of	 special	
education	 students,	 (i)	 understand	 and	 are	 aware	 of	 current	 legal	
requirements	 and	 technological	 advances,	 (j)	 collaborate	 and	 build	
trust	 with	 stakeholders,	 (k)	 model	 positive	 attitudes,	 (l)	 engage	 in	
effective	 listening	 and	 problem	 solving	 skills,	 (m)	 support	 teaching	
staff,	and	(n)	practice	reflective	behaviors”	(p.	5).			

Effective	instructional	leaders	in	special	education	know	and	understand	their	role	

to	ensure	all	student’s	educational	and	academic	success.		McLaughlin	(2009)	

realized	effective	leaders	are	knowledgeable	about	special	education	policies	

(federal,	state,	and	local),	instructional	practices,	and	best	practices	of	special	

education	supports.		When	leaders	create	a	culture	of	acceptance	of	all	students,	

their	role	as	instructional	leader	is	achieved	and	student	achievement	is	increased.		
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Chapter	Summary	
	
	

	 Chapter	two	reviewed	the	literature	regarding	the	importance	of	school	

leaders	having	a	clear	understanding	of	the	history	of	special	education	in	the	

United	States	and	its	progression	to	Response	to	Intervention.		This	chapter	also	

walked	through	the	history	of	the	role	of	the	principal.		In	the	beginning,	Principals	

were	known	as	“managers”	of	the	system	and	have	progressed	into	“instructional	

leaders”.		Knowing	that	leader	roles	have	changed,	this	chapter	attempted	to	show	

how	programs	do	not	fully	prepare	leaders	to	lead	in	buildings	with	high	

populations	of	students	in	special	education.	

	 This	chapter	also	reviewed	the	theories	of	Social	Justice	and	Critical	Race	

Theory	with	an	emphasis	on	DisCrit.		The	addition	of	DisCrit	in	Critical	Race	Theory	

showed	the	need	to	understand	how	populations,	such	as	special	education,	are	

underserved	and	are	left	behind.		When	leaders	understand	the	opportunity	gap,	

they	are	better	capable	of	leading	buildings,	thus	acknowledging	the	need	of	strong	

preparatory	programs	for	school	leaders.	

	 Chapter	three	will	provide	information	regarding	the	research	design,	data	

collection	and	analysis	methods	used	to	complete	this	study.	
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CHAPTER	THREE	
	
	

METHODOLOGY	
	

	
Background	and	Purpose	

	
	
Introduction	
	
	 The	purpose	of	this	study	was	to	identify	school	leaders	who	self-identify	as	

being	highly	engaged	leaders	in	schools	with	a	population	of	students	identified	

with	special	needs.	This	study	attempted	to	specifically	describe	the	tasks	

performed	by	elementary	school	leaders	in	a	large	urban	western	school	district	and	

identify	the	instructional	practices	that	contribute	to	a	leader’s	engagement	in	

special	education	tasks.			

	 Chapter	three	describes	the	research	design,	participants,	instruments,	data	

collection,	analysis	and	trustworthiness	of	this	study.		The	following	research	

questions	guided	this	study:	

	
1. What	Special	education	tasks	do	elementary	building	leaders	

within	a	large	Western	urban	school	district	personally	engage?	

	
2. What	Special	education	tasks	do	elementary	building	leaders	

within	a	large	Western	urban	school	district	delegate	to	others	

within	their	building?	
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3. What	Special	education	tasks	are	not	performed	at	the	school	

level?	

4. How	do	elementary	building	leaders	within	a	large	Western	urban	

school	district	with	high	engagement	in	Special	education	tasks	

describe	their	instructional	leadership	roles	under	the	Individuals	

with	Disabilities	Act?	

	
Research	Design	

	
	
All	case	studies	share	two	essential	elements.		First,	the	case	study	must	be	

bounded	and	second,	multiple	types	of	data	must	be	used.		Creswell	(2007)	

described	a	bounded	case	study	as	the	focus	and	intent	of	the	research	as	being	

defined	clearly		through	the	research	objectives.		This	study	seeks	to	explore	how	

elementary	school	leaders	in	a	specific	Western	urban	school	district	engage	in	

administering	special	education	instructional	programs	and	how	school	leaders	

with	high	engagement	describe	their	instructional	leadership	roles.	Therefore,	the	

study	is	bounded	by	the	delimitations	of	a	specific	school	district	and	the	

engagement	of	its	school	leaders	in	administering	special	education	programs	

within	their	schools.		An	explanatory	case	study	design	starts	with	the	initial	phase	

of	collecting	quantitative	data	using	an	instrument	such	as	a	questionnaire,	

analyzing	the	data	collected	from	the	questionnaire,	and	purposefully	selecting	

respondents	who	meet	specific	criteria	for	follow	up	interviews.	This	design	
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provides	quantitative	information	about	the	trends	among	school	leaders	in	the	

district	as	well	as	qualitative	information	about	how	those	most	engaged	perceive	

their	role.				Stake	(1995)	described	a	case	study	as	“the	process	of	learning	about	

the	case	and	the	product	of	our	learning”	(p.	237).			

The	use	of	mixed-methods	in	this	explanatory	case	study	design	allowed	for	

description	of	the	tasks	performed	by	elementary	building	leaders	in	a	large	urban	

western	school	district	as	well	as	a	deeper	understanding	of	the	leader’s	perceptions	

of	their	leadership	role		in	buildings	with	special	education	populations.		

Furthermore,	the	use	of	the	survey	allowed	this	researcher	to	identify	the	leaders	

who	perceived	their	own	leadership	in	special	education	to	be	highly	engaged.		The	

interviews	of	the	individuals	allowed	the	researcher	to	gain	an	insight	into	the	

“why”	underlying	the	leader’s	engagement.			

	
Role	of	the	Researcher	

	
	 Throughout	my	life,	special	education	has	been	a	passion	and	a	lifestyle.		As	a	

social	justice	leader,	I	have	a	strong	desire	to	improve	practices	that	allow	

marginalized	populations	to	flourish	rather	than	sit	idle	with	outdated	practices	that	

continue	to	hold	some	populations	back.		Mason-Bish	(2019)	quoted,	“literature	on	

positionality	and	power	in	qualitative	research	seeks	to	assess	how	different	

characteristics	of	the	researcher	and	research	subject	might	influence	the	research	
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process	(Finlay,	2002;	Merriam,	et.	al.,	2001).		This	statement	is	powerful	as	it	gives	

an	opportunity	for	me	to	share	about	who	I	am	as	a	researcher.	

	 In	the	early	1980s,	my	brother	developed	a	cognitive	delay	due	to	a	ruptured	

abscess	in	the	brain	caused	by	an	infection	antibiotics	were	unable	to	attack.		One	

day	he	was	a	vibrant	two-year	old	running	around	and	the	next	he	was	relearning	

how	to	walk	and	talk.		Once	entering	elementary	school,	in	a	small	rural	community,	

he	was	separated	from	his	peers.		He	spent	minimal	time	in	the	general	education	

classroom.		I	was	four	years	older	and	I	never	saw	him	in	the	main	building	or	on	the	

playground.		As	I	grew	older,	I	realized,	intentions	of	education	were	not	to	harm;	

however,	the	school	teams	did	not	understand	how	to	educate	him	with	his	peers.			

This	lack	of	exposure	caused	a	lack	social	interaction	for	him,	but	also	a	lack	of	

empathy	and	understanding	with	his	typical	developing	peers.	

	 Now,	as	the	mother	of	four	with	two	having	disabilities,	I	have	found,	even	

after	25	years,	there	is	still	a	lack	of	understanding	about	how	to	educate	students	

within	the	general	education	classroom.		My	personal	journey	has	found	me,	a	

special	educator	and	administrator,	educating	school	and	district	teams	not	only	on	

scaffolding	and	modifications,	but	also	on	policy	and	IDEA.		When	there	is	still	a		

knowledge	gap	of	special	education	45	years	after	IDEA	was	enacted,	there	is	a	need	

to	better	understand	the	“why”.	
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Purposeful	Selection	of	Participants	
	

	
	 The	population	for	the	study	consisted	of	60	practicing	elementary	building	

instructional	leaders	(principals	and	assistant	principals)	who	were	asked	to	

participate	in	the	initial	phase	of	completing	the	questionnaire,	The	Special	

education	Roles	and	Functions	of	the	School	District	and/or	Building	Level	

Administrator.		Practicing	elementary	building	leaders	included	19	male	leaders	and	

41	female	leaders.	School	leaders	had	varying	years	of	experience.	Many	have	led	in	

other	districts	while	others	have	spent	their	entire	careers	in	this	district.	The	initial	

phase	of	the	study	was	conducted	in	an	urban	school	district	located	in	Denver,	

Colorado	with	the	leaders	in	the	44	elementary	schools,	grades	kindergarten	to	fifth	

grade,	housed	within	this	district.			During	the	next	phase	of	the	study,	seven	

principals	were	selected	from	the	initial	surveys	to	interview	based	on	self-

identified	engagement	in	special	education	administrative	tasks.	These	leaders	

responded	to	the	questionnaire	by	indicating	that	they	were		personally	involved	in	

at	least		50%	(N=25)	or	more	of	the	tasks	contained	in	the	questionnaire.		Out	of	the	

seven	participants	invited	to	an	interview,	four	responded.	Those	four	were	

interviewed	and	saturation	of	responses	was	obtained	within	these	four	interviews.	
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Procedures	
	

	
	 		Before	collecting	data	from	human	subjects	this	researcher	obtained	

approval	through	both	the	Montana	State	University	Institutional	Review	Board	and	

the	Urban	School	District’s	Assessment	and	Evaluation	Department	to	conduct	the	

study	(See	appendix	D).	Both	quantitative	and	qualitative	data	was	collected	and	

analyzed	to	answer	the	four	research	questions.		Quantitative	data	was	collected	to	

answer	the	first	three	research	questions	and	to	identify	potential	candidates	for	the	

qualitative	portion	of	the	case	study	used	in	answering	the	fourth	research	question.			

The	Questionnaire	On	the	Special	education	Roles	and	Functions	of	the	School	District	

and/or	Building	Level	Administrator	was	chosen	to	gather	data	on	how	elementary	

school	leaders	within	the	district	engaged	in	performing	their	role		in	regard	to	

special	education	tasks	within	their	schools.		This	instrument	is	described	in	the	

following	subsection.	After	which	the	data	collection	and	data	analysis	procedures	

are	described.		

	
Instrument	
	
	 The	Questionnaire	On	the	Special	education	Roles	and	Functions	of	the	School	

District	and/or	Building	Level	Administrator,	was	created	by	Redburn	and	Ruff	

(2011)	in	order	to	identify	the	effectiveness	and	engagement	of	school	leaders	who	

lead	in	buildings	with	students	in	special	education.		The	questionnaire	consisted	of	

50	questions	that	allowed	for	leaders	to	self-identify	their	engagement	as	a	leader	in	
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special	education	responsibilities	and	tasks.		All	50	questions	were	focused	on	the	

day-to-day	leadership	tasks	including	hiring,	budgeting,	meetings,	inclusion	and	

parental	involvement.		Respondents	were	asked	to	describe	the	level	of	their	

engagement	in	each	task	by	indicating	which	of	the	following	best	fits	their	

behavior.	

Principals	or	school	leaders	identified	their	role	as	either:		

1. Personal	Involvement:	 You	address	this	task	yourself.		
	

2. Delegated	to	Other	Staff	 You	are	a	district	level	administrator	and			
	 	 	 		 delegate	the	task	to	someone	at	the	school	level.		

	
3. Delegated	to	District	Level	 You	delegate	it	to	someone	else	in	your	office	if		

	 	 	 	 you	are	a	district	level	administrator	or	to		
	 	 	 	 someone	else	in	your	school	if	you	are	a	building		
	 	 	 	 level	administrator.		

	
4. Not	known/Not	addressed	 You	do	not	know	where	the	task	is	addressed	or		

	 	 	 	 if	it	is	addressed.	
	
The	questionnaire	was	adapted	for	building	leaders	at	the	elementary	school	level.		

The	role	was	identified	as	either	personal	involvement,	delegated	to	building	staff,	

delegated	to	district	coordinator/director,	or	not	known/not	addressed.			The	

questionnaire	showed	a	reliability	of	.81	according	to	Chronbach’s	Alpha	in	2011,	

the	original	norm	group	sampling.		The	validity	of	the	instrument	was	originally	

based	on	content	validity	of	the	questions	as	determined	by	5	Special	education	

Directors	from	AA	schools	in	Montana	and	5	Special	education	rural	Co-Op	Directors	

serving	in	Montana,	where	the	instrument	was	normed.		Cronbach’s	Alpha	for	this	
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sample	was	.974.		Based	on	the	ranges	defined		by	George	and	Mallery	(2003)	this	

rating	falls	in	the	excellent	range	of	internal	consistency.		Georgy	and	Mallery	(2003)	

defined	the	ranges	as	.9=excellent,	.8=good,	.7=acceptable,	.6=questionable,	.5=poor,	

and	<.5=unacceptable	(p.	231).		A	copy	of	the	instrument	is	contained	in	Appendix	A.		

Table	1.	Special	Education	Administrative	Roles	
1. Provides	professional	development	training	for	teachers	to	increase	their	

effectiveness	
2. Addresses	policy	issues	regarding	the	processes	for	student,	teacher,	

parent	involvement	in	determining	Individual	Education	Plans	
3. Regularly	participates	in	IEP	meetings	
4. Participates	in	IEP	meetings	to	resolve	conflict	or	difficult	issue	
5. Organizes	community	members	to	lobby	for	support	for	programs	
6. Meets	with	various	parties	(parents,	teachers,	staff,	consultants)	to	

determine	legal	requirements	
7. Communicates	with	the	public	concerning	the	nature	and	rationale	of	

special	education	programs	
8. Participates	in	organizing	systems	for	dealing	with	student	discipline	

issues	
9. Exercises	leadership	in	developing	methods	for	integration	of	special	

education	services	and	supports	within	the	general	curriculum	
10. Plays	key	role	in	selecting	and	assigning	Special	education	teachers	
11. Establishes	communication	lines	with	school	principals	and	other	district	

administrators	
12. Encourages	Special	education	teachers	to	develop	innovative	teaching	

methods	
13. Monitors	disciplinary	actions	involving	special	education	students	to	

ensure	due	process	is	followed	
14. Develops	standards,	objectives	and	procedures	to	establish	and	maintain	a	

continuum	of	appropriate	special	education	services	
15. Organizes	activities	for	school	psychologists,	speech	pathologists,	and	

similar	related	service	providers	(PD	and	Staff	meetings)	
16. Provides	workspace	for	school	psychologists,	speech	pathologists	and	

similar	related	service	providers	
17. Participates	in	arranging	transportation	for	special	education	students	
18. Provides	training	for	ALL	teachers	and	other	instructional	staff	members	

regarding	special	education	programs	and	policies	
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19. Budges	and	identifies	funding	sources	providing	resources	for	special	
education	programs	

20. Writes	grants	to	establish	and	conduct	various	Special	education	programs	
21. Responds	to	requests	for	input	or	ideas	on	various	community	activities	

not	directly	involving	district	activities	
22. Determines,	communicates	and	maintains	standards	to	ensure	the	

inclusion	of	all	students	in	student	activities	including	curricular	and	extra-
curricular	

23. Coordinates	programs	with	various	agencies	facilitating	individual	post-
school	transition	

24. Ensures	budget	monies	are	received	and	appropriately	disbursed	
25. Recruits	for	staff	positions	
26. Plans,	develops,	and	establishes	methods	to	ensure	the	identification	of	all	

children	with	special	needs	
27. Communicates	with	school	nurses,	health	officials,	IEP	teams	where	

appropriate	and	parents	so	that	student	special	health	needs	are	
recognized	and	met	

28. Organizes	programs	to	assess	students’	competencies	
29. Develops	strategies	to	implement	activities,	priorities	and	programs	

required	by	local,	state,	and	federal	mandates	
30. Maintains	accessibility	to	student’s	parents,	teachers,	and	other	groups	

interested	in	school	activities	
31. Helps	staff	members	and	special	education	teachers	set	professional	goals	
32. Seeks	resource	alternatives	within	and	outside	the	district	to	meet	the	

special	needs	of	students	
33. Provides	feedback	to	teachers	concerning	their	performance	
34. Deals	with	conflicts	that	arise	among	teacher/parent/support	staff	

relationships	
35. Implements	and	refines	methods	for	student	performance	assessment	
36. Monitors	special	education	teachers	to	determine	the	extent	to	which	

curriculum	goals	and	objectives	are	being	met	
37. Schedules	work	hours	of	support	staff	
38. Encourages	and	secures	parent	involvement	in	individual	education	

planning	activities	
39. Coordinates	with	district	to	procure	equipment,	services	and	

transportation	to	meet	the	needs	of	students	
40. Confers	with	principals	and	other	districts	administrators	to	coordinate	

educational	programs	within	schools	
41. Establishes	procedures	to	use	para-educators	and	to	evaluate	them	
42. Attends	district	budgetary	meetings	and	provides	needed	input	
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43. Keeps	informed	about	new	techniques	and	how	they	might	affect	various	
program	elements	and	encourage	appropriate	educational	effort	especially	
in	areas	of	innovative	and	promising	new	practices	

44. Responds	to	requests	for	information	or	help	from	various	community	
groups	

45. Requests	and	follows	up	on	requests	for	maintenance,	repair,	equipment	
and	manpower	

46. Plans,	develops,	and	implements	procedures	that	promote	the	use	of	
assistive	technology	

47. Reviews	use	of	instructional	materials	in	Special	education	classrooms	
48. Evaluates	curriculum	in	terms	of	objectives	set	by	IEP	Committee	
49. Works	with	community	to	develop	improved	student	transition	programs	
50. Defends	budget	needs	to	Board	of	Education	and	other	district	offices	

	
	
Data	Collection	
	
	 This	case	study	collected	both	quantitative	and	qualitative	data	in	answering	

the	research	questions.	The	quantitative	data	was	collected	from	the	Questionnaire	

On	the	Special	education	Roles	and	Functions	of	the	School	District	and/or	Building	

Level	Administrator	described	above.		The	questionnaire	was	sent	to	60	elementary	

leaders	within	the	targeted	school	district	during	the	last	week	in	February	2019	

through	Survey	Monkey.		Survey	Monkey	was	chosen	because	of	the	ease	of	use	for	

the	leader	taking	the	survey	and	the	data	collection	resources	built	into	the	

program.		The	questionnaire	was	sent	via	an	email	link	to	all	elementary	evaluative	

building	leaders	within	the	designated	district.		After	a	week,	a	second	email	was	

sent	as	a	reminder	of	the	survey	with	the	direct	link	attached.		

