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Abstract 

Research points out the importance of effective decision-making in education; 

however, there is a need to understand the link between decision-making and the 

implementation of decisions.  This is a matter of educational importance because if a 

decision made is not implemented in the district or school, then the decision-making 

process is flawed.  Or if the decision-making process is not flawed and the decision is 

still not implemented, then the question becomes whether those responsible to implement 

the decision are negligent.  

This qualitative research was designed to gather descriptions of people’s 

experiences and perspectives on the decision-making process across education levels and 

examine the link between the decision-making process to the implementation of the 

decision.  The research participants consisted of formal educational leaders within the 

New Brunswick Department of Education, one Anglophone school district, and various 

types of schools within this district.  The term formal was used to distinguish between 

teacher leaders who have no formal leadership roles and educational leaders with formal 

leadership roles and titles in the education system.    

Gathering information for this study incorporated a social constructivist approach 

combined with an interpretivist approach to qualitative research.  The qualitative research 

methodology chosen was grounded theory (Glaser & Strauss, 1967) using triangulation of 

data collection methods, which included individual and focus group interviews, document 

analyses, and personal notes.  

From all the data sources, five themes emerged relating decision-making and 

implementation of second-order educational changes:  1) Collaboration and 
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communication, 2) Knowledge and skill, 3) Strong moral imperative, 4) Political and 

bureaucratic consideration, and 5) Balance of autonomy, accountability, and direction.  

As a result, a grounded theory emerged:  For second-order educational change decisions 

to be implemented at the department, district, or school level, educational leaders must 

understand political and bureaucratic considerations and have a strong moral 

imperative.  Furthermore, having knowledge and skill, ensuring collaboration and 

communication, and providing a balance of autonomy, accountability, and direction are 

crucial.   

The results incorporated current research, practical applications, and future trends 

to improve educational leadership for improvement.  The study has supporting 

implications for departments of education, district leaders, school principals, and others 

beyond the educational community. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction to the Study 

The New Brunswick Education Act (1997) gives clearly defined roles in 

education which lead to specific decisions being made at each level.  This document is an 

important piece of information in the New Brunswick (NB) education system.  As well, 

the NB 10-Year Education Plan (Province of New Brunswick, 2016) states under its 

“Formal Management system” that there is a need for a “culture shift to enable shared 

leadership, collective capacity, collaboration and accountability at all levels of the 

organization” (p. 17).  Again, this is key information in the NB education system, and it 

provides direction; however, it intentionally does not prescribe the “how.”  It is the 

“how” in education that lends itself to the need to study the processes related to decision-

making and implementation.  In order to examine this dynamic, this study examined the 

New Brunswick education system at both a provincial and a district level.  

The existing research by Lunenburg (2010) and Davenport and Manville (2012) 

was particularly relevant and provided perspective for the study.  They proposed that 

different decisions are made at each level, there is a cycle of decision-making, and there 

is a move to more participative, shared style of decision-making.  This last point connects 

to a more conceptual decision-making style as described by Rowe and Boulgarides 

(1992), where leadership is open for new solutions and uses many different sources.  

These authors proposed four decision-making styles labeled as conceptual, analytical, 

behavioral, and directive, and offered this description of conceptual decision-making: 

Conceptual (High ambiguity tolerance, Social focus): Conceptual decision makers 

are creative, exploratory, interested in novelty and comfortable taking risks. They 

are big-picture, creative thinkers who like to consider many different options and 
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possibilities. They gather and evaluate information from many different 

perspectives, integrating diverse cues and passing intuitive judgments as they 

work to identify emerging patterns. (p. 1)   

As well, Al-Omari (2013) provided a short paper about school principals’ decision-

making that connects the conceptual style to high tolerance for ambiguity and high 

cognitive complexity, Rowe and Boulgarides (1992) termed - two essential 

characteristics of decision-making in schools.  These are fundamentally related to sharing 

decision-making in complex, ambiguous systems like schools.  However, unlike Al-

Omari, Williams’ (2006) study showed that only half of all NB principals had the 

conceptual decision-making style as either their primary or back-up style.  This 

information was influential in why I chose to do the research.   

Statement of the Problem 

Among many contributing factors, “the success of a school or school district is 

critically linked to effective decisions” (Lunenburg, 2010, p. 1).  Owens and Valesky 

(2015) argued that, currently, in educational organizations, “the administrator is not so 

much confronted with the issue of whether others will be involved in decision making but 

rather, how and to what extent they will be involved” (p. 298).  While research pointed 

out the importance of decision-making in education, there was a need to understand the 

link between decision-making and the implementation of decisions.  As indicated for 

future research in Montanari’s (2014) dissertation, 

It would be interesting to conduct a study where administrators had a choice in the 

identification of the need to be addressed in their school district, decision making 
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authority to select the change or innovation that would address this need, and 

influence on its implementation. (p. 226) 

This premise influenced the identification of my problem and initiated the purpose of the 

study.   

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of the study was to link decision-making to decision implementation.  

There is abundant research on leadership in organizations, such as effective and 

sustainable leadership (Bennis & Goldsmith, 2010; Hargreaves & Fink, 2006, 2008; 

Marzano, Waters, & McNulty, 2005; Sinek, 2014), how leadership promotes 

organizational and cultural change (Brien & Williams, 2010; Fullan, 2001, 2002, 2008b), 

essential leadership skills (Clark, 1995; Combs, Miser, & Whitaker, 1999; Covey, 1989), 

the importance of shared leadership (Lambert, 1998, 2002; Novak, 2012; Wilhelm, 

2013), and the varying types of leadership (Fullan, 2002; Hattie, 2015).  However, 

lacking in the literature was how decision-making practices impacted decision 

implementation.   

Thus, the overarching question in this study became this: How are decision-

making processes related to decision implementation?  The data that was gathered and 

analyzed addressed the following sub-questions:   

1. How do educational leaders in the New Brunswick education system define 

decision-making processes?  

2. What decision-making processes influence implementation based on the role 

of educational leaders in the New Brunswick education system?  
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3. Does the decision-making process used impact implementation of a second-

order change?   

The answers to question 3 elaborate into reasons.   

The study describes the role that formal educational leaders play in decision-

making and how their decision-making affects schools.  It looks at what is required for 

effective decision-making and examines not only the role of formal leaders of schools, 

but also the roles played by district and provincial leaders.  In particular, the questions to 

the formal educational leaders focused on two second-order change decisions that impact 

schools:  Implementing Professional Learning Communities (PLCs) and integrating 

Information Communication and Technology (ICT) within schools.   

Significance of the Study 

To preface my claim for the significance of my study, I reflect on my transition 

into the principalship.  I marvelled at the research that had been done, laying out a 

roadmap of how to create a successful school.  I am thankful for what I attempted and 

achieved at the school level, but I am also grateful for all the mistakes I made.  I learned 

so much from those mistakes.  The mistakes enticed me to dig deeper into leadership and 

decision-making, pursuing a PhD in Education Studies at the University of New 

Brunswick, selected because UNB prepares students for a solid foundation in educational 

leadership, and is familiar with the New Brunswick education system.  My supervisory 

committee, Dr. Ken Brien, Dr. Ray Williams, and Dr. Mark Hirschkorn, are experts in 

their field.  Drs. Brien and Williams have conducted research on leadership and change 

for the past 10 years and Dr. Hirschkorn has a deep background in grounded theory.  

Thus, my committee members were positioned well to support and guide my study to 
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ensure it offered significance in leadership in the education system, in particular, 

decision-making.  

One area of decision-making remained perplexing: how decision-making by 

educational leaders correlated to implementation, not just at the school level, but at other 

levels of education as well.  Furthermore, understanding that “successful implementation 

is not synonymous with success of an educational system. It is possible to successfully 

implement a decision that causes problems for an education system” (R. Williams, 

personal communication, April 2019).  And most importantly, understanding that 

successful implementation of a decision does not satisfy everyone. 

I considered during the research process that I must recognize my role, that of 

being in a position of leadership in education.  I understood the potential influence my 

position could have on my interpretive processes, and I ensured that the data were 

analyzed and represented respectfully and thoughtfully.  I was also a data source.  

From the research, my intention was to produce descriptions of educational 

leaders’ experiences and their perspectives on the decision-making processes within 

various education levels and examine the impact that these schools had upon the 

implementation of current and past related decisions.  My aim, within the discipline of 

education, was to use findings from my research to offer insights and identify pitfalls 

regarding what is currently occurring at each level in education and inform efforts to 

ensure that future decisions that are made will be implemented. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

This literature review reports on the existing state of research related to my 

research question and makes an argument for my study.  It provides a foundation and 

theoretical framework for the examination of the problem identified and builds a case for 

comparing decision-making to implementation of decisions within the education system.   

In particular, the research examines leadership capacity (Fullan, 2008b, 2015; Fullan & 

Quinn, 2016; Lambert, 2000, 2002) and leadership styles (Owens & Valesky, 2015; 

Stewart, 2006).  One commonality from the research on leadership style and building 

leadership capacity is that both are known to be beneficial to school improvement 

(Fullan, 2008b, 2015; Fullan & Quinn, 2016; Lambert, 1998, 2000, 2002, 2003; Marzano 

et al., 2005; Owens & Valesky, 2015; Stewart, 2006).  Research from Fullan (1993, 2001, 

2002, 2006, 2008, 2015, 2016) and Owens and Valesky (2015) are particularly dominant 

sources throughout the literature review with the intention to build a case for my research 

question which was fundamentally about two things: decision-making and decision 

implementation.   

This chapter begins with definitions of key terms, which leads into research 

related to decision-making and implementation.  As well, understanding, implementing, 

and sustaining second-order change will be examined, in particular, by differentiating 

between schools’ cultures and systems’ cultures.  Because professional learning 

community (PLC) was used in the research interview questions as an example of second-

order change, the literature review will also cover decision-making within traditional 

organizations as compared to that within a PLC, explaining it at both school and district 

levels.  In doing so, I will examine the concept of a PLC, framed as a second-order 
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educational change, setting up the argument that decision-making within PLCs differs 

from decision-making in more traditional educational organizations.   

Definition of Terms 

“The beginning of wisdom is the definition of terms” is a phrase attributed to 

Socrates.  I would be remiss if I did not begin with defining specific terms used in this 

study: decision-making, implementation, first-order and second-order change, and 

leadership versus management. 

Decision-making is a process of making a choice from a number of alternatives to 

achieve a desired result (Eisenfuhr, 2011).  While I recognize that this process can be a 

simple one in some situations, I will focus on decisions that are more complex and far-

reaching. Eisenfuhr, Weber, and Langer (2010) explained that “humans have trouble 

when confronted with unfamiliar, non-routine decision situations” (p. 2). They went on to 

rationalize why decision-making is so difficult when “there is uncertainty about the 

future” (p. 2) and “the consequences of different actions can vary in more than one 

dimension” (p. 2).  They also pointed out that “potential difficulty arises if too few or too 

many alternatives are available” (p. 2).   

Implementation is not a final result; it is the process of putting something into 

effect.  The Oxford Living Dictionary describes it as the act of fulfilling, carrying out, or 

executing a plan, a method, or any design, idea, model, specification, standard or policy 

for doing something (“Implementation,” n.d.).  As such, implementation includes a set of 

actions that must follow both preliminary thinking and the decision to make something 

actually happen.   
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Bartunek and Moch (1987) distinguished between first-order change and second-

order change: “First-order changes are incremental modifications that make sense within 

an established framework or method of operating; Second-order changes are 

modifications in the framework themselves” (p. 484).  Marzano et al. (2005) also defined 

first-order change as incremental change and that it is gradual and subtle, while second-

order change is deep change that is drastic and dramatic, involving “dramatic departures 

from the expected, both in defining a given problem and in finding a solution” (p. 66).  

Similarly, Fineman, Gabriel, and Sims (2010) posited, “The former involves small 

adjustments to work methods, such as having more team meetings to solve a 

communication problem, while the latter looks more deeply at the beliefs and 

assumptions behind existing work practices” (p. 246).   

Cuban (1988) defined leadership as “influencing others’ actions in achieving 

desirable ends” and defines managing as “maintaining efficiency and effective current 

organizational arrangements” (p. xx).  More recently, Owens and Valesky (2015) stated, 

“One manages things, not people, and one leads people, not things” (p. 251).  Leadership 

is about change, while management is about maintaining the status quo.  Leadership is 

about effectiveness, while management is about efficiency (R. Williams, personal 

communication, April 2018). 

Decision-Making 

Decision-making is an essential component of being an administrator in the 

education system.  Every day, a large number of decisions must be made.  Those 

decisions vary from simple managerial tasks of when school photos can be taken to 

complex decisions about methods and procedures to ensure student learning.   
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Decision-making is essential at every administrative level of organizations and 

countless scholars of organizational administration have emphasized its importance.  

Simon (1950) argued that “a general theory of administration must include principles of 

organization that will insure correct decision-making” (p. 1).  In fact, Daniel E. Griffiths 

(1959) proposed that administration was decision-making.  Furthermore, Simon (1978) in 

his research on decision-making in business organizations stated his conviction “that 

decision making is the heart of administration” (p. 353), thus emphasizing the importance 

of making sound decisions at every level.  The people who make decisions are 

collectively referred to as administrators.  Since Bush, Bell, and Middlewood (2010) 

argued that administration is the process “used to describe the organisation of educational 

bodies, and the activities of their principals and senior staff” (p. 4), this is the collective 

term that I will use in this study for those who are responsible for making decisions.  Not 

all of these decisions are the same.  Today, the administration process consists of a 

balance between management and leadership (Owens & Valesky, 2015) such that 

administrators are required to balance the impact of management decisions against 

leadership decisions. 

Management Decisions Versus Leadership Decisions 

Not all decisions are change decisions; however, Cuban (1988) linked leadership 

with change and management with “maintaining efficiently and effectively current 

organizational arrangements” (p. xx).  He went on to say, “While managing well often 

exhibits leadership skills, the overall function is toward maintenance rather than change” 

(p. xx).  This is very different from leadership decisions such as implementing new 

inclusive or assessment practices, which are characteristic of second-order change 
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(Marzano et al., 2005).  Within administration, decisions regarding a first-order change 

would be identified as more a management focus, dealing with the existing structure, 

doing more or less of something, completing a set of tasks, or focusing on a restoration of 

balance in administration (Marzano et al., 2005).  By contrast, Cuban explained that 

decisions that drive a second-order change would require a leadership focus, dealing with 

creating a new way of seeing things or transforming the operational approach of the 

organization.   

Leadership was traditionally defined as an individual’s effect on a group’s ability 

to reach specific goals (Robbins, 1986).  As Senge (2006) explained, “At its heart, the 

traditional view of ‘leadership’ is based on assumptions of people’s powerlessness, their 

lack of personal vision and inability to master the forces of change, deficits which can be 

remediated only by a few great leaders” (p. 321).  Leaders were chosen because of their 

perceived impact in specific situations toward specific aims.  School leadership 

historically operated within a conventional bureaucratic model that reflected dependency 

and professional isolation (Glickman, Gordon, & Ross-Gordon, 2014).  Traditionally, 

school leadership was directive (R. Williams, personal communication, July 2017); the 

principal made decisions, dictated policy, and applied it without reservation.  There was a 

strict adherence to the school plan developed by the educational leader, with teachers 

having little to no input on decision-making and feeling powerless with respect to 

initiating change (Senge, 2006).  Students and teachers followed the rules and policies 

and worked in isolation.  

What was lacking from the traditional definition of leader was the skill set that a 

leader must possess today – the ability to engage and empower others.  Lezotte and 
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McKee (2006) stated, “Research has revealed that high levels of sustained commitment 

can only be realized when the affected individuals are engaged in planning the changes 

they are expected to execute” (p. 69).  With the term leadership not always being defined 

as it is now, this confusion has most likely contributed to some of the problems regarding 

the way principals made decisions.  The traditional model of leadership is not indicative 

of what leadership is defined to be in this study.  In fact, the traditional model was 

essentially management.  Fisher (2016) explained “‘the boss’ as a manager who was 

knowledgeable, direct, and controlling. People in organizations did as they were told and 

generally gave the organization their full commitment and loyalty” (p. 8). 

The literature is replete with confusion as to the connections among leadership, 

management and administration.  Fisher (2016) explained that “leaders must be 

managers” (p. 50).  He went on to say, “A great vision and all the values that attend it are 

necessary but, unfortunately, not sufficient. Leaders who want to get things done have to 

manage” (p. 50).  Leithwood (2012) explained how a task such as timetabling can be a 

managerial task if approached as a required procedure in administration, yet can be a 

leadership task if approached with the lens of providing time for teachers to collaborate.  

Similarly, Owens and Valesky (2015) described the functions of administration as 

“planning, organizing, leading, coordinating, and controlling” (p. 295).  That is, 

administration is the ultimate accountability for the overall managing of the school, while 

encouraging and supporting growth and positive changes, and setting up an environment 

of shared leadership.   

Senge et al. (2012) proposed that, for persons in authority, “your primary 

influence is in the environment you create - an environment that encourages awareness 
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and reflection, that gives people access to tools and training that they ask for, and that 

enables them to develop their own ability to make choices” (p. 322).  Goddard, Goddard, 

Kim, and Miller (2015) believed that many schools are still trapped in the dysfunctional 

traditional model of a hierarchy between supervisors and teachers.  However, over the 

past three decades, the role of school leaders has evolved from a job of completing 

menial administrative tasks to one that requires pedagogic leaders with detailed 

knowledge required for improving instructional practice and interpersonal skills to 

redesign schools to adapt to change.  “Because schools are unique among organizations, 

they require ways of thinking, styles of leadership, and approaches to administrative 

practice that are especially suited to them” (Owens & Valesky, 2015, p. 1).    

Decision-Making and Leadership Style 

For the purposes of this study, the terms approaches and styles in regards to 

leadership are used interchangeably.  Two general approaches toward leadership are 

transactional and transformational (Burns, 1978; Owens & Valesky, 2015).  

Transactional is worth noting briefly; however, of greater importance in this study are 

transformational and “conceptual” leadership (Fullan, 2001; Rowe & Boulgarides, 1992) 

and the comparison between the two.   

Transactional leadership is an approach to leadership that focuses on supervision, 

organization, and performance (Burns, 1978).  It is a type of leadership in which leaders 

promote compliance by followers through both rewards and punishments (Owens & 

Valesky, 2015).  Owens and Valesky (2015) said, “Transactional educational leaders can 

and do offer jobs, security, tenure, favorable ratings, and more in exchange for the 

support, cooperation and compliance of followers” (p. 260).   
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A transformational leadership style is evidenced in having a mission, expressing a 

shared vision, and adjusting to make change (Burns, 1978; Owens & Valesky, 2015).  

Owens and Valesky (2015) further explained that this approach to leadership is critical in 

establishing those important norms, behaviors, and values that determine how schools 

operate.   As well, Hallinger and Heck (1998) explained that transformational leadership 

has an impact on teachers’ perceptions of school conditions, their individual commitment 

to change, and organizational learning and student outcomes.  Similarly, according to 

Owens and Valesky: 

Transforming leaders engage the aspirations of followers, tap their motivations, 

energize their mental and emotional resources, and involve them enthusiastically 

in the work to be done.  This kind of leadership does not merely obtain the 

compliance of followers; it evokes their personal commitment as they embrace 

the goals to be achieved as their own, seeing them as an opportunity for a willing 

investment of their effort.  It transforms the roles of both followers and leaders, so 

they become nearly interdependent; their aspirations, motives, and values merged 

in mutual commitment to achieve the shared goals. (p. 261)   

Leithwood, Jantzi, and Steinbach (1999) argued that transformational leaders 

have the skills to move beyond first-order changes to second-order changes.  Leithwood 

et al. continued with the idea that transformational leadership is an approach that creates 

significant change in the life of people and organizations.  It redesigns perceptions and 

values, and changes expectations and aspirations of employees (R. Williams, personal 

communication, April 2018).   
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Comparative to transformational leadership style is a conceptual leadership style.  

Rowe and Boulgarides (1992) identified conceptual leadership as a decision-making style 

that provides a high tolerance of ambiguity and an acceptance of situational complexity.  

Change does occur when it is influenced by other individuals who are valued, and that 

change is influenced by relationships with others.  “Conceptual principals focus on social 

decisions and exhibit a people orientation. They are participative and share control” 

(Williams, 2006, p. 12).    

Similarly, Fullan (2001) focused on both the conceptual style and the 

transformational approach.  He proposed that there are five characteristics that define a 

leader with a conceptual style and transformational approach: “moral purpose, an 

understanding of the change process, the ability to improve relationships, knowledge of 

creation and sharing, and coherence making” (p. 17), all of which influence the decision-

making process.  When examining a decision-making process, Drucker (1974) provided 

five steps for a rational decision-making process: (a) define the problem; (b) analyze the 

problem; (c) develop alternative solutions; (d) decide on the best solution; and (e) convert 

decisions into effective actions.  Comparatively, Leithwood and Stager (1989) identified 

five cognitive elements in a decision-making model: (a) problem interpretation, (b) goals, 

(c) values, (d) constraints, and (e) solutions.  Ultimately, with a leadership style identified 

and a decision-making process in place, a decision-making practice flows.  

Decision-Making as a Leadership Practice 

Professional reading, data analysis, communication, relationship development, 

and decision-making are some of the key practices of strong leadership.  However, of all 

these practices, decision-making is one of the most important, far reaching, and 
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misunderstood.  Since second-order change requires administrators to lead rather than 

manage educational systems (R. Williams, personal communication, July, 2017), this 

network of human interaction includes decision-making as a leadership practice.   

As a practice, decision-making is either directive or collaborative.  With this 

distinction, there are decision-making practices that flow from leadership style.  The 

characteristics of decision-making within a conceptual leadership style are related to 

shared decision-making (Al-Omari, 2013).  MacNeil and McClanahan (2005) contended 

that “shared leadership has many names including partnership-as-leadership, distributed 

leadership, and community of leaders” (p. 1).  The confusion these names create is 

further exacerbated by interchanging the terms shared leadership, distributed leadership, 

and delegated authority as leadership approaches.  These three approaches are not 

synonymous and therefore must not be misconstrued when examining how they impact 

decision-making practice.  Since this study addresses shared leadership it is vital to 

unpack the confusion surrounding these three approaches.  Because decision-making 

practice can flow from traditional hierarchical leadership approaches, delegated authority 

will be briefly explained first then distributed leadership and shared leadership, as related 

to decision-making. 

Delegated authority, by its use of the word authority, is top-down and decision-

making is directive.  Owens and Valesky (2015) explained how decision-making works 

within a delegated authority approach to leadership by explaining that “the official 

leaders make the decision” (p. 263) and, “in traditional organizations, which are 

markedly hierarchical, the process of deciding how to make decisions is largely 

controlled by the administrator, not the followers” (p. 298).    
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Distributed leadership can take the form of sharing leadership; however, it can 

also be a way to delegate authority (R. Williams, personal communication, April 2018).  

In a distributed leadership approach, decisions may be arrived at through consensus or 

they may be the result of a top-down, directive edict by whoever is given the 

responsibility to make decisions (R. Williams, personal communication, April 2018).  

Thus, distributed leadership can often be referred to as sharing leadership, such as 

Göksoy (2015) saying, “distributed leadership is shared school leadership” (p. 113) and it 

is - when a collaborative shared decision-making practice is used.  As well, as explained 

by Hargreaves and Fink (2006) as a principle of sustainable leadership: “It is leadership 

that spreads, that is a distributed and shared responsibility that is taken as well as given” 

(p. 95).  However, decision-making may also be delegated to someone to make the 

decision, “a practice distributed over leaders, followers and their situation and 

incorporates the activities of multiple groups of individuals” (Spillane, Halverson, & 

Diamond, 2004, p. 20).  Regardless of whether leadership is or is not shared, within a 

distributed leadership approach, individuals are held accountable for their input to the 

combined results (Elmore, 2000).  

Shared leadership in its current understanding may be defined as leading jointly 

with others.  When leaders reach out to staff members to help make decisions together, 

their leadership approach is often referred to as shared leadership (MacNeil & 

McClanahan, 2005).  Comparatively, Barth (1990) explained that with shared leadership, 

all stakeholders (students, parents, teachers, and principals) are school leaders with input 

into decisions at different times, all working towards shared goals.  Sergiovanni (1994) 

suggested, “Leaders plant the seed of community, and protect the community once it 
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emerges. They lead by following. They lead by serving. They lead by inviting others to 

share in the burdens of leadership” (p. xix).  Furthermore, Lambert (2002) identified a 

clear collaborative framework for shared leadership saying, “Leadership is the 

professional work of everyone in the school” (p. 37).   

Lambert (2000) promoted what she calls leadership capacity and defines it as the 

broad-based, skillful participation in the work of leadership.  It is called broad-based 

leadership because several individuals are working together, and it is skillful leadership 

because those who share the leadership have the skills required to be successful leaders.  

Lambert (2002) consistently explained that leadership capacity thrives in schools in 

which principals understand the importance of developing teams of decision makers; in 

practice, staff members would be given the opportunity, based on their personal 

strengths, to lead in a way that supports and reflects a positive and collaborative learning 

community; and building leadership capacity transforms the belief that leadership is the 

behavior of one person to the belief that it is a collective capacity exhibited by many.  

Lambert (2002) later said, “Instead of looking to the principal alone for instructional 

leadership, we need to develop leadership capacity among all members of the school 

community” (p. 37).  Comparatively, Venables (2018) defined building human capital as 

“improving the quality, knowledge, and skill sets of teachers” (p. 7) and that “social 

capital refers to the quality of the interactions among teachers in a department or school” 

(p. 7).  This building of human capital is what Lambert (2003) is talking about when she 

says we need skilled individuals.  Social capital is akin to broad-based involvement.   

Building a capacity for shared leadership broadens the community of leaders in 

schools and engages teachers in school decisions, an approach indicative of conceptual 
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decision-makers (Rowe & Boulgarides, 1992) who gather information from many 

different perspectives.  Developing this community of leaders requires the principal to 

relinquish total control of decision-making (Barth, 1990).  When teachers take on this 

responsibility, there is an opportunity for learning, leading, and ownership in the 

decision-making.  Sergiovanni (1996) maintained that this leadership approach involves 

all levels of staff and is not one person making the decisions on his or her own.  

Furthermore, Hord (1997) contended that it is “important that the principal believe that 

teachers have the capacity to respond to the needs of students, and this belief ‘provides 

moral strength for principals to meet difficult political and educational challenges along 

the way’” (p. 17). 

Extending this collaborative style of shared leadership to the district level, Hord 

(1997) affirmed an additional dimension, a chief executive of the school district who 

supports and encourages continuous learning among all the district’s professionals.  In 

this way, formal leaders develop leadership capacity at all levels in order to produce 

sustainable changes (Fullan, 2002; Lambert, 2003).  Once this leadership capacity is 

widespread, “district and school processes are connected to each other by the practices of 

the decision-making team” (Lambert, 2003, p. 87).  Thus, at all levels, high leadership 

capacity lends itself to shared leadership and shared decision-making, but insists on 

collaboration (Buffum, 2008). 

Similarly, according to Blanchard (2007), “the systems, structures, processes, and 

practices in high performing organizations are aligned to support the organization’s 

vision, strategic direction, and goals” (p. 13).  Moreover, Blanchard claimed that “in high 

performing organizations, power and decision making are shared and distributed 
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throughout the organization, not guarded at the top of the hierarchy” (p. 13) and that, “if 

becoming a high performing organization is the destination, leadership is the engine” (p. 

13).  Barth (2006) concurred, asserting that “empowerment, recognition, satisfaction, and 

success come only from being an active participant within a masterful group - a group of 

colleagues” (p. 13).  With that being the case, if systems are to change, schools and 

districts must learn from each other (Fullan, 2006).  Thus, collaborative decision-making 

practice permeates the shared leadership approach.   

Summary 

For the purposes of this study, shared leadership supported the notion that, as 

organizations, schools as a whole are greater than the sum of their parts; that the most 

important element of the leadership dynamic within the education setting is the 

development of its members’ capacity and expertise to contribute to organizational 

leadership (Lambert, 1998).  Shared leadership not only reinforces collaboration, it 

creates the opportunity for creativity and develops in everyone a capacity to lead.  

Establishing authentic practices that involve teachers in decision-making will lead to 

teachers regarding themselves as professionals (Black, 1997).  However, shared 

leadership is about more than simply making decisions together.  “Such a broadening of 

the concept of leadership suggests shared responsibility for a shared purpose of 

community” (Lambert, 1998, p. 5).  Shared responsibility is a foundation of effective 

professional learning communities, for which Hord (1997) calls for shared leadership and 

DuFour et al. (2010) call for a collective results orientation.  This combination of sharing 

of responsibility, it could be argued, can enhance successful implementation of the 

decisions being made. 
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Owens (1998) stated, “Transformative leaders understand that leadership is a 

never-ending process of growth and development - a process of building human capital in 

the organization” (p. 224), consistent with Lambert’s (2002) building leadership capacity, 

offsetting the biggest problem with transformational leadership, according to Owens, 

that, when the leader leaves, the vision may leave as well or people may not continue to 

buy into it.  Simply stated, Fullan (2001) said that the transformative principal is a 

“sophisticated conceptual thinker who transforms the organization through people and 

teams” (p. 17).  Here he focuses on both the conceptual and transformational style with a 

shared leadership approach, building both human capital and social capital.  However, as 

argued by Lambert (2002), what must be kept in mind is that shared leadership contains a 

level of accountability.  Accountability is unlikely unless these leaders have a voice in 

making decisions and accountability is a precursor to successful implementation.  

Accountability develops with shared decision-making and “when teachers are included in 

the decision-making process ahead of time, they are more likely to implement change” 

(MacNeil & McClanahan, 2005, p. 1).  The more teachers we include the greater the 

likelihood the change will persist.  Thus, “developing leadership capacity is necessary if 

improvement is to be more than a temporary phenomenon” (Stoll, 2009, p. 122). 

Implementation 

The greatest challenge for leaders who wish to implement change-based decisions 

is the understanding that systemic change is a process, it is not an event.  Second-order 

changes impact the very culture of organizations (Bartunek & Moch, 1987; Fineman et 

al., 2010; Marzano et al., 2005).  The responsibilities to redirect school operations and 

transform school culture are second-order changes and, due to their complexity, compel 



21 
 

formal leaders to learn from the research on both organizational change and cultural 

transformation in order to ensure successful implementation.  Fullan and Stiegelbauer 

(1991) stated, “In examining how and what decisions are made we should keep in mind 

two critical questions: who benefits from the change (the values question), and how 

sound or feasible are the idea and approach (the capacity for implementation question)” 

(pp. 17-18).  Understandably, they went on to say, “Both are complex and difficult 

questions to answer” (p. 18).   

The implementation process can vary in its degree of difficulty, depending on the 

scope of the change that is to be implemented and the decision-making methods used.  

According to Fullan and Stiegelbauer (1991), “the broad implication of the 

implementation process has several interrelated components. . . . the first is that the crux 

of change involves the development of meaning in relation to a new idea, program, 

reform, or set of activities” (p. 92).  That is, the components of the implementation 

process include ensuring others experience meaning and understanding, and share in the 

decision-making.  However, while a focus on the decision-making process is important, 

the context within which a decision is being made can be even more significant, 

especially when it requires systemic organizational change.  

Organizational Change 

Fullan (1993) defined change as a journey, “a never-ending proposition under 

conditions of dynamic complexity” (p. 24).  The following review of the literature 

includes organizational change in relation to implementation of decisions.  It will start 

with the impact of change on people and the considerations of a change process then 
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move into the factors that impact change implementation, including why decisions being 

made to implement change often are ineffective. 

Owens and Valesky (2015) reported that “co-ordinating and influencing the 

behavior of people to achieve the goals of the organization is the central concern of 

administrators and leaders” (p. 184).  This is a valid concern when new goals impact the 

culture and relationships with these people.  They also stated that “this ideology focuses 

attention on the impact of the behavior of the people - in the process of making decisions, 

leading, and dealing with conflict - on the structure, values, and customs of 

organizations” (p. 98).  Fullan (2008a) outlined these six secrets of change in an 

organization: a) love your employees, b) connect peers with purpose, c) capacity building 

prevails, d) learning is the work, e) transparency rules, and f) systems learn.  He went on 

to say, “A key reason why organizations do not sustain learning is that they focus on 

individual leaders” (p. 107).  Owens and Valesky explained their understanding of an 

effective school view with regard to teacher involvement in change implementation: 

It is a view that places the teacher foremost in creating instructional change and 

therefore questions the wisdom of any change strategy that seeks to force change 

upon the teacher arbitrarily and without his or her participation in the processes of 

deciding what should be done. (p. 5)   

Kotter and Cohen (2002) maintained that the “organization’s change process is 

‘changing people’s behavior’” (p. 2).  The difficulty in doing this was eloquently 

captured by Jerry Sternin, who said, “It's easier to act your way into a new way of 

thinking, than think your way into a new way of acting” (Pascale, Sternin, & Sternin, 

2010, p. 3).  Fullan (2016) reinforced and extended this, proposing that “behaviors and 



23 
 

emotions often change before beliefs - we need to act in a new way before we get insights 

and feelings related to new beliefs” (p. 39).  Furthermore, “leadership is not something 

that one does to people, nor is it a manner of behaving toward people; it is working with 

and through other people to achieve organizational goals” (Owens & Valesky, 2015, p. 

257).   

Owens and Valesky (2015) explained the organizational premise: “the belief that 

the people in the organization tend to shape the structure of the organization” (p. 98).  

They went on to say that “this ideology focuses attention on the impact of the behavior of 

the people - in the process of making decisions, leading, and dealing with conflict - on the 

structure, values, and customs of organizations” (p. 98).  According to Fullan (1993), 

“every person is a change agent” (p. 39), and he went on to say that, since “no one person 

can possibly understand the complexities of change in dynamically complex systems, it 

follows that the conditions for the new paradigm of change cannot be established by 

formal leaders working for themselves” (p. 39).  And sustainability depends upon 

individual ‘buy-in’ of the vision and practices of the organization.  “Having bought into 

the goals and the decisions of the group, the individual sees him or herself as having a 

stake in seeing them work out well, which, in turn, stimulates the development of 

teamwork so characteristic of effective organization” (Owens & Valesky, 2015, p. 297).   

We know as educators today that change is a natural and anticipated component 

of education.  The concerns held by some who are called upon to implement educational 

change are the rate and coherence of change.  Pascale (1990) said, “Productive 

educational change roams somewhere between overcontrol and chaos” (p. 19).  Gilliam 

and Kritsonis (2007) argued that the education system is being overwhelmed by reforms: 
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The velocity and implications of educational reform have been considered by 

many writers (Fullan, 1991, 1993; Bennett et al., 1992; Whitaker, 1993; Stoll and 

Fink, 1996; Hughes, 1996) who have all suggested that, over the past number of 

years the education system has been experiencing a radical and unprecedented 

program of reform. (p. 3) 

However, there are reasons why the processes being used to implement change are 

seldom effective.  Administrators have a huge task of effecting change through a large 

number of people with varying backgrounds, skills, personalities, and motivations, 

usually with limited resources and in limited time periods.  Fullan (1993) made the 

arguments that a) overly controlled reforms are coming at schools too rapidly, b) the 

terms reform and change are being used interchangeably and they are not the same thing, 

c) the realization that systemic change is a lengthy, complex process, not a singular 

disconnected event, d) the expectation that rapidly imposed reforms can be effectively 

implemented is futile, e) decision-makers can expect reforms to happen rapidly, but 

complex change takes a lot of time, and f) this is why many attempts to reform (rapidly 

change) schools have failed.   

Essentially what Fullan (1993) was saying is that rapidly implemented reforms 

that require complex changes in systems are impossible.  He is saying that complex or 

systemic change is a rather slow and progressive process involving ongoing reflection 

and discussion of what is working and what is not; that this slow process may be evident 

in an initiative to the extent that it might not happen right away; that even though there 

may be a vast amount of information provided, not all schools may accept the change 

right away; and that it is not possible that one individual or even a small group within an 
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educational institution or system can cause lasting, sustainable, influential change.  Even 

less possible is the ability of an organization to change simply by decree.  Reeves (2008) 

explained: 

You have witnessed it dozens of times: the leader becomes enthusiastic about a 

change initiative, and senior management goes to an offsite retreat. New slogans, 

mission statements, and vision statements are generated, coffee cups and pens are 

emblazoned, extraordinary expenses in time and resources are consumed to 

extend the initiative throughout the organization, and … nothing happens. A few 

people embrace the initiative, of course, but the leaders are reluctant to admit that 

those enthusiastic few had already been implementing the initiative without the 

benefit of direction from headquarters. (pp. 61-62) 

We know as educators that not everyone embraces change.  It is important as a 

leader to acknowledge that change can elicit resistance in some and understand that, in 

most, change does not happen overnight.  As with any initiative, resistance may develop.  

But that should not prevent a good change from continuing.  Well thought-out decisions 

can lead to successful implementation of change.  In their cohesion framework, Fullan 

and Quinn (2016) referred to this as the driver focusing direction, which is “a process 

involving initial and continuous engagement around core goals persistently pursued” (p. 

45). They went on to say that goals “are focused” but that ‘“focusing direction” is 

“always ongoing” (p. 45).  The goals are fixed but the processes to achieve them evolve 

situationally. 

Thus, the change process is never-ending and requires persistence.  Giving up is 

not an option; to ensure decisions are implemented and change is sustained we must 
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focus on goals, continuous learning, collaboration, and accountability, and accept the 

reality that “change in education is easy to propose, hard to implement, and 

extraordinarily difficult to sustain” (Hargreaves & Fink, 2006, p. 1).   

Organizational Culture 

Senge et al. (1999) commented that the role of leaders is “complicated by the fact 

that they are one step removed from the organization’s direct value-producing activities.   

They have overall accountability for organizational performance but less ability to 

directly influence actual work processes” (p. 18).  These work processes are affected by 

organizational change in more specific ways that impact teachers and classrooms; 

impacts that personalize the change in both school climate and school culture, two factors 

that resist change implementation.  Comparatively, Owens and Valesky (2015) observed 

that many factors impact change implementation, one of which is making decisions.  

Leaders must realize that as they interact with people to implement effective change in an 

organization, their decisions are in essence “changing the organizational climate and the 

organizational culture of the school” (p. 98).   

For the purposes of this study, climate, as it relates to change implementation, is 

only briefly explained.  Rhodes, Camic, Milburn, and Lowe (2009) said that principals 

can improve teachers’ perceptions of school climate by exhibiting collaborative decision-

making and attempting to remove obstacles that prevent teachers from focusing on 

delivering the curriculum.  Likewise, DeWitt (2018) encouraged the need to focus on 

collaboration in schools so that the evolution of school climate is positive and engaging.  

That is, an interdependent climate needs to be fostered and protected.  Johnson and 

Stevens (2006) also found that teachers who perceived that they worked in a positive 
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school climate have higher levels of student achievement.  Personal attention to each staff 

member is a key element in bringing out their very best efforts.  This relationship 

promotes a positive learning climate, and this climate is important when considering 

organizational change. 

However, change in the culture of an organization is of much greater importance 

when considering organizational change.  Fortunately, Fullan and Quinn (2016) 

recognized this importance when they provided their framework of four essential 

components that work coherently to foster sustainable change: focusing direction, 

cultivating collaborative cultures, deepening learning, and securing accountability (p. 12).  

Fullan and Quinn encouraged leaders to accept that “coherence-making is a forever job 

because people come and go, and the situational dynamics are always in flux” (p. 128); 

however, they do ascertain that leaders who “master the framework, and develop leaders 

at all levels” develop “a collaborative culture [that] is deepened and drives deepened 

learning and reinforces the focused direction” (p. 128).    

Changing how schools perceive leadership is a second-order cultural change and 

as with most cultural change takes time to evolve.  Implementing and sustaining second-

order change require a change in the entire culture of the work environment.  “Second-

order change, which came to be linked with organizational transformation, is ‘multi-

dimensional, multi-level, qualitative, discontinuous, radical organizational change 

involving a paradigmatic shift’” (Levy & Merry, 1986, p. 5).  The shift is paradigmatic 

because it requires a transformation in school culture that can only occur if the systems 

that define the school align with the new organizational culture – a participatory culture.  
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Mackley (2013) said that a participatory culture “is realized with invitations and willing 

participants who engage in collection, reflection and contribution” (p. 23).   

This next section will provide a literature review about the impact organizational 

culture has on the implementation of decisions, beginning with the traditional culture of 

schools and examining the effects of cultural transformation.  It begins with an 

examination of how traditional schools’ cultures shifted into systems’ cultures. This shift 

impacted implementation processes and sustainability of school systems as second-order 

changes influenced decision-making.  

When considering schools’ cultures, Fullan (2002a) said that the principals who 

lead cultural change are principals who invest in sustainability (p. 17).  The traditional 

culture of schools as bureaucratic organizations was based on a belief that change was 

incremental, gradual, and often linear. The culture of schools as educational systems is 

based on change that is interdependent, needs-based, and fast paced; As a system, it looks 

more deeply at the beliefs and assumptions behind collective work practices (R. 

Williams, personal communication, July 2017).  Although speaking about organizations 

in general, Wheatley (1997) spoke to the traditional school paradigm: 

Most of us were raised in a culture that told us that the way to manage for 

excellence was to tell people exactly what they had to do and then make sure they 

did it. We learned to play master designer, assuming we could engineer people 

into perfect performance. But you can’t direct people into perfection; you can 

only engage them enough so that they want to do perfect work. (p. 7)   

Glickman et al. (2014) exhaustively explained some significant changes in the 

dynamic school environment by distinguishing between a congenial and a collegial 
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culture.  They argue that traditional schools became more congenial, demonstrating a 

warm, friendly atmosphere with a relatively unstructured environment when compared to 

the hierarchical model.  They go on to explain that this congenial culture was perfect for 

the principal who had a behavioural leadership style; however, within that environment, 

teachers still worked in isolation and had little decision-making capacity within the 

school.  Neither the students nor the teachers were pushed and although everyone was 

happy, neither group were fulfilled.  Glickman et al. (2014) posited that these schools had 

a potential to grow to a more collegial system, with the forward vision of the 

administration and the understanding that a collegial system was not a hierarchy.  In this 

model, it was the responsibility of all staff to engage in growth, collaboration, and 

reflection to provide the best outcomes for students.  A collegial system can overcome 

the deficiencies of a hierarchical framework of leadership by creating a new reality; 

educational systems that consist of a network of human interaction.   