	 Each	participant	in	the	survey	was	coded	as	P1,	P2,	P3,	etc.		This	coding	

preserved	each	participants	anonymity.		Questionnaire	respondents	who	indicated	
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the	highest	degree	of	engagement	in	the	leadership	tasks	associated	with	special	

education,	specifically	those	responding	as	being	personally	involved	in	25	or	more	

of	the	50	tasks	identified	in	the	questionnaire,	were	selected	to	participate	in	the	

qualitative	portion	of	the	study.	Purposeful	selection	is	described	above	in	the	

Purposeful	Selection	of	Participants	section.	During	the	second	week	of	September	

2019,	four	elementary	building	leaders	were	interviewed	in	one	on	one	sessions,	up	

to	one	hour	each.		The	names	of	each	participant	were	changed	to	a	fictional	name	to	

maintain	confidentiality	of	the	four	respondents.		During	the	third	week	of	

September	2019,	some	principals	were	interviewed	for	a	second	time	to	validate	the	

interview	with	follow-up	questions.		Principals	were	contacted	via	email	for	follow-

up	questioning.		The	follow-ups	were	conducted	by	both	phone	conversations	and	

email	correspondence	allowing	for	the	principal	to	answer	in	their	own	words	

through	typing	their	answers.			

A	five	question,	open-ended	interview	was	developed	to	gain	a	deeper	

understanding	of	elementary	school	leader’s	perspective	of	their	role	and	

responsibilities	regarding	the	instructional	leadership	of	special	education.	The	

interview	questions	are	contained	in	Appendix	B.	The	first	round	of	interview	

questions	was	designed	to	gain	a	deeper	understanding	of	the	elementary	building	

leaders’	perceptions	of	their	role	in	regards	to	special	education	leadership.		Time	

during	this	first	interview	was	spent	making	the	leader	comfortable	in	answering	

questions	that	related	to	their	time	in	the	practice,	school	leadership,	and	gathering	



	
	
	
	 	

	 	

54	 	

the	leaders’	perceptions	of	what	that	practice	entailed.		Once	the	participants	were	

chosen,	the	interviews	were		recorded	through	a	digital	system	and/or	direct	

reporting	from	the	interviewee	based	on	their	preference.		The	interviews	were	

then	transcribed	verbatim.		Once	transcribed,	the	researcher	read	and	re-read	the	

transcripts	in	order	to	identify	common	themes	amongst	the	elementary	building	

leaders.	The	themes	were	shared	through	follow-up	discussions	with	the	

elementary	building	leaders	who	were	interviewed.			

	
Data	Analysis	
	

Quantitative	data		was	analyzed	using	the	SPSS	data	software	in	order	to	

determine	the	descriptive	statistics	on	how	elementary	school	leaders	within	the	

western	urban	school	district	self-describe	their	engagement	in	special	education	

tasks.	Frequencies	were	used	to	identify	the	number	of	leaders	who	self-identified	

as	engaged	in	special	education	tasks.		Percentages	were	used	to	report	

demographics	of	participants	as	well	as	how	each	building	leader	described	their	

involvement	within	special	education	tasks	in	their	building.	

A	cross-tabulation	was	conducted	to	compare	means	and	gain	insight	of	each	

question	as	it	related	to	the	ten	Professional	Standards	for	Educational	Leadership	

(PSEL).		Each	of	the	survey	questions	were	identified	and	placed	within	the	standard	

where	a	leader	would	be	evaluated	for	that	specific	task.		One	way	analysis	of	

variance	(ANOVA)	were	conducted	using	the	categories	of	years	in	position	and	
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years	in	education	to	determine	if	either	had	an	affect	on	principal’s	involvement	in	

each	special	education	task.	The	level	of	significance	was	analyzed	at	the	confidence	

level	of	.05.			

Qualitative	data	collected	from	the	two	interviews	with	each	of	the	four	

school	leaders	interviewed	were	analyzed	using	the	Constant-Comparison	method		

(Struass,	1990).	Specifically,	all	interview	transcripts	and	field	notes	documenting	

the	interviews	were	read	and	re-read.		Then	the	terms	and	phrases	identifying	

repeated	phenomena	were	coded.		Each	code	was	defined	and	the	transcripts	and	

field	notes	were	reviewed	again	specifically	looking	for	the	key	terms	and	phrases	

defined	as	codes,	but	not	previously	identified.	Each	code	was	compared	and	

contrasted	with	other	codes	to	determine	potential	subthemes.		The	subthemes	

were	compared	and	contrasted	with	each	of	the	other	subthemes	to	form	the	

emergent	themes	grounded	in	the	interviews.		Additionally,	the	themes	and	

subthemes	were	arranged	and	rearranged	to	determine	the	narrative	of	the	findings	

that	best	fit	the	data.		It	was	important	to	compare	and	contrast	each	individual	as	

well	as	in	between	individual	leaders	to	validate	the	study.			

	
Trustworthiness	of	Data	
	
	 Trustworthiness	of		research	and	data	collection	is	a	valid	concern	for	those	

reading	the	findings.		Korstjens	and	Moser	(2017)	contend	there	are	four	criteria	to	

any	qualitative	research	study	which	include	credibility,	transferability,	
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dependability,	and	confirmability.		Unlike	quantitative	research,	which	relies	on	

inferential	power	inherent	within	the	study	as	a	determination	of	rigor,	the	

appropriate	generalization	of	case	study	research	findings	is	for	the	reader	to	

determine.		Thus,	the	trustworthiness	of	the	study	is	defined	by	constructs	of	

dependability,	confirmability,	transferability,	and	credibility.	

Throughout	this	research,	the	researcher	made	every	attempt	to	reduce	the	

level	of	bias.	This	was	fulfilled	through	each	of	the	criteria.		Shenton	(2004)	stated,	

“In	addressing	credibility,	investigators	attempt	to	demonstrate	a	true	picture	of	the	

phenomenon	under	scrutiny	is	being	presented”.			Through	the	use	of	multiple	

methods	credibility	was	obtained.		In	an	attempt	to	create	credibility,	it	is	important	

to	use	questions	in	the	surveys	and	the	interviews	that	allow	the	researcher	to	

determine	the	congruency	of	the	findings	with	reality	(Shenton,	2004).		Within	this	

study,	the	initial	survey	and	the	interviews	were	intertwined	in	first	describing	and	

acknowledging	tasks	related	to	special	education	leadership	and	then	asking	

questions	related	to	instructional	leadership	in	special	education.		These	two	tools	

allowed	the	researcher	to	create	credibility	by	delving	deeper	into	the	

understanding	of	tasks	as	they	relate	to	the	daily	tasks	performed	by	building	

leaders.			

Another	way	credibility	was	obtained	was	through	data	checking.		Different	

types	of	analysis	were	conducted	in	order	to	ensure	the	data	was	true	and	correct.		

Throughout	the	entire	study,	consistent	codes	were	used	for	each	of	the	four	answer	
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categories,	the	type	of	building	leader,	years	of	experience	and	years	as	an	educator.		

Rapport	was	built	with	each	principal	chosen,	as	these	leaders	are	on	a	professional	

working	level	with	the	researcher,	thus	also	creating	credibility	in	the	study.		In	this	

case,	the	researcher	has	a	background	in	special	education,	taught	for	15	years,	been	

a	building	leader,	and	is	a	parent	of	children	with	special	needs.		For	the	past	5	

years,	I	have	been	an	elementary	building	leader	in	the	same	urban	district	this	

study	was	conducted.		Each	participant	was	given	the	opportunity	to	refuse	to	

participate	as	well	as	provided	the	opportunity	to	answer	honestly	and	openly	as	

their	information	(name	and	school)	would	not	specifically	be	provided	and	to	allow	

for	anonymity	since	the	researcher	was	a	colleague.			

	 Shenton	(2004)	defends	transferability	as	a	phenomenon	where	the	reader	is	

able	to	obtain	a	thick	description	of	the	study	in	order	to	develop	a	full	

understanding	of	the	intent	of	the	study	in	order	to	potentially	transfer	to	other	

situations.		This	study	has	provided	the	reader	with	a	thick	description	of	the	study	

in	general.		This	study	has	been	forthright	in	sharing	the	location,	one	urban	school	

district	in	Denver	metro.		This	school	district	is	the	home	to	nearly	55,000	students	

and	almost	7,000	employees.		They	have	also	been	identified	as	a	Fortune	500	Best	

Company	to	work	for	in	the	state	of	Colorado.		Anney	(2016)	reports	the	use	of	

purposeful	selection	allows	the	researcher	to	focus	on	a	particular	group	who	has	

specific	knowledge	of	the	area	being	investigated	as	well	as	providing	greater	in-

depth	findings.		This	study	focused	solely	on	elementary	building	level	leaders	who	
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have	evaluative	duties.		In	several	of	the	elementary	schools	there	are	positive	

behavior	intervention	support	coaches	that	are	involved	in	the	day	to	day	discipline	

processes;	yet,	they	are	not	in	evaluative	roles	which	is	a	distinction	between	a	

building	leader	and	non-leader.		Middle	and	high	schools	in	this	district	do	employee	

dean	of	students;	however,	elementary	schools	do	not.		By	including	them	in	the	

study,	it	could	change	the	dynamics	of	the	study	since	principals	in	these	building	

delegate	more	tasks	than	elementary	leaders.	

	 Dependability	is	the	ability	for	another	researcher	to	replicate	the	study;	

however,	the	results	may	be	different	(Shenton,	2004).		This	study	will	describe	in	

detail	the	processes	that	the	researcher	enacted	in	order	to	ensure	the	study	is	

reliable.		Throughout	the	entire	process	member	checking	was	built	into	the	data	

analysis	to	ensure	reliability.		Birt,	Scott,	Cavers,	Campbell,	and	Walter	(2016)	

describe	research	bias	as	being	reduced	by	involving	the	participants	in	

confirmation	of	results.		As	the	researcher,	I	was	able	to	have	conversations	with	the	

interviewees	regarding	their	answers.		Through	collaborative	conversations	any	

misconceptions	were	easily	and	quickly	addressed.		The	criteria	for	dependability	

was	also	met	through	the	purposeful	selection	of	the	participants.			

	 Anney	(2016)	defines	confirmability	as	the	ability	for	other	researchers	to	

confirm	the	results	of	a	study.		Throughout	this	study,	a	journal	will	be	kept	by	the	

researcher	to	provide	in-depth	analysis	in	order	to	limit	misconceptions	and	bias	of	

the	findings.	The	journal	provides	an	“audit	trail”	described	by	Shenton	(2004)	as	
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the	detailed,	step-by-step	decisions	a	researcher	makes	throughout	the	entire	

process	(p.	72).		Shenton	(2004)	refers	to	Miles	and	Huberman	who	discuss	the	

importance	of	the	researcher	providing	detailed	descriptions	of	their	own	

predispositions	(p.	72).		The	positionality	section	of	this	chapter	provides	a	

disclosure	of	possible	bias	on	behalf	of	the	researcher.		The	researcher	will	also	

ensure	each	respondent	is	given	the	same	initial	survey	and	initial	interview	

questions.		The	conversation	and	second	interview	will	potentially	sound	different,	

as	follow-up	questions	to	limit	miscommunication	may	be	different.			

	 Trustworthiness	is	important	to	establish	in	any	research	study.		Shenton	

(2004)	suggests	critics	of	qualitative	research	struggle	with	accepting	the	study	as	

valid	and	reliable	because	their	ideas	of	validity	and	reliability	are	not	addressed	in	

the	same	constructs	(p.	63).		This	researcher	has	attempted	to	address	concerns	of	

trustworthiness	throughout	the	study	by	addressing	the	four	elements	of	

trustworthiness	in	detail.	

	
Chapter	Summary	

	
	 An	understanding	of	special	education	law	is	necessary	to	ensure	FAPE.		

Boscardin	(2007)	recognized	administrators	do	not	have	time	to	deal	with	each	

issue	of	each	individual	student;	however,	with	appropriate	knowledge	the	

administrator	can	develop	administrative	practices,	including	their	role,	in	order	to	

benefit	all	students	in	the	building.		The	questionnaire	was	utilized	to	determine	not	
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only	the	role	of	the	principal	but	also	their	own	self	reporting	of	engagement.		The	

survey	was	distributed	through	survey	monkey,	an	online	tool	for	ease	of	access.		

The	results	were	analyzed	through	a	factor	analysis	and	descriptive	statistics	to	

validate	the	engagement	of	the	principal	and	document	specific	trends	found	in	the	

reporting	by	each	principal.		Goor,	Schwenn,	and	Boyer	(1997)	encourage	

preparatory	programs	to	design	professional	development	for	principals	because	

they	have	a	wide	range	of	duties,	including	the	development	of	programs	for	

students	with	disabilities.		This	begins	with	developing	a	belief	that	all	children	can	

and	will	learn.		It	is	vital	for	principals	to	understand	their	specific	roles.		Goor,	

Schwenn,	and	Boyer	(1997)	postulate,		

“preparation	programs	must	insure	that	principals	have	the	requisite	
knowledge	 to	 locate	 information,	access	 the	 impact	of	disabilities	on	
student	 performance,	 monitor	 referral-to-placement	 procedures,	
manage	 records	 and	 confidentiality	 issues,	 employ	 assistive	
technology,	and	facilitate	parent	involvement”	(p.	140).	

Chapter	three	described	in	detail	the	purpose,	rationale,		participants,	design,	

instruments,	data	collection	and	analysis	of	the	study.		Trustworthiness	was	also	

established	in	this	chapter.	

	 Chapter	four	will	discuss	the	results	and	findings	from	the	questionnaire	and	

interviews	of	leaders	in	order	to	determine	the	level	of	engagement	of	school	level	

administrators	who	lead	in	buildings	with	high	numbers	of	students	in	special	

education.	

	



	
	
	
	 	

	 	

61	 	

CHAPTER	FOUR		
	
	

RESULTS	
	

	
Introduction	

	
	

This	study	was	enacted	in	order	to	develop	an	understanding	of	engagement	in	

tasks	in	the	area	of	special	education	in	an	elementary	building	performed	by	highly	

engaged	special	education	leaders.		Chapter	four	explains	the	results	of	the	

questionnaire	Special	education	Roles	and	Functions	of	the	School	District	and/or	

Building	Level	Administrator	developed	by	Ruff	and	Redburn	as	well	as	documenting	

the	information	gathered	from	interviewing	self-identified,	highly	engaged	

elementary	leaders.			The	questionnaire	had	50	questions	that	each	respondent	

answered	regarding	tasks	specifically	identified	by	IDEA.		Descriptive	statistics,	

frequency	tables,	and	exploratories	were	used	to	answer	the	following	research	

questions:		

1. What	special	education	tasks	do	elementary	building	leaders	within	a	large	

Western	urban	school	district	personally	engage?	

2. What	special	education	tasks	do	elementary	building	leaders	within	a	large	

Western	urban	school	district	delegate	to	others	within	their	building?	

3. What	special	education	tasks	are	not	performed	at	the	school	level?	
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4. How	do	elementary	building	leaders	within	a	large	Western	urban	school	

district	with	high	engagement	in	special	education	tasks	describe	their	

instructional	leadership	roles	under	the	Individuals	with	Disabilities	Act?	

Chapter	four	will	also	describe	the	demographics	of	the	respondents	and	themes	

derived	from	the	survey.		

	
Research	Questions	1-3:	How	are	Tasks	Delegated	by	Each	Building	Leader	

	
	

Introduction	
	
	

This	study	explored	four	research	questions	to	gain	an	understanding	of	how	

elementary	building	leaders	identify	as	highly	engaged	leaders	in	the	area	of	special	

education	leadership	as	identified	by	IDEA.		Question	1	concentrated	on	answering	

which	specific	tasks	each	leader	had	personal	involvement.		This	was	ascertained	by	

using	the	questionnaire	and	using	Statistical	Package	for	Social	Sciences	(SPSS).		

Frequency	was	used	to	determine	the	total	number	of	responses	in	each	of	the	four	

categories	outlined	in	the	questionnaire.		

Questions	2	and	3	were	addressed	also	using	frequencies	to	determine	the	

number	of	elementary	building	leaders	who	assigned	or	delegated	the	task	to	

someone	within	their	building	or	if	the	task	was	not	addressed	at	the	building	level	.		

The	information	was	derived	and	analyzed	using	the	SPSS	program	looking	
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specifically	at	the	answers	of	delegating	within	the	building	and	delegated	at	the	

district	level.		All	50	questions	were	calculated	and	analyzed.	

	
Response	Rate	
	

During	the	last	week	of	February	2019,	The	Special	education	Roles	and	

Responsibilities	survey	was	sent	electronically	to	43	elementary	principals	and	17	

assistant	principals	within	one	western	urban	school	district	in	Denver,	Colorado.		

In	this	district	there	are	44	Elementary	schools;	however,	one	principal	leads	two	of	

the	schools	that	are	divided	into	a	K-2	building	and	3-5	building.			Email	addresses	

were	obtained	using	the	district	web	page	identifying	the	principals	and	assistant	

principals	who	held	those	positions	at	the	time	of	the	survey	being	emailed.	

Out	of	the	60	surveys	sent	out,	39	surveys	were	received	within	a	two-week	

time	frame,		yielding	a	65%	return	rate.	The	response	rate	of	65%	fell	within	the	

guidelines		Out	of	the	39	returned	surveys,	35	were	completed	responses	which	

equated	to	a	90%	completion	rate.	According	to	Fincham	(2008),	researchers	should	

aim	for	60%	or	higher	in	response	rates	when	surveying.		This	researcher’s	rate	was	

found	to	be	acceptable.		During	the	first	four	days	of	the	survey	being	open,	19	

responses	had	been	received.		During	that	time,	several	elementary	building	leaders	

reached	out	through	email	stating	they	were	unsure	of	their	ability	to	fill	out	the	

survey	as	they	were	limited	in	special	education	knowledge.		A	second	email	was	

sent	out	five	days	after	the	original	email	clarifying	each	response	was	needed	for	
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the	research	to	be	complete	and	to	calm	fears	of	skewing	the	data.		After	the	second	

email,		the	final	20	respondents	answered	the	survey	either	partially	or	in	its	

entirety.		The	average	time	spent	on	each	questionnaire	by	the	respondents	was	

nine	minutes.		The	researcher	identified	in	the	original	email	the	survey	would	take	

each	respondent	less	than	10	minutes	to	complete.		According	to	Van	Mol	(2017),	

surveys	under	13	minutes	can	be	equated	to	higher	response	rates	(p.	319).		The	

researchers	survey	was	within	those	parameters.					

	
Questionnaire	Respondent’s	Demographic	Data	
	
	 In	late	February	2019,	the	survey	of	Special	education	Roles	and	Functions	of	

a	School	Leader	was	sent	out	to	60	practicing	principals	and	assistant	principals,	

deemed	as	building	leaders,		in	one	urban	western	district	in	Denver,	Colorado	

through	their	district	email	address.		Leaders	were	asked	to	identify	their	current	

position,	gender,	years	in	their	current	position,	and	years	as	an	educator.		Tables	2-	

5	show	a	visual	of	the	frequency	and	percentage	as	reported	by	the	respondents.			