Eventually, Glickman et al. (2014) believed that successful schools become more 

than collegial; they become collaborative through sharing leadership: “Shared leadership 

and collaborative work are connecting pathways …teachers take collective responsibility 

for helping all of their colleagues to become better teachers and for the growth and 

development of all students” (p. 35).  Here, there is no confusion in the meaning of 

leadership and there is a clear understanding that leadership is not management.  In these 

schools, leadership is shared and decision-making is shared with the understanding that 

“shared decision making leads to better decisions and increases the likelihood those 

decisions will be implemented” (p. 34).    
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Fundamentally, implementing system-wide change processes that will challenge 

the culture in which traditional education operates is especially difficult.  It is even more 

difficult if the culture established in a school relies heavily on its history, traditions, and 

past experiences.  Leinwand and Mainardi (2016) argued that “a culture can’t be 

managed by controlling it” (p. 120); however, school culture was traditionally managed 

by controlling both the people and the processes.  Cultural status quo might be controlled 

but what could not be controlled was the shift to a culture of collegiality and 

collaboration.  However, as leaders, principals still provide the greatest potential to 

changing school culture, but not through directive control.  It will require them to adopt 

new, more collegial ways of interacting.  If they can do so, system wide cultural change 

can happen because “leaders are the single most dominant force in shaping the culture” 

(Thacker, 2016, p. 156).  MacNeil, Prater, and Busch (2009) also argued that the 

principal wields the most power in establishing the culture of the school.  Thus, it is the 

formal leader who has the greatest impact on the culture in any organization and shaping 

that culture is a great responsibility.  This is true because culture has a huge influence on 

every aspect of school life, ranging from social values to professional practice (Peterson 

& Deal, 2011).  Unfortunately, traditional thoughts and an embedded culture may stand 

in the way of making any change.  As Fiarman (2017) explained, “some teachers may not 

want to adopt a whole-school mindset because it bumps up against the traditional norms 

of schools” (p. 23).  Owens and Valesky (2015) reinforced the influences of traditional 

norms: 

The traditions of the school and its rituals, developing as time passes, are told, 

retold, and embellished to newcomers and old-timers alike in the stories and 
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myths that convey the history of the particular school. These embody the values 

and beliefs of the people in the school and exert great power in establishing and 

maintaining the behavior norms that characterize the place - often more 

powerfully than rules and regulations can. (p. 193)  

With the influences of traditional norms, the conventional culture may continue to 

resonate in many schools.  DuFour, DuFour, and Eaker (2008) said that the first steps in 

re-culturing begin with an examination of the actual culture of the existing organization 

and this “is found in the assumptions, beliefs, values, expectations, and habits that 

constitute the norm for that organization” (p. 107).  Each organization has its own culture 

based on community, norms, values, and personnel.  Thus, each comes with its own 

challenges.   

Resistance to change can best be explained by Lortie’s (1975) sociological study 

in which he proposed that resistance to change could be attributed to autonomy, 

egalitarianism, and seniority.  These terms are powerful descriptors of the traditional 

school culture:   

Autonomy. I alone make decisions about what happened in my classroom; I don’t 

involve myself with anyone else’s practice. Egalitarianism. All teachers have the 

same responsibilities; no individual teacher is considered more expert than her 

peers. Seniority. Privileges and authority are awarded by length of service rather 

than merit. (p. 24) 

These beliefs run counter to shared leadership, and overcoming them and their influences 

on culture is essential for the success of second-order cultural change.  Furthermore, the 

shift to shared leadership cannot be considered a static aspect of educational leadership 
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because it must survive within an ever-changing dynamic of individuals working at the 

various levels of educational organizations.  This is exacerbated by the transient realities 

of changing staff and assignments, and the resurgence of engrained thoughts of the 

traditional past, factors that are prevalent throughout both schools and the larger 

educational system.   

Thus, in order to implement and sustain second-order change, the impact of 

culture must be considered not only at the school level but also throughout the greater 

system.  Just as change within a single school is important, so too is the need for broader 

change across the larger system.  Fullan and Quinn (2016) attested to the fact that 

connecting and learning can take place across schools (lateral capacity) or among district 

leaders, principals, and teachers (vertical capacity).  They specifically explained that with 

“a concerted effort of committed leaders at all levels, over multiple years” (p. 106), and 

building “a collaborative culture by focusing on capacity building” (p. 107), “strong 

relationships with teachers, leaders, and community” (p. 107) are fostered.  Clearly, 

building capacity is a task that no single person can achieve. 

Furthermore, you cannot mandate what matters because there are no shortcuts to 

making changes in systems’ cultures (Fullan, 1993; Wheatley, 1997).  Because 

implementing and sustaining second-order change, a “whole system” change, requires a 

change in culture, it starts with changing leadership and decision-making practices 

throughout the organization.  To implement and sustain this cultural shift, “education 

leaders must break down the barriers between schools, departments, and groups; they 

must promote flexibility and new approaches to cooperation” (Thornton, Peltier, & 

Perreault, 2004, p. 226).  However, even though flexibility is essential and autonomy 
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must be promoted, so too is the importance of accountability for progress toward the 

organization’s vision and goals.  DuFour and Eaker (1998) referred to the “loose-tight” 

argument; that is, being “loose” on strategies used to advance vision and values, but 

“tight” on the fact that vision and values must be adhered to; “loose” about what means 

are used to achieve an end, but “tight” on the end that must be achieved (p. 187).  One of 

the most effective steps to breaking down barriers, increasing collaboration, and 

promoting flexibility is to improve communication. 

Bergmann and Brough (2007) proposed that “starting cultural change with a 

cooperatively designed communications system may be the mechanism that is needed to 

start the cultural shift toward collaboration” (p. 51).  They went on to explain that talking 

together and making decisions about what is working and not working, challenges, use of 

vision and mission statements, ways of collaborating, positive and negative experiences, 

values, progress, and needs for change are all examples of the kinds of communication 

needed to adopt an organizational cultural change.  But where do education systems 

begin?  Covey (1989) spoke to the multiple aspects of an effective communication 

system and emphasizes, “seek first to understand, then to be understood” (p. 235).  Thus, 

for understanding the system’s cultures, the most important topic to focus on is 

communication that examines the current reality in light of the culture that the new vision 

requires. 

Summary  

The greatest challenge within systems that hope to implement and sustain second-

order change is to erase long developed cynicism that can sometimes undermine a 
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culture, replace it with ownership and passion, and use this new culture to impact 

decision-making.  Hinman (2008) gave us some excellent advice:  

As the instructional leader, you need to break down the cynicism that has been 

built up over the years.  Acknowledge there are good reasons why many staff 

members feel betrayed by the very system they have dedicated themselves to.  

Recognize that not only has there been a history of reform, but with that history 

comes the realities of bureaucratic compliance. (p. 101) 

Reeves (2008) suggested that full implementation of a decision requires a change in 

belief.  Beliefs change when the challenges of redefining culture are overcome, and when 

leadership capacity can be developed within the new culture of shared leadership and 

decision-making.  However, creating and sustaining this new culture requires an 

understanding that it takes a long-lasting process model to re-culture a school.   

Within this model, there are effective decision-making and implementation 

processes, regardless of where one is located in the education system.  Heath and Heath 

(2013) discussed it in ways of “nudging, prodding, and inspiring groups to make better 

decisions” (p. 239). They commented that “the most direct (and difficult) way to make a 

fair decision is to involve as many people as possible and get them all to agree” (p. 239).  

They went on to say that “success requires two stages: first the decision and then the 

implementation” (pp. 240-241).  Even though the two-step process proposed may be 

slower, it is offset by the effectiveness of implementation.  Reflecting on the traditional 

way that change was made in a school, Heath and Heath offered an example of a 

superintendent: “The superintendent can make a lightning-fast decision if she makes it 

autocratically, but if her administrators and teachers hate it, then adoption will come to a 
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standstill” (p. 241).  Reinforcing the new way to make school change, Alvy (2017) 

advised: “Successful implementation depends on wise insights and directions from the 

bottom, then support from the top” (p. 80).   

The Shift in Decision-Making from Traditional Organizations to PLCs 

As previously outlined, decision-making within traditional organizations was 

through top-down edicts by individuals who were in charge.  Decision-making was 

directed at followers who had no say and were expected to perform without question.  

Decision-making within Professional Learning Communities is different.  The 

professional learning community model emerged from Senge’s (1990) idea of the 

learning organization based on collaborative systems.  This term was labelled by 

subsequent authors as a learning organization, learning community or professional 

learning community.  My review of the literature found the term professional learning 

community had actually been used in the late 1980s and early 1990s (Little & 

McLaughlin, 1993; Newmann & Wehlage, 1995; Rosenholtz, 1989; Seashore Louis, 

Kruse, & Bryk, 1995).  

Professional learning communities in schools are built around shared vision, 

values, and goals (DuFour & Eaker, 1998; Mitchell & Sackney, 2000), have a 

collaborative work culture (Barth, 1990; Hargreaves, 2003), and are systems where 

collective learning and shared understanding exist (Huffman & Hipp, 2003).  They focus 

on reflective practice, and are sustained through creating environments that are rich in 

leaders at all levels of the school (Mitchell & Sackney, 2009; Sergiovanni, 2005).   

The characteristics of a PLC offer a broad and supportive shared leadership 

approach, which dispenses with much of the hierarchy of the conventional school model 
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and embraces shared decision-making and accountability so that all staff share a 

responsibility for all students (Snyder, Acker-Hocevar, & Snyder, 1996).  This does not 

mean that leaders became dispensable (Lambert, 1998).  Reeves (2011) argued that, “by 

asking the right questions, focusing on the factor with the greatest leverage, guarding a 

culture of success, and embracing the power of teacher leadership, school leaders can be 

at the point of a diamond rather than at the bottom of the pyramid” (p. 65).    

Notwithstanding the power of teacher leadership, many believe that the culture of 

professional isolation of the past century is still influencing schools of today and 

longstanding modes of operation are difficult to change.  Schools and districts can still 

struggle within even an emerging PLC.  Mattos (2008) said,  

What about schools that claim to be PLCs?  Why are many of these schools 

struggling?  More often than not, the problem is that their administrators failed to 

align their school’s culture and practices with all the essential PLC characteristics, 

for without a deep implementation of all six characteristics, a school will not 

achieve learning for all. (p. 14)   

Despite the fact that PLCs offer promises of effective shared leadership and 

collaborative decision-making, these are only two of the six PLC characteristics.  There 

are still challenges to creating the full culture of a PLC.  Even with the natural extension 

of a collaborative capacity driven, shared leadership model, the implementation of PLCs 

as an operational “system” is a second-order change.  The additional characteristics noted 

by Mattos (2008) rely on the decision-making within a PLC.  Venables (2018) reminded 

us that 
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Although principals may have had a heavy hand in introducing PLCs to the 

school campus and creating the environment and skills necessary for authentic 

PLCs to flourish, they can only shape and guide faculty culture – they can’t 

mandate it to be a certain way. At its heart, this work is a human endeavor. (p. 20) 

Thus, schools operating as PLCs must build upon collaborative capacity and shared 

leadership to expand the school culture and embrace all of the characteristics that define 

PLC. 

Schools as PLCs 

An historical examination of staff interactions shows an important distinction 

between collegial and collaborative schools.  Williams and Brien (2009) identified 

patterns.  Prior to the Effective Schools movement (Lezotte, 1991), collegiality was the 

expected norm among school staff.  In the collegial model teachers still worked in 

isolation and often their only interactions were pleasant exchanges.  Because Lezotte’s 

research was based on improving school effectiveness it became apparent that teachers 

would need to share practices by which schools could become more effective.  

Conversations about how to improve schools led to differences of opinion and collegial 

interactions became less pleasant.  For some, interactions became competitive (R. 

Williams, personal conversations, 2017).  By the late 80s and early 90s when DuFour and 

Eaker started proposing PLCs as a vehicle for improving teacher and school performance, 

a new form of interaction had surfaced – collaboration.  There are four important 

differences between these two terms.  Collegiality requires very little participation, it is 

an informal behaviour, is relatively conflict free, and seldom produces academic results.  

Collaboration is highly participatory and formalized.  Its effectiveness depends upon 
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successful conflict resolution and it is both student focused and results oriented.  The 

shift from collegial to collaborative interactions among school educators (teachers and 

administrators) was a fundamental change in school culture.  It can be argued that 

without this shift, the entire PLC teaming process within schools would fail.  

While PLCs embrace the same cooperation and growth found in a collegial 

school, they are driven by a results orientation.  Evidence-based research such as that 

done by DuFour and Eaker (1998) supported the argument that organizations that adopt a 

collaborative approach to leadership were more effective in realizing their collective 

goals.  This was because more teachers would be involved in the decision-making and 

success was based on measurable results.  Collaborative decision-making starts with the 

principal and the principal is a key, though not the sole actor in shifting school culture 

toward a professional learning community (Hargreaves & Fink, 2008; Lambert, 2003).  

With the aim of achieving an effective school, both the administration and teachers must 

agree to use a collaborative format that begins with the identification of each party’s 

perception of a problem and, through discussion and involvement, leads to shared 

decisions: 

In short, effective professional learning communities take collective responsibility 

for staff and student learning and need leadership and management focused on . . . 

shared values and vision, openness, inclusion and mutual trust and support.  

(Bush, Bell, & Middlewood, 2009, p. 165)   

 In order to advance the PLC model, each staff member must be provided with the 

information and knowledge essential to make informed decisions, and administrators 

must ensure a common understanding that PLCs are comprised of individuals with a 
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variety of abilities, ideas, and personalities unified in a shared value system for their 

profession.  Also common is the understanding explained by Mundschenk and Fuchs 

(2016): 

In PLCs, teachers learn from and with each other, and come to see themselves as 

a community of teachers who focus on the implementation of new ideas and practices 

tailored to their individual strengths and capacities such that the familiar phrase “my 

students” genuinely becomes “our students.” (p. 55)  

Principals had to also understand that decision-making within PLCs creates a 

foundation of shared responsibility conducive to successful implementation of second-

order change.  Understanding that educational organizations are too complex to be led by 

a solitary administrator, proponents of PLCs support opportunities for principals to build 

capacity within their staff and share leadership, thereby providing greater opportunities to 

practice shared decision-making.  Shared leadership and decision-making does not free 

administrators from all directive responsibilities such as communicating expectations and 

setting up protocols for accountability.  Fullan and Quinn (2016) explained that to have 

“effective accountability, you need to develop conditions that maximize internal 

accountability - conditions that increase the likelihood that people will be accountable to 

themselves and to the group” (p. 109).  With accountability and clear expectations 

decided upon in a collaborative culture with shared decision-making, all have ownership.  

Fullan and Quinn (2016) further elaborated that internal accountability needs to be 

aligned with “external accountability - standards, expectations, transparent data, and 

selective interventions” (p. 109).  A PLC model that permeates the entire education 

system inspires a collaborative partnership throughout.    
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From John O’Neil’s conversation with Peter Senge, Senge reminded us that “the 

principals who have had the greatest impact tend to see their job as creating an 

environment where teachers can learn continuously. Then in turn…the job of the 

superintendent is to find principals and support principals who have that attitude” 

(O’Neil, 1995, p. 22).  This is a true reflection of an effective school PLC and is 

transferable to the larger district organization.  A PLC model throughout the education 

system requires power-free partnerships that are conducive to not only schools but also 

districts operating as PLCs.   

Districts as PLCs 

There is limited literature that examines district-wide PLCs (Fullan, 2005); 

however, DuFour et al. (2008) asserted that educators who cultivate PLCs must engage in 

the intentional process of changing the school district’s culture.  Research done by Lopez 

(2015) found, “The Superintendent played a key role in PLC implementation through his 

understanding and use of a change model” (p. 296).  

When examining districts operations as a PLC, one important measure is how the 

district has assisted in the development of schools as PLCs.  Casner-Lotto (1988), Sickler 

(1988), and David (1989a) separately studied schools that were led by districts that were 

experimenting with new systems approach.  David (1989) identified, “Some of the most 

striking examples of second-order change are in districts without formal school-based 

management that have facilitated the development of schools within schools through 

leadership and extensive professional development opportunities” (p. 51).  David (1989b) 

recapitulated the studies saying, “Districts that have successfully delegated substantial 

authority to their schools are characterized by leadership that empowers others, a small 
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central administration, support for experimentation, communication channels, and 

opportunities for continuous professional growth for principals and teachers” (p. 51).  

These districts offered a more decentralized way of operating with more individuals 

involved in decision-making.  Wheatley (1997) explained,  

Organizations that have learned how to think together and that know themselves 

are filled with action.  People are constantly taking initiative and making changes, 

often without asking or telling.  Their individual freedom and creative-ity 

becomes a critical resource to the organization. Their local responsiveness 

translates into a much faster and more adaptable organization overall. (p. 6)   

Although more time consuming, more can get done with many involved within the 

organization.  By having greater involvement along with appropriate freedoms, more are 

engaged and more take ownership to get things done.  Wheatley (1997) called these 

organizations self-organizing systems, a term that can apply at either the school or district 

level, and goes on to explain,  

Leaders need to know how to support these self-organizing responses. People do 

not need the intricate directions, time lines, plans, and organization charts that we 

thought we had to give them. These are not how people accomplish good work, 

they are what impede contributions. But people need a lot from their leaders. 

They need information, access to one another, resources, trust, and follow-

through. (p. 6)  

Such is what is proposed for a whole organization operating as a PLC.  

Furthermore, Lambert (1998) stated, “This new form requires that superintendents and 

board members let go of the need for daily predictabilities, narrow objectives, the 
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development of ‘knee-jerk’ policies, self-indulgence in crisis, and a paternalistic stance” 

(p. 98).  However, she also went on to say, 

It does not suggest a hands-off approach, but rather an approach characterized by 

high engagement and low bureaucratization. Superintendents and school boards 

play an important role in a district with high leadership capacity. They continue to 

provide oversight, they are even more involved in the life of the district, but they 

resist the temptation to impose quick change through top-down mandates and 

fiats. (p. 98)    

As to oversight, the accountability factor applies as well.  Again, the “loose-tight” 

argument - being “loose” on strategies used to advance vision and values, but “tight” on 

the fact that vision and values must be adhered to.  Unfortunately, while this focuses on 

districts allowing school PLCs; it does not address districts as PLCs.   

It is the principals and superintendent who are the keepers of the organizational 

vision and the individuals charged with ensuring that change and decision-making leads 

to implementation and effectiveness.  This requires understanding systems thinking 

practices more exhaustively; understanding that “the discipline of systems thinking 

provides a different way of looking at problem and goals - not as isolated events but as 

components of larger structures” (Senge et al., 2000, p. 78). 

Similarly, Thornton et al. (2004) drew on works of researchers identifying a 

“balanced leadership framework” saying, “Their finding suggest that districts can 

positively impact both student achievement and teacher practices through the 

establishment of selection procedures and staff development practices to promote such a 

leadership framework” (p. 225).  Thus, as stated by DuFour et al. (2008),   
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Leadership has nothing to do with position. It is a process, not a place.  The most 

pernicious myth of all is that leadership is reserved for only the few of us. It is far 

healthier and more productive for us to start with the assumption that it is possible 

for everyone to lead. Leaders must seek to bring out the best in others, to develop 

the talents of others. (p. 242)  

This requires districts moving towards a PLC operational approach.  “Moreover, because 

of the proliferating impact of leadership decisions on the bottom of the pyramid, it is 

clearly the responsibility of senior leaders to help create focus throughout the 

organization, changing the metaphor from a pyramid to a diamond” (Reeves, 2011, p. 

63).   

Framed similarly, Wiseman, Allen, and Foster (2013) used the term “multiplier 

effect,” a construct that focuses on those “who access and revitalize the intelligence in the 

people around them” (p. 3), and went on to say, “these are the leaders who inspire 

employees to stretch themselves to deliver results and surpass expectations” (p. 3).  

Taken collectively, these authors argue that shared leadership throughout the system is 

necessary in ensuring the success of a complex multifaceted educational organization 

aimed at good, sound shared decision-making and effective change implementation.  Just 

as a single administrator is incapable of unilaterally directing a school into progressive 

change within its staff and students, the same is true for a superintendent within the 

district.  With knowing that, then what must educational leaders know regarding 

decision-making and implementation processes?   
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Summary 

In PLCs shared decision-making happens throughout the system as opposed to 

exclusive decision-making from the top.  Senge (1990) referred to this group problem-

solving as “systems thinking”, an essential in order for schools and districts to become 

“learning organizations.”  At all levels of the educational system, this transformation 

from conventional to a more collaborative decision-making approach under a PLC model, 

requires relinquishing control from sole decision-maker and adopting a collaborative 

decision-making capacity.  Effective leaders recognize that their best practice lies in 

empowering and educating staff to work collaboratively.   