	
Table	2	Gender	

Gender	 	 Frequency	 	 Percent	
Male	 	 9	 	 23	
Female	 	 25	 	 64	
Unknown	 	 5	 	 13	

	
	
In	this	urban	district,	there	are	44	elementary	schools.		All	of	the	44	schools	do	

employee	one	principal	and	18	of	the	schools	include	a	full-time	assistant	principal.		
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One	assistant	principal	was	omitted	from	the	questionnaire	as	that	assistant	

principal	is	the	current	researcher.		Of	the	61	elementary	school	leaders,	31%	are	

male	and	the	remaining	69%	identify	as	female.		The	current	respondents	had	a	

make-up	of	23%	Male	(N=9)	and	64%	Female	(N=25).		The	remaining	13%	(N=5)	

did	not	identify	their	gender.			

	
Table	3	Current	Position	

Current	
Position	

	 Frequency	 	 Percent	

Principal	 	 25	 	 64	
Assistant	
Principal	

	 12	 	 31	

Unknown	 	 2	 	 5	
	

Of	the	40	surveys	electronically	emailed,	N=25	or	64%	of	the	respondents	were	

principals.		Assistant	principals	responded	at	a	rate	of	31%	(N=12),	while	N=2	(5%)	

of	the	respondents	did	not	identify	a	current	working	position.	

	
Table	4	Years	as	an	Educator	

0-5	Years	 6-10	Years	 11-15	Years	 16-25	Years	 25+	Years	
N=0	 N=2	 N=11	 N=21	 N=5	
0%	 5%	 28%	 54%	 13%	

	

Over	60%	of	the	school	leaders	in	this	urban	district	have	been	educators	for	16	

years	or	more.			Only	5%	(N=2)	have	been	in	the	education	field	for	10	years	or	less.			
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Table	5	Years	in	Current	Position	
0-3	Years	 4-6	Years	 7-10	Years	 11-15	Years	 15+	Years	
N=22	 N=6	 N=3	 N=5	 N=3	
56%	 15%	 8%	 13%	 8%	

	

There	was	a	difference	in	the	years	as	an	educator	versus	the	amount	of	time	the	

leader	had	been	in	their	current	position.		Leaders	with	16+	years	as	an	educator	

was	67%	(N=26).		The	opposite	was	true	when	looking	at	the	years	in	their	current	

position.		Leaders	with	more	than	ten	years	was	21%	(N=8)	and	less	than	10	years	

was	79%	(N=31).	

The	following	three	research	questions	were	answered	using	a	cross-

tabulation	of	each	question	based	on	self-identification	of	being		principal	or	an	

assistant	principal.	

(a).	Research	Question	1:		What	special	education	tasks	do	elementary	

building	leaders	personally	engage?	

(b).	Research	Question	2:	What	special	education	tasks	do	elementary	

building	leaders	delegate	to	others	within	their	building?	

(c).	Research	Question	3:		What	special	education	tasks	are	not	addressed	at	

the	school	level?	

Appendix	E	reports	the	frequency	of	how	each	elementary	building	leader	answered	

each	question	either	with	personal	involvement,	delegation	within	building,	

delegation	at	district	level,	or	not	known	or	addressed.			
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The	next	step	of	data	analysis	included	a	frequency	of	each	question	based	on	

the	answers	from	each	participant.	Each	category	(Personal	Involvement,	Delegated	

to	building	staff,	Delegated	to	district,	or	Not	known)	was	calculated	for	the	number	

of	responses.		The	participants	were	then	chosen	for	interviews	based	on	the	high	

number	of	Personal	Involvement	answers.		The	researcher	chose	to	interview	those	

participants	who	answered	with	50%	(N>25)	or	higher.		Ten	of	the	39	participants	

answered	with	50%	or	higher	as	an	overall	total	as	personally	engaged	in	special	

education	tasks.		Those	participants	were	then	identified,	however;	identities	

remained	anonymous	other	than	to	the	researcher.		Three	of	the	ten	were	unable	to	

be	identified	as	they	remained	anonymous	in	the	survey	by	not	answering	any	of	the	

demographic	questions.		The	other	seven	participants	were	identified.		An	email	was	

sent	to	each.		Four	of	the	seven	responded	and	accepted	the	opportunity	for	an	

interview.		Personal	interviews	and	follow-up	questions	were	conducted	with	each	

of	the	four	participants.		Table	6	identifies	how	participants	answered	on	each	

question	of	online	survey.	
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Table	6	Participant	Answers	
Participant	 Personal	

Involvement	
Delegate	to	
other	

building	staff	

Delegated	at	
District	Level	

Not	
Known/Not	
Addressed	

P1	 N=16	 N=20	 N=12	 N=2	
P2	 N=20	 N=10	 N=4	 N=16	
P3	 N=21	 N=12	 N=4	 N=13	
P4	 N=20	 N=16	 N=2	 N=11	
P5	 N=17	 N=14	 N=11	 N=8	
P6	 N=20	 N=13	 N=11	 N=6	
P7	 N=23	 N=8	 N=18	 N=1	
P8	 N=29	 N=12	 N=4	 N=5	
P9	 N=19	 N=22	 N=5	 N=4	
P10	 N=15	 N=14	 N=15	 N=6	
P11	 N=30	 N=11	 N=4	 N=5	
P12	 N=24	 N=12	 N=7	 N=7	

											P13	 N=29	 N=20	 N=1	 N=0	
P14	 N=26	 N=17	 N=5	 N=2	
P15	 N=0	 N=0	 N=0	 N=0	
P16	 N=19	 N=17	 N=14	 N=0	
P17	 N=16	 N=16	 N=0	 N=18	
P18	 N=0	 N=0	 N=0	 N=0	
P19	 N=26	 N=18	 N=2	 N=4	
P20	 N=23	 N=12	 N=12	 N=3	
P21	 N=19	 N=20	 N=1	 N=10	
P22	 N=19	 N=20	 N=10	 N=1	
P23	 N=24	 N=4	 N=22	 N=0	
	P24	 N=34	 N=7	 N=4	 N=5	
P25	 N=O	 N=0	 N=0	 N=0	
P26	 N=14	 N=6	 N=4	 N=22	
P27	 N=15	 N=12	 N=19	 N=5	
P28	 N=0	 N=0	 N=0	 N=0	
P29	 N=17	 N=15	 N=6	 N=12	
P30	 N=13	 N=20	 N=0	 N=17	
P31	 N=27	 N=13	 N=5	 N=5	
P32	 N=39	 N=5	 N=0	 N=6	
P33	 N=22	 N=21	 N=5	 N=2	
P34	 N=36	 N=6	 N=0	 N=8	
P35	 N=28	 N=7	 N=7	 N=8	
P36	 N=21	 N=16	 N=12	 N=2	
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P37	 N=23	 N=14	 N=10	 N=3	
P38	 N=16	 N=20	 N=12	 N=2	
P39	 N=20	 N=10	 N=4	 N=16	

	
	

Research	Question	4:	How	Do	Principals	with	High	Engagement		
in	Special	Education	Tasks	Describe	Their	Instructional	Leadership	Role?	

	

Demographics	of		Interviewed	Participants	

	
Through	the	data	collection	phase,	those	administrators	who	answered	the	

50-question	survey	with	50	percent	(N=25)	in	the	personal	involvement	category,	

were	asked	to	participate	in	a	face	to	face,	phone,	or	written	interview.		The	leaders	

were	sent	an	email	asking	for	their	voluntary	involvement.		Seven	administrators	

were	contacted.		Of	the	seven,	four	were	women	and	three	were	men.		Four	of	the	

administrators	contacted	agreed	to	face-to-face	and	written	interviews.		The	

respondents	consisted	of	four	women.			

Administrator	one	identified	as	“Sally”,		is	a	woman	who	has	been	in	the	

educational	field	for	16-25	years,	and	a	building	principal	for	11-15	years.		She	is	the	

leader	in	a	diverse	school	with	50%	or	more	of	students	who	qualify	for	free	and	

reduced	lunch.			She	does	not	have	a	certificate	in	special	education;	however,	

attributes	her	experience	as	a	school	leader	to	be	an	engaged	special	education	

elementary	building	leader.				

The	next	administrator	is	known	as	“Theresa”.		She	has	been	an	assistant	

principal	for	4-6	years.		She	has	led	in	buildings	with	diversity	and	a	high	number	of	



	
	
	
	 	

	 	

70	 	

students	identified	with	the	label	of	free	and	reduced	lunch.		She	has	been	in	

education	for	16-25	years.	

Administrator	three	referenced	as	“Hazel”	was	identified	as	an	Assistant	

Principal	who	has	been	in	education	for	16-25	years	and	an	elementary	building	

leader	for	6-10	years.		At	the	time	of	the	survey,	Hazel	was	a	leader	in	a	building	

with	diversity	and	over	50%	of	the	student	population	identified	as	qualifying	for	

free	and	reduced	lunch.		Hazel	does	not	hold	a	certificate	or	license	for	special	

education;	however,	states	her	learning	has	been	from	reading	law	on	her	own	time.	

Administrator	four,	now	known	as	“Audrey”,		has	been	in	education	for	16-25	

years	and	an	elementary	building	leader	for	0-3	years.		She	currently	leads	in	a	

building	that	has	limited	diversity	and	less	than	50%	of	the	students	qualify	for	free	

and	reduced	lunch.			

Introduction	

	
The	last	research	question	was	analyzed	using	descriptive	statistics	to	

determine	the	elementary	building	leaders	who	self-identified	as	highly	engaged.		

Once	the	quantitative	data	was	analyzed,	qualitative	surveys	were	completed	with	

four	elementary	building	leaders	to	determine	the	level	of	engagement	of	the	leader	

and	how	they	may	have	gained	their	special	education	knowledge	when	they	may	

not	have	had	a	background	in	special	education	tasks	before	becoming	an	

elementary	building	leader.		The	survey	questions	are	located	in	Appendix	A.	
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When	answering	Research	Question	4,	many	different	types	of	analysis	were	

conducted	to	gain	an	understanding	of	how	principals	perceived	their	self-identified	

level	of	engagement.	The	researcher	analyzed	data	in	the	same	engagement	

categories	to	report	if	years	in	position	made	a	difference	in	the	level	of	engagement	

(See	Table	7).		Only	question	15	was	identified	as	having	a	level	of	significance.		This	

question	was	identified	as	a	task	in	the	area	of	Staff	engagement	as	it	determined	

how	a	leader	creates	Professional	Development	opportunities	for	related	service	

providers	identified	as	School	Psychologist,	Speech	Pathologists,	Occupational	

Therapists,	and	Physical	Therapists.	

	
Table	7	Chi	Square	Years	in	Position	

Question	 Value	 Df	 P	
Q15	 27.472	 16	 .037**	

(**Note	p<.05)	
	
	
		Then	data	was	analyzed	to	determine	if	years	in	the	field	of	Education	showed	a	

level	of	significance.				Table	8	reports	the	Chi-Square	data	obtained.	

	
Table	8	Chi	Square	Years	in	Education	

Question	 Value	 Df	 P	
Q12	 21.516	 9	 .011**	
Q13	 22.461	 9	 .008**	
Q43	 24.546	 12	 .017**	
Q46	 28.811	 12	 .004**	

(**Note	p<.05)	
	

Questions		12,	13,	43	and	46	indicated	a	relationship	at	p>.05;	however,	the	effect	
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size	is	indicative	of	being	considered	a	small	effect	size	with	all	questions	having	an	

𝜂"<.20.		All	of	the	questions	were	related	to	Staff	Engagement	tasks	except	Question	

43	which	was	identified	as	a	Self-Identified	task	in	leadership.				This	task	asked	the	

leader	to	stay	up	to	date	in	their	own	Professional	Development	with	new	

techniques	and	innovative	practices.	

	
Table	9	Mean	and	Standard	Deviation	of	Years	in	Current	Position	
Item	 0-3		

Years	
4-6		
Years	

7-10	
Years	

11-15	
Years	

15+	
Years	

Total	 Sig.	 Eta		

	 M							SD	 M						SD	 M				SD	 M					SD	 M						SD	 M							SD	 P	 Squared	

Q15	 2.50	
1.336	

2.50			
.837	

.67			
.577	

1.20			
.447	

3.00		
.000*	

2.23		
1.245	

.022**	 .279	

(Note:	p<.05)	
	

Table	9	reports	the	data	of	the	Mean	and	Standard	Deviation	of	each	question	as	it	

relates	to	the	years	that	each	administrator	had	been	in	their	current	position.		

When	looking	at	the	overall	M	and	SD	of	each	question	only	Question	15	had	an	

overall	significant	difference	(M=2.23,	SD=1.245	p=.022,	a=.05).		The	effect	size	is	

small	when	calculated	at		𝜂"=.279.	

	 Administrators	are	held	to	professional	standards	as	indicated	by	the	

Professional	Standards	for	Educational	Leaders	(2015).		Each	of	the	questions	

addressed	in	the	Survey	presented	to	school	administrators	was	categorized	into	

each	of	the	professional	standards.		According	to	The	Council	of	Chief	State	Officers	

(CCSSO)	the	standards	were	created	to	give	a	set	of	standards	for	school	leaders	to	
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improve	ALL	student	achievement	and	have	an	understanding	of	what	makes	a	

leader	effective	(2015).		The	results	are	presented	in	Table	10.		The	Mean	and	

Standard	Deviation	was	analyzed	for	each	of	the	questions	based	on	position.	(Each	

standard	is	encompassed	in	Table	10	with	a	description	after	the	standard).	

	
Table	10	ANOVA	of	Professional	Standards	for	Education	Leaders	Current	Position	
	
Standard	3-Equity	and	Cultural	Responsiveness	 	 	 	 	 						
Item	 Totals	 Sig	
	 M	 SD	 P	
Q8	 .90	 .307	 .908	
Q13	 1.03	 .628	 .337	
Q40	 1.56	 1.142	 .326	

**Note:	p<.05	
	
	
Standard	three	does	not	indicate	a	significant	relationship	in	the	three	questions	in	

this	category.		The	data	suggest	that	Equity	and	Cultural	Responsiveness	in	relation	

to	special	education	is	a	relative	strength	of	both	types	of	elementary	building	

leaders.	

Standard	4-Curriculum,	Instruction,	and	Assessment	 	 	 	 	 	
Item	 Totals	 Sig	
	 M	 SD	 P	
Q9	 1.31	 .950	 .015	
Q22	 1.33	 .927	 .736	
Q35	 1.67	 .955	 .330	
Q36	 1.28	 .999	 .017**	
Q40	 1.56	 1.142	 .326	
Q46	 1.87	 .864	 .401	
Q47	 1.74	 1.186	 .106	
Q48	 2.15	 1.247	 .175	

**Note:	p<.05	
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Question	36	indicates	a	significant	relationship	(M=1.28,	SD=.999,	p=.017)	when	

calculated	at	the	p<.05.		However,	the	level	of	effect	is	small	(h=.202).		This	data	

suggest	that	overall,	building	leaders	are	comfortable	with	their	role	and	tasks	of	

being	an	educational	leader	in	the	area	of	curriculum,	instruction	and	assessment	

except	in	regard	to	how	to	monitor	special	education	teachers	in	order	to	determine	

if	curriculum	goals	and	objectives	are	being	met	on	a	student’s	Individualized	

Education	Plan.	

	
Standard	5-Community	of	Care	and	Support	for	Students	
Item	 Totals	 Sig	
	 M	 SD	 P	
Q9	 1.31	 .950	 .015	
Q10	 1.28	 .972	 .133	

**Note:	p<.05	
	
	
Principals	and	Assistant	Principals	have	indicated,	through	the	two	questions	under	

Standard	5,	that	they	are	confident	in	their	leadership	when	integrating	services	and	

supports	within	the	general	education	curriculum	and	that	they	play	a	key	role	in	

selecting	and	assigning	Special	education	teachers	for	student	improvement.				
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Standard	6-Professional	Capacity	of	School	Personnel	
Item	 Totals	 Sig	
	 M	 SD	 P	
Q1	 1.46	 .996	 .588	
Q15	 2.23	 1.245	 .348	
Q18	 1.97	 1.267	 .013**	
Q31	 1.03	 .668	 .003**	
Q33	 .90	 .307	 .908	

**Note:	p<.05	
	
	
Questions	18	(M=1.97,	SD=1.267,	p=.013)	and	31	(M=1.03,	SD=	.668,	p=.003)	

indicate	a	relationship	when	calculated	at	the	p<.05.			The	level	of	effect	is	still	small	

when	calculated	at	h>.20	and	h<.50		(.216	and	.274	consecutively).		The	data	could	

suggest	that	elementary	school	building	leaders	do	not	feel	confident	in	their	

abilities	regarding	training	for	all	teachers	regarding	programs	and	policies	as	well	

as	assisting	staff	along,	with	Special	education	teachers,	in	setting	professional	goals.			

	
Standard	7-Professional	Community	for	Teachers	and	Staff	
Item	 Totals	 Sig	
	 M	 SD	 P	

Q27	 1.28	 .724	 .047**	
Q34	 .90	 .384	 .940	
Q43	 1.56	 1.095	 .136	

**Note:	p<.05	
	
	
Question	27	(M=1.28,	SD=.724,	p=.047)	indicated	a	relationship	and	difference;	

however,	the	effect	size	is	small	(h>.20)	at	h=.157.		Elementary	building	leaders	are	

tasked	with	building	a	Professional	Learning	Community	for	Teachers.		Part	of	a	

learning	community	involves	the	ability	to	effectively	communicate	with	all	school	
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personnel	regarding	a	particular	student’s	needs.		The	data	suggest	that	elementary	

building	leaders	do	not	have	a	strong	ability	to	communicate	with	health	

professionals	in	the	building	to	ensure	student	health	needs	are	recognized	and	met.	