Chapter Summary 

This chapter presented a review of the literature by first examining the difference 

between management and leadership decisions, then examined the different aspects of 

decision-making, particularly decision-making in relation to leadership style and 

decision-making as a leadership practice.  It also examined the literature relating to 

implementation of decisions in relation to organizational change and organizational 

culture, including a look at traditional and systems-based school cultures.  A review of 

PLCs and a comparison between operating as a PLC versus a more traditional operation 

was also covered.  Since this research was the backdrop to my study, it was necessary to 

investigate these studies in order to expand upon its relationship with decision-making.   
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Chapter 3: Experiential Data Sets 

This chapter provides background information on two second-order change 

initiatives taken within a school district in New Brunswick.  These initiatives were used 

as examples in the interview questions to participants.  The first is a school initiative that 

deals with integrating technology into classrooms, and the second is a district initiative to 

assist schools in becoming professional learning communities.  The purpose of this 

chapter is to provide narratives that illustrate the issue of decision-making and 

implementation that informed my thinking.  

Integrating Technology into the Classroom Initiative 

The purpose of including this in the experiential data set is to examine an 

initiative that goes back many years within education.  Computers have been in schools 

since 1985 and a great deal of funding has been expended to support technology in 

education.  The question that still begs an answer is why is technology often still not 

being used extensively in schools?  Why has the decision for schools to integrate 

technology into the classroom not been embraced by all educators?  This narrative comes 

from my experience as being the first technology mentor in a district. 

Initiative 

During the period between 1980 and 1985, computers were more an object of 

study.  Computers were relatively scarce in schools and the course content often involved 

BASIC programming.  By 1985, with the advent of the Macintosh Apple and the IBM 

“Personal Computer,” and Microsoft’s new Windows operations system, computers were 

becoming easier to use.  More thought was given to how the computer could be used as a 

teaching tool for addressing a broad range of school subjects.  Schwartz and Beichner 
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(1999) reflected on the period of 1985 to 1995 as one that in many ways was a time of 

“maturing and consolidation regarding computers in education” (p. 13).  Of major 

importance during this time was the realization that as computers were becoming easier 

to use, courses in computer literacy that focused on programming began to be questioned.  

A change in direction regarding computer courses was needed.  Thus began the initiative 

for technology to become a teaching tool and that would be integrated into the 

classrooms.  The introduction of the computer as teaching tool across all subjects was a 

decision that would represent an academic and cultural shift in ways students learned and 

it fostered a fundamental change in how the teaching learning process in schools would 

take place. 

Decision-Making 

Frank McKenna, who was Premier of New Brunswick from 1987 to 1997, 

promoted technology and its potential to increase learning in the classroom.  Much 

emphasis was put on information literacy and the information highway.  Technology was 

perceived as a major factor in global competition and the success of New Brunswick 

business sector would be achieved through the production of technology literate 

graduates.  Laforge (1998) confirmed that, in order to master the rapid change that was 

upon us, it was vital that public school students were accorded easy access to leading 

edge technology.  She went on to say, “New Brunswick is leading the way in this 

respect—every school in the province is connected to the information highway” (p. 6).  

Then, according to Godin (1999) in L’Acadie Nouvelle, the former Minister of Education, 

Bernard Richard, reported that the ratio of computers to students was 1:9 in New 

Brunswick schools (covering kindergarten to Grade 12). 
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About that time, the NB education system established Computer Literacy 

Guidelines for all NB schools.  In response to this, the district established a committee of 

teachers, representative of kindergarten to Grade 12, and worked on developing a 

document that provided the district’s teaching staff with a set of computer expectancies 

that would ensure the NB computer literacy guidelines were met.  The district document 

was broken down into seven major areas of concern: comfort zone, available resources, 

search, remote usage, management, responsibility, and task.  The purpose of the 

document was to ensure computers would be recognized as a tool to help students to be 

more efficient and productive learners.  It was therefore included in the district’s strategic 

plan on computers in 1996.  The technology committee of teachers recognized and stated 

in a letter to the principals that technology was rapidly finding its way into all aspects of 

teaching and learning.  It also mentioned that an identified level of literacy would be 

required for all students leaving high school, noting that enrollment in a computer class at 

the high school level would not be sufficient to enable students to reach this level.   

As the information highway initiative evolved, the New Brunswick Department of 

Education (2004) developed Policy 311 for Internet and E-mail Services Use in the 

Public School System.  In doing so, the NB Department of Education recognized the 

importance of using Internet and e-mail services throughout the public school system and 

set in place mechanisms to ensure responsible use of those services.  However, policies 

and purchases were not enough for implementation.  The implementation required 

support for teachers that would enable them to maximize the potential of the new 

technology.  Most teachers were unskilled with technology, and the necessary changes in 

the instructional culture they were accustomed to were not being considered by the 
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proponents of computer-assisted teaching and learning.  With the potential impact on 

teacher pedagogy, the system needed mentor teachers for technology.  

Implementation 

In 1997, the New Brunswick Department of Education established a Mentor 

Teacher Program in the province for the purpose of hiring technology literate mentor 

teachers who could help novice teachers with technology.  Mentoring involved teaching, 

coaching, and helping to build a high degree of technology confidence amongst 

educators.  The district was funded with one mentor (myself) in 1997, then two full-time 

mentors and one half-time mentor from February to June 1998.  By 1998/1999, there 

were three full-time mentors.  Feedback and interest from teachers indicated that the role 

of the mentor was important in integrating technology into the classroom.  Teachers 

began to feel more comfortable with using computers and they gradually saw the 

benefits.  McKenzie (1998a), who has published and spoken extensively on the 

introduction of new technologies to schools, supported the need for mentors when he said 

that in education there was a need to provide more informal support structures such as 

mentors, coaches, and “just in time help” which often did more to promote risk-taking 

and growth than formal class offerings.  The intention of the mentoring program was to 

go beyond computer literacy for teachers.  Along with being more comfortable with 

computers, it was to show teachers that, by integrating technology in their pedagogy, the 

role of the student changed as well.  Part of the mentoring was to teach the basics of the 

available computer programs, how to integrate them into the classroom, to assist teachers 

who sought new ways to redesign lesson planning to make effective use of the 

computers, and more importantly, to change attitudes and beliefs about how technology 



49 
 

can help with learning.  This was a second-order change; thus, the importance of effective 

decision-making such that the decision to create and define a mentor program was crucial 

to its successful implementation.  

Another key decision was to ensure that the mentor teachers would be shown 

ways that they could integrate technology into their classroom.  This process would 

follow the work of Morrison, Lowther, and DeMeulle (1999), who proposed that teachers 

needed to experience using the computer as a tool to learn new and more effective 

strategies.  For teachers who were used to traditional classroom lecturing while students 

listened or took notes, the goal for mentors was to show teachers how many class 

activities could seamlessly integrate technology.  This was supported by Morrison et al., 

who believed that “a student activity will not only let the teachers experience the benefits 

of using technology to enhance learning, but it will also let them encounter some of the 

frustrations that tend to arise when computers are used” (p. 24).  Teachers needed the 

experience plus the assistance from mentors to develop confidence to implement the 

integration of technology into the classroom.  Instead of integration in the sense of the 

buying of the computers for classrooms, which is only a first-order change, integration in 

the sense of changing the teaching and learning culture in the classroom, the second-order 

change, was required 

Teachers were also provided research that showed the benefit of putting 

technology in the hands of students.  Jonassen, Peck, and Wilson (1999) explained that 

students could use technology in ways that are active, constructive, collaborative, 

intentional, complex, conversational, and reflective, all of which enhanced their learning.  

Teachers needed to believe this so they would enhance the learning environment through 
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the incorporation of technology.  The attitude of the teacher was of major importance, 

and Forcier’s (1999) understanding that with the technology being only an extension of 

human capability allowed students to complete work or solve a problem with greater 

efficiency or effectiveness.  He went on to say that the computer is a powerful tool that 

extends the user’s ability to create, receive, store, manipulate, or disseminate information; 

however, once again, teachers needed to believe that in order for implementation to 

happen.   

More support came from McKenzie (1998a, 1998b) when he spoke of the need to 

equip all students with the technology and the results would be engaged learners.  

Similarly, Valdez and McNabb (1997) supported the idea that, while technology by itself 

is not the answer to making systematic changes, it can be used to support meaningful and 

engaged learning experiences in the classroom.  Although the research was there, the use 

of technology still required a shift in thinking from traditional teaching practices.  It 

required information on the available technology at the school, time for staff 

development and mentoring, as well as timely technical support.  At first this staff 

development and mentoring focused on how to actually make the technology work.  Once 

these technical barriers were overcome, there was still a need to adapt the capacity that 

technology possessed to improve lesson planning and delivery.  These supportive 

decisions reduced the anxiety of teachers and as such affected attitudes and ultimately the 

implementation of technology as classroom pedagogy.  It was expected that given time, 

the attitudes and beliefs would change and eventually the teachers would see the benefits, 

feel more comfortable, and integrate technology.  It was assumed that once teachers 

became comfortable using technology, they would automatically become adept at using 
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it.  However, a second level of support that provided instructional methodology would be 

needed.  The cultural factors were characteristic of a second-order change.  The 

integration of technology in relation to decision-making and implementation will be 

further shared in chapter 5. 

Schools to Operate as PLCs Initiative 

The information for this initiative in a district is gleaned from informal research 

with the intention of collecting general information about one district and a sample of 

four of its schools.  Initially, data were to be collected using specific interview questions 

focused on decisions made before PLC implementation (in preparation for implementing 

PLC) and decisions made during PLC implementation.  I found that when meeting with 

each principal or director or the superintendent, he/she could not identify more specific 

information regarding changes and decisions, but preferred to talk in more general terms.  

The reason for this could be that the professional learning sessions were designed to 

simply expose school staff to the new ideas associated with PLCs without actually 

collaborating with teachers and administrators to develop the processes needed to 

implement the systemic change.  Therefore, the format of this experiential data set 

provides more of a summary of comparisons and timelines observed through discussion 

relating to decision-making and implementation for this initiative. 

Initiative 

Informal research data were gathered through face-to-face meetings over the 

month of May 2017.  Table 1 below provides specific information regarding the district 

and schools interviewed, and average mean results for sections of a PLC instruments 

developed and described by Williams, Brien, Sprague, and Sullivan (2008).  It is 
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recognized that looking only at the average mean has limitations; however, for simplicity 

and time constraints with this informal research, it offered an initial discussion point to 

my larger study.  The Internal District Instrument (IDI) “is focused on the professional 

interactions of educators working at the district office and of principals in district 

schools” (Williams & Brien, 2009, p. 28) and measures culture, leadership, structure and 

operations, and professional growth and development among those designated as district 

educational leaders.  In 2015, the IDI was completed by educators who worked at the 

district and each of the district’s principals and vice-principals.  The school 

administrators were included in this process because they were deemed to be part of the 

district leadership group.  The school instrument was completed by all members of each 

school staff identified below.  Respondents were asked to respond to written descriptors 

by selecting a number from a 1-5 Likert scale. 

The analysis of the instrument item data at both school and district levels 

provided mean scores for each item.  Below a mean score of 3 or below indicates an 

organization that functions more traditionally; above a 3 indicates an organization that 

functions more as a PLC.  The data reflect respondents’ professional opinions of their 

workplace. 

Table 1. District and school experiential data set information and PLC results 

Demographics District School 1 School 2 School 3 School 4 

Rural/Urban Location Mix Mix-Rural Urban Urban Rural 

Overall Socioeconomic Mix Low-Middle Low-Middle Low Mix 

Grade Level K-12 9-12 5-8 K-4 K-8 

Population (# of students) 15,500 1180 305 294 612 

How long has your organization 

used the term PLC 

12 years 12 years 12 years 12 years 12 years 

Date PLC Instrument was 

Conducted 

2015 2015 2015 2015 2015 

Average Mean Results by 

Section: 

     

Culture 3.00 3.67 3.91 4.07 4.50 

Leadership 3.50 3.13 3.73 3.76 3.98 
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Teaching (Schools)  3.93 3.90 4.04 4.31 

Structure & Operations (District) 3.30     

Professional Growth & 

Development 

3.20 3.67 4.10 3.77 4.23 

 

The district examined was a large school district serving over 15,000 students in 

38 schools with over 2,000 full-time and part-time staff.  The four sample schools 

examined represented urban and rural areas, low and mixed socioeconomic backgrounds, 

and a representative sample of grade configurations.  The number of staff at each school 

ranged from 30 to over 100, with the number of students ranging from 290 to over 1,000.  

The number of years in a leadership role for each leader ranged from two years to over 10 

years, and all stated that they had heard the term PLC for over 12 years.  Average mean 

scores for each of the sections from the district PLC instrument were between 3.0 and 

3.5, with the lowest mean being in culture and the highest being in leadership.  This 

reflects district operations as being more hybrid (a mixture of more traditional 

educational model and a PLC educational model), especially pertaining to culture (3.00), 

professional growth (3.20), and structure and operations (3.30).  The district leadership 

(3.50) measures show the greatest movement towards a PLC orientation.  The clearest 

patterns for the schools show that the high school is the most traditional (mean = 3.60) 

while the two urban schools are significantly less traditional (both means = 3.91) and the 

rural K-8 school is the most PLC-oriented (4.25).  This could also be interpreted that high 

school has the most work to do to become a fully functioning PLC, urban schools are 

moving toward being a PLC organization, and the rural, larger, K-8 school is functioning 

as a PLC.   

Of the four measures of PLC operations, leadership was the lowest in all four 

schools (mean = 3.65).  Across the four schools the questions that brought the mean score 
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down in the leadership section included the following:  a) The impact that teachers have 

on new principal selection, b) Who controls the purchases of school materials, c) How 

much input teachers have on building the school timetable, and d) Who controls the 

assignments of support staff.   

The means for teaching and culture were the same (4.04).  In the teaching section, 

the questions that had lower means included: a) The level of in-service provided to 

teachers regarding paraprofessional collaboration and b) The level of in-service provided 

to paraprofessionals by the school.  In the culture section, the questions that had lower 

means included: a) The daily schedule in the school enhances teacher collaboration and 

b) The school has systems and practices that address personality issues and rigid 

opinions.   

The mean for professional growth and development across all four schools was 

3.94.  The questions raised in the professional growth and development section that had 

lower means consisted of: a) The level of success of the beginning teacher induction 

program, and b) The manner by which teachers who transfer to the school are oriented.   

Given that leadership was an issue across the district and all four schools, it 

became clear that further investigation of the parameter was essential.  The data collected 

from leader interviews contained specific information about one of the key leadership 

factors – decision-making.  I turn now to decision-making and the timeline of decisions.  

Decision-Making 

After the administration of the IDI, discussion questions posed to the 

superintendent and directors in the district as well as the four school principals focused 

on:  a) decisions made before and during PLC implementation, b) the rationale 
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underlying these decisions, c) who was involved in decision-making, d) the timing of 

decisions, e) the execution of decisions, and e) the monitoring and accountability 

procedures used in implementing decisions.  Discussions with the educational leaders 

from the district and selected schools determined that the focus on school leadership 

across the district began in the 2004/2005 academic year.  One result of professional 

development undertaken by district office personnel was a decision that all school leaders 

would receive a professional development program entitled “Leadership at Work.”  Thus 

began a focus on staff development that introduced PLCs.  During the first year, 

(2004/2005), half of the school administrators signed up for the professional development 

and the term PLC was introduced across the district. 

In 2005/2006, the Leadership at Work program, including PLCs, continued within 

the district, with the second half of administrators joining.  The book, The Adaptive 

School, by Garmston and Wellman (1999) was adopted by the district as a professional 

development focus for the program.  During the second year, the first leadership group 

attended a Solution Tree PLC conference and, in preparation for the 2006/2007 school 

year, all administrators were given the book Learning by Doing by DuFour, DuFour, 

Eaker, and Many (2006).  Although they were in the very initial stages of introducing the 

concept, the PLC term was frequently used.  It was recognized that the PLCs required a 

change in culture, teaching, leadership, and professional development (PD).  It was 

recognized that the implementation of the PLC model itself was a top-down decision and, 

although the concept of a PLC was good, it would require time. 

During the 2006/2007 school year, 15 more administrators attended a PLC 

conference.  In addition, the district superintendent addressed all the teachers in the 
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district and introduced the four PLC questions offered by DuFour and Eaker (1998): 1) 

What do we want students to know? (curriculum, clear learning targets); 2) How do we 

know if the students have learned it? (assessment); 3) What do we do when student do 

not learn? (support, pyramid of interventions); and 4) How will we respond when 

students already know it? (enrichment and differentiation).  All schools were provided 

with posters and stickers of the four questions.  Again, there was more promotion of 

PLCs, but through top-down decisions.  The schools reported that there was some 

resistance to some of the decisions being made, resistance especially by those teachers 

who were accustomed to working in isolation and felt that working as teams required 

more time and not enough autonomy for their own teaching.  It was not yet clear that the 

implementation of PLCs required a change in organizational culture.  Leaders seemed 

unaware that it was a second-order change that required a systematic transformation, as 

my literature review indicated in chapter 2. 

In August 2007, a district professional development plan was presented to the 

administrators during a two-day start-up meeting with principals and vice-principals.  The 

theme presented included the importance of working in PLCs with a focus on assessment 

for learning.  Each school was given a copy of the district presentation on CD for their 

own staff to view over the fall and a keynote address was given to all teachers on the 

paradigm shift that would occur within the district: 1200 educators, one vision.  A 

decision was made that all those within the district receive the same message of the shift 

in organizational focus towards operating under the tenets of a PLC.  The adoption of the 

vision was once again a top-down decision.  The sharing of leadership and collaborative 

building of a shared vision were still missing. 
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During the 2007/2008 school year, the district office staff completed a PLC 

Coaching Academy and the district selected the book, Harbors of Hope by Hulley and 

Dier (2005) for the administrator book study.  Provincially, four professional 

development (PD) days were allocated within the school year timetable.  The district 

decided that for that school year, for these additional PD days, all teachers would be 

together to focus on essential learnings and assessment for learning, and all the 

professional development designed by the district would ensure collaboration among 

teachers.  This would indicate “top down collaboration which is an interesting 

oxymoron” (R. Williams, personal communication, 2017) or “contrived collegiality” 

(Hargreaves, 1994).  The four PLC questions remained the framework for the designed 

PD and, for the first teacher PD session, the district sent a letter to all teachers explaining 

the expected focus.  

Challenges for the district included arranging PD for 1200 educators, needing to 

cover all the many curricular expectations while maintaining a common focus, and 

respecting the “three big ideas” (DuFour & Eaker, 1998) identified in the PLC model: a 

focus on learning, a collaborative culture, and a focus on results.  Ninety working groups 

were arranged by the district with a facilitator trained for each session.  Even though the 

schools were not involved in the decision-making, it proved to be successful PD with all 

teachers learning from each other.  This helped to move schools in the direction of PLCs, 

as it related to their teaching. 

For the second PD day, a letter again went out to teachers dictating the focus.  

Essential learnings were revised, teachers looked at student work, and administrators 

were involved in a session on assessment and student motivation.  While these sessions 



58 
 

were being planned at the district level, schools were still, for the most part, operating as 

usual.  Teachers were still often working in silos, team time was not provided within the 

school schedule, and the focus was on day-to-day issues of behavior management, 

classroom instruction, and learning time.  Decision-making for the most part remained at 

the administrative level. 

The third district PD day within that 2007/2008 school year was again directed by 

a letter to all teachers.  It began with a keynote address on developing lessons that 

included students in the assessment process; examined a non-traditional method of 

beginning by developing assessment tools first, followed by instruction; and an 

opportunity for teachers to collaborate with colleagues.  As well, a template was provided 

to facilitate planning; teams of teachers chose one essential learning, put the learning in 

student-friendly language, then made decisions on questions such as: (a) How will the 

target be communicated with students? (b) What will the summative assessment tool look 

like (deciding prior to teaching if the summative tool will be a test, written assignment, 

project, etc.)? (c) How will the assessment tool be communicated to students? (d) What 

does quality work look like (how will examples and models of strong, appropriate, and 

below appropriate work be provided to students)? (e)What formative assessment methods 

will be used to help students determine where they are in their learning?  Again, this was 

a district-made decision for teachers to collaborate and learn from each other.  

Meanwhile, school staff were still struggling with changing the culture within the four 

walls of their schools, trying to arrange common team time within a stringent bell 

schedule, looking at classroom practices, and examining the effectiveness of working in 

collaborative teams.  This district-led decision-making may have been due to the fact that 
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the district culture, the lowest mean score, reflected the ongoing traditional culture of a 

district that seemed to drive most of the decisions being made.  