	
Standard	8-Meaningful	Engagement	of	Families	and	Communities	
Item	 Totals	 Sig	

P		 M	 SD	
Q4	 1.05	 .647	 .978	
Q5	 3.10	 1.353	 .948	
Q7	 2.54	 1.335	 .912	
Q27	 1.28	 .724	 .047**	
Q34	 .90	 .384	 .940	
Q38	 1.77	 .777	 .174	
Q49	 2.79	 1.260	 .562	

**Note:	p<.05	
	
	
Question	27	indicates	a	relationship	(M=1.28,		SD=.724,	p=.047).		The	effect	size	

remains	small	at	h=.157.		This	question	indicates,	as	above,	that	elementary	building	

leaders	may	be	unsure	of	their	role	when	meeting	about	students	who	have	

healthcare	needs.	
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Standard	9-Operations	and	Management	
Item	 Totals	 Sig.		
	 M	 SD	 P	
Q3	 1.31	 .766	 .799	
Q11	 1.44	 1.165	 .527	
Q14	 1.44	 1.165	 .131	
Q16	 1.10	 .718	 .150	
Q17	 1.92	 ,870	 .310	
Q19	 2.13	 1.239	 .237	
Q21	 2.62	 1.566	 .468	
Q23	 2.82	 1.254	 .510	
Q24	 2.15	 1.288	 .197	
Q25	 1.38	 1.115	 .103	
Q26	 1.62	 .963	 .355	
Q27	 1.28	 .724	 .047**	
Q30	 1.41	 1.044	 .214	
Q32	 2.15	 1.159	 .764	
Q37	 1.49	 .914	 .243	
Q39	 1.92	 .957	 .532	
Q41	 1.21	 .695	 .008**	
Q42	 2.77	 1.266	 .574	
Q45	 1.44	 .882	 .166	
Q50	 2.67	 1.243	 .073	

**Note:	p<.05	
	
	
Question	27	indicates	a	relationship	(M=1.28,		SD=.724,	p=.047).		The	effect	size	

remains	small	at	h=.157.		When	looking	at	the	data	for	question	41	(M=1.21,	SD	

.695,	p=.008),	elementary	building	leaders	struggle	with	establishing	procedures	to	

use	para	educators	and	how	to	evaluate	them.		There	is	a	medium	effect	size	as	

h=.236.			
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Standard	10-School	Improvement	
Item	 Totals	 Sig.		
	 M	 SD	 P	
Q2	 1.77	 1.087	 .569	
Q6	 1.90	 1.334	 .801	
Q20	 2.95	 1.255	 .906	
Q28	 1.95	 .999	 .025**	
Q29	 2.10	 1.165	 .171	
Q44	 2.21	 1.436	 .294	

**Note:	p<.05	
	
	
Question	28	indicated	a	relationship	(M=1.95,	SD=.999,	p=.025).	The	effect	size	is	

small	h=.185.	Elementary	building	leaders	may	struggle	with	an	understanding	of	

their	role	in	organizing	programs	to	assess	students’	competencies.			

	 	
Interview	Results	

	
The	interview	questions	were	created	by	the	researcher	by	analyzing	the	

Principal	Education	Standards.	Interview	questions	are	found	in	Appendix	B.	The	

researcher	was	focused	on	building	leader’s	self-identification	of	being	a	highly	

engaged	leader	which	included	both	instructional	and	special	education	leadership.		

Three	themes	emerged	from	the	interviews.		These	themes	were	consistent	with	

effective		and	highly	engaged	leadership.		Those	themes	were	collaboration,	trusting	

relationships	and	accountability.				
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Collaboration	

	
	 According	to	Powell	(U.S.	Dept.	of	State,	2009-2017),	collaboration	is	defined	

as	an	inclusive	learning	community	that	comes	together	to	improve	student	

achievement.		The	first	theme	to	emerge	from	the	interviews	was	collaboration.		In	

the	interviews,	all	the	interviewees	consistently	mentioned	collaboration	as	a	trait	

of	a	highly	engaged	leader.		Theresa	discussed	collaboration	as	supporting	teachers	

which	indirectly	supports	students.	

In	terms	of	being	an	instructional	leader	means	working	with	teachers,	
collaborating	 with	 teachers.	 	 How	 can	 I	 help	 support	 teachers	
instructionally?		Can	I	provide	resources?	Time	for	them	to	collaborate	
and	plan	with	their	teams?		Can	I	find	opportunities	for	teachers	to	have	
professional	development	inside	or	outside	of	my	building?	

	
Collaboration	was	identified	as	being	extremely	important	to	Theresa	in	regard	to	

being	an	educational	leader.		Throughout	the	interview	she	mentioned	collaboration	

as	being	a	foundation	to	being	an	engaged	leader.	

Support	looks	different	for	each	teacher	and	their	needs.		Differentiated	
collaboration	for	all	teachers.		It	is	my	job	to	be	a	part	of	collaboration	
whether	it	is	as	a	support	for	students	or	even	student	achievement.	

Another	way	collaboration	could	be	described	is	as	mentorship.	Hazel	describes		
	
instructional	leadership	in	the	following	way:	
	

As	 an	 instructional	 leader,	 I	 value	 fostering	 a	 focus	 on	 student	 and	
educator	strengths	through	positive	intent	and	the	spirit	of	mentorship	
that	is	influenced	by	an	anti-racist	framework	of	thought	and	decision-
making.	 	 I	 find	 it	 imperative	 to	 employ	 active	 listening	 so	 that	 I	 can	
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customize	 or	 differentiate	my	 leadership	 for	 the	 person	 or	 situation	
without	sacrificing	my	core	values.	

	
Collaboration	might	look	different	for	each	elementary	building	leader.		Many	are	

immersed	in	the	work	of	the	PLCs	while	others	provide	guidance.		Sally	described	a	

component	of	being	an	instructional	leader	as	complex.	

It’s	also	crucial	in	our	role	as	evaluators	that	we	have	the	wisdom	and	
expertise	to	guide	professional	growth	based	on	research-based	best	
practice	and	aligned	with	district	expectations.	

	
When	instructional	leaders	promote	collaboration,	they,	in	turn,	are	holding	

their	teams	and	staff	accountable	for	students;	however,	this	is	also	a	way	for	each	

leader	to	hold	themselves	accountable.		A	blog	written	by	Room241	(2018)	stated,		

“Effective	principals	recognize	the	value	of	encouraging	collaboration	
among	teachers.	It	helps	teachers	take	a	leadership	role	and	it	improves	
the	class	environment	by	sharing	different	perspectives	in	relation	to	
the	 learning	 process.	 This	 helps	 teachers	 recognize	 their	 own	
weaknesses	and	build	on	their	strengths”	().			

They	continued,		

“Collaboration	is	a	crucial	component	when	it	comes	to	developing	an	
effective	school.	When	a	school	district	wants	to	improve	and	enhance	
student	performance,	it	must	start	with	the	growth	of	the	teachers	and	
educators.	By	setting	up	a	collaborative	environment,	 the	school	will	
see	 improvements	 as	 teachers	 learn	 from	 the	 experiences	 of	 their	
peers.	A	principal	plays	an	essential	role	in	the	process	because	he	or	
she	must	 facilitate	 the	 collaboration	and	encourage	discussion	while	
offering	support	to	teachers	and	students.	It	is	a	delicate	balance	that	
starts	with	taking	a	servant-oriented	leadership	role.”	
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Accountability	

	
	 Accountability	is	defined	by	vocabulary.com	as	“a	noun	that	describes	

accepting	responsibility,	private	or	public”.		In	a	school	setting,	accountability	is	

accepting	responsibility	for	the	special	education	process,	known	as	the	IEP	process.		

Engaged	elementary	building	leaders	must	be	able	to	hold	their	teams	and	staff	

accountable	to	ensure	equitable	practices,	as	well	as	to	ensure	their	teams	are	

following	special	education	law	as	written	in	IDEA.	Sally	describes	the	need	for	

engaged	special	education	leaders	to	fully	understand	the	law.	

Principals	must	 be	well-versed	 in	 the	 laws	 and	 policies	 that	 govern	
special	 education	 systems	 and	 practices	 to	 support	 our	 students.		
Principals	 should	 have	 great	 depth	 of	 knowledge	 in	 the	 special	
education	process	from	start	to	end.		Principals	should	have	a	thorough	
understanding	of	due	process,	the	eligibility	process,	parent/guardian	
rights,	assessments,	 IEP	development,	and	service	model.	 	Principals	
must	be	able	to	analyze	and	monitor	data.	

	
Theresa	concurred	with	Sally	with	regards	to	engaged	special	education	leadership.	

Leaders	need	to	have	strong	listening	skills	for	both	their	teams	and	
students.		Administrators	need	to	have	an	understanding	of	state	
standards.		They	also	need	to	have	a	full	understanding	of	the	
evaluation	process.		Leaders	need	to	know	the	IEP	process.	

Hazel	believed	that	to	be	an	engaged	leader	of	special	education	one	must	do	the	

following:	

• ATTEND.	IEP.	MEETINGS	
• Approach	all	SpEd	processes	with	student	dignity	and	the	forefront	
• Take	 the	 time	 to	 understand	 SpEd	 law;	 know	 your	 students’	 and	 parents’	

rights	
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• Take	the	time	to	read	your	students’	IEPs	
• Find	ways	and	the	time	to	impart	SpEd	law	and	practices	knowledge	to	general	

education	staff	
• Stay	up	to	date	on	current	events	on	SpEd	law	
• Ask	questions	about	data,	assessments,	processes,	procedures	and	protocols	

when	 in	 doubt	 from	 experts	 on	 that	 topic,	 areas	 of	 identification	 or	 field	
related	to	the	IEP	process	

• Build	a	relationship	with	members	of	legal	counsel	and	SpEd	directorship	
• Know	your	rights	and	responsibilities	as	a	principal	and	check	your	ego	at	the	

door	
• Know	the	role	of	mental	health	providers	and	nurses	in	the	SpEd	identification	

process	
• Understand	the	role	law	enforcement	can	or	may	play	during	student	crisis	
• Understand	the	process	of	determining	the	manifestation	of	a	disability	

	
Engaged	administrators	realize	that	evaluation	is	just	one	component	of	reflection	

and	constant	improvement.		Sally	described	that	all	principals	should	be	evaluated	

on	their	Special	education	knowledge.		

All	Administrators	should	be	evaluated	on	their	knowledge	of	due	
process,	their	participation	as	an	active	and	contributing	member	of	
the	IEP	team,	monitoring	the	progress	of	our	special	needs	students,	
and	on	their	efforts	to	establish	relationships	with	families	of	special	
education	students.	

Hazel	discussed	that	a	mentorship	of	a	novice	administrator	is	crucial.		She	

mentioned	wanting	to	get	to	know	what	experiences	a	novice	administrator	

already	has,	what	areas	for	growth	might	be,	but	also	what	curiosities	and	

fears	they	have.	

Many	times,	assisting	a	novice	administrator	becomes	on-the-job	or	in-
the-crisis-training,	unfortunately.		While	there	is	an	evaluation	rubric	
it	is	not	a	safe	and	respectful	place	of	reflection	and	collaboration	for	a	
new	leader.		Walking	a	new	leader	through	scenarios	to	evaluate	their	
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response	to	situations,	setting	aside	time	to	pre-brief	or	debrief	lived	
experiences,	 and	 considering	 the	 leader’s	 on-the-job	 performance,	
response	 to	 feedback	 and	 ability	 to	 reflect	 are	 valuable	 ways	 to	
evaluate	SpEd	Leadership.	

Hazel	brings	up	the	idea	of	a	leader	needing	to	feel	safe	to	process	and	grow	and	

receive	dignified	honest	feedback	from	a	mentor/evaluator.		This	type	of	evaluation	

promotes	healthy	growth	and	reflection.	

Three	of	the	four	elementary	building	leaders	interviewed	did	not	have	a	

background	in	special	education.		One	of	the	principals,	Sally,	described	not	having	

her	certificate	in	special	education	,	but	that	her	experience	of	15	plus	years	as	a	

school	leader	assisted	in	her	learning	and	holding	her	programs	accountable	while	

advocating	for	ALL	students.	

One	other	elementary	building	leader	described	that	her	15	years	as	a	special	

education	teacher	gave	her	the	background	and	experience	to	be	an	engaged	special	

education	leader.		While	the	leaders	do	not	have	a	specific	license	or	isolated	

experience	in	special	education,	they	all	recognized	that	through	imparting	

knowledge	and	accountability,	they	all	created	trusting	relationships	that	promoted	

a	healthy	culture	in	their	buildings.	
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Trusting	Relationships	

	
	 The	last	theme	that	emerged	was	trusting	relationships.		Thomas	Murray,	an	

educator,	speaker,	and	author	stated,	“The	foundation	to	building	dynamic,	life-

changing	relationships	with	families	and	communities	is	Trust”	(2017).		He	shared	

that	school	leaders	engage	in	seven	activities.		These	activities	include:	

1. 	They	make	child	centered	decisions	daily	
2. They	are	present	and	display	competence	
3. They	invest	in	people	
4. They	create	transparency	
5. They	are	reliable	and	follow	through		
6. They	walk	the	talk	
7. They	lead	with	integrity	

	
	
These	activities	are	important	traits	for	all	leaders;	however,	more	important	for	

leaders	of	special	education.		All	the	leaders	interviewed	mentioned	relationships	as	

vital	to	engaged	leadership	in	special	education.		They	all	mentioned	that	parent	

connection	was	valuable	in	the	process	of	special	education.		Elementary	building	

leaders	must	be	responsive	to	the	needs	of	parents	to	understand	their	perspective	

and	to	be	able	to	explain	the	process	of	special	education.		

	 Trusting	relationships	also	includes	how	elementary	building	leaders	

interact	with	their	special	education	team.		Consistency	is	valuable.		That	

consistency	shows	reliability.		When	teachers	can	rely	on	their	leaders	because	they	

follow	through,	trust	is	built.		Teachers	need	to	be	supported	and	feel	supported	

when	working	with	students	who	have	disabilities.		Elementary	building	leaders	
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must	find	ways	to	invest	in	their	people.		They	ensure	that	all	teachers	are	given	the	

tools	they	need	to	be	successful.		This	includes	providing	professional	development	

in	and	out	of	the	building.		It	also	includes	providing	opportunities	for	staff	to	

collaborate	through	Professional	Learning	Communities.	All	those	interviewed	

discussed	the	importance	of	special	education	knowledge.		While	many	leaders	do	

rely	on	their	special	education	teams	for	knowledge,	the	elementary	building	

leaders	interviewed,	have	found	other	ways	to	develop	their	knowledge	base.		When	

leaders	have	knowledge	and	pass	it	on,	the	result	is	trusting	relationships.		One	

principal	described	her	experience	as	a	leader	of	special	education	in	order	ensure	

her	staff	has	the	appropriate	knowledge	of	Special	education,	its	process,	and	how	

trusting	relationships	are	developed.	

I	have	immersed	myself	in	Special	education	law	and	district	policy	to	ensure	
that	 I	 can	 lead	 and	 support	 my	 Special	 education	 team,	 holding	 my	 team	
accountable	while	building	trusting	relationships	with	families.	
	
	

Hazel,	too,	specifically	recognized	knowledge	of	special	education	being	critical	to	

being	an	elementary	building	leader.	

Classroom	 teaching	 further	 shaped	 my	 core	 values.	 	 Informed	
strategies	contributed	to	my	growing	knowledge	of	law,	best	practices	
and	dignified	measures	to	secure	thoughtful	learning	environments	for	
students	with	a	variety	of	special	needs.		I	certainly	fumbled	along	the	
way	 as	 I	 learned	 and	 grew	 and	 took	 direction	 from	 others	 while	
building	my	own	capacity.	 	While	earning	my	administrator	license,	I	
acquired	the	typical	exposure	to	SpEd	law	in	coursework.		The	rest	was	
on-the-job	experience,	personal	life	experience	or	self-interest	to	learn	
more	on	my	own.	



	
	
	
	 	

	 	

86	 	

Elementary	building	leaders	must	be	able	to	develop	lasting	relationships.		In	

the	end,	a	positive	consequence	of	trusting	relationships	is	improved	

communication,	achievement,	and	culture.				

	
Chapter	Summary	

	

	 Chapter	four	identified	the	results	of	the	data	analysis	and	findings	from	the	

Questionnaire	by	Ruff	and	Redburn	and	the	Engaged	Leadership	interviews.		Data	

was	presented	quantitatively	identifying	those	leaders	who	self-identified	as	

engaged	elementary	leaders.		Interview	data	aligned	with	the	qualitative	data	to	

support	the	findings.		A	description	of	the	participants	was	provided.		Emerging	

themes	from	the	data	were	also	explained	in-depth.	

	 Chapter	five	will	provide	a	discussion	for	how	the	research	questions	were	

answered.		Implications	and	recommendations		will	be	expanded	upon	in	order	to	

provide	information	for	further	expansion	of	research.	 	
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CHAPTER	FIVE	

	
CONCLUSIONS,	IMPLICATIONS,	AND	RECOMMENDATIONS	

	
Introduction	

	
	 The	purpose	of	this	study	was	to	identify	school	elementary	building	leaders	

who	are	engaged	leaders	in	the	area	of	instructional	leadership	as	it	pertains	to	

students	with	disabilities.		Through	a	case	study	of	one	urban	district	in	Denver,	

Colorado,	quantitative	data	showed	significant	relationships	between	elementary	

building	leader’s	roles	in	special	education	in	identified	areas	of	the	survey.		The	

data	collected	also	identified	those	leaders	who	would	be	considered	engaged	based	

on	their	personal	involvement	in	special	education	roles.	It	is	also	important	to	note,	

through	the	research,	three	themes	emerged	in	identifying	the	engagement	of	an	

elementary	building	leader	in	the	area	of	special	education.	Chapter	five	will	

summarize	the	study,	the	purpose,	and	findings.		This	chapter	will	also	discuss	the	

conclusions	derived	from	the	research	question	presented.		Recommendations	for	

future	research	will	be	discussed.		
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Discussion	

	
Intent	of	the	Study	and	Literature	Summary	

	
Identifying	elementary	school	leaders	(principals	and	assistant	principals)	

who	identify	as	engaged	instructional	leaders	of	special	education	is	considered	

difficult	due	to	different	factors.		These	factors	include	the	complexity	of	

instructional	leadership	and	demands	placed	on	building	leaders.		

Since	1975,	students	with	disabilities	have	been	included	in	the	public-school	

system,	yet,	inclusion	and	inclusive	learning	is	still	highly	debated.				According	to	

the	National	Center	for	Education	Statistics,		the	2017-18	school	year	served	7.0	

million	students	identified	as	having	a	disability	under	the	Individuals	with	

Disabilities	Act.		Of	that	7.0	million,	63%	of	students	spent	80%	or	more	of	the	

school	day	within	the	general	education	classroom.		This	increased	from	47%	in	the	

fall	of	2000.		With	more	and	more	students	accessing	the	general	education	

classroom,	it	is	important	for	educational,	elementary	building	leaders	to	have	a	

stronger	knowledge	of	special	education	practices.		

The	main	research	question	of	“How	do	principals	with	high	engagement	in	

special	education	tasks	describe	their	instructional	leadership	roles	under	the	

Individuals	with	Disabilities	Act?”	was	answered	throughout	this	study.			Three	

other	research	questions	were	answered	as	well,		
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1. What	special	education	tasks	do	elementary	building	leaders	within	a	

large	Western	urban	school	district	personally	engage?	

2. What	special	education	tasks	do	elementary	building	leaders	within	a	

large	Western	urban	school	district	delegate	to	others	within	their	

building?	

3. What	special	education	tasks	are	not	performed	at	the	school	level?	

	Data	collected	through	the	survey	identified	tasks	that	principals	and	

assistant	principals	had	personal	involvement.		Those	who	self-identified	with	50%	

or	higher	self-involvement	were	identified	as	engaged	elementary	building	leaders.		

Through	interviews	with	four	of	the	elementary	building	leaders,	descriptions	of	

instructional	tasks	were	identified.		Dos	and	Savas	(2015)	identify	effectively	

engaged	elementary	school	leaders	as	having	a	sense	of	humor	in-conjunction	with	

a	strong	work-ethic.		They	also	identify	that	leaders	must	have	a	knowledge	of	

policy,	a	strong	vision,	knowledge	of	curriculum,	be	able	to	make	decisions	that	are	

not	biased,	and	able	to	motivate	those	they	lead.		These	characteristics	are	indicative	

of	a	strong,	engaged	leader	of	special	education	in	elementary	schools.	Through	the	

interview	section	of	the	study,	the	main	research	question	was	able	to	be	answered	

through	the	themes	that	were	identified	that	fit	into	each	of	the	identified	

characteristics	of	an	engaged	elementary	school	leader.	

	 Using	the	Professional	Standards	for	Educational	Leaders	(2015),	questions	

to	the	survey	were	categorized	by	placing	special	education	tasks	into	the	
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overarching	standard.		The	standards	are	for	educational	leaders	who	practice	in	an	

educational	setting.		They	are	not	categorized	into	separate	standards	for	leaders	

who	lead	in	buildings	with	students	identified	as	having	a	disability.		Through	the	

categorization,	strengths	and	weaknesses	were	able	to	be	identified	as	it	pertained	

to	the	overarching	standard	expected	of	every	school	leader.	

	 Daniels	et	al.,	(2019)	stated,	“Leadership	gained	a	lot	of	attention	during	the	

past	decades	because	of	school	principals’	growing	responsibilities	and	the	

accountability-driven	context	they	work	in”	(p.	110).	These	growing	responsibilities	

include	overseeing	programs	that	pertain	to	students	with	disabilities.		Pazey	and	

Cole	(2012)	recognize	many	of	the	growing	pressures	and	responsibilities	make	it	

difficult	for	school	leaders	to	lead	in	their	buildings	because	of	the	legal	implications	

associated	with	special	education	programs.		It	is	also	noted	that	significant	liability	

is	placed	on	those	who	lead	in	buildings	with	special	education	programs	if	they	fall	

short	of	their	duties	and	responsibilities	(p.	244).		Principals	and	school	leaders	are	

not	adequately	trained	in	post-secondary	programs	thus	causing	increased	

litigation.		Through	this	study,	leaders	identified	the	need	to	rely	on	their	special	

education	teachers	and	teams	when	making	decisions	as	their	leadership	programs	

did	not	adequately	prepare	them	in	the	area	of	special	education.		Sumbera	et	al.	

(2014),	conquer	with	other	research	that	principals	receive	very	little	training	or	

exposure	to	law,	policy,	and	special	education	in	general.		This	then	leads	to	a	lack	of	
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understanding	of	leadership	strategies	that	support	inclusive	education	for	students	

with	disabilities	causing	leaders	to	not	be	engaged	in	their	leadership.	

	
Methodology	of	the	Study	

	
	

	 A	mixed	methods	case	study	of	one	urban	school	district	in	Denver,	Colorado	

was	chosen	in	order	to	gain	a	better	understanding	and	insight	into	principal	

perceptions	of	engagement	in	relationship	to	special	education	tasks	assigned	

through	IDEA.		Four	research	questions	were	asked	throughout	this	study.		Three	of	

the	questions	were	in	regard	to	the	quantitative	portion	of	the	study	and	the	last	

was	used	to	deem	the	engagement	of	elementary	building	leaders	who	perceived	

themselves	as	strong	leaders	of	special	education.		The	quantitative	questions	are	

listed	below:	

1. What	special	education	tasks	do	elementary	building	leaders	within	a	large	

Western	urban	school	district	personally	engage?	

2. What	special	education	tasks	do	elementary	building	leaders	within	a	large	

Western	urban	school	district	delegate	to	others	within	their	building?	

3. What	special	education	tasks	are	not	performed	at	the	school	level?	

The	last	question	was	answered	through	qualitative	interviews	with	elementary	

building	leaders	who	deemed	themselves	as	engaged	through	their	personal	

involvement	of	special	education	tasks.	That	question	is	listed	below:	
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4. How	do	principals	within	a	large	Western	urban	school	district	with	high	

engagement	in	special	education	tasks	describe	their	instructional	leadership	

roles	under	the	Individuals	with	Disabilities	Act?	

		The	survey	by	Ruff	and	Redburn	(2011)	Questionnaire	on	the	Special	Education	

Roles	and	Functions	of	the	School	District	and/or	Building	Level	Administrator	was	

used	to	answer	the	first	three	survey	questions.		The	purpose	was	to	identify	

elementary	building	leaders	who	answered	50%	of	the	questions	with	personal	

involvement.		The	Quantitative	data	collected	through	the	survey	also	indicated	the	

tasks	that	elementary	building	leaders	engaged,	delegated,	or	had	no	knowledge	of	

the	task.		All	elementary	building	leaders	in	44	elementary	schools	were	sent	the	

survey	with	39	responding	or	over	a	60%	response	rate.		The	data	was	analyzed	

through	the	use	of	the	data	process	system	SPSS.		Means	and	standard	deviations	

were	used	to	show	the	range	of	responses	of	building	leaders.			

	 Once	the	data	was	collected	and	analyzed,	the	researcher	chose	seven	of	the	

respondents	to	interview	based	on	their	personal	involvement	answers	on	the	

survey.		The	use	of	an	interview	answered	the	final	research	question.		The	purpose	

was	to	gain	insight	into	the	special	education	tasks	performed	by	individual	

elementary	building	leaders	who	self-identified	as	actively	engaged	as	a	building	

special	education	leader.		Four	of	the	seven	responded	accepting	the	opportunity	to	

be	interviewed.		The	researcher	asked	6	standard	questions	that	allowed	for	the	

researcher	to	identify	common	themes	of	highly	engaged	special	education	leaders.		
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All	interviews	were	transcribed	and	analyzed	in	order	to	gain	full	insight	into	each	

individual	theme.		Notes	were	taken	throughout	the	interviews	to	clarify	during	and	

afterwards.		Emerging	themes	were	collaboration,	trusting	relationships,	and	

accountability.			

	
Conclusions	

	
Research	Question	1:	What	special	education	tasks	do	elementary	building	leaders	

within	a	large	Western	urban	school	district	personally	engage?	

The	results	from	the	survey	titled	Special	education	Roles	and	Functions	of	

the	School	District	and/or	Building	Level	Administrator	reveal	that	principal	

elementary	building	leaders	perform	at	a	more	personal	involvement	rate	of	50%	

(N=25).			

	 A	framework	of	engagement	was	used/developed	by	the	researcher	using	

the	questionnaire.		(See	Figure	2)	An	educational	leader	in	special	education	must	

be	actively	engaged	in	tasks	of	IDEA.		These	tasks	can	be	broken	into	engagement	

categories	of	Family/Parent,	Community,	Staff,	Student	and	Leadership.			Without	

active	engagement	of	all	stakeholders,	a	special	education	elementary	building	

leader	will	struggle	with	engaged	leadership.		

	 When	interviewing	each	of	the	four	elementary	building	leaders,	it	was	

determined	through	their	own	self-identification	of	engagement,	they	consistently	

participate	in	the	majority	of	special	education	tasks	within	their	own	building.		
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Each	of	the	school	leaders	identified	the	need	of	leaders	to	fully	engage	in	the	tasks	

in	order	to	be	an	engaged	leader	of	Special	education	practices.	

	
Figure	2.	Engagement	Framework	

	

	
Research	Question	2:	What	Special	education	tasks	do	elementary	building	leaders	

within	a	large	Western	urban	school	district	delegate	to	others	within	their	

building?	
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	 Engaged	elementary	building	leaders	know	the	importance	of	delegating	

tasks	to	others	within	their	building.		Often	times	this	is	a	member	of	the	special	

education	team,	dean,	or	assistant	principal.		It	is	important	for	self-efficacy	of	

teachers	and	staff	to	have	shared	leadership.		AVCI	(2016)	stated,	“The	leadership	

characteristics	of	school	principals	directly	and	very	significantly	affect	the	

organizational	citizenship	behaviors	felt	in	the	school	especially	those	working	in	

the	school,	organizational	trust,	commitment,	school	culture	and	climate	and	the	

quality	of	education	and	training”	(p.	1009).			Engaged	elementary	leaders	in	special	

education,	too,	know	the	importance	of	shared	leadership.	Carter	and	Abawi	(2018)	

mentioned,	“Morgan	(2008),	Ross,	Lufti,	&	Hope	(2016)	recognize	that	positional	

school	leaders	must	have	a	philosophy	and	mindset	that	seeks	to	build	distributed	

leadership	capacity	across	their	school,	empowering	others	to	lead”	(p.	51).			

	 Tasks	delegated	to	other	staff	within	a	school	building	only	identified	that	the	

task	was	delegated.		It	did	not	specifically	identify	to	whom	it	was	assigned.		

Principals	and	Assistant	Principals	(N=38)	answered	that	they	delegated	to	others	

in	the	building.	Building	leaders	answered	their	delegation	of	tasks	fell	within	the	

staff	engagement	category	(N=16).		Principals	answered	they	delegated	N=30	out	of	

the	50	questions	on	the	questionnaire.		This	is	53%	of	the	tasks	delegated.		The	

elementary	building	leaders	chosen	to	interview	answered	these	same	questions	

less	frequently	than	other	elementary		building	leaders	who	did	not	answer	with	

personal	involvement	at	a	higher	rate.	
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Research	Question	3:		What	Special	education	tasks	are	not	performed	at	the	

elementary	building	level?	

	 A	cross-tabulation	was	used	to	identify	the	frequency	of	how	often	

elementary	building	leaders	have	tasks	delegated	to	the	district	level	or	out	of	their	

building.		Leaders	answered	with	72%	(N=36)	of	tasks	are	delegated	outside	of	their	

building.	This	is	concerning	as	N=17	questions	were	identified	in	the	staff	

engagement	category	of	the	framework.		These	questions	included	providing		

professional	development	for	staff	(M=1.46,	SD=.996),	selecting	Special	education	

teachers	(M=1.28,	SD=.972),	establishing	and	maintaining	a	continuum	of	supports	

and	services	(M=2.10,	SD	1.142),	providing	work	space	for	related	service	providers	

(M=1.10,	SD=.718),	transportation	for	students	(M=1.92,	SD=.870),	provides	

training	for	ALL	teachers	regarding	programs	and	policies	(M=1.97,	SD=1.267),	

budgets	for	Special	education	(M=2.13,	SD=	1.239	and	M=2.77,	SD=1.266),	

identification	process	(M=1.62,	SD=.963),	health	needs	of	students	(M-=1.28,	

SD=.724),	assessment	(M=1.95,	SD=.999	and	M=1.67,	SD=.955),	finds	resources	to	

meet	student	needs	(M=2.15,	SD=1.159	and	M=2.21,	SD=1.436),	assistive	technology	

(M=1.987,	SD=.864),	evaluating	curriculum	(M=2.15,	SD=1.247).	and	transitions	

(M=2.79,	SD	1.260).					

This	data	is	consistent	with	the	lack	of	training	regarding	Special	education	

Leadership	in	the	literature.				Questions	answered	with	delegated	out	of	the	
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building	are	tasks	that	should	be	and	could	be	personally	involved	or	delegated	

within	the	building.		Goor,	Schwenn,	&	Boyer	(1997)	posit,	“Education	leadership	is	

ranked	as	the	number	one	key	variable	associated	with	effective	schools	(Algozzine,	

Ysseldyke,	&	Campbell,	1994;	Kirner,	Vautour,	&	Vautour,	1993),	and	the	principal	is	

the	instructional	leader	for	all	programs	within	the	school,	including	special	

education	services	(Van	Horn,	Burrello,	&	DeClue,	1992)”	(p.	133).		If	school	leaders	

do	not	know	their	role	within	Special	education		programming,	then	elementary	

building	leaders	may	struggle	with	engagement.		Throughout	the	interviews	with	

elementary	building	leaders,	all	were	adamant	that	in	order	to	be	an	engaged	

elementary	leader	one	must	absolutely	be	personally	involved	in	most	tasks.		

Elementary	building	leaders	must	know	their	role	and	the	process	of	special	

education.		Goor,	Schwenn,	&	Boyer	(1997)	contend,	“Principals	have	multiple	

responsibilities	and	must	delegate	some	duties	to	others.	However,	when	principals	

delegate	most	or	all	special	education	roles	to	psychologists,	counselors,	or	special	

educators,	they	are	abdicating	their	leadership	function.	For	special	programs	to	be	

successful,	principals	must	believe	in	the	significance	of	their	involvement	and	take	

responsibility	for	the	outcomes	(p.	135).	
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Research	Question	4:	How	do	principals	within	a	large	Western	urban	school	

district	with	high	engagement	in	special	education	tasks	describe	their	instructional	

leadership	roles	under	the	Individuals	with	Disabilities	Act?	

	 The	survey	questions	were	developed	to	gain	a	deeper	understanding	of	

those	elementary	building	leaders	who	self-identified	as	being	an	engaged	leader	

within	the	realm	of	Special	education.		The	interviews	allowed	for	a	rich	

conversation	around	instructional	leadership,	its	importance,	and	how	leaders	

identify	with	being	personally	involved	as	a	leader	of	special	education.		Three	

important	themes	emerged	from	the	interviews	that	are	not	only	important	as	an	

educational	leader,	but	also	important	for	a	leader	of	Special	education.		The	themes	

derived	were	collaboration,	accountability,	and	trusting	relationships.			

	
Collaboration	

	 Collaboration	is	an	important	theme	as	special	education	in	itself	is	an	

enormous	structure	and	process.		Elementary	building	leaders	need	to	be	able	to	

collaborate,	facilitate,	and	mentor	all	stakeholders	in	order	to	be	an	engaged	leader	

of	special	education	practices.	Every	leader	that	was	interviewed	discussed	the	

importance	of	collaboration.		They	discussed	that	their	role	in	collaboration	could	be	

seen	as	a	facilitator	or	mentor.		Bennell	(2015)	stated,	“Devolved	leadership	without	

collaboration	can	lead	to	a	series	of	disjointed	initiative”	(p.	8).		Bennell	(2015)	

contended	encouragement	of	collaborative	practices	include	the	following:	
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“developing	 communities	 of	 practice	 that	 enable	 existing	 and	 new	
members	of	a	group	to	learn	(Lave	and	Wenger,	1991),	an	outcome	also	
noted	for	distributed	leadership	(Harris,	2008a);	enhancing	teachers’	
professional	development	(Darling-Hammond	and	McLaughlin	1995);	
enabling	 the	 sharing	 of	 meanings	 (Blenkin	 et	 al.,	 1997);	 and	
deliberately	 aiming	 for	 change	 in	 an	 integrated,	 purposeful	 way	
(Harris,	2008a)”	(p.	8).	

In	order	for	collaboration	to	be	successful	in	schools	with	special	education	programs	

it	is	important	to	remember	leaders	must	have	a	strong	knowledge	base	to	push	staff	

thinking	 to	 improve	 programs	 through	 a	 collaborative	 approach.	 	 When	 leaders	

delegate	 to	 others	 in	 their	 buildings,	 not	 holding	 themselves	 accountable	 for	 the	

knowledge,	 they,	 in	 the	 end,	 do	 not	 engage	 in	 creating	 programs	 that	 benefit	 all	

students.	

	
Accountability	
	
	 Elementary	building	leaders	who	were	interviewed	also	believed	that	

accountability	was	a	component	of	collaboration,	but	also	an	area	that	needed	to	be	

reserved	for	leaders	as	well.		Sally	specifically	stated	that	districts	need	to	find	ways	

to	ensure	there	is	accountability	as	leaders	of	special	education	within	buildings.			

“Leaders	 must	 have	 a	 strong	 understanding	 of	 Special	 education	 in	
order	 to	monitor	 system	 structures	 and	 practices	 related	 to	 serving	
Special	 education	 students	 and	 families.	 	 Principals	 should	 be	
examining	 practices	 and	 interrupting	 systems	 and	 structures	 that	
impede	access	and	opportunities	for	our	special	needs	students.”	

The	theme	of	accountability	came	from	the	experience	of	the	elementary	building	

leaders	and	practices	they	have	seen	in	other	leaders.		Most	schools	in	the	district	at	
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one	time	or	another	have	had	a	student	transferred	from	one	place	to	another	due	to	

the	inability	of	a	team	or	principal	to	ensure	equitable	practices	in	the	area	of	

special	education	for	that	individual	student.		This	practice	could	be	avoided	if	all	

elementary	building	leaders	were	held	to	the	same	standard	of	accountability.		On	

average,	according	to	the	Colorado	Department	of	Education,	there	are	40	Due	

Process	Complaints	filed	annually.		This	number	could	be	higher	if	parents	were	

able	to	access	the	process	at	a	different	scale.		Sally	contended,	

Special	education	is	complex.		Many	of	our	community	members	have	
the	resources	to	hire	advocates	and	attorneys	to	support	them	as	they	
navigate	special	education	and	advocate	for	their	students’	needs.	 	 It	
sheds	a	little	light	on	just	how	challenging	it	is	for	our	families	wrestling	
with	Special	education.	 	I	have	immersed	myself	in	Special	education	
law	and	district	policy	to	ensure	that	I	can	lead	and	support	my	Special	
education	team,	holding	my	team	accountable	while	building	trusting	
relationships	with	families.	

The	accountability	described	by	elementary	building	leaders	does,	in	fact,	coincide	

with	the	data	from	the	quantitative	data	compiled	regarding	the	number	of	

elementary	building	leaders	who	delegate	tasks	more	often	within	their	building	or	

outside	of	their	buildings.			

	
Trusting	Relationships	
	
	 The	final	theme	was	trusting	relationships.		As	Educational	leaders,	we	know	

the	importance	of	developing	relationships	with	staff,	students,	and	families.		

Without	a	relationship,	student	achievement	and	building	culture	is	affected	

immensely.		According	to	Rothberg,	developing	trusting	relationships	allows	for	
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greater	productivity	and	increases	efficacy	of	staff	and	others	(1984).		The	

elementary	building	leaders	concurred	in	order	to	gain	trusting	relationships	you	

need	to	be	able	“walk	the	walk”	and	“talk	the	talk”.		It	is	important	to	“mean	what	we	

say”	and	“do	as	we	say”.		When	elementary	building	leaders	do	not	follow	a	set	of	

standards,	they	set	their	schools	up	for	liability	and	litigation.		They	also	no	longer	

have	the	respect	of	their	staff,	parents,	and	students.		Angell,	Stoner,	&	Sheldon	

(2009)	purport,	“Trust	is	important	in	the	establishment	and	maintenance	of	

healthy	parent-professional	relationships	as	well	as	in	overall	school	climate	and	

success”	(p.	160-161).			