The fourth PD day in the 2007/2008 school year centered on a keynote address to 

all teachers from Anthony Muhammad, a promotional speaker who promoted PLC 

implementation.  During the fifth PD day all schools worked on school improvement 

planning that focused on developing mission, vision, values, and goals; assessment for 

learning; and goal setting.  Although the PD decisions were again made by the district, 

the inspiration for the PD sessions came from the desire to promote the PLC philosophy.   

By the 2008/2009 school year, all administrators and teachers in supplementary 

positions of responsibility (SPRs) attended a formal PLC institute.  The decision made by 

the district for that school year was to have a continued focus on the PLC three big ideas 

and four PLC questions.  It was during this school year that more schools started 

developing core leadership teams, determining team norms for meetings, working as 

teams on essential learnings, developing common formative assessments and rubrics, 

looking at results, identifying interventions needed, having book studies, and celebrating 

successes.  All would say, however, that these were still the initial stages towards a PLC 

and it remained a work in progress with not all on board.   

How then did the events from 2004 to 2009 affect the implementation of PLCs in 

the four sample schools?  In the discussions with the four school leaders, it was clear that 

their implementation of PLCs occurred at different rates and in different years.  At the 

school level, a deeper understanding of PLCs started happening in the 2007/2008 school 

year.  This included having more activities for team-building among staff, staff working 
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more as teams, and staff having more of a focus on every child in the school, not only the 

students within their own classroom walls.  More needed to be done.   

Between 2009 and 2015 the district focused on having a balance of school-level 

and district-level professional development, with assistance from acclaimed professionals 

in education such as: Dr. Richard DuFour and Becky DuFour, Dr. Doug Reeves, and Dr. 

Rick Lavoie.  Richard DuFour was especially well known for his work on PLCs and the 

province and the district used many materials developed by him.  The district shared that 

they wanted a focus on school improvement planning, essential practices, and a teacher 

growth model.  While the schools continued towards PLC development, they identified 

that a great deal of time was expended on student accommodations and behavior 

management within a PLC.  

The district plan for 2016 revolved around the need for schools to develop 

response to intervention plans based on the answer to the third “big idea” (a focus on 

results).  Assessment needs were to be examined to address issues with grading practices, 

collaboration was to be a priority for school teams, data collection practices were to be 

refined from long term to short term; and school teams/teachers were to set SMART 

(smart, measurable, attainable, results-oriented, and timebound) goals focused on student 

learning (DuFour & Eaker, 1998).   

In February 2017 at the first meeting of a research partnership between the school 

district and two provincial universities took place.  The purpose was to examine PLC 

operations at both the school and district levels and determine if and to what extent PLC 

operations were impacting student achievement in district schools.  A research leadership 

team consisting of representatives from district management, school administrators, and 
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university researchers was formed to oversee the research partnership.  Fourteen schools 

volunteered to be part of the research.  All 14 schools have conducted the PLC School 

Survey and received their school reports.  Following up from the IDI that was completed 

by over 90 formal district educational leaders in 2015, the intention was that the role of 

the research team be as decision-makers responsible for implementing the research 

process.  This step led to the decision to complete the Support for School PLCs 

Instrument (SSPI), as prepared and described by Williams and Brien (2009), in May 

2017.   

The SSPI was completed by over 90 district educational leaders.  The results were 

given to an analysis team consisting of one director, one subject coordinator, four vice-

principals, and four principals.  The SSPI Analysis Team met in June 2017 to analyze the 

data, finding the strengths and barriers and making a plan for sharing the information 

with the over 90 district educational leaders and recommendations were developed at an 

administrators meeting in August 2017.  The SSPI Analysis Team met again in October 

2017 to determine how the identified recommendations might be accomplished.  Those 

recommendations were taken to the District Leadership Team in October 2017.  Follow-

up to the district educational leaders occurred in November 2017, which led to the 

decision to create a sub-committee to identify and propose actions to the district 

leadership team early in 2018.   

Implementation 

How then did the events after 2009 even further affect the implementation of 

PLCs in the four schools that I worked with for my informal research?  In some schools 

the collective decision of the staff was to focus on a specific initiative such as student 
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behavior or to study restorative practices, which together have changed the culture in 

these schools.  Other schools made better use of data to identify interventions needed for 

student learning or to choose PD to improve instructional practices.   

The results of the District IDI survey completed in 2015 by over 90 district formal 

educational leaders were shared with all district educational leaders for further action 

They were as follows.  Under the category of district ‘culture’, the findings were: a) 

establish clear goals; b) share understanding of what we are trying to achieve as a district; 

c) practice shared decision-making; provide more involvement of schools in decisions; d) 

increase communication on decision-making; e) ask for expression of interest rather than 

appointing; and f) practice authentic collaboration.  As well, under the category of district 

‘leadership’, the following were recommended: a) have better communication strategies; 

b) practice shared decision-making; c) survey principals more on important issues; d) set 

agenda objectives for meeting but be loose on how to achieve those objectives; e) work 

towards better clarity of roles at each level; f) provide training opportunities where/when 

needed; and g) model good planning and effective meeting structures.  Finally, under the 

category of district ‘professional development’ the following were recommended: a) 

consider changing administrative/principal meetings to professional learning meetings; b) 

allow more input into professional learning opportunities; c) survey more on meeting 

format; and d) focus meetings more on educational learning issues and use other avenues 

to share information that is not professional learning.   

All schools indicated that, by 2016, they had implemented a core leadership team 

within their school and there was more opportunity for shared decision-making.  

However, while leadership teams were in place, there were still questions regarding the 
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selection of core leadership members, description of the role of the team, and the 

effectiveness of the team.  With that in mind, all four school leaders identified their staff 

as hard-working and working to build a collaborative culture.  Nevertheless, some 

indicated that many individuals in their building like to be given direction and like a 

defined structure, which is somewhat inconsistent with a PLC.  In the traditional school 

culture, these teachers would be accustomed to doing what they were told, with some not 

believing that personal choice was even an option. 

From the results of the SSPI conducted in 2017 by over 90 district formal 

educational leaders and shared with all participants, it was recommended to the district to 

communicate roles and responsibilities within the district and that any extra roles 

provided be based on the district and school alignment priorities from district PLCs and 

school PLCs, putting in place all the tenets of a PLC.  It was also recommended to 

examine all the processes being used within the district and for the processes to include 

communication and collaboration throughout. 

Chapter Summary 

The experiential data sets provided an understanding of and background 

information on two important decisions made in the education system.  These specific 

second-order changes within education were the focus of my qualitative study that 

compared decision-making processes throughout the education system to the 

implementation of these decisions.  The intention for including the experiential data sets 

was to inform and set the stage for the in-depth study of findings linked to theory.  With 

me being a data source in my study, the data sets will be referred to again from my 

personal notes and elaborated more in chapter 5. 
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In preparation for the more exhaustive research results, the chapter that follows 

contains the methodology and methods, including the influence on the research, grounded 

theory methodology, and data collection and data analysis that were used when 

comparing the decision-making processes throughout the education system to decision 

implementation.   
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Chapter 4: Methodology and Methods 

Berg (2009) stated, “The central purpose of a methodological section is to explain 

to readers how the research was accomplished - in other words, what the data consist of 

and how data were collected, organized, and analyzed” (p. 390).  However, he went on to 

say that “the points of detail most important to the researchers may vary from study to 

study” (p. 390).  With that being said, this first section of the chapter will begin with 

identifying the influence on my research, including my theoretical perspective and 

epistemological stance.  This will lead into my exploration of methodology, in particular 

my methodology of grounded theory, identifying the key strengths and limitations of 

grounded theory.  It will also include a comparison to the research context and explain 

why methodologies other than grounded theory were not as good a fit for the research 

question and context, and draw on examples derived from the literature.   

Berg (2009) stated, “Nonetheless, certain salient features of research methods 

tend to be present in most, if not all, methods sections. These features include 

considerations of subjects, data, setting, and analysis techniques” (p. 390).  Thus, the 

second section of this chapter will map out the methods used for data collection and 

analysis.  It will include how the methods are rooted in a grounded theory methodology, 

including how the strengths of this methodology have been utilized to suit the research 

context, while planning and accounting for its limitations.  

Influence on the Research 

“Justification of our choice and particular use of methodology and methods is 

something that reaches into the assumptions about reality that we bring to our work.  To 

ask about these assumptions is to ask about our theoretical perspective” (Crotty, 1998, p. 
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2).  This is defined by Creswell (2009) as our philosophical worldviews. Creswell 

explained that philosophical ideas “influence the practice of research and need to be 

identified” (p. 5).  

My framework was based on a combination of Creswell’s (2009) and Crotty’s 

(1998) work, with both similarly saying that identifying methods, methodology, 

theoretical perspective, and epistemology are essential in helping to “ensure the 

soundness of our research and make its outcomes convincing” (Crotty, 1998, p. 6) 

combined with the belief that research design “involves the intersection of philosophy, 

strategies of inquiry, and specific methods” (Creswell, 2009, p. 5).  This study focused 

more on grounded theory methodology, my chosen methodology; however, first is an 

explanation of my theoretical perspective and epistemological stance, which ultimately 

influenced my research.  

Theoretical Perspective  

Mills, Bonner, and Francis (2006) remind us that, “to ensure a strong research 

design, researchers must choose a research paradigm that is congruent with their beliefs 

about the nature of reality” (p. 26).  Similarly, Denzin and Lincoln (2005) clearly stated, 

All research is interpretive; it is guided by the researcher’s set of beliefs and 

feelings about the world and how it should be understood and studied.  Some 

beliefs may be taken for granted, invisible, only assumed, whereas others are 

highly problematic and controversial. (p. 22) 

I first looked to the understanding of positivism, which holds that knowledge is 

based on observable and verifiable experience (Crotty, 1998; Tuck & McKenzie, 2015).  

When reading “verifiable experiences” the words alone lean towards collecting and 
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converting data into numerical form and making conclusions, thus suggesting a more 

quantitative approach to research.  With my research consideration more towards 

qualitative methods, and positivism not seeming to fit as easily into qualitative methods, 

these factors garnered an appeal towards postpositivism.   

Postpositivism, Creswell (2009) considers, is the thinking after positivism that 

“we cannot be ‘positive’ about our claims of knowledge when studying the behavior and 

actions of humans” (p. 7).  Similarly, as believed by Crotty (1998) as well as others such 

as Tuck and McKenzie (2015), knowledge is influenced by our perceptions.  However, as 

explained by Tilley (2016), “situated within a critical postmodern framework, qualitative 

researchers are working with the understanding that research is value-laden, and 

knowledge is always partial and contestable; that a neutral, objective researcher, 

interview/observer does not exist except in the imagination” (p. 7).  With that 

understanding, my theoretical perspective was postpositivist.  Postpositivism appealed to 

me mainly due to it offering a perspective through acknowledgment of built-in human 

biases.  I also found it appealing that its focus moves to detailed backgrounds, situations, 

and lengthy procedures to form the narrative.   

When examining how grounded theory methodology relates to these approaches, 

Åge (2011) explained that “some authors have classified grounded theory methodology 

as a positivist methodology (Charmaz, 2006), whereas others have considered it to be an 

interpretive methodology (Brown, 1995; Goulding, 1998)” (p. 1599).  Åge also offered 

backup for the theoretical paradigm encompassing positivism and postpositivism when he 

explains, “Strauss and Corbin’s (1990) version of the grounded theory methodology has 

been looked upon as systematic tools that have procedural affinity to positivism (Locke, 
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2001) others find characteristics of post-positivism in Strauss and Corbin’s emphasis on 

context and complexity” (p. 1601).   

After this consideration, my theoretical perspective required further examination.  

Thought was then turned to interpretivism.  The purpose of research in interpretivism is 

understanding and interpreting everyday happenings (events), experiences, and social 

structures – as well as the values people attach to these phenomena (Collis & Hussey, 

2009; Rubin & Babbie, 2010).  Interpretivism is “a way of looking at the work and 

making sense of it” (Crotty, 1998, p. 8).  Crotty (1998) went on to describe an 

interpretivist approach as looking for “culturally derived and historically situated 

interpretations of the social life-world” (p. 67), with the aim being to grasp how we come 

to interpret our own and others’ action as having meaning.  Gray (2014) later explained, 

“Any attempt to understand social reality has to be grounded in people’s experiences of 

that social reality” (p. 24).  With that in mind, it was clear that understanding my own 

experiences and the experiences of others is important in my research, as well as 

understanding the environment surrounding the decision-making process and the 

environment surrounding the implementation of decisions.  When finally understanding 

my theoretical perspective as being towards both postpositivism and interpretivism, I 

looked deeper at where that understanding of the world came from, my “epistemological 

stance” (Crotty, 1998).  

Epistemological Stance  

Crotty (1998) explained epistemological stance as “a way of understanding and 

explaining how we know what we know” (p. 3).  When contemplating my understanding 

of knowledge, I first looked to Piaget’s constructivism and Papert’s constructionism.   
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Piaget’s constructivism is defined as having “no hint of critical spirit” (Crotty, 

1998, p. 58) and is reflected by Gray (2014) saying, “truth and meaning are created by 

the subject’s interactions with the world; meaning is constructed not discovered, so 

subjects construct their own meaning in different ways, even in relation to the same 

phenomenon” (p. 20).  This is justified as well by Mezirow (1990), explaining that 

changes in specific beliefs, assumptions, values, feelings, and concepts are common 

experiences, or that learning is a process of constructing meaning from experience.   

Also considered in my epistemological stance is Papert’s constructionism, defined 

as culture having an influence on how we see things and on our learning (Crotty, 1998).  

Crotty (1998) said, “meanings are constructed by human beings as they engage with the 

world they are interpreting” (p. 43), and went on to say, “it shapes the way in which we 

see things and gives us a quite definite view of the world” (p. 58).  Comparing the two, 

constructivism and constructionism within grounded theory, Ackermann’s (2001) 

comparison was that constructionism is a focus on learning whereas constructivism is a 

focus on worldviews and that it is important to learn and understand how people learn 

and understand how people grow.  Thus, “integrating both perspectives illuminates the 

processes by which individuals come to make sense of their experience, gradually 

optimizing their interactions with the world” (Ackermann, 2001, p. 85). 

Along the same vein, Mills et al. (2006) talked about the development of 

constructivist grounded theory, beginning with the work of Strauss and Corbin (1990) 

through to the work of sociologist Kathy Charmaz (2000) on constructivist grounded 

theory.  However, in later writing, Charmaz (2008) explained, “Unlike my version of 

grounded theory, which I have previously called constructivist grounded theory 
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(Charmaz, 2000, 2006), 20th-century constructionism treated research worlds as social 

constructions, but not research practices” (p. 398).  She went on to say, “Grounded theory 

informed by social constructionism can lead to vibrant studies with theoretical 

implications that address why questions” (p. 398).  Reflecting on this information, I found 

that I somewhat fit between the two; however, my epistemological stance leaned more 

towards constructivism in qualitative research, understanding that “the purpose of 

qualitative research is to understand human experience, to reveal both the processes by 

which people construct meaning about their worlds and to report what those meanings 

are” (Hull, 1997, p. 14).   

 Therefore, the approach used for gathering information for my research 

incorporated a social constructivist approach combined with an interpretivist approach to 

qualitative research with an emphasis on seeking the views and perspectives of 

participants, understanding that my own experience and background play a part in my 

interpretation.  As reminded by Creswell (2009), “researchers recognize that their own 

backgrounds shape their interpretation, and they position themselves in the research to 

acknowledge how their interpretation flows from their personal, cultural, and historical 

experiences” (p. 8).   

The purpose of this study was to uncover the underpinnings of decision-making to 

the implementation of decisions.  The specific qualitative research methodology used was 

grounded theory to generate a theory as explained by Glaser and Strauss (1967): 

We suggest as the best approach an initial, systematic discovery of the theory 

from the data of social research.  Then one can be relatively sure that the theory 

will fit the work.  And since categories are discovered by examination of the data, 
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laymen involved in the area to which the theory applies will usually be able to 

understand it, while sociologists who work in other area will recognize an 

understandable theory linked with the data of a given area. (pp. 2-3) 

Grounded Theory Methodology 

This section will look more closely at why grounded theory was the preferred 

methodology for this study, answering as well the questions:  What are the strengths and 

limitations of grounded theory with this research?  And why were other methodologies 

not as good a fit as grounded theory for my research question and context?  

As Crotty (1998) pointed out, “grounded theory can be viewed as a specific form 

of ethnographic inquiry that, through a series of carefully planned steps, develops 

theoretical ideas” (p. 78).  Prior to deciding on grounded theory as the methodology for 

my study, I took a closer look at its antecedents.  Originating with Glaser and Strauss 

(1967), grounded theory methodology has evolved over time.  Positioned most often as a 

qualitative research method, grounded theory methodology uses a systematic set of 

procedures to produce a grounded theory inductively derived from the study of the 

phenomenon it represents (Glaser, 1992; Corbin & Strauss, 2008; Strauss & Corbin, 

1990).  Grounded theory methodology does not start with a hypothesis, but expects 

theory to be discovered, developed, and emerge by constantly comparing data pertaining 

to the phenomenon being studied.  When determining the best methodology to use for my 

study, grounded theory was the best fit, with it having a process towards developing a 

theory.  To ensure that was the case, consideration was given to the strengths and 

weaknesses of grounded theory methodology. 
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Strengths and Limitations to Grounded Theory Methodology  

Grounded theory methodology includes the following features:  focus on process 

related to a topic; data are collected and analyzed both sequentially and simultaneously; 

data are constantly compared to an emergent core theory; and the goal is to generate a 

“grounded theory” that explains some process related to the topic.  Unlike interpretivism, 

grounded theory challenges researchers to avoid having predetermined thoughts in order 

to “remain sensitive to the data by being able to record events and detect happenings 

without first having them filtered through and squared with pre-existing hypothesis and 

biases” (Glaser, 1978, p. 3).  Consideration was given to this challenge, with having 

experience in the field; however, this methodology also suggests that any theories that are 

generated from the data are “interpretations made from given perspectives as adopted or 

researched by researchers” (Strauss & Corbin, 1994, p. 279) with the understanding that 

“it is not possible to be completely free of bias” (Strauss & Corbin, 1998, p. 97).  From 

this perspective, grounded theory methodology resonated with me because I hoped to 

develop a theory about my research interest.   

In addition, given my background as a district and school administrator, I 

acknowledged that I have some experience in educational decision-making and 

implementation.  Grounded theory methodology allowed me to acknowledge biases and 

hypotheses, but accounting for them only if they emerged in the data extracted from the 

methods I use.  The intention was to correctly and rigorously execute my grounded 

theory study so that the resulting explanations were not overtly distorted by my personal 

worldview; however, as a researcher, this methodology allowed for my voice as well.  
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That is, with being in the field of study, I have my own perspective.  My perspectives 

were taken into account throughout the study and were noted within my research writing.  

Grounded theory methodology also requires the researcher to be open minded, 

and able to look at the data through many lenses, entering into the lives of the participants 

and taking into account personal worldviews (Charmaz, 2006).  I have been in many roles 

in education and saw that as a strength; however, a limitation of grounded theory 

methodology that is most cited has to do with the subjectivity of the data and concerns 

around reliability and validity (Choy, 2014) and the bias of the researcher, which needs to 

be considered in any research study.  “It is not possible to start a research study without 

some pre-existing theoretical ideas and assumptions” (Ke & Wenglensky, 2010, p. 1).  

Even though it is a strength to have experience in decision-making in many different 

leadership roles within education, I also came with my own biases that were made 

explicit as the data collection and analyses unfolded, understanding that if they were not, 

then these biases would be a limitation.  

My research required the experience of leaders in education, giving it credibility 

to those in the field; ultimately the results should make sense to people involved in the 

research (Glaser & Strauss, 1967), as it is “characterized as ‘from the bottom up’ theory 

development” (Wiersma & Jurs, 2009, p. 235) and methods are always refined and 

negotiated as more data are added (Allan, 2003).  This data collection that occurred over 

time, and at many levels, helped to ensure meaningful results and offered integrity within 

the research, with the research being emergent.  As explained by Wiersma and Jurs 

(2009), “This means that if the theory emerges from the data it is grounded theory, 

instead of being posed in advance and subjected to hypothesis testing for verification” (p. 
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235).  That is, it has potential to capture the context and complexity (Rose, Spinks, & 

Canhoto, 2015), which is an ultimate strength.  Educational leaders should value the 

resulting theory generated as an explanation of the decision-making process as it relates 

to decision implementation.   

However, with the results being qualitative, consideration was given to the 

difficulty in presenting the results in a way that the practitioner can see its use or deflect 

the criticism that may come with understanding that it is a new theory.  It requires a 

“thick description” when writing up the results (Wiersma & Jurs, 2009, p. 241).  With my 

particular area of research, confusion may set in that there is already a great amount of 

research on effective decision-making processes for educational leaders.  A strong theory 

on the relationship to decision implementation is made clear in identifying the 

“underlying structures, relationship among entities, influencing factors, and even the 

‘meaning’ of events and experiences” (Wiersma & Jurs, 2009, p. 241).   