	
Implications	

	
	
	 The	purpose	of	this	dissertation	was	to	address	the	need	of	leaders	to	be	well	

versed	in	special	education	processes	as	outlined	by	the	Individuals	with	Disabilities	

Act	(IDEA).		Throughout	the	literature,	there	is	research	on	educational	leadership	

in	general;	however,	the	completed	research	regarding	special	educational	practices	

also	known	as	special	educational	leadership	for	elementary	building	leaders	had	a	

focus	on	a	lack	of	preparation	in	secondary	programs.		This	concept	was	addressed	

by	initially	surveying	active	elementary	building	leaders.		The	questions	asked	were	

specifically	around	the	tasks	IDEA	has	assigned	to	schools.		Once	the	data	was	

analyzed,	participants	were	chosen	based	off	their	personal	involvement	in	the	tasks	

assigned.		This	study	sought	to	determine	what	makes	an	elementary	school	leader	
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engaged	in	the	world	of	Special	education.		The	study	may	be	limited	as	it	was	

difficult	to	gain	more	participation	of	leaders	in	the	interview	process.		Out	of	the	39	

that	were	surveyed,	only	four	agreed	to	the	complete	an	interview.		The	

conversations	could	have	been	richer	and	more	in-depth	with	access	to	additional	

building	leaders.			

Another	difficulty	was	in	attempting	to	obtain	special	education	teachers	

who	were	willing	to	be	interviewed.		With	only	four	building	leaders	being	

interviewed,	the	number	of	special	education	teachers	was	limited.		This	made	

teachers	uncomfortable	and	not	willing	to	be	interviewed	because	of	the	limited	

participation	of	leaders.		They	were	concerned	their	identities	would	be	figured	out	

by	building	and	district	leaders.	

	 When	certified	staff	are	unwilling	and	unable	to	discuss	leadership	practices,	

students	and	systems	can	suffer.		If	leadership	relies	on	their	certified	staff	for	on-

the-job	lessons	and	training,	they	may	create	a	culture	that	sees	leadership	as	not	

fully	capable	of	leading.		When	there	is	not	a	full	belief	in	the	leader,	the	system	

suffers.		As	a	system,	all	staff	must	be	willing	to	discuss	practices	that	do	not	benefit	

students.	

	 Throughout	the	analysis	of	the	research,	several	implications	were	identified.		

Those	implications	included	a)	that	leaders	typically	learn	from	on-the	job	

experience	or	rely	on	their	special	education	teachers	for	knowledge,	b)	elementary	

building	leaders	are	unsure	of	their	responsibility	in	tasks	assigned	by	IDEA,	and	c)	
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elementary	building	leaders	seem	to	have	a	lack	of	accountability	when	it	comes	to	

Special	education	leadership.			

	
On-the	Job	Training	

	
	
	 Protz	(2005)	contends	there	is	limited	courses	in	special	education	law	when	

school	leaders	are	attending	Educational	Leadership	programs.		It	is	also	

acknowledged	by	Hirth	(1990)	that	leaders	are	only	required	to	take	a	policy	and	

law	class	in	secondary	programs;	however,	special	education	law	is	minute	in	these	

courses.			

	 Throughout	this	research	study,	the	quantitative	data	showed	school	leaders	

struggle	with	understanding	their	role	as	a	special	education	instructional	leader.		

The	administrators	that	were	interviewed	also	concurred	that	they,	themselves,	

received	on-the-training	when	it	came	to	an	understanding	of	special	education.		

Only	one	of	the	leaders	interviewed	had	a	degree	in	Special	education.		They	rest	

were	leaders	who	identified	as	“going	above	and	beyond”	to	learn	their	role.		They	

read	the	law	on	their	own	time,	analyzed	district	policy	to	ensure	they	were	in	

alignment,	and	they	asked	questions	of	their	teams	and	district	directors.		

	 This	study	is	important	to	the	current	literature	as	it	solidifies	the	need	for	

elementary	building	leaders	to	acquire	knowledge	of	special	education	practices	

before	they	rely	on	training	from	experience	and	trial/error	practices.		School	

leaders	are	tasked	daily	with	more	and	more	assignments.		It	is	difficult	to	keep	up	
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with	current	practices	as	they	change	continually.		Special	education	is	an	area	that	

while	the	law	changes,	it	does	so	less	frequently.		The	knowledge	acquired	from	

having	a	background	in	special	education	is	a	foundation	elementary	building	

leaders	of	special	education	would	benefit.	

	
Lack	of	Knowledge	of	IDEA	Tasks	

	
	

	 The	quantitative	portion	of	the	study	reiterated	elementary	building	leaders	

struggle	with	knowledge	of	their	role	within	special	education	practices	and	

leadership.		More	elementary	building	leaders	identified	as	delegating	tasks	outside	

of	the	building	at	a	rate	of	72%.		This	percentage	is	in	alignment	with	the	minimal	

research	on	special	education	tasks	required	of	elementary	building	leaders.		

DiPaola	Tschannen-Moran	&	Walther-Thomas	(2004)	identified	that	school	leaders	

are	prepared	in	areas	of	finance	and	procedures,	but	not	in	special	education	law	

and	practices.		Pazey	&	Cole	(2012)	identify	the	need	for	more	intensive	classes	in	

special	education	practices.			

	 An	instructional	leader	is	charged	with	increasing	student	achievement	and	

closing	the	opportunity	gap.		In	order	to	be	a	special	education	leader,	one	must	

have	an	understanding	of	their	role	and	which	tasks	they	should	be	personally	

involved,	or	the	achievement	and	opportunity	gaps	will	not	close.		The	research	and	

information	from	this	study	describes	the	importance	of	developing	a	stronger	

knowledge	in	the	area	of	special	education	instructional	practices.	
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Accountability	of	Leaders	
	
	

	 School	leaders	are	the	face	of	their	schools	and	programs.		If	elementary	

building	leaders	do	not	believe	in	ALL	students,	they	are	contributing	to	the	

opportunity	and	achievement	gaps.		Leaders	often	rely	on	their	special	education	

teachers	to	know	the	law	and	ensure	that	best	practices	are	followed.		Bon	and	

Bigbee	(2011)	posit,		

“special	educators	often	function	directly	as	educational	leaders	with	
significant	influence	over	the	special	education	programs	and	services	
provided	for	students	with	disabilities.	Specifically,	in	their	dual	role	as	
teacher	 and	 case	 manager,	 special	 educators	 are	 responsible	 for	
ensuring	compliance	with	the	student's	individualized	education	plan,	
facilitating	dialogue,	 and	promoting	 trust	 among	 family	members	 or	
guardians	of	students	with	disabilities,	school	systems,	and	classroom	
teachers.	

	
Elementary	building	leaders	are	essentially	responsible	for	special	education	

programs	within	their	buildings.		Allowing	special	education	teachers	to	hold	that	

responsibility	is	negligent	on	the	part	of	the	elementary	building	leaders.		According	

to	the	Professional	Standards	for	Educational	Leaders-Standard	2	is	identified	as	

Ethics	and	Professional	Norms.		Engaged	leaders	act	ethically	and	according	to	

professional	norms	in	order	to	promote	student’s	academic	success	and	well-being.		

When	elementary	building	leaders	pass	their	responsibility	to	their	teaching	staff,	

they	are	no	longer	upholding	Standard	2	of	their	professional	standards.	
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Recommendations	
	
	

	 In	an	age	of	accountability	and	an	emphasis	on	student	achievement,	it	is	

important	to	recognize	that	educational	leadership	is	ever	evolving	and	changing.		

With	that	evolution,	special	education	must	be	included.		With	7.0	million	students	

identified	as	students	who	received	services	under	IDEA	during	the	2017-18	school	

year,	the	knowledge	of	an	instructional	leader;	more	importantly,	a	special	

education	leader,	is	more	vital	than	ever.		Elementary	building	leaders	need	more	

education	on	their	roles	and	responsibilities	under	IDEA.			

	 School	districts	should	provide	more	in-depth	training	for	elementary	

building	leaders	in	order	to	prevent	litigation	and	increase	the	knowledge	of	the	

elementary	building	leader.		An	important	duty	of	a	Director	of	special	education	

should	be	professional	development	several	times	each	year	to	ensure	that	

elementary	building	leaders	understand	their	personal	involvement	in	special	

education	tasks	within	their	individual	buildings.		When	an	elementary		building	

leader	has	an	understanding	of	their	role	and	have	hands	on	knowledge,	they	have	

the	ability	to	prevent	litigation.	

	 Educational	leaders	need	additional	training	from	higher	education	

institutions.		Graduate	level	programs	should	provide	a	focus	on	special	education	

for	elementary	building	leaders.		Courses	which	focus	on	special	education	law	and	

tasks	should	be	a	component	of	every	elementary	building	leaders	training.		When	
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leaders	take	a	law	class,	case	law	for	education	is	taught,	with	a	minimal	focus	on	

special	education.		This	needs	to	be	changed	so	that	elementary	building	leaders	

create	systems	and	structures	to	benefit	students	and	staff	in	their	individual	

buildings.		When	elementary	building	leaders	know	their	responsibility	in	regard	to	

special	education	tasks,	student	achievement	increases,	as	well	as	staff	efficacy	and	

autonomy.	

	
Recommendations	for	Further	Research	

	
	 This	research	has	provided	an	initial	understanding	of	the	lack	of	knowledge	

elementary	building	leaders	have	regarding	their	role	in	special	education	tasks	as	

outlined	by	IDEA.		The	leaders	interviewed	discussed	the	need	to	be	actively	

engaged	in	special	education	tasks.		This	study	could	be	expanded	upon	by	

interviewing	both	special	education	and	general	education	teachers	within	the	

district	as	well	as	specifically	in	the	individual	buildings	of	the	interviewees.		The	

insight	gained	could	provide	additional	recommendations	for	school	districts,		

educational	leadership	programs,	and	further	research.			

	 Another	recommendation	to	move	this	study	further	is	provide	the	same	

questionnaire	to	district	leaders	to	determine	their	role	and	what	roles	they	deem	

as	elementary	building	leader	tasks.		This	insight	could	provide	districts	with	a	

deeper	understanding	of	professional	development	that	is	needed	for	elementary	

building	leaders.		While	the	urban	district	where	this	study	was	conducted	holds	
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monthly	elementary	principal	meetings,	special	education	professional	

development	is	minimal.		If		elementary	building	leaders	have	a	stronger	sense	of	

special	education	tasks,	student	achievement	and	opportunity	gaps	can	be	closed	at	

a	higher	rate.	

	
Final	Summary	

	
	 Elementary	building	leaders	are	tasked	with	many	duties	that	have	evolved	

throughout	the	beginning	of	schools.		Leaders	have	been	managers	and	more	

recently,	instructional	leaders.		Instructional	leaders	must	have	a	full	understanding	

of		the	realm	of	educational	practices,	which	includes	special	education.		In	the	U.S.	

there	are	over	7.0	million	students	identified	as	students	with	disabilities.		This	

number	will	continue	to	get	higher	if	leaders	do	not	develop	a	stronger	sense	of	

their	duties	regarding	special	education.			

	 This	study	was	developed	in	order	to	gain	an	understanding	of	what	tasks	

leaders	are	personally	involved	with	regards	to	special	education	and	what	

potentially	deems	a	leader	as	engaged	in	the	area	of	special	education	leadership.		

Educational	leaders	must	have	a	strong	sense	of	their	roles	in	compliance	to	IDEA	or	

litigation	will	continue	to	increase.		Elementary	building	leaders	need	to	have	an	

active	role	in	special	education	tasks	in	order	to	be	an	engaged	elementary	building	

leader.	
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SCHOOL	DISTRICT	AND/OR	BUILDING	LEVEL	ADMINISTRATOR	
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Questionnaire	on	the	Special	Education	Roles	and	Functions	of	the	School	District	

and/or	Building	Level	Administrator	
	

The	purpose	of	this	questionnaire	is	to	get	a	better	understanding	regarding	the	
current	special	education	tasks	of	school	leaders	in	Montana’s	rural	school	districts.	
The	primary	purpose	in	using	the	information	is	to	improve	current	leadership	
preparation	programs	for	district	and	school	leaders.	Your	response	will	be	
anonymous,	unless	you	identify	that	you	can	be	contacted,	and	aggregated	with	all	
other	responses	to	determine	an	overall	trend	regarding	the	daily	special	education	
work	of	school	leaders.	Your	participation	is	voluntary.		If	you	choose	to	not	answer	
any	questions	you	do	not	want	to	answer	you	may	stop	at	anytime.	
				
Please	circle	the	response	that	fits	you	or	your	district.	

	
Current	Position:	 Principal								Assistant	Principal						 	 	 	 	 	
	
Years	in	Position	 0-3	 4-6	 7-10	 11-15	 		15+	
	
Years	as	an	Educator	 0-5	 6-10	 11-15	 16-25	 25+	
	
Are	you	planning	to	retire	or	leave	the	profession	within	the	next	3	years?						
Yes____			No____		Maybe____	
	
Are	you	planning	to	retire	or	leave	the	profession	within	the	next	7	years?						
Yes____			No____		Maybe____	
	
District	Type		 K-8	 K-12	 Other____________	
	
School	Enrollment	(if	applicable)	 ______________	(ANB)	
	
In	all	cases	below,	the	statements	refer	to	roles/functions	related	to	special	education	
issues	unless	otherwise	noted.	Please	circle	the	response	below	each	statement	that	
best	describes	whom	fully	or	substantially	addresses	the	described	task.	The	responses	
are	defined	as	follows:	
	
Personal	Involvement	 	 You	address	this	task	yourself.		
	
Delegated	to	School-level	 You	are	a	district	level	administrator	and	delegate	the	

task	to	someone	at	the	school	level.		
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Delegated	to	Subordinate	You	delegate	it	to	someone	else	in	your	office	if	you	are	
a	district	level	administrator	or	to	someone	else	in	your	
school	if	you	are	a	building	level	administrator.		

	
Delegated	Outside	District	 The	task	is	address	by	a	consortium,	cooperative,	

or	some	other	entity	acting	on	the	district’s	behalf.		
	
Not	known/Not	addressed	 You	do	not	know	where	the	task	is	addressed	or	

if	it	is	addressed.	
	
	

1. Provides	professional	development	training	for	teachers	to	increase	their	
effectiveness	

	
Personal	Involvement					Delegated	to	School-level					Delegated	to	Subordinate	Delegated	

Outside	
District	

2. Addresses	policy	issues	regarding	the	processes	for	student,	teacher,	parent	
involvement	in	determining	Individual	Education	Plans	

	
Personal	Involvement					Delegated	to	School-level					Delegated	to	Subordinate	Delegated	

Outside	
District	

3. Regularly	participates	in	IEP	meetings	
	
Personal	Involvement.				Delegated	to	School-level					Delegated	to	Subordinate.						Delegated	

Outside	
District	

	
4. Participates	in	IEP	meetings	to	resolve	conflict	or	difficult	issue	
	

Personal	Involvement					Delegated	to	School-level					Delegated	to	Subordinate	 Delegated	
Outside	
District	

	
5. Organizes	community	members	to	lobby	for	support	for	programs	
	

Personal	Involvement					Delegated	to	School-level					Delegated	to	subordinate					Delegated	
Outside	District	

	
6. Meets	with	various	parties	(parents,	teachers,	staff,	consultants,	legal	counsel)	to	

determine	legal	requirements	(seeks	legal	advice	regarding	legal	requirements	of	
IDEA)	(parents	staff	and	consultants	do	not	determine	IDEA	requirements…	They	are	
established)	

	
Personal	Involvement					Delegated	to	School-level					Delegated	to	subordinate					Delegated	

Outside	District	
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7. Communicates	with	the	public	concerning	the	nature	and	rationale	of	special	

education	programs	
	

Personal	Involvement					Delegated	to	School-level					Delegated	to	subordinate					Delegated	
Outside	District	

	
8. 	Participates	in	organizing	systems	for	dealing	with	student	discipline	issues	
	

Personal	Involvement					Delegated	to	School-level					Delegated	to	subordinate					Delegated	
Outside	District	

	
	

9. Exercises	leadership	in	developing	methods	for	integration	of	special	education	
services	and	supports	within	the	general	curriculum	

	
Personal	Involvement					Delegated	to	School-level					Delegated	to	subordinate					Delegated	

Outside	District	
	

10. Plays	key	role	in	selecting	and	assigning	Special	education	teachers	
	

Personal	Involvement					Delegated	to	School-level					Delegated	to	subordinate					Delegated	
Outside	District	

	
	
11. Establishes	communication	lines	with	school	principals	and	other	district	

administrators	
	

Personal	Involvement					Delegated	to	School-level					Delegated	to	subordinate					Delegated	
Outside	District	

	
12. Encourages	special	education	teachers	to	develop	innovative	teaching	methods	
	

Personal	Involvement					Delegated	to	School-level					Delegated	to	subordinate					Delegated	
Outside	District	

	
13. Monitors	disciplinary	actions	involving	students	with	disabilities	to	ensure	due	

process	is	followed	
	

Personal	Involvement					Delegated	to	School-level					Delegated	to	subordinate					Delegated	
Outside	District	

	
14. Develops	standards,	objectives	and	procedures	to	establish	and	maintain	a	continuum	

of	appropriate	special	education	services	
	

Personal	Involvement					Delegated	to	School-level					Delegated	to	subordinate					Delegated	
Outside	District	

	
15. Seeks	to	know	the	parents	and	interpret	special	education	programs	to	them	
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Personal	Involvement					Delegated	to	School-level					Delegated	to	subordinate					Delegated	

Outside	District	
	
16. Organizes	activities	(such	as	professional	development	and	staff	meetings)	for	school	

psychologists,	speech	pathologists,	and	similar	related	service	providers	
	

Personal	Involvement					Delegated	to	School-level					Delegated	to	subordinate					Delegated	
Outside	District	

	
17. Provides	workspace	for	school	psychologists,	speech	pathologists	and	similar	related	

service	providers	
	

Personal	Involvement					Delegated	to	School-level					Delegated	to	subordinate					Delegated	
Outside	District	

	
	

18. Participates	in	arranging	transportation	for	students	with	disabilities	
	

Personal	Involvement					Delegated	to	School-level					Delegated	to	subordinate					Delegated	
Outside	District	

	
19. Provides	training	for	ALL	teachers	and	other	instructional	staff	members	regarding	

special	education	programs	and	policies	
	

Personal	Involvement					Delegated	to	School-level					Delegated	to	subordinate					Delegated	
Outside	District	

	
20. Budgets	and	identifies	funding	sources	providing	resources	for	special	education	

programs	
	

Personal	Involvement					Delegated	to	School-level					Delegated	to	subordinate					Delegated	
Outside	District	

	
	
21. Writes	grants	to	establish	and	conduct	various	special	education	programs	
	

Personal	Involvement					Delegated	to	School-level					Delegated	to	subordinate					Delegated	
Outside	District	

	
22. 	Responds	to	requests	for	input	or	ideas	on	various	community	activities	not	directly	

involving	district	activities		
	

Personal	Involvement					Delegated	to	School-level					Delegated	to	subordinate					Delegated	
Outside	District	

	
23. Determines,	communicates	and	maintains	standards	to	ensure	the	inclusion	of	all	

students	in	student	activities	including	curricular	and	extra-curricular	
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Personal	Involvement					Delegated	to	School-level					Delegated	to	subordinate					Delegated	
Outside	District	

	
24. Coordinates	programs	with	various	agencies	facilitating	individual	post-school	

transition	
	

Personal	Involvement					Delegated	to	School-level					Delegated	to	subordinate					Delegated	
Outside	District	

	
25. Ensures	budget	monies	are	received	and	appropriately	disbursed	
	

Personal	Involvement					Delegated	to	School-level					Delegated	to	subordinate					Delegated	
Outside	District	

	
26. Recruits	for	staff	positions	
	

Personal	Involvement					Delegated	to	School-level					Delegated	to	subordinate					Delegated	
Outside	District	

	
27. Plans,	develops	and	establishes	methods	to	ensure	the	identification	of	all	children	

with	special	needs	
	

Personal	Involvement					Delegated	to	School-level					Delegated	to	subordinate					Delegated	
Outside	District	

	
28. Communicates	with	school	nurses,	health	officials,	IEP	teams	where	appropriate	and	

parents	so	that	student	special	health	needs	are	recognized	and	met	
	

Personal	Involvement					Delegated	to	School-level					Delegated	to	subordinate					Delegated	
Outside	District	

	
29. Organizes	programs	to	assess	students’	competencies		
	

Personal	Involvement					Delegated	to	School-level					Delegated	to	subordinate					Delegated	
Outside	District	

	
30. Develops	strategies	to	implement	activities,	priorities	and	programs	required	by	

local,	state,	and	federal	mandates	
	

Personal	Involvement					Delegated	to	School-level					Delegated	to	subordinate					Delegated	
Outside	District	

	
31. Maintains	accessibility	to	students,	parents,	teachers,	and	other	groups	interested	in	

school	activities	
	

Personal	Involvement					Delegated	to	School-level					Delegated	to	subordinate					Delegated	
Outside	District	

	
32. Helps	staff	members	and	special	education	teachers	set	professional	goals	
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Personal	Involvement					Delegated	to	School-level					Delegated	to	subordinate					Delegated	

Outside	District	
	
33. Seeks	resource	alternatives	within	and	outside	the	district	to	meet	the	special	needs	

of	students	
	

Personal	Involvement					Delegated	to	School-level					Delegated	to	subordinate					Delegated	
Outside	District	

	
	
	
34. Provides	feedback	to	teachers	concerning	their	performance	
	

Personal	Involvement					Delegated	to	School-level					Delegated	to	subordinate					Delegated	
Outside	District	

	
35. Deals	with	conflicts	that	arise	among	teacher/parent/support	staff	relationships	
	

Personal	Involvement					Delegated	to	School-level					Delegated	to	subordinate					Delegated	
Outside	District	

	
36. Implements	and	refines	methods	for	student	performance	assessment	
	

Personal	Involvement					Delegated	to	School-level					Delegated	to	subordinate					Delegated	
Outside	District	

	
37. Monitors	special	education	teachers	to	determine	the	extent	to	which	curriculum	

goals	and	objectives	are	being	met.		
	

Personal	Involvement					Delegated	to	School-level					Delegated	to	subordinate					Delegated	
Outside	District	

	
38. Schedules	work	hours	of	support	staff	
	

Personal	Involvement					Delegated	to	School-level					Delegated	to	subordinate					Delegated	
Outside	District	

	
39. Encourages	and	secures	parent	involvement	in	individual	education	planning	

activities	
	

Personal	Involvement					Delegated	to	School-level					Delegated	to	subordinate					Delegated	
Outside	District	

	
40. Coordinates	with	district	to	procure	equipment,	services	and	transportation	to	meet	

the	needs	of	students	
	

Personal	Involvement					Delegated	to	School-level					Delegated	to	subordinate					Delegated	
Outside	District	
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41. Confers	with	principals	and	other	district	administrators	to	coordinate	educational	

programs	within	the	schools	
	

Personal	Involvement					Delegated	to	School-level					Delegated	to	subordinate					Delegated	
Outside	District	

	
42. Establishes	procedures	to	use	Para	educators	and	to	evaluate	them	
	

Personal	Involvement					Delegated	to	School-level					Delegated	to	subordinate					Delegated	
Outside	District	

43. Attends	district	budgetary	meetings	and	provides	needed	input	
	

Personal	Involvement					Delegated	to	School-level					Delegated	to	subordinate					Delegated	
Outside	District	

	
44. Keeps	informed	about	new	techniques	and	how	they	might	affect	various	program	

elements	and	encourage	appropriate	educational	effort	especially	in	areas	of	
innovative	and	promising	new	practices	

	
Personal	Involvement					Delegated	to	School-level					Delegated	to	subordinate					Delegated	

Outside	District	
	

45. Responds	to	requests	for	information	or	help	from	various	community	groups	
	

Personal	Involvement					Delegated	to	School-level					Delegated	to	subordinate					Delegated	
Outside	District	

	
46. Requests	and	follows	up	on	requests	for	maintenance,	repair,	equipment	and	

manpower	
	

Personal	Involvement					Delegated	to	School-level					Delegated	to	subordinate					Delegated	
Outside	District	

	
47. Plans,	develops	and	implements	procedures	that	promote	the	use	of	assistive	

technology	
	

Personal	Involvement					Delegated	to	School-level					Delegated	to	subordinate					Delegated	
Outside	District	

	
48. Reviews	use	of	instructional	materials	in	special	education	classrooms	
	

Personal	Involvement					Delegated	to	School-level					Delegated	to	subordinate					Delegated	
Outside	District	

	
49. Evaluates	curriculum	in	terms	of	objectives	set	by	IEP	Committee	
	

Personal	Involvement					Delegated	to	School-level					Delegated	to	subordinate					Delegated	
Outside	District	
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50. Works	with	community	to	develop	improved	student	transition	programs	
	

Personal	Involvement					Delegated	to	School-level					Delegated	to	subordinate					Delegated	
Outside	District	

	
51. Defends	budget	needs	to	Board	of	Education	and	other	district	offices	
	

Personal	Involvement					Delegated	to	School-level					Delegated	to	subordinate					Delegated	
Outside	District	
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INTERVIEW	QUESTIONS	FOR	SCHOOL	LEADERS	
	

1. 	How	do	you	describe	yourself,	in	terms	of	being	an	instructional	leader?	
	
	
	
	

2. 	Tell	me	about	your	experience	as	a	leader	of	special	education?	
	
	
	
	

3. 	What	leadership	practices	would	be	good	for	other	principals	to	know	in	
order	to	be	an	effective	Special	education	leader?	

	
	
	
	

4. 	How	might	you	evaluate	a	novice	administrator	in	Special	education	
Leadership?	

	
	
	
	

5. 	I	have	heard	you	talk	about	___________________.		What	questions	should	I	have	
asked	or	what	questions	do	you	wish	I	would	have	asked?	

	

	

	

6. What	background	or	experience	do	you	have	in	Special	education?	
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SUBJECT	CONSENT	FORM	

FOR	

PARTICIPATION	IN	HUMAN	RESEARCH	AT	

MONTANA	STATE	UNIVERSITY	

	

	

ROLE	OF	BUILDING	LEVEL	ADMINISTRATORS	IN	SPECIAL	EDUCATION	
DECISIONS	

	

	

Dear	Education	Leader:	

You	are	being	asked	to	participate	in	a	research	study	that	explores	elementary	
building	leader’s	perception	of	his/her	own	effectiveness/engagement	in	special	
education	decisions.			
	
Rationale	of	Research	
	
The	purpose	of	this	study	is	to	explore	the	effectiveness	of	an	elementary	school		
administrator	when	leading	in	buildings	with	large	numbers	of	students	who	
participate	in	Special	education	Services.	The	significance	of	the	study	will	inform	
universities	of	the	need	to	require	preparing	education	leaders	to	take	more	classes	
focusing	on	special	education	implementation	in	school	buildings.			
	
Selection	for	Participation	
	
Only	thirty-three	percent	of	administrator	endorsements	require	knowledge	of	
special	education	law	(Hirth	and	Valesky,	1990).		You	are	one	of	62	potential	
participants	that	have	been	randomly	selected	in	the	Denver	Metro	area.		All	
participants	in	this	study	will	be	given	the	same	survey.	
	
Procedures	
	
Participation	is	voluntary	and	you	can	choose	to	not	answer	any	questions	you	do	
not	want	to	answer	and/or	you	can	stop	at	any	time.		If	you	agree	to	participate	in	
this	study	you	will	be	asked	to	participate	in	one	survey	that	consists	of	51	
questions.	The	survey	will	be	distributed	through	the	online	survey	company	Survey	
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Monkey.		The	first	8	questions	for	the	survey	are	demographic	in	nature.		You	will	be	
asked	about	your	current	position	in	the	district,	years	in	the	position,	years	as	an	
educator,	plans	for	retirement	in	the	next	3	and	7	years,	district	type,	enrollment	of	
the	district	and	school	enrollment.		The	rest	of	the	questionnaire	was	developed	to	
determine	your	role	or	functions	as	it	relates	to	special	education.	Participation	in	
the	survey	should	be	no	more	than	20	minutes.	
	
Up	to	four	participants	will	be	contacted	to	participate	in	a	1:1	interview	and	
observation.		One	teacher	in	those	four	buildings	will	be	asked	to	participate	in	an	
interview	after	the	team	observation.	
	
Risks	
	
There	are	no	foreseen	risks.	
	
Benefits	
	
The	study	is	of	no	benefit	to	you.	
	
Alternatives	Available	
	
If	you	do	not	wish	to	participate	in	the	study,	please	simply	delete	this	email.		No	
data	will	be	collected	from	you	or	disseminated.	
	
Sources	of	Funding	
	
NA	
	
Cost	to	Subject	
	
None	
	
Questions	
	
If	you	have	any	questions	regarding	this	study	you	may	contact	me,	Christa	Seger,	on	
my	cellular	phone	(208-691-9293)	at	any	time.		Any	additional	questions	about	the	
rights	of	human	subjects	can	be	answered	by	the	chairman	of	my	doctoral	
committee	Dr.		William	Ruff	(406-994-4182;	Wruff@montana.edu)	or	by	the	chair	of	
the	MSU	Human	Subjects		Committee,	Dr.	Mark	Quinn,	(406)	994-4707	
(mquinn@montana.edu).	
	



	
	
	
	 	

	 	

133	 	

Confidentiality	
	
Results	from	participation	in	this	survey	are	coded	and	are	confidential.		No	
identification	of	participants	(i.e.	email	addresses)	will	be	used	in	analyzing	data.		
Published	results	from	this	study	will	not	include	email	addresses	or	any	other	
information	that	may	be	used	to	identify	participants.	
	
Survey	Monkey	keeps	track	of	email	addresses	that	have	completed	the	survey.		If	
you	choose	to	participate,	you	will	be	contacted	by	email	to	thank	you	for	your	
participation	and	to	ask	if	you	would	like	the	results	of	the	study	upon	project	
completion.			
	
Incentive	
	
There	is	no	incentive	being	offered	for	participation.	
	
	
AUTHORIZATION:		I	have	read	the	above	and	understand	the	discomforts,	
inconvenience	and	risk	of	this	study.		By	pressing	the	“I	Agree”	button	at	the	
bottom	of	this	page,	I	agree	to	participate	in	this	research.		I	understand	that	I	
may	later	refuse	to	participate,	and	that	I	may	withdraw	from	the	study	at	any	
time.	
	
	
Please	print	a	copy	of	this	consent	form	for	your	records.	
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MONTANA	STATE	UNIVERSITY	
Request	for	Designation	of	Research	as	Exempt	from	the	
Requirement	of	Institutional	Review	Board	Review	

(12/1/2017)	
	
************************************************************************************

********	
THIS	AREA	IS	FOR	INSTITUTIONAL	REVIEW	BOARD	USE	ONLY.	DO	NOT	WRITE	IN	

THIS	AREA.	
							Confirmation	Date:	
							Application	Number:	

************************************************************************************
********	

	
DATE:	_February	1,	2019__	
	
I.			INVESTIGATOR(s):	
	 Name:		Christa	Seger	 	
	 Complete	Department	and/or	Home	Address	(where	you	want	the	approval	
letter	sent):		
	 	 	 	 1627	W	Main	#189	
	 	 	 	 Bozeman,	MT	59715	
	 Telephone:		208-691-9293	
	 E-Mail	Address:	segerfamily@gmail.com	
	 DATE	TRAINING	COMPLETED:	_______________		[Required	training:	CITI	training;	
see	website	for	link]	
	
	 Name	of	Faculty	Sponsor	(if	above	is	a	student;	also,	must	complete	CITI	
training):	
	 William	(Bill)	Ruff	
	
	 SIGNATURE	(INVESTIGATOR	or	ADVISOR):	_____________________________________	
	
	 (If	more	than	one	investigator,	repeat	information	for	all	investigators	or	team	
members.)	
	
II.			TITLE	OF	RESEARCH	PROJECT:		(Try	to	keep	title	on	first	page.)	

	 	
ROLE	OF	BUILDING	LEVEL	ADMINISTRATORS	IN	SPECIAL	EDUCATION	

DECISIONS	
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III.	 BRIEF	DESCRIPTION	OF	RESEARCH	METHODS	(also	see	section	VII).		If	using	a	
survey/questionnaire,		
										provide	a	copy	with	this	application.		
	 	

Researcher	will	send	out	the	questionnaire	via	email.		Once	the	answers	have	
been	analyzed	and	four	leaders	who	self-evaluate	as	effective	will	be	chosen	to	
complete	a	1:1	interview,	team	observation,	teacher	interview,	and	second	
administrator	interview.	

	
IV.	 RISKS	AND	INCONVENIENCES	TO	SUBJECTS	(also	see	section	VII;	do	not	
answer	‘None’):	
	 	
	 No	specific	risks	
	 Inconveniences	include	time	of	answering	the	questionnaire	and	interviews.	
	
V.		 SUBJECTS:	
	
	 A.		 Expected	numbers	of	subjects:	62	answering	questionnaire;	4	

administrators	for	interviews	and	4-8	teachers	for	interviews.	
	
	 B.	 Will	research	involve	minors	(age	<18	years)?					Yes					No	
	 	 (If	'Yes',	please	specify	and	justify.)	
	
	 C.	 Will	research	involve	prisoners?				Yes				No	
	

D. Will	research	involve	any	specific	ethnic,	racial,	religious,	etc.		groups	of	
people?				

	 	 (If	'Yes',	please	specify	and	justify.)	 	 Yes				No	
	

E. Will	a	consent	form	be	used?		(Please	use	accepted	format	from	our	
website.	Be	sure	to	indicate	that	participation	is	voluntary.	Provide	a	
stand-alone	copy.	Do	not	include	the	form	here.)	
	
Yes,	a	consent	form	will	be	used	for	the	1:1	Interviews	

									
VI.	 FOR	RESEARCH	INVOLVING	SURVEYS	OR	QUESTIONNAIRES:	
	 (Be	sure	to	indicate	on	each	instrument,	survey	or	questionnaire	that	
participation	is	voluntary.)		
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	 	 A.	 Is	information	being	collected	about:		
												 	 Sexual	behavior?	 Yes						No	
	 	 	 Criminal	behavior?	 Yes						No	
	 	 	 Alcohol	or	substance	abuse?	 Yes						No	
	 	 	 Matters	affecting	employment?	 Yes						No	
	 	 	 Matters	relating	to	civil	litigation.				 Yes						No	
	

B. Will	the	information	obtained	be	completely	anonymous,	with	no	
identifying	information	linked	to	the	responding	subjects?				 Yes		
No	

								
C. If	identifying	information	will	be	linked	to	the	responding	subjects,	how	

will	the	subjects	be	identified?		(Please	circle	or	bold	your	answers)	
													 	 By	name	 Yes				No	
												 	 By	code	 Yes				No	
													 	 By	other	identifying	information	 Yes				No	
									

D. Does	this	survey	utilize	a	standardized	and/or	validated	survey	
tool/questionnaire?				Yes				No	

	
VII.	 FOR	RESEARCH	BEING	CONDUCTED	IN	A	CLASSROOM	SETTING:	
	

A. Will	research	involve	blood	draws?		(If	Yes,	please	follow	protocol	listed	
in	the	“Guidelines	for	Describing	Risks:	blood,	etc.”,	section	I-VI.)	 	