This thick description would be satisfied in a noted strength within grounded 

theory methodology which includes that it provides for a systematic and rigorous 

procedure (El Hussein, Hirst, Salyers, & Osuji, 2014), offering rich data from the 

experience of individuals and thus increasing the potential for it to be used in applied 

research for a practitioner audience (Rose et al., 2015).  The details in grounded theory 

give it credibility.  It “provides an intuitive appeal, fostering creativity, the potential to 

conceptualize, offering a systematic approach to data analysis, providing for data depth 

and richness” (El Hussein et al., 2014, p. 3).   

Comparatively, noted as a weakness with grounded theory is that it is an 

exhaustive process (El Hussein et al., 2014) and requires a vast amount of data, which 
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lends itself to being a very time-consuming process of data collection that may be 

difficult to manage (Ke & Wenglensky, 2010).  That is, even though grounded theory 

methodology offers procedures, with no standard rules to follow for identifying 

categories, the analysis of a large amount of data and having to decipher the research may 

be challenging (El Hussein et al., 2014; Ke & Wenglensky, 2010), as well as figuring out 

when there are enough data to determine commonalities in categories so that there is 

enough to develop a theory.  This may be defended, however, as explained by Creswell 

(2009): “Two primary characteristics of this design are the constant comparison of data 

with emerging categories and theoretical sampling of different groups to maximize the 

similarities and the differences of information (p. 13).   

 Glaser and Strauss (1967) described constant comparison as a process that 

involves:   

• Identifying a phenomenon, object, event or setting of interest. 

• Identifying a few local concepts, principles, structural or process features of 

the experience or phenomenon of interest. 

• Making decisions regarding initial collection of data based on one's initial 

understanding of the phenomenon.  Further data collection cannot be planned 

in advance of analysis and the emergence of theory. 

• Engaging in theoretical sampling -- the key question is what group or 

subgroups does the researcher turn to next to collect data?  Subsequent 

sampling decisions should be purposeful and relevant.  

• The rationale for selecting comparison groups is their theoretical relevance for 

fostering the development of emergent categories. (pp. 28-52) 

http://www.qualres.org/HomeTheo-3806.html
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They went on to defend theoretical sampling as “the process of data collection for 

generating theory whereby the analyst jointly collects, codes and analyses his data and 

decides what data to collect next and where to find them, in order to develop his theory as 

it emerges” (Glaser & Strauss, 1967, p. 45).  More recently, Rose et al. (2015) said, “The 

cycles of data collection and analysis continue until no new insights or new dimensions to 

categories are being identified.  This is the point of theoretical saturation” (p. 4).  The 

point of theoretical saturation is a key feature.  With both characteristics, constant 

comparison and theoretical sampling, grounded theory requires a vast amount of data to 

be gathered, with the need to look at “all” the data, not just what is interesting or already 

known.  Using what is already known, these extant data are legitimate and should be 

treated like any other data source relevant to a developing grounded theory (Birks & 

Mills, 2011; Charmaz, 2006).   

Understanding that limitations include: “exhaustive process; potential for 

methodological errors; reviewing the literature without developing assumptions; multiple 

approaches to grounded theory; limited generalizability” (El Hussein et al., 2014, p. 3), 

with Choy (2014) adding, “no objectively verifiable result; skillful requirement for 

interviewers; time consuming during interviewing process and intensive category 

process” (p. 101), my fear in my study, to the furthest extreme, was that a justifiable 

theory could not be developed.   As well, “a common fear is also that the theory will be 

so general and benign as to effectively be useless” (M. Hirschkorn, personal 

communication, April 2019).  However, with the identified strengths, the fears moved to 

excitement for the challenge.  
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Why Other Methodologies are Not as Good a Fit for my Research  

Knowing the strengths and limitations of grounded theory methodology, it is now 

important to identify why other methodologies were not as good a fit for my research.  

When initiating any research, there are many methodologies other than grounded theory 

to consider, such as ethnography, narrative inquiry, meta-analysis, or a phenomenology 

approach, to name a few.  Consideration was given to many research approaches.  I offer 

a few reasons why I felt they were not as good a fit for my research as grounded theory 

methodology. 

Ethnography looks at the collective behaviours, beliefs, language, and symbols of 

a cultural group.  It is known to relate more to “symbolic interactionism.”  Symbolic 

interactionism fits with grounded theory methodology. As explained by Crotty (1998), “it 

is an approach to understanding and explaining society and the human world, and 

grounds a set of assumptions that symbolic interactionist researchers typically bring to 

their methodology of choice” (p. 3).  However, even though it can offer group 

experiences that other methodologies do not and it would uncover meanings and 

perceptions from those participating in the research, my research leaned more towards 

experiences of leaders with their involvement in decision-making and implementation.  

As well, even though ethnography offers a thick description of events and has its place, I 

was more interested in the promise of grounded theory methodology generating a theory 

about why something is the way it is.    

Narrative inquiry involves gaining knowledge through stories, which is a very 

enticing approach.  Reissman (2008) provided seven purposes behind narratives: (a) 

provide ways to make sense of past events, (b) used to form arguments, (c) persuasive 
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evidence, (d) emotional engagement with an audience, (e) to entertain, (f) disinformation, 

and (g) propel people to action.  Thus, it is understood that narrative can be a powerful 

way to transfer knowledge and interviews are often stories; however, the knowledge of 

my research was not as beneficial through narrative inquiry, as it did not portray a 

sequence of events, but actual decisions made within education and if those decisions 

were implemented.   

Also when considering methodology, I looked to how Marzano et al. (2005) 

conducted their research.  They used a meta-analysis approach: “an array of techniques 

for synthesizing a vast amount of research quantitatively” (p. 7).  They synthesized the 

research of others instead of conducting a new study of their own, explaining that no 

matter how well constructed their study would have been, the outcome would have been 

influenced by “uncontrolled error” such as what they consider is highly susceptible when 

using a narrative approach, which most reviews typically have used.  A meta-analysis 

approach did not fit with my study as there were not enough studies done qualitatively or 

quantitatively to determine a relationship between decision-making processes to the 

implementation of decisions. 

Upon further investigation of methodologies, the closest fit that came to mind was 

phenomenology.  According to van Manen (2001): 

In phenomenological research the emphasis is always on the meaning of lived 

experience.  The point of phenomenological research is to borrow other people’s 

experiences and their reflections on their experience in order to better be able to 

come to an understanding of the deeper meaning or significance of an aspect of 

human experience, in the context of the whole of human experience. (p. 391)  
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This brought to mind researchers such as Linda Lambert.  She has interviewed many 

educators, quoting conversations and providing the results of those conversations in order 

to provide leadership techniques and in building leadership capacity in schools and 

districts.  This resonated at the time with my intended research in gathering information 

through document analysis as well as individual interviews and focus groups, examining 

past and current decisions. 

Comparatively, within an interpretivism stance, the qualitative approach for my 

study included a phenomenological approach.  As cited as an example of the interpretivist 

approach by Gray (2014), “phenomenology holds that any attempt to understand social 

reality has to be grounded in people’s experiences of that social reality” (p. 24).  I 

gathered the perspectives of decision-making processes and implementation of decisions 

within education.  I produced descriptions of people’s experiences and perspectives on 

the decision-making process, with data emerging based upon past experiences and 

developing contextual descriptions.  However, beyond the aim of phenomenology to 

describe and explore experiences of individuals, current and past education decisions 

were examined and data were collected on the implementation of the decisions at the 

district and school level.  That is, I included all data sources that might contribute to 

theory development, which was indicative of a grounded theory approach to my research.  

These data were analyzed using grounded theory methodology to determine a theory that 

emerged “grounded” and based on the data.  Grounded theory research helped me break-

down the experience of how decision-making relates to implementation.  As stated by 

Strauss and Corbin (1990),   
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Grounded theory is one that is inductively derived from the study of the 

phenomenon it represents.  That is, it is discovered, developed, and provisionally 

verified through systematic data collection and analysis of data pertaining to that 

phenomenon.  Therefore, data collection, analysis, and theory stand in reciprocal 

relationship with each other.  One does not begin with a theory, then prove it.  

Rather, one begins with an area of study and what is relevant to that area is 

allowed to emerge. (p. 23)  

Data Collection and Data Analysis 

Hunt and Ropo (1995) and Bryman (2004) explained that the field of leadership 

research has changed drastically, with Bryman identifying that it is mainly due to more 

diversity in methodology used by researchers to study leadership, with a rise in the use of 

qualitative research approaches.  “An effective qualitative research plan includes a 

comprehensive description of the types of data to be collected and the data-collection 

process envisioned” (Tilley, 2016, p. 46).  There are numerous data collection methods, 

including interviews, observations, questionnaires, focus groups, case studies, document 

analysis, and narratives.  As Marshall and Rossman (1989) explained, “Data analysis is 

the process of bringing order, structure, and meaning to the mass of collected data.  It is a 

messy, ambiguous, time-consuming, creative, and fascinating process.  It does not 

proceed in a linear fashion; it is not neat” (p. 112).  Thus, it was important to map out 

clearly the data collection and analysis procedures and techniques. 

Participants and Setting 

The study focused on formal educational leaders (principals, superintendent, 

directors, department leads) within schools, a district, and the provincial department of 
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education to identify the contextual differences at each level, the specific role of leaders, 

and the varying types of decisions made at each level.  I also made myself present as a 

data source and included my own notes.  To increase the likelihood of getting the data 

that I needed, I was very deliberate with the participants, giving them concrete dates and 

times for interviews, using a tracking system for individual interviews (Appendix A).  

Also included in Appendix A is additional information that was added to the tracking 

sheet after the interviews were completed.  Additions included participant numbers, 

transcription email date, and code comparison set.  Pseudonyms were created for each 

interviewee name; however, within this study, participant numbers were used when 

referring to interviewees.  As well, a tracking sheet (Appendix B) was used for focus 

group interviews and documents were collected as indicated in Appendix C.  The setting 

included the New Brunswick Department of Education, a school district in New 

Brunswick, and various combinations of schools within the district.  

In preparation for my research, I had preliminary discussions about the feasibility 

and significance of my study.  I met with the Deputy Minister and Assistant Deputy 

Minister as well as the district superintendent who all confirmed support for my research 

quest having to do with decision-making on second-order changes.  Lines of inquiry to 

educational leaders included two specific desired second-order changes in the education 

system within New Brunswick: Technology in schools decision and/or Operating as 

Professional Learning Communities (PLCs) decision.  Individual interviews were held 

with two former district and school educational leaders, three participants from the 

department level, three from the district level, and four school principals for a total of 12 

individual interviews.  Two focus groups were conducted that included individuals who 
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were interviewed individually and others in both groups, but all were formal leaders in 

education.  The total number of individuals interviewed either individually and as 

participant in a focus group or interviewed individually or participant in a focus group is 

18. 

Questions 1, 2, and 3 on the individual interview question sheet provided 

background data on the participants.  The levels of formal leadership experience of all 

participants ranged from under five years to over 20 years in a school, or a combination 

school and district, or a combination of school, district, and department of education.  

School representation included urban and rural schools, student population included 

ranges of up to 250, 251-750, and over 750, and school grade combinations included K-4, 

K-5, K-8, 5-8, 6-8, 6-12, and 9-12. 

A letter of information and informed consent (Appendix D) was completed for all 

participants in individual interviews and focus groups.  All information was kept strictly 

confidential.  Recordings and transcriptions were stored in a locked and secure space at 

my home and electronic files were stored on a password-protected computer and will be 

erased after five years.   

Data Collection 

According to Tilley (2016), “methodology and methods are intricately tied 

together with choices about what data to collect and what collection processes to use 

decided in relation to the methodology chosen for the study” (p. 29).  She goes on to say,  

Regardless of specific methodology or choice of methods, an important first step 

for student researchers conducting critical qualitative research is to reflect on the 

ways in which who they are (their multiple shifting and intersecting identities) 
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and how they are positioned in relation to the research influence the project they 

have in mind and ultimately the research conducted. (p. 29)   

Thus, when considering my intended method, I had to look at myself in relation to the 

area I wanted to research, ensuring sufficient detail of the process for my data collection 

and analysis so that the eventual findings and conclusions were justified.   

Denzin (1978, 2009) and Gray (2014) described data triangulation.  My methods 

included interviews with individuals and focus groups, document analysis, and personal 

notes.  Denzin (2009) included participant observation in his strategies of multiple 

triangulation: “Participant observation is seen as combining survey interviewing, 

document analysis, direct observation, and observer participation” (p. 297).  Gray also 

suggested “person triangulation, where data are collected at three levels in an 

organization” (p. 185).  I included the Department of Education, district, and schools in 

my study.  It was understood that it is important to have a number of methods to maintain 

the creditability within the research.  Establishing a process that utilizes multiple methods 

and includes triangulation of data adds to the likelihood that the consumer will accept the 

results of the study (Vaterlaus & Higginbotham, 2011).  Similarly, Berg (2009) stated, 

“By combining several lines of sight, researchers obtain a better, more substantive picture 

of reality; a richer, more complete array of symbols and theoretical concepts; and a 

means of verifying many of these elements” (p. 5).   

Documents were gathered ranging from government documents to leadership 

requests, agendas, roles and responsibility documents, and emails and notes if deemed 

appropriate for analysis pertaining to the study.  Data gathered also included an analysis 

of minutes from being a participant in district focus group meetings, including 
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conversations and observations relating to the decision-making process within the 

district, including observations of attitudes and behaviours as well as observations of 

participants in interviews.   

All participants were asked either personally or through email to participate in the 

study.  All participants who were asked agreed.  Provided to all individual interviewees 

and focus group participants was an excerpt from the proposed research regarding 

Decision-Making as a Leadership Practice (Appendix E) to ensure all were familiar with 

specific terminology.   

Interviews were done individually, face-to-face, and were structured.  “Structured 

interviews are the most effective method for asking open questions and for eliciting more 

detailed responses” (Gray, 2014, p. 249); however, the interview questions were provided 

to the participants ahead of time, prior to the interview.  The individual interview 

questions (Appendix F) included three background questions, six questions based on 

experiences and perspectives of their role in leadership, gathering information on 

experiences and perspectives including building leadership capacity and style as it relates 

to decision-making, and six questions based on experience and perspective regarding 

second-order change decisions in the New Brunswick education system, such as 

technology in schools and operating as PLCs.  An open-ended question relating to 

decision-making and implementation was provided at the end of each interview.  Data 

were based on the following decision-making variable questions: Rationale, Involvement, 

Timing, Execution, Monitoring and Accountability Practices, and Outcome.    

To address the concern around validity (Choy, 2014) as a limitation of grounded 

theory methodology, the first two individual interviews were examined initially as a test 
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of the interview questions.  The quality of being logically sound was satisfied in 

developing a conclusion to the research question so the interview questions were used for 

the remainder of the participants and started the coding process. 

While constantly comparing the data from individual interviews, I looked for the 

patterns or codes in that data.  At that point, as expected, specific questions arose that 

were reflective of the patterns being formed.  After, on the way to saturation, a second set 

of interviews were conducted in the form of focus group interviews.  These focus groups 

included most of the same individual interview participants plus other formal educational 

leader participants.  This return to participants was to ask follow-up questions based on 

the patterns emerged in the data collected from individual interviews, keeping in mind 

that “an advantage of focus groups is that they allow for a variety of views to emerge, 

while group dynamics can often allow for the stimulations of new perspectives” (Gray, 

2014, p. 250).  As well, understanding that with focus groups, “it allows you to observe 

how the group resonates with what is being discussed” (M. Hirschkorn, personal 

communication, April, 2019).  Because the focus group participants were colleagues who 

have worked together prior to the interview, formalities and knowing one another had 

been established.  Focus group interviews were held after individual interviews so that 

questions would be based on a reflection of patterns formed from the results of individual 

interview responses.  More specific questions relating to experiences and processes as it 

related to decision-making and implementation of decisions were asked in the focus 

group interviews.  Six guiding questions for the focus group discussion are included in 

Appendix G.  An open-ended question on decision-making and implementation was 

asked at the end of both focus group interviews.   
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Upon completion of each interview, there was an immediate debriefing session.  

Any questions or clarifications were addressed at that time.  Interviews were recorded 

using AudioMemos and stored password protected on a personal iPad as well as recorded 

using SoundRecorder and stored password protected on a personal laptop.  Notes were 

also taken manually during the interviews.  The audio from the iPad was listened to and 

transcribed into a Word document on the password-protected laptop.  Participants 

received a copy of the transcription to ensure that the data are reflective of what they 

intended to provide. 

A third meeting was held with all but one individual interview participant when it 

came time for refining my theory from the patterns that were emerging from the data.  

This selective coding stage was the final stage of my data collection.  

The data from the individual and focus group interviews, document analysis, and 

observations produced the following descriptions:  

• Educational leaders’ experiences on the decision-making processes within education 

levels; 

• Educational leaders’ perspectives on the decision-making processes within education 

levels;  

• Decision implementation for current and past second-order change decisions made;  

• Relationship between decision-making and decision implementation in the education 

system.   

Table 2 provides the specific interview questions that answered the research sub-

questions.  
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Table 2. Research sub-questions and associated interview question number 

Research sub-questions Data from interview question(s) 

How do educational leaders in the New 

Brunswick education system define 

decision-making processes? 

#4-7 

What decision-making processes influence 

implementation based on the role of 

educational leaders in the New Brunswick 

education system? 

#8-9 

Does the decision-making process used 

impact implementation of a second-order 

change?   

#10-15 

 

Further to question 3, answers were obtained that included reasons.  I capitalized 

on the great strengths of grounded theory, that is, to learn from the early data collection 

so that I could refine subsequent data collection in response and to begin to narrow down 

the data collected to a grounded theory.  The participant categories and data collection 

methods used are shown in Table 3. 

Table 3. Participant categories and data collection methods 

Participant Categories 

 

Intended Data Collection Methods 

Department Leaders 

 

Individual Interviews; Document Analysis 

District Leaders Individual Interviews; Document Analysis 

School Leaders Individual Interviews, Focus Group Interviews; Document 

Analysis 

 

As Charmaz (1995, as cited by Gray, 2014) explained, layers could include: 

• The participant’s stated explanations of her or his actions. 

• The participant’s unstated assumptions about these actions. 

• The participant’s intentions and motivation for engaging in the actions. 

• The effects of the actions on others. 
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• The consequences of these actions for interpersonal relations and for further 

individual actions. (p. 611) 

Analysis Techniques 

Appendix H provides a template of a Question Response Summary for Each 

Interviewee and Appendix I provides a template of a Question Response Summary for 

Each Focus Group.  Breaking down simply the grounded theory methodology, according 

to Allan’s (2003) and Berg’s (2009) explanation of grounded theory codes, concepts, and 

categories, the content was analyzed through coding to determine the underlying issues.  

Words and phrases immediately emerged that highlighted an issue of importance or of 

interest to the research.  Those words or phrases were noted using a short descriptor 

phrase (code).  As the same or similar words were mentioned again to describe an issue, it 

was noted again.   

The coding started initially on the printed paper copy of the Word transcription.  

Eventually, with the large amount of data, a computer program was purchased to 

determine its assistance.  The transcriptions were uploaded to a computer program, 

developed by QSR International (n.d.), NVivo 12: “NVivo gives you a place to organize, 

store and retrieve your data so you can work more efficiently, save time and rigorously 

back up findings with evidence.”  This qualitative data analysis computer software 

package was initially used for coding and data analysis.  Even though I was able to 

quickly adapt and use the program, I understood the caution from Glaser’s (2014) 

statement that “sorting cannot be accomplished by a computer program . . . only the 

original researcher knows enough of all the conceptual meaning to properly sort memos” 

(p. 90).  For example, “top down hierarchy” could have been sorted into the category of 
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“political and bureaucratic consideration” or “strong moral imperative,” but was 

dependent upon the context around it; “leadership” could have been sorted into the 

category of “accountability” or “knowledge,” but was dependent upon the context around 

it.  In agreement, since I found that using printed copies of data allowed more flexibility 

in sorting information, delving into meanings, and doing constant comparisons, printouts 

from NVivo were also used.     

More specifically for the coding, open coding, axial coding, and selective coding 

were used to identify the emerging patterns, categories, and themes (Strauss & Corbin, 

1990).  Creswell (2009) explained, “These involve generating categories of information 

(open coding), selecting one of the categories and positioning it within a theoretical 

model (axial coding), and then explicating a story from the interconnection of these 

categories (selective coding)” (p. 184).  Eventually the codes were analyzed and all codes 

that relate to a common theme were grouped together.  Comparatively, as described by 

Allan (2003) and Berg (2009), as more codes relate to a common theme, they become 

concepts, and as more concepts relate to a common theme they become categories.  “It is 

these concepts and categories that lead to the emergence of a theory [emphasis added].  If 

the data have been analyzed without a preconceived theory or hypothesis, that theory is 

truly grounded [emphasis added] in the data because it came from nowhere else” (Allan, 

2003, p. 3).  All the data were gathered, analyzed, and reached a point of theoretical 

saturation.  The findings from the research and the conclusion are provided in the final 

chapters, answering the research question: How are decision-making processes related to 

decision implementation? 
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    Limitations and Delimitations 

Limitations are those that are inherent in the research methodology.  As stated 

earlier, El Hussein et al. (2014) explained it as an “exhaustive process; potential for 

methodological errors; reviewing the literature without developing assumptions; multiple 

approaches to grounded theory; limited generalizability” (p. 3), with Choy (2014) saying, 

“No objectively verifiable result; skillful requirement for interviewers; time consuming 

during interviewing process and intensive category process” (p. 101).  My choice of 

grounded theory led to method choices related to my own experiences, understanding its 

limitation. 

One limitation may have been my experience and knowledge in administration in 

the education system.  This level of involvement could have skewed the interpretation of 

the data because of my biases and beliefs; however, extra effort was made to recognize 

any biases and beliefs that potentially could have emerged or affect the data.  Another 

limitation may have been my relationship with the participants, as colleagues or being 

familiar with the participant because of being in the education system.  Participants may 

have answered in a certain way because of that relationship; however, participants did not 

appear to be hesitant in responding to the questions truthfully about their perception.   

As well, when considering the findings from the study, it is important to be aware 

of the study’s delimitations, the factors that limit the research that are in the researcher’s 

control (Simon, 2011).  This study was delimited to one province and one school district 

and to formal educational leaders.  These delimitations were intentional because of my 

familiarity with the target participants as well as the geographical location.  Despite the 

limitations and delimitations identified, it is believed that a link between the decision-
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making process from the higher levels of education and the implementation of decisions 

at the district and school levels were realized through gathering specific actions and 

responsibilities and comparing desired outcomes and actual outcomes. 

Chapter Summary 

This chapter provided information relating to methodology and methods for this 

study of decision-making of formal education leaders and the implementation of 

decisions within the education system in one province and one school district.  The 

chapter included the theoretical perspective and epistemological stance that influenced 

the research as well as the rationale for using a qualitative method and grounded theory 

methodology, including the research on the strengths and limitation of grounded theory 

methodology and why other methodologies were not as good a fit for my research.  The 

details of data collection and data analysis were provided including the participants and 

setting, data collection, and analysis techniques that were used for the study.  Individual 

interviews and focus group interviews, document analysis, and personal notes were used 

for data collection for triangulation purposes. 
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Chapter 5: Analysis and Findings 

The purpose of this study was to link decision-making to decision implementation 

in the New Brunswick education system.  With that in mind, the question in this study 

investigated How are decision-making processes related to decision implementation?  To 

provide focus for this research, the data that were gathered and analyzed addressed the 

following sub-questions:     

1. How do educational leaders in the New Brunswick education system define 

decision-making processes?  

2. What decision-making processes influence implementation based on the role 

of educational leaders in the New Brunswick education system?  

3. Does the decision-making process used impact implementation of a second-

order change?   

 Within these answers, the study described the role of formal educational leaders in 

decision-making and how their decision-making affects schools.  It also included what is 

required for effective decision-making and examined not only the role of formal leaders 

of schools, but also the roles played by district and provincial leaders.   

Overall Analysis and Findings 

As explained in Chapter 4, findings were analyzed according to the qualitative 

research methodology of grounded theory (Glaser & Strauss, 1967).  Theoretical 

sampling included interviews with formal educational leaders in different roles and at 

different levels in the education system, while constantly comparing the data.  This 

grounded theory approach offered an inductive methodology with a clear and practical 

purpose.  Using triangulation of data collection methods, which included interviews with 
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individuals and focus groups, document analysis, and personal notes, inductive reasoning 

was used to look for patterns, construct some provisional categories, and then develop a 

theory.  The intention was to find a theory that could guide decision-making practice in 

the education system to ensure effective implementation of decisions. 

With grounded theory codes, concepts, and categories, the content of all data was 

first analyzed through coding to determine the underlying issues.  The procedure was 

determined based on a comparison of strategies identified by Charmaz (2006) and Strauss 

and Corbin (1990, 1998).  A grounded theory organizer was created, as shown in Figure 

1, for clear comparison of coding strategies and shared processes.  In comparison, it was 

understood that axial coding is the cornerstone of Strauss and Corbin’s (1990, 1998) 

approach to grounded theory, whereas Charmaz (2006) considers axial coding as 

optional.  

 

Figure 1. Grounded Theory Organizer 
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As well, Charmaz (2006) looked at open coding as the initial step, connecting 

data to categories using words that reflect action or incident-to-incident coding where 

each separate incident is coded, noting emerging properties using context and 

behaviouristic descriptions.  Comparatively, Glaser (1998) suggested constantly asking 

these questions: 

1. What category does this incident indicate? 

2. What property of what category does this incident indicate? 

3. What is the participant’s main concern? 

These questions were kept top of mind when going through the analysis.  Glaser also 

explained that the goal of grounded theory is to generate a theory that is conceptual, 

grounded in data that produce patterns of behaviour, with that pattern of behaviour being 

relevant and addressing issues and problems for the sample group (p. 93).  This was also 

considered throughout. 

To gather evidence of participant trustworthiness of answers to questions, the next 

form of data collection was gained from the notes gathered regarding thoughts on 

participants’ demeanour when answering interview questions.  Since I wanted to give eye 

contact and be more present when asking interview questions, these observations were 

written after each interview.  I recorded the following thoughts that were noted on a 

reoccurring basis from individual interviews and focus group interviews: 

1. Collegiality with each other. 

2. A comfort with each other and with me in sharing thoughts and answering 

questions. 

3. A high level of participation and involvement from all. 
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4. An appreciation of the opportunity to offer strengths and weaknesses in the 

education system. 

5. A vulnerability in sharing suggestions on what should be done and changed. 

6. A focus on wanting the education system to operate better. 

All participants appeared open and honest and were comfortable sharing experiences and 

perspectives based on their role as educational leaders. 

Besides interviews, a collection of documents (Appendix C) were analyzed as 

they related to decision-making and implementation.  Throughout, I kept in mind that 

grounded theory challenges researchers to avoid having predetermined thoughts in order 

to “remain sensitive to the data by being able to record events and detect happenings 

without first having them filtered through and squared with pre-existing hypothesis and 

biases” (Glaser, 1978, p. 3).  I also referred to documents gathered as an administrator in 

particular since 2015 in the form of emails that reflected decisions made at the different 

levels of education, agendas for administrator meetings, and notes on surveys, 

discussions, and feedback from formal district educational leaders.  I used these notes 

only as an explanation of where my conceptions came from, not as a data source for this 

study.   

As stated earlier, the process of coding used three levels of analysis: open coding, 

axial coding, and selective coding (Strauss & Corbin, 1990), understanding that 

“regardless of what terms are used to classify coding categories or how many are 

included in the analysis process, coding is a necessary aspect to organizing data and 

interpreting what the data says” (Berg, 2009, p. 356).  Additionally, as explained by 

Creswell (2009), the steps involved “generating categories of information (open coding), 
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selecting one of the categories and positioning it within a theoretical model (axial 

coding), and then explicating a story from the interconnection of these categories 

(selective coding)” (p. 184).   

The first step, open coding, began with listening to the audio recording of 

interviews and transcribing verbatim the answers to the questions shortly after each 

interview completion.  Each recording was listened to multiple times and each interview 

transcript read multiple times, identifying specific words and phrases.  From printed 

transcriptions, words and phrases that immediately emerged were highlighted that 

reflected an issue of importance or of interest to the research.  Keeping in mind the three 

questions suggested by Glaser (1998), significant words, phrases, and thought patterns 

were noted using a short descriptor phrase (code) and written in margins.  As the same or 

similar words were mentioned again to describe an issue, this was noted again, 

understanding that patterns within data can only be named or identified after multiple 

indicators of the pattern are seen (Glaser, 2011, p. 54).   

According to Berg (2009), 

Analysis starts as the data begins to indicate the necessary categories and codes to 

use and as these elements begin to form patterns and conceptual realities each 

time the researcher reads and rereads a transcript, undertakes another day of 

fieldwork, or reviews some document. (p. 356)   

Appendix A shows the original individual interview tracking system as well as the 

extended version that included transcription email date and a column to track the code 

comparison set.  Understanding that qualitative analysis does not begin after collecting all 

the data, the first code comparison to attempt to identify any patterns was done after 
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conducting three individual interviews.  Two more interviews were done and identified as 

the second code comparison set with open coding done and comparisons made; two more 

for the third set; two more for the fourth set; and three more individual interviews for the 

fifth set.  Open coding and comparing were done throughout.   

All the transcript documents were uploaded to NVivo and reread on the computer 

screen.  Within NVivo, a node was created for each category generated as well as a node 

for each research sub-question.  Selected data from each interview transcript were moved 

to the appropriate category and sub-question identified as a node in NVivo in preparation 

for the next level of coding.  Clear patterns emerged through the open code comparison 

sets.   

This first set of data collection and analysis came from individual interviews.  

After listening to the audio of interviews with the process of open coding in mind, I 

gained overall perspective of the data.  At this open coding phase, 22 provisional 

categories emerged from the data relating to decision-making and implementation of 

decisions: 

1. Importance in having leadership experience 

2. Leadership knowledge 

3. Strong moral values 

4. Structure throughout the education system 

5. Bureaucratic system considerations 

6. Challenges in the system 

7. A need for focus/direction 

8. Collaboration 
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9. Communication 

10. Support through resources and time 

11. Autonomy 

12. Accountability 

13. Involvement/influence in decisions 

14. Recognition of the need for change 

15. Action on recommendations for change 

16. System accountability to schools 

17. Relinquishing of control 

18. Personalized needs/Professional learning 

19. Shared decision-making on staffing throughout to accomplish focus 

20. Look at data and opinions 

21. Monitor closely decision implementation 

22. Investigate process used if decision not implemented 

This initial phase in analysis of data from individual interviews helped with 

moving to the focus group interviews.  This theoretical sampling within individual 

interviews served as “the process of data collection for generating theory whereby the 

analyst jointly collects, codes and analyses his data and decides what data to collect next 

and where to find them, in order to develop his theory as it emerges” (Glaser & Strauss, 

1967, p. 45).  Thus, the questions included in the focus group interviews were examined 

to ensure that the decisions on what further to collect from the inquiry were satisfied.  

That is, questions were reflective of the patterns formed to pursue in focus groups.  The 
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focus group data allowed for deeper understanding of participants’ experiences and 

perspectives on decision-making and implementation in the education system.   

The second level of coding implemented was axial coding, with the understanding 

of its purpose of sorting, synthesizing, and organizing large amounts of data and 

reassembling them in new ways after open coding (Creswell, 2009).  At this point, the 

interaction with my data sources through questions asked was for confirmation, 

validation, and explanation of the patterns forming.  This purpose was maintained, 

considering the caution from Glaser (1992): “If you torture the data enough it will give 

up!” (p. 123).  As well, at that point, there was some hesitation in using a computer 

program for sorting the data, keeping in mind the thoughts of Glaser (2005): 

Computer sorting is not for GT . . . all it does is retrieve all data or memos on a 

category, with the result of full conceptual description on the category with no 

theoretical coding and with overload in ideas or data on the category.  There is no 

delimiting for saturation or relevance of memos based on maturity of memos.  All 

are retrieved equally, as if equal.  And interrelations become preconceived or 

forced. (p. 47) 

With that in mind, data sections were printed out from NVivo.  From the printout, overall 

categories and themes that were emerging were identified.   

Categories were formed with sub-categories identified based on the properties that 

emerged from the data through specific words, phrases, and ideas found in the interview 

responses from participants, documents, and notes.  Through a continued constant 

comparison analysis approach, examining the similarities and differences in the data, 

specific data were merged under the appropriate categories and themes, producing 10 
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categories with sub-categories.  These initial categories with sub-categories are identified 

in Figure 2. 

 

Figure 2. Categories with Sub-Categories 

Following the investigation of this data set, open coding continued for any other 

emerging categories that may not have come up earlier during analysis.   

After this process of identification of themes, all the data were reread for the 

selective coding phase where further investigation of the categories allowed concepts of 
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the categories to be clearer and more concentrated to create common themes.  Selective 

coding (Strauss & Corbin, 1990), the third level of coding, was initiated by identifying 

dominant themes and categories, as well as sub-categories.  All of the data collected from 

the different methods were merged and separated, and then placed under the 

corresponding category.  These merged categories and sub-categories developed into five 

common theme headings as shown in Figure 3. 

 

Figure 3. Merged Categories and Sub-Categories 
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This selective coding was the final stage of my data analysis and it was completed 

after the core concepts emerged from the coded data categories and sub-categories 

identified through open coding and axial coding.  Understanding the guidance of Rose et 

al. (2015), “the cycles of data collection and analysis continue until no new insights or 

new dimensions to categories are being identified” (p. 4), no new insights or dimensions 

to categories were identified; thus, theoretical saturation was met.  Figure 4 shows the 

cycle of my data collection up to theoretical saturation, with the curved arrows indicating 

the cycle of coding analysis being constant from the initial data collection to the end of 

all the data collection. 

 

Figure 4. The Cycle of My Data Collection up to Theoretical Saturation 
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When generation of theory is the aim, one is constantly alert to emergent 

perspectives, what will change and help develop the theory. These perspectives 

can easily occur on the final day of the study or when the manuscript is reviewed 

in page proof: so the published word is not the final one, but only a pause in the 

never-ending process of generating theory. (p. 40) 

I met individually with all but one of the original individual interview participants for the 

third time to verify and validate with them the themes and my grounded theory statement 

as well as my questions for implications on education.  These meetings were more 

directed and deliberate, looking for any additional detail, clarification, or any final 

questions from participants.  No changes were required by my participants.  

Analysis and Findings by Research Sub-Questions 

From all the data sources, as shown in Figure 5, five overriding themes remained 

that related decision-making and implementation:  1) Collaboration and communication, 

2) Knowledge and skill, 3) Strong moral imperative, 4) Political and bureaucratic 

consideration, and 5) Balance of autonomy, accountability, and direction.   
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Figure 5. Five Core Themes 
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most of the important decisions are made by officials.  A combination of the definition of 

the words “autonomy” (n.d.), “accountability” (n.d.), and “direction” (n.d.) from the 

Oxford Living Dictionary produced a combination of having some independence or 

freedom of external control, as well as being responsible, but with having an aim or 

purpose.  These five themes that surfaced will serve as the framework for discussion 

within each research sub-question and will be elaborated upon in the paragraphs that 

follow. 

Research Sub-Question 1 

Responses to the first research sub-question, “How do educational leaders in the 

New Brunswick education system define decision-making processes?” developed through 

questions 4 to 7 on the individual interview questions (Appendix F) and throughout focus 

group questions (Appendix G).  The questions allowed for sharing and understanding of 

educational leaders’ experiences and perspectives.  Quotes from individual interviews, 

focus group interviews, personal notes and thoughts, and documents analyzed are 

provided in this section that relate to this first research sub-question.  The responses and 

findings are organized around the five identified themes in the study and include 

evidence that support the sub-categories.   

Collaboration and communication. The importance of collaboration and 

communication for the implementation of decisions was revealed from all the 

participants.  The sub-categories that applied to this research sub-question 1 included: 

horizontal and vertical interactions, leadership capacity and personalized professional 

learning, ongoing systems and processes, shared leadership and decisions, tapping into 

people’s strengths, relationships and peer support, and more time. 
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In relation to horizontal and vertical interactions, concerns came up from 

participants regarding communication and collaboration in the education system.  For 

example, interview participant 2 shared,  

In some situations there are individuals who seem to function on the do as I say 

not as I do approach; there are others who encourage people to participate in the 

decision making but it doesn’t involve important individuals in their own decision 

making processes when the time might seem appropriate so they are not 

modeling, they are just saying here is what you are supposed to do. 

A Focus Group 1 participant said, “Where there is a deficit from the department, to the 

district, from the district to the schools, is communication.”   

Interview participant 11 spoke of the need for collaboration and communication 

to build leadership capacity with these comments: “Much of it [leadership capacity] 

comes from meeting with other people in education” and “Working with a number of 

people we need to be much more willing to share your leadership, especially in areas 

where other people are stronger or might have a bigger background.”  As explained by 

Garmston and Wellman (1999): 

The goal for all of us is the same as the goal for our students. Beyond preparing 

students for work and equipping them with knowledge and skills is the need for 

them to become human beings who can function together intelligently and 

compassionately. (p. x) 

Alternatively, interview participant 5 described collaboration and communication 

through peer support and personalized professional learning to build leadership capacity:  
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That would require putting in programs such as team teaching and peer coaching 

where the capacity is distributed throughout the school system in an operational 

way, and not just after school meetings where people have a head knowledge of 

what’s going on but aren’t given the opportunities to leverage their colleagues 

next door to them and for the school to leverage its talent beyond the preservice 

education people get or professional learning they get but move towards a 

personal basis. Principals leveraging the talents in the school through peer 

coaching and other ways to have an interdependent collaboration, but also 

between schools so that we create a lateral network of schools where they work 

together sharing competencies. And it may not be where it’s simply a strong 

school helping in a couple more challenged schools but it may be where two 

strong schools get together and there is a particular strike in one school and not in 

the other, but networking, sharing ideas, collaborating needs to be a big part of 

leadership so that there’s an exchange of ideas.  

In support of this, Harris, Jones, Adams, Perera, and Sharma (2014) pointed out,  

While high-performing systems know exactly how to track and monitor progress 

against implementation plans, they also invest heavily in capacity building. 

Evidence shows that without purposeful, focused, and sustained capacity-building 

approaches, significant improvements, at the school or system level, are likely to 

be superficial and short-lived. (p. 863) 

Going beyond the school level, interview participant 5 further talked of the 

importance of personalized professional learning through collaboration and 

communication:  



108 
 

Knowing what it is the districts need and in the district’s case knowing what it is 

their schools need as opposed to generic PD or professional learning that doesn’t 

impact everybody. So we need to work towards personalized zones of proximal 

development concept [personalized learning] when working within institutions. 

When examining these data, I recalled my earlier thoughts on professional development: 

“Effective PD is not dictated, but is facilitated, according to identified individual teacher 

needs, team needs, and the needs of the school as a whole. This allows many things to 

happen: inclusivity, creativity, innovation, and collaboration” (Matthews, 2015b, p. 2). 

In relation to shared leadership and decisions, interview participant 10 explained 

that as a member in multiple level partnerships,  

it [collaboration and communication] can help with effective decision-making 

from the perspective, the more options you have when you run into roadblocks, 

the quicker you can react. So without options, without planning, without 

networks, there are no options and decisions are seldom made with no variables 

[possibilities] available. 

Interview participant 1 stated,  

The ones that really move change or you see as a system that makes a big impact 

on learning I think those ones have to be collaborative because you have to have 

everyone on board with you in order to be able to move forward. If you are not 

collaborative then people won’t be on the journey with you. 

These comments are supported when Buffum (2008) says that, at all levels, high 

leadership capacity lends itself to shared leadership and shared decision-making, but 

insists on collaboration.   
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Within the New Brunswick education system, Professional Learning 

Communities (PLCs) are a known concept, with districts and schools being introduced to 

the concept many years ago, as explained in the experiential data sets.  Communication 

and collaboration, in particular, shared leadership and decisions, are among the core 

tenets in PLCs, and as schools move closer to being PLCs, a Focus Group 2 participant 

observed: 

Teams are now part of bigger decision-making than they were before and they 

bring decisions, systemic concerns, and things we want to improve on in the 

school. The team decides and so when it’s the team it means everybody in the 

school because then those leaders speak to their team members then we all come 

back and look at the information together.  

However, pertaining not only to shared leadership and decisions, but also to 

ongoing systems and processes and a prevailing culture, one concern that was noted over 

and over again is that the decision-making process within the district does not operate as 

a true PLC.  “The district office is not a true PLC. When you peel back the layers, they’re 

not a strong PLC” (Focus Group 2 participant).  Interview participant 5 explained the 

whole system as “a top down issue” and further said, “The very good ones [leaders] lead 

from a distributive leadership power and a collaborative approach.”  Comparatively, 

DuFour et al. (2010) commented: 

If leaders allow participation in PLC processes [second-order change] to be 

optional, they doom the initiative to failure. Piloting a program with interested 

staff can be a valuable way to build shared knowledge regarding its effectiveness, 
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but substantive change that transforms a culture will ultimately require more than 

an invitation. (pp. 253-254)   

Literature indicates that shared leadership is important (Barth, 1990; Lambert 

2002; MacNeil & McClanahan, 2005; Sergiovanni, 1994).  Just as MacNeil and 

McClanahan (2005) commented that “shared leadership has many names including 

partnership-as-leadership, distributed leadership, and community of leaders” (p. 1), 

interview participant 9 stated,  

I try to lead with a shared leadership model so that everybody has a voice at the 

table to make the decisions. I don’t believe in being unilaterally responsible for all 

decisions. I think that if others have a say, they’re more likely to buy in and any 

kind of change is more successful when they are the ones who are spearheading it. 

I think sometimes you have to make the hard decisions, but the more you build 

other peoples leadership skills the stronger your team, your staff as a whole, 

becomes. 

As interview participant 8 explained,  

When it’s shared, you have different people supporting and providing feedback so 

it makes decision-making a little bit easier. When you share the decision making, 

then there’s more buy in, there’s more trust, you’re not just, this is how we’re 

doing it because I said. 

This is supported by Nelson and Squires (2017) when they explained that there may be an 

overseer but “leadership roles are distributed among key stakeholders within the 

organization” (p. 114).  Wheatley (1997) called these organizations self-organizing 

systems, a term that can apply at either the school or district level, and goes on to explain,  
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Leaders need to know how to support these self-organizing responses. People do 

not need the intricate directions, time lines, plans, and organization charts that we 

thought we had to give them. These are not how people accomplish good work, 

they are what impede contributions. But people need a lot from their leaders. 

They need information, access to one another, resources, trust, and follow-

through. (p. 6) 

Also indicated as being important was relationships and peer support.  Interview 

participant 9 stated, “If everybody had an opportunity to voice their opinions then you 

definitely get more respect from your staff and you get less confrontation because they 

had at least their say.”  Comparatively, interview participant 12 explained decision-

making through shared leadership and decisions and tapping into people’s strengths: 

Instead of top down, I can go to a committee or a group of people with different 

experiences in those areas and meet them at my level and ask them to help me 

solve critical issues that need to be solved; give them a voice in our committees 

and in our district when it comes to specialties they have and it actually promotes 

and helps them, all of our staff members learn more. . . . It’s more of a 

professional learning community shared leadership style; have more people 

involved in decision making, instead of one or two people and so when you have 

more heads in problem solving it makes solving the problem easier and better, and 

more effective and efficient. 

All participants, no matter their level in the system, expressed that with leadership 

there is the need for collaboration and communication within the decision-making 

process.  Blanchard (2007) spoke of the importance of leadership: “If becoming a high 
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performing organization is the destination, leadership is the engine” (p. 13).  The 

importance of working together is stressed by Barth (2006), asserting that 

“empowerment, recognition, satisfaction, and success come only from being an active 

participant within a masterful group - a group of colleagues” (p. 13).  With that being the 

case, if systems are to change, schools and districts must learn from each other (Fullan, 

2006).  Thus, collaborative decision-making practice permeates the shared leadership 

approach with collaboration and communication done horizontally and vertically 

throughout the system.  This was mentioned by all participants and is supported by 

Owens and Valesky’s (2015) assertion that “leadership and decision making are 

inseparable . . . the only way leaders can exercise leadership is by working with and 

through other people” (p. 250).  They went on to say, “Leaders who draw on one source 

of power are inherently weaker than those who draw on multiple sources of power” (p. 

255). 

However, interview participant 1 recognized that with collaboration and 

communication, more time is needed:  

So I think long term it may not happen as quickly as you might want it to be but 

because you take the time to be collaborative and go through the process of 

change then I think you end up with a better solution and something that is more 

long lasting. 

Knowledge and skill. For effective collaboration and communication, the 

participants in the study revealed the importance that knowledge and skill play in the 

leadership role.  The sub-categories that applied to this research sub-question 1 included: 
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training and professional learning, mentoring and coaching, background, understanding 

of role, empathy, and perspective. 

 There were also many supports for training and professional learning and 

mentoring and coaching under knowledge and skill.  Interview participant 6 said,  

If leaders don’t have the capacity to lead people to that point [goals], either they 

don’t have the cognitive ability or the training or the resources or the time to 

actually make that [goals] happen then it’s going to be frustrating for everyone 

because we’re never going to reach that point [goals]. So decision making for us 

has to be grounded in reality, but always with an eye on improving; and that can 

only happen if leaders have the ability to do it. 

Additionally, interview participant 8 explained, “Educational leaders have to seek out 

their own ways of building their leadership capacity,” and went on to say, “Some of the 

events that are planned by the district and province attempt to build leadership capacity 

but I don’t know that they’re always effective.”  Interview participant 3 expressed this in 

terms of knowing the role and thus being able to provide training, mentoring, and 

coaching:  

Our job is to ensure they are all equipped to handle the day-to-day operations and 

they are experts in their field so our job is to get them the resources they need, to 

cut any of the bureaucracy or the decisions that get made so that they can deliver 

services the best they can.   

Discussion within a focus group questioned whether the district is aware of “how 

decision-making impacted schools” (Focus Group 1 participant).  Evidence became 
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apparent for training and professional learning, as well as understanding roles.  Interview 

participant 5 explained,  

There’re still a lot of people who don’t understand the role of a leader and part of 

that is because we don’t train our leaders very well. They have some credentials, 

they’re put into a school so they don’t get an opportunity to shadow people, 

there’s no kind of an induction program where they’re mentored and so often 

times people lead like the way they were led.  

In the study, skill is defined as being acquired through experience and education.  

It was agreed that, currently within the district, decisions are “coming from a side that 

doesn’t have a lot of experience still telling us what we need to do” (Focus Group 2 

participant).  In relation to background, understanding of role, and perspective, interview 

participant 2 explained,  

One aspect that people need to see in order to feel confident is to believe that the 

people who are in the positions of leadership have an expertise, have a 

rationalism, know what they are doing, and when they speak, they are speaking 

from a position of knowledge and are prepared, and in their undertakings, model 

what they are asking of others in their day to day operations. 

Comparatively, interview participant 6 spoke of leaders with knowledge and skill: “The 

stronger they [leaders] are, the more knowledge they have, the more capacity they have to 

make change, and the better the whole school system is.”  Additionally, interview 

participant 1 explained, “First of all I think as an educational leader myself I always felt 

that I needed to have a good understanding of the roles I supervised.” Interview 

participant 1 went on to explain the importance of “making sure that you have the correct 
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course work for the responsibilities, participating in any professional development that 

could enrich you” and “knowing exactly what jobs are all about when you are making 

decisions.”   

Within this first research sub-question of how educational leaders define the 

decision-making process, with the knowledge and skill being indicated as important, a 

principal induction program that was mentioned as being needed was worth noting.  The 

New Brunswick Department of Education’s (2006) Policy 610, Principal Certification 

Requirements include a practicum: 

The practicum component will be completed in conjunction with the candidate 

holding an administrative position. The candidate will complete a one-year 

practicum as a principal or vice-principal at a school under the supervision of a 

person designated by the superintendent. A mentor will also be assigned to the 

candidate for the duration of the practicum. (s. 6.3) 

On this point, interview participant 5 went on to say, 

I would see a need to train leaders in a new way, redefine the role of a school 

principal when it comes to collaborative distributive leadership, create a new 

profile to effectively develop those capacities in principals and have them 

understand the need to build capacity in their schools with their teachers and with 

their community.  

Within the Focus Group 1 discussion, participants explained that one of the key findings 

in being part of the decision-making process is that “it’s not assumed that people know 

things” and “we always have to think, what do they know, and sometimes we don’t ask 

that question.” 
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Further, there was evidence to support not only knowledge and perspective, but 

also the need for empathy under knowledge and skill.  For example, interview participant 

1 explained that it is important to have the  

understanding of what people are actually going through and what they are asking 

for and whether or not it is appropriate, and also being more empathetic about 

what they are asking for. Just having the knowledge to make decisions makes it 

easier because then you can see different angles and different perspectives on 

things.   

Strong moral imperative. Further to the need for collaboration and 

communication, and for knowledge and skill in the leadership role to ensure 

implementation of decisions, the need for the leader to have a strong moral imperative 

was revealed.  The sub-categories that applied to this research sub-question 1 included: 

adapting to personalities, values, ethics, a role of service, trust, and comfort with 

feedback. 

Within the theme of strong moral imperative, the findings included adapting to 

personalities.  Interview participant 9 stated, “Being a good leader means having to work 

with many, many different personalities and sometimes, your leadership dictates the 

compliance or the effectiveness of a building.”  Interview participant 4 explained some 

differences: 

There are others who rule with kind of an iron fist; nobody can make a decision 

without it being approved from the top and just by having discussions with the 

people who are in those positions, how engaged, how minutely engaged they are, 

and you get a sense from the people they are leading that it’s tough, it’s not a 
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pleasant environment. And there may be successes, but there’s also a bit of a 

malaise. It comes out when you look at the relationships, and the interpersonal, 

and the kind of social tone that exists among them. And then there are others who 

are kind of combinations and there are others who just check out and they like to 

say that they’re leading their team and they’re trusting their team, but that’s their 

way of saying, look I’ll let them handle it then I don’t have to do anything. 

Thus, within strong moral imperative was the need for understanding that the 

education system roles are roles of service, not having personal agendas.  Interview 

participant 6 said,  

Decision-making has to always come back to how is what we’re doing going to be 

good for students and in order to be good for students, it has to be good for 

educators and it has to be something that the leaders can actually lead people 

through.  

Interview participant 3 expressed “there seems to be more control or building of 

capacity at the central office and when that happens obviously people are trying to 

develop their own program, their own portfolio, their own level of responsibility and a 

great deal of decision-making.”  Interview participant 10 explained,  

If you feel desperate within your role then you can forecast that desperate 

situations will often give you a disgruntled and hopeless outlook. If you can 

engage and stay motivated, then you can remain somewhat oblivious to the 

realities that impact your decision-making . . . you need to stay naïve.   
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Thus, these leaders were indicating a lack of standard of behaviour on how to act on 

important things, being comfortable with feedback, and being in a role of service.  

Interview participant 5 explained, 

Leadership is about innovation and about being able to have people follow vision 

. . . but also to talk to colleagues, to get as much feedback as possible, but to also 

take time to reflect. To reflect on yourself as an individual and the areas you need 

to grow and develop in and to take a look at the systemic areas for change, 

whether it’s in a school, district, or province, whatever position you’re in and be 

clear very that you’re proposing something which is built on research, is built on 

an understanding of the needs of your clients because one of the key things is that 

you’re there to serve and you need to be clear on that. You’re serving the needs of 

society and the individuals who are reporting to you or you’re working with. And 

[you need] to have a strong moral imperative so that you build a strong sense of 

trust with people, that they know you’re there to serve and doing the right things 

and that you are worthy of being followed. 

As well, interview participant 5 explained the importance of being comfortable with 

feedback, having an advisory committee and working together as a team: “I had a 

positional role, but my role was to serve them and to uplift them,” again indicative of 

needing a strong moral imperative. 

Furthermore, in support of trust, strong moral imperative was explained by 

interview participant 2 when saying that there is a need for a  

participatory kind of leadership style where people are/feel welcome to approach 

and share thoughts, they are confident that they are being heard, that their 
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thoughts are welcomed, and should they [their thoughts] run contrary to the 

thoughts of the leader, they believe that there will not be repercussions of any 

kind. 

Tschannen-Moran and Gareis (2015) observed that developing trust requires a level of 

authenticity.  “Authenticity has to do with a willingness to be oneself – truthfully 

represent ones’ beliefs and feelings, as well as owning up to one’s foibles” (p. 260).  This 

is evident within a conceptual style of leadership with a transformational approach, 

promised by Nelson and Squires (2017), as “an engagement between leaders and 

followers bound by a common purpose where leaders and followers raise one another to 

higher levels of motivation and morality” (p. 114).  With engagement, values, trust, and 

being bound by a common purpose, interview participant 5 went on to say, 

Being satisfied or by being clearer on what it is I stand for, it’s allowed me to 

make decisions that at times may not have always been popular with everybody, 

but it’s given me that sense that I’ve done my due diligence to make the decision 

and that unless new information came forward or a better understanding that the 

decisions were not helpful then I could stand by my decision. . . . It’s very 

difficult to please everybody so you need to know that what you’re doing is right 

and at times be prepared to resign over things because it can be very easy to go 

with the flow or to be intimidated by parents or the federation or somebody, but 

you really need to know your decision has a moral righteousness.  

Additionally, considering the need for strong moral imperative, interview 

participant 6 offered thoughts on leaders versus managers as it relates to values: “Most of 

us get into it [leadership] because we want to be leaders, but there’s a lot of managing 
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that can go on. Managing the current paradigm and achieving whatever the current levels 

of achievement are for certain things.”  Similar to Kumle and Kelly’s (2018) definition of 

management as the “judicious use of means to accomplish an end” (p. 8), interview 

participant 4 explained, 

There are leaders who manage, they micromanage, they don’t allow that free flow 

of really good ideas and collaborative efforts take place and they end up making 

decisions based on their own values or their own priorities and that can be very 

toxic. I have seen that type of approach paralyze a system and I’ve seen an open 

approach cause a system to flourish. 

Wheatley (1997) also made this argument.  Although more time consuming, more can get 

done with many involved within the organization.  By having greater involvement along 

with appropriate freedoms, more are engaged and more take ownership to get things 

done.  Wheatley (1997) called these organizations self-organizing systems. 

Kouzes and Posner (2003) promised that self-led teams outperform teams that are 

tightly managed.  Interview participant 4 went on to say, 

I’ve seen some leaders who have been mean spirited; I have seen some leaders 

who’ve been very, just arrogant; I’ve seen some who are terrified of their role and 

that comes out sort of as a stony, abrasive approach when really it’s fear, it’s lack 

of comfort with the role, without a lot of preparation for it; I’ve seen some who 

are just so anxious, it’s urgent that they get ahead, that they’ll do anything, 

sometimes it’s not even in an ethical way and they’ll steamroll over other people 

and decisions are made sometimes because of people’s own personal ambitions. 
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Additionally, interview participant 6 said, “Most of us are good managers, but more and 

more people have to be good leaders, going forward with a vision,” and as stated by 

interview participant 10, “You have to prepare for four year cycles and your value 

structure has to be strong, the value as in what you think is important and what would be 

sustainable.” 

Within the literature, this was reflected by Fullan (2001) when he focused on both 

the conceptual style and the transformational approach.  He proposed that there are five 

characteristics that define a leader with a conceptual style and transformational approach: 

“moral purpose, an understanding of the change process, the ability to improve 

relationships, knowledge of creation and sharing, and coherence making” (p. 17), 

characteristics that influence decision-making and the process followed.  This was 

indicative of the overall theme of having a strong moral imperative. 

Political and bureaucratic considerations.  Under political and bureaucratic 

considerations, the sub-categories that applied to this research sub-question 1 included: 

top down hierarchy, existing paradigm, and control and centralization.  According to 

Blanchard (2007), “the systems, structures, processes, and practices in high performing 

organizations are aligned to support the organization’s vision, strategic direction, and 

goals” (p. 13).  Moreover, Blanchard claimed that “in high performing organizations, 

power and decision making are shared and distributed throughout the organization, not 

guarded at the top of the hierarchy” (p. 13).   

Participants clearly understood that in many organizations there are political and 

bureaucratic considerations, but it became one of the themes in the study as like all the 

other themes, it was mentioned by all participants.  Considering top-down hierarchy, 
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participant 5 stated, “In most cases I would say that the NB public education system is a 

top down bureaucratic structure . . . led from a positional power.”  Within focus group 

discussions it was said by a participant, “People think we have a lot more say, influence, 

and power, for lack of a better word, than we do.”  This participant went on to say, “We 

have very little say, influence, and power” (Focus Group 1 participant).  Similarly, it was 

said, “I think we do feel sometimes that it’s [decisions] a final, it’s decided, we have to 

move on” (Focus Group 1 participant). 

It was made clear by the participants at the different levels in the education 

system that politics and bureaucracy can play a key part in decisions being made, which 

in turn can affect implementation, buy-in, and ownership of decisions.  Along with top-

down hierarchy, control and centralization became apparent.  Interview participant 3 

indicated many different times, “I think we have seen again a more top down approach” 

and went on to say, “Basically everything comes out of one central place.”  Similarly, 

interview participant 5 explained, “In public education today it’s basically two legs to the 

stool and that’s political and bureaucratic, it’s not a strong sense of community voice. 

There may be some consultation, but not a whole lot of ongoing collaboration.”  

Interview participant 5 went on to say,  

Because there’s two legs to the stool, the party platform of a government is a very 

powerful reason why we do things…because they think it’s going to get them re-

elected. And so we have a decision making process that’s often mandated to us by 

politicians. We have a bureaucratic structure whereby for years department of 

education or district offices imposed things on schools as opposed to seeking 

alignment. 
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Interview participant 5 continued with, “In most cases I would say that the NB public 

education is a top down bureaucratic structure where principals lead from a positional 

power.” 

Additionally, the existing paradigm was a strong sub-category within political and 

bureaucratic considerations.  Interview participant 10 explained,  

A typical style of leadership in the education system is a knee jerk reaction, it 

depends on the political climate and whether resources have been invested or 

withdrawn. So those are the two elements that make the style of leadership, if you 

want to call it that, they make that obvious that regardless of how well something 

is researched, if it’s not within the political agenda and subsequent [subject] to the 

political agenda, if there are no funds attached to it, it’s very difficult to act on it.   

Interview participant 6 explained it this way: 

The bigger an organization gets, the more it takes on its own identity. The bigger 

the department gets, the bigger the district gets, the bigger the staff gets . . .  a lot 

of time doing things that don’t necessarily impact what happens in the 

classroom.”  

Another explanation came as, “The [provincial] department is just too far removed” 

(Focus Group 2 participant).  Interview participant 6 went on to say, “The real challenge 

in education is that society is changing and as society changes, education has to change 

too, but education is slow to change so we’re always lagging behind.”   

This political and bureaucratic structure requires managing a paradigm:  

You walk into the job and there is a paradigm that exists in that job right now. 

Either that paradigm was created provincially, or locally, or at the school and you 



124 
 

come into that paradigm and it’s a set of rules to operate in the paradigm and 

that’s the first thing you’re taught how to do, is operate within that, so you 

basically manage the paradigm the way it is. . . . If you just do that, you’ll never 

innovate and move outside of that and do unique things that will bring things to a 

different level. (Interview participant 6) 

Further, interview participant 6 said, “Because we are small [Province], we’re closely 

related to the Provincial Department of Education and the politicians feel very hands on 

with us. So what they do has impact on what we do.”  Participant 6 went on to say,  

Depending on who the Government of the day is or who the Minister of the day 

is, it can look very different. If you get a Minister, government, that’s very 

confident the school system is doing a good job and they want to support it and 

empower the school system to do that, you have one thing; you could get a 

government that doesn’t feel that education is going very well and wants to see 

change happen then you start to get some very top down things happening under 

that particular four year regime. That can really have an impact on the ability of 

leaders at the district level to impact change because depending on the amount of 

change that’s being thrust from the Provincial plan or from whether there’s a plan 

or isn’t a plan from the politicians, it does make a difference. 

Interview participant 6 continued with this: 

It takes time to make change. The problem with the Government in New 

Brunswick is that most only last four years so by the time they get in it’s usually 

the second year before they have their plan so you get a two or three year window 

to execute on their plan which is really too fast for anything to ever really change 
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or be sustained over time. . . . How it’s affecting decision making is whose in 

power in New Brunswick, who the Deputy Minister is, who the Assistant Deputy 

Minister is, who the District Education Council is, and what their views are; are 

they going to be supportive, do they want to see change. 

 Thus, as said by interview participant 8, “In some of the decision making we 

don’t really have a say in the decision so it’s, you have to do what you’re told.”  “The 

influence that we had on some significant decisions has been miniscule” (Focus Group 1 

participant).  In support of these comments, Kershner and McQuillan (2016) shared, 

“Educational systems experience ongoing change and disruption; policy, curriculum, 

leadership, and personnel change perpetually. Such changes can be positive or negative, 

substantive or superficial, transformative or temporary” (p. 6).  As Kahn (2017) 

maintained, “maneuvering such complexity and change requires a leadership strategy that 

is flexible and supportive” (p. 178). 

Balance of autonomy, accountability, and direction.  An extension of the other 

themes that evolved was the need for a balance of autonomy, accountability, and 

direction for successful implementation of decisions.  The sub-categories that applied to 

this research sub-question 1 included: leadership style, empowerment, building of 

leadership, recognition of trust, ownership for decisions, monitoring of progress, focusing 

on common goal, and supporting risk taking.  

Relating to the sub-category leadership style, interview participant 4 said, “My 

role is very much about listening to the team. Sometimes I have to make a final decision, 

but most of the time it comes from the people around the table.” Interview participant 8 

said, 
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The typical style of educational leaders that I count on or lean on are folks that 

have a similar leadership style [shared leadership] to myself; however, there are 

situations that it may not be your chosen leadership style but you have to make 

decisions and do things without collaborating. 

Further to leadership style, having a focus on a common goal was identified.  In 

particular, interview participant 3 spoke on the current state of balance of autonomy, 

accountability, and direction, and a common goal: 

Decision-making at the district level, and even more removed at the school level, 

is “Okay, well they are telling us to do this and they are telling us to do that, how 

can we operationalize those things that are coming say out of the 10 year plan 

with regards to our own school improvement planning and our own district plan.” 

So the decision-making is more along the lines of, “Okay, well we have been told 

that we need to do this, but how do we do this so that it doesn’t derail what we’ve 

already got going.” So it is like trying to make the best of what you’ve been 

given. 

Thus, within the interview responses, the need for balance of autonomy, 

accountability