	
	 	 	 N/A	
	
VIII.		FOR	RESEARCH	INVOLVING	PATIENT	INFORMATION,	MATERIALS,	BLOOD	OR	
TISSUE		
	 SPECIMENS	RECEIVED	FROM	OTHER	INSTITUTIONS:	N/A	
	
	 A.	 Are	these	materials	linked	in	any	way	to	the	patient	(code,	identifier,	or	
other	link	to	
	 	 patient	identity)?	 Yes				No	
	
	 B.	 Are	you	involved	in	the	design	of	the	study	for	which	the	materials	are	
being	collected?		

	 Yes					No	
	
	 C.	 Will	your	name	appear	on	publications	resulting	from	this	research?			
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	 Yes				No	
										
	 D.		Where	are	the	subjects	from	whom	this	material	is	being	collected?		
								
	
	 E.	 Has	an	IRB	at	the	institution	releasing	this	material	reviewed	the	proposed	
project?		
	 							(If	'Yes",	please	provide	documentation.)	 Yes				No	
										
	

F.	 Regarding	the	above	materials	or	data,	will	you	be:	
	 	 	 Collecting	them	 Yes				No	
	 	 	 Receiving	them	 Yes				No	
	 	 	 Sending	them	 Yes				No	
										
	 G.	 Do	the	materials	already	exist?	 Yes					No	
										
	 H.	 Are	the	materials	being	collected	for	the	purpose	of	this	study?						Yes				No	
		

I. Do	the	materials	come	from	subjects	who	are:		
	 	 	 Minors	 	 Yes					No	
	 	 	 Prisoners	 Yes					No	
	 	 	 Pregnant	women	 Yes					No	
	

J. Does	this	material	originate	from	a	patient	population	that,	for	religious	or	
other	reasons,	

	 	 would	prohibit	its	use	in	biomedical	research?	
	 	 	 	 	 	 Yes					No						Unknown	source		
								
IX.	 FOR	RESEARCH	INVOLVING	MEDICAL	AND/OR	INSURANCE	RECORDS:			N/A	
	

A. Does	this	research	involve	the	use	of:	
	 	 Medical,	psychiatric	and/or	psychological	records	 Yes				No	
	 	 Health	insurance	records	 	 	 	 Yes				No	
	 	 Any	other	records	containing	information	regarding	personal	health	and	
illness				Yes				No	
								
If	you	answered	"Yes"	to	any	of	the	items	in	this	section,	you	must	complete	the	
HIPAA	Worksheet.	
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Answers	to	the	Survey	Questions	Using	a	Cross-Tabulation	of	Leaders	
	
	 Personal	

Involvement	
Delegated	to	Other	

Staff	
Delegated	to	

District	Director	
Not	Known/Not	
Addressed	

	

Provides	professional	
development	training	
for	teachers	to	increase	
their	effectiveness	
	

21	 5	 7	 1	 	

Addresses	policy	issues	
regarding	the	processes	
for	student,	teacher,	
parent	involvement	in	
determining	Individual	
Education	Plans	

	

13	 10	 9	 2	 	 	

Regularly	participates	
in	IEP	meetings	
	

20	 13	 0	 1	 	 	

Participates	in	IEP	
meetings	to	resolve	
conflict	or	difficult	
issues	
	

30	 3	 0	 1	 	 	

Organizes	community	
members	to	lobby	for	
support	programs	
	

2	 3	 6	 23	 	 	

Meets	with	various	
parties	(parents,	
teachers,	staff,	
consultants,	legal	
counsel)	to	determine	
legal	requirements	
(seeks	legal	advice	
regarding	legal	
requirements	of	
IDEA)(parents,	staff,	
and	consultants	do	not	
determine	IDEA	
requirements.	They	are	
established)	
	

16	 4	 7	 7	 	 	

Communicates	with	the	
public	concerning	the	
nature	and	rationale	of	
special	education	
programs	
	

3	 7	 12	 11	
	

	 	

Participates	in	
organizing	systems	for	
dealing	with	student	
discipline	issues	
	

34	 0	 0	 0	 	 	

Exercises	leadership	in	
developing	methods	for	
integration	of	special	
education	services	and	
supports	within	the	
general	curriculum	

20	 10	 0	 2	 	 	
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Plays	key	role	in	
selecting	and	assigning	
Special	education	
Teachers	
	

26	 4	 1	 3	 	 	

Establishes	
communication	lines	
with	school	principals	
and	other	district	
administrators	
	

25	 2	 2	 5	 	 	

Encourages	special	
education	teachers	to	
develop	innovative	
teaching	methods	
	

27	 0	 4	 3	 	 	

Monitors	disciplinary	
actions	involving	
students	with	
disabilities	to	ensure	
due	process	is	followed	

31	 2	 0	 1	 	 	

Develops	standards,	
objectives	and	
procedures	to	establish	
and	maintain	a	
continuum	of	
appropriate	special	
education	services	
	

7	 13	 10	 4	 	 	

Organizes	activities	
(such	as	professional	
development	and	staff	
meetings)	for	school	
psychologists,	speech	
pathologists,	and	
similar	related	service	
providers	
	

9	 2	 19	 4	 	 	

Provides	workspace	for	
school	psychologists,	
speech	pathologists	and	
similar	related	service	
providers	
	

30	 2	 1	 1	 	 	

Participates	in	
arranging	
transportation	for	
students	with	
disabilities	
	

2	 28	 2	 2	 	 	

Provides	training	for	
ALL	teachers	and	other	
instructional	staff	
members	regarding	
special	education	
programs	and	policies	
	

10	 14	 2	 8	 	 	

Budgets	and	identifies	
funding	sources	
providing	resources	for	

10	 4	 16	 4	 	 	
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special	education	
programs	
	
Writes	grants	to	
establish	and	conduct	
various	special	
education	programs	
	

0	 7	 10	 17	 	 	

Responds	to	requests	
for	input	on	various	
community	activities	
not	directly	involving	
district	activities	
	

9	 3	 2	 20	 	 	

Determines,	
communicates	and	
maintains	standards	to	
ensure	the	inclusion	of	
all	students	in	activities	
including	curricular	and	
extra-curricular	
	

20	 10	 1	 2	 	 	

Coordinates	programs	
with	various	agencies	
facilitating	individual	
post-school	transition	
	

0	 10	 9	 15	 	 	

Ensures	budget	monies	
are	received	and	
appropriately	disbursed	
	

9	 4	 10	 7	 	 	

Recruits	for	staff	
positions	
	

27	 1	 2	 4	 	 	

Plans,	develops	and	
establishes	methods	to	
ensure	the	
identification	of	all	
children	with	special	
needs	
	

9	 19	 3	 1	 	 	

Communicates	with	
school	nurses,	health	
officials,	IEP	teams	
where	appropriate	and	
parents	so	that	student	
special	health	needs	are	
recognized	and	met	
	

22	 11	 1	 0	 	 	

Organizes	programs	to	
assess	students’	
competencies	
	

4	 25	 1	 4	 	 	

Develops	strategies	to	
implement	activities,	
priorities	and	programs	
required	by	local,	state,	
and	federal	mandates	
	

6	 14	 9	 5	 	 	

Maintains	accessibility	
to	students,	parents,	

21	 8	 1	 3	 	 	
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teachers,	and	other	
groups	interested	in	
school	activities	
	
Helps	staff	members	
and	special	education	
teachers	set	
professional	goals	
	

33	 0	 0	 1	 	 	

Seeks	resource	
alternatives	within	and	
outside	the	district	to	
meet	the	special	needs	
of	students	
	

5	 17	 6	 6	 	 	

Provides	feedback	to	
teachers	concerning	
their	performance	
	

34	 0	 0	 0	 	 	

Deals	with	conflicts	that	
arise	among	
teacher/parent/suppor
t	staff	relationships	
	

32	 1	 0	 0	 	 	

Implements	and	refines	
methods	for	student	
performance	
assessment	
	

12	 18	 2	 2	 	 	

Monitors	special	
education	teachers	to	
determine	the	extent	to	
which	curriculum	goals	
and	objectives	are	being	
met	
	

28	 2	 1	 3	 	 	

Schedules	work	hours	
of	support	staff	
	

17	 15	 0	 2	 	 	

Encourages	and	secures	
parent	involvement	in	
individual	education	
planning	activities	
	

4	 29	 0	 1	 	 	

Coordinates	with	
district	to	procure	
equipment,	services	and	
transportation	to	meet	
the	needs	of	students	
	

3	 25	 3	 3	 	 	

Confers	with	principals	
and	other	district	
administrators	to	
coordinate	educational	
programs	within	the	
schools	
	

22	 3	 6	 3	 	 	

Establishes	procedures	
to	use	Para	Educators	
and	to	evaluate	them	
	

25	 8	 1	 0	 	 	
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Attends	district	
budgetary	meetings	and	
provides	needed	input	
	

3	 3	 16	 12	 	 	

Keeps	informed	about	
new	techniques	and	
how	they	might	affect	
various	program	
elements	and	
encourages	appropriate	
educational	effort	
especially	in	areas	of	
innovative	and	
promising	new	
practices	
	

16	 13	 0	 4	 	 	

Responds	to	requests	
for	information	or	help	
from	various	
community	groups	
	

11	 9	 1	 13	 	 	

Requests	and	follows	up	
on	requests	for	
maintenance,	repair,	
equipment	and	
manpower	
	

17	 15	 0	 2	 	 	

Plans,	develops	and	
implements	procedures	
that	promote	the	use	of	
assistive	technology	
	

3	 28	 1	 2	 	 	

Reviews	use	of	
instructional	materials	
in	special	education	
classrooms	
	

15	 10	 4	 5	 	 	

Evaluates	curriculum	in	
terms	of	objectives	set	
by	IEP	Committee	
	

6	 15	 5	 8	 	 	

Works	with	community	
to	develop	improved	
student	transition	
programs	
	

0	 10	 9	 15	 	 	

Defends	budget	needs	
to	Board	of	Education	
and	other	district	
offices	

3	 2	 20	 9	 	 	
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Standard 1: Mission, Vision, Core Values 
 
Effective educational leaders develop, advocate, and enact a shared mission, vision, and 
core values of high-quality education and academic success and well-being of each 
student. 
 
 Effective leaders:  
a) Develop an educational mission for the school to promote the academic success and 
well-being of each student.  
b) In collaboration with members of the school and the community and using relevant 
data, develop and promote a vision for the school on the successful learning and 
development of each child and on instructional and organizational practices that promote 
such success.  
c) Articulate, advocate, and cultivate core values that define the school’s culture and 
stress the imperative of child-centered education; high expectations and student support; 
equity, inclusiveness, and social justice; openness, caring, and trust; and continuous 
improvement.  
d) Strategically develop, implement, and evaluate actions to achieve the vision for the 
school.  
e) Review the school’s mission and vision and adjust them to changing expectations and 
opportunities for the school, and changing needs and situations of students.  
f) Develop shared understanding of and commitment to mission, vision, and core values 
within the school and the community.  
g) Model and pursue the school’s mission, vision, and core values in all aspects of 
leadership. 
	
Standard	2:	Ethics	and	Professional	Norms	
	
Effective educational leaders act ethically and according to professional norms to 
promote each student’s academic success and well-being.  
 
Effective leaders:  
a) Act ethically and professionally in personal conduct, relationships with others, 
decision-making, stewardship of the school’s resources, and all aspects of school 
leadership.  
b) Act according to and promote the professional norms of integrity, fairness, 
transparency, trust, collaboration, perseverance, learning, and continuous improvement. 
c) Place children at the center of education and accept responsibility for each student’s 
academic success and well-being.  
d) Safeguard and promote the values of democracy, individual freedom and 
responsibility, equity, social justice, community, and diversity.  
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e) Lead with interpersonal and communication skill, social-emotional insight, and 
understanding of all students’ and staff members’ backgrounds and cultures.  
f) Provide moral direction for the school and promote ethical and professional behavior 
among faculty and staff. 
	
Standard	3:		Equity	and	Cultural	Responsiveness	
	
Effective educational leaders strive for equity of educational opportunity and culturally 
responsive practices to promote each student’s academic success and well-being.  
 
Effective leaders: 
 a) Ensure that each student is treated fairly, respectfully, and with an understanding of 
each student’s culture and context.  
b) Recognize, respect, and employ each student’s strengths, diversity, and culture as 
assets for teaching and learning.  
c) Ensure that each student has equitable access to effective teachers, learning 
opportunities, academic and social support, and other resources necessary for success.  
d) Develop student policies and address student misconduct in a positive, fair, and 
unbiased manner.  
e) Confront and alter institutional biases of student marginalization, deficit-based 
schooling, and low expectations associated with race, class, culture and language, gender 
and sexual orientation, and disability or special status.  
f) Promote the preparation of students to live productively in and contribute to the diverse 
cultural contexts of a global society.  
g) Act with cultural competence and responsiveness in their interactions, decision 
making, and practice.  
h) Address matters of equity and cultural responsiveness in all aspects of leadership. 
	
Standard	4:		Curriculum,	Instruction,	and	Assessment	
	
Effective educational leaders develop and support intellectually rigorous and coherent 
systems of curriculum, instruction, and assessment to promote each student’s academic 
success and well-being.  
 
Effective leaders:  
a) Implement coherent systems of curriculum, instruction, and assessment that promote 
the mission, vision, and core values of the school, embody high expectations for student 
learning, align with academic standards, and are culturally responsive.  
b) Align and focus systems of curriculum, instruction, and assessment within and across 
grade levels to promote student academic success, love of learning, the identities and 
habits of learners, and healthy sense of self.  
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c) Promote instructional practice that is consistent with knowledge of child learning and 
development, effective pedagogy, and the needs of each student.  
d) Ensure instructional practice that is intellectually challenging, authentic to student 
experiences, recognizes student strengths, and is differentiated and personalized. 
e)Promote the effective use of technology in the service of teaching and learning.  
f) Employ valid assessments that are consistent with knowledge of child learning and 
development and technical standards of measurement.  
g) Use assessment data appropriately and within technical limitations to monitor student 
progress and improve instruction. 
	
Standard	5:		Community	of	Care	and	Support	for	Students	
	
Effective educational leaders cultivate an inclusive, caring, and supportive school 
community that promotes the academic success and well-being of each student.  
 
Effective leaders:  
a) Build and maintain a safe, caring, and healthy school environment that meets that the 
academic, social, emotional, and physical needs of each student.  
b) Create and sustain a school environment in which each student is known, accepted and 
valued, trusted and respected, cared for, and encouraged to be an active and responsible 
member of the school community.  
c) Provide coherent systems of academic and social supports, services, extracurricular 
activities, and accommodations to meet the range of learning needs of each student.  
d) Promote adult-student, student-peer, and school-community relationships that value 
and support academic learning and positive social and emotional development.  
e) Cultivate and reinforce student engagement in school and positive student conduct.  
f) Infuse the school’s learning environment with the cultures and languages of the 
school’s community. 
		
Standard	6:		Professional	Capacity	of	School	Personnel	
	
Effective educational leaders develop the professional capacity and practice of school 
personnel to promote each student’s academic success and well-being.  
 
Effective leaders:  
a) Recruit, hire, support, develop, and retain effective and caring teachers and other 
professional staff and form them into an educationally effective faculty.  
b) Plan for and manage staff turnover and succession, providing opportunities for 
effective induction and mentoring of new personnel.  
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c) Develop teachers’ and staff members’ professional knowledge, skills, and practice 
through differentiated opportunities for learning and growth, guided by understanding of 
professional and adult learning and development.  
d) Foster continuous improvement of individual and collective instructional capacity to 
achieve outcomes envisioned for each student.  
e) Deliver actionable feedback about instruction and other professional practice through 
valid, research-anchored systems of supervision and evaluation to support the 
development of teachers’ and staff members’ knowledge, skills, and practice.  
f) Empower and motivate teachers and staff to the highest levels of professional practice 
and to continuous learning and improvement.  
g) Develop the capacity, opportunities, and support for teacher leadership and leadership 
from other members of the school community.  
h) Promote the personal and professional health, well-being, and work-life balance of 
faculty and staff.  
i) Tend to their own learning and effectiveness through reflection, study, and 
improvement, maintaining a healthy work-life balance.  
	
Standard	7:		Professional	Community	for	Teachers	and	Staff	
	
Effective educational leaders foster a professional community of teachers and other 
professional staff to promote each student’s academic success and well-being.  
 
Effective leaders:  
a) Develop workplace conditions for teachers and other professional staff that promote 
effective professional development, practice, and student learning.  
b) Empower and entrust teachers and staff with collective responsibility for meeting the 
academic, social, emotional, and physical needs of each student, pursuant to the mission, 
vision, and core values of the school.  
c) Establish and sustain a professional culture of engagement and commitment to shared 
vision, goals, and objectives pertaining to the education of the whole child; high 
expectations for professional work; ethical and equitable practice; trust and open 
communication; collaboration, collective efficacy, and continuous individual and 
organizational learning and improvement.  
d) Promote mutual accountability among teachers and other professional staff for each 
student’s success and the effectiveness of the school as a whole.  
e) Develop and support open, productive, caring, and trusting working relationships 
among leaders, faculty, and staff to promote professional capacity and the improvement 
of practice.  
f) Design and implement job-embedded and other opportunities for professional learning 
collaboratively with faculty and staff.  
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g) Provide opportunities for collaborative examination of practice, collegial feedback, 
and collective learning.  
h) Encourage faculty-initiated improvement of programs and practices.  
	
Standard	8:		Meaningful	Engagement	of	Families	and	Community	
	
Effective educational leaders engage families and the community in meaningful, 
reciprocal, and mutually beneficial ways to promote each student’s academic success and 
well-being.  
 
Effective leaders:  
a) Are approachable, accessible, and welcoming to families and members of the 
community.  
b) Create and sustain positive, collaborative, and productive relationships with families 
and the community for the benefit of students.  
c) Engage in regular and open two-way communication with families and the community 
about the school, students, needs, problems, and accomplishments.  
d) Maintain a presence in the community to understand its strengths and needs, develop 
productive relationships, and engage its resources for the school. 
e) Create means for the school community to partner with families to support student 
learning in and out of school.  
f) Understand, value, and employ the community’s cultural, social, intellectual, and 
political resources to promote student learning and school improvement.  
g) Develop and provide the school as a resource for families and the community.  
h) Advocate for the school and district, and for the importance of education and student 
needs and priorities to families and the community.  
i) Advocate publicly for the needs and priorities of students, families, and the community. 
j) Build and sustain productive partnerships with public and private sectors to promote 
school improvement and student learning. 
	
Standard	9:		Operations	and	Management	
	
Effective educational leaders manage school operations and resources to promote each 
student’s academic success and well-being.  
 
Effective leaders:  
a) Institute, manage, and monitor operations and administrative systems that promote the 
mission and vision of the school.  
b) Strategically manage staff resources, assigning and scheduling teachers and staff to 
roles and responsibilities that optimize their professional capacity to address each 
student’s learning needs.  
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c) Seek, acquire, and manage fiscal, physical, and other resources to support curriculum, 
instruction, and assessment; student learning community; professional capacity and 
community; and family and community engagement.  
d) Are responsible, ethical, and accountable stewards of the school’s monetary and 
nonmonetary resources, engaging in effective budgeting and accounting practices.  
e) Protect teachers’ and other staff members’ work and learning from disruption.  
f) Employ technology to improve the quality and efficiency of operations and 
management.  
g) Develop and maintain data and communication systems to deliver actionable 
information for classroom and school improvement.  
h) Know, comply with, and help the school community understand local, state, and 
federal laws, rights, policies, and regulations so as to promote student success.  
i) Develop and manage relationships with feeder and connecting schools for enrollment 
management and curricular and instructional articulation.  
j) Develop and manage productive relationships with the central office and school board. 
k) Develop and administer systems for fair and equitable management of conflict among 
students, faculty and staff, leaders, families, and community.  
l) Manage governance processes and internal and external politics toward achieving the 
school’s mission and vision.  
	
Standard	10:		School	Improvement	
	
Effective educational leaders act as agents of continuous improvement to promote each 
student’s academic success and well-being.  
 
Effective leaders:  
a) Seek to make school more effective for each student, teachers and staff, families, and 
the community.  
b) Use methods of continuous improvement to achieve the vision, fulfill the mission, and 
promote the core values of the school.  
c) Prepare the school and the community for improvement, promoting readiness, an 
imperative for improvement, instilling mutual commitment and accountability, and 
developing the knowledge, skills, and motivation to succeed in improvement.  
d) Engage others in an ongoing process of evidence-based inquiry, learning, strategic 
goal setting, planning, implementation, and evaluation for continuous school and 
classroom improvement.  
e) Employ situationally-appropriate strategies for improvement, including 
transformational and incremental, adaptive approaches and attention to different phases 
of implementation.  
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f) Assess and develop the capacity of staff to assess the value and applicability of 
emerging educational trends and the findings of research for the school and its 
improvement.  
g) Develop technically appropriate systems of data collection, management, analysis, and 
use, connecting as needed to the district office and external partners for support in 
planning, implementation, monitoring, feedback, and evaluation.  
h) Adopt a systems perspective and promote coherence among improvement efforts and 
all aspects of school organization, programs, and services.  
i) Manage uncertainty, risk, competing initiatives, and politics of change with courage 
and perseverance, providing support and encouragement, and openly communicating the 
need for, process for, and outcomes of improvement efforts.  
j) Develop and promote leadership among teachers and staff for inquiry, experimentation 
and innovation, and initiating and implementing improvement.  
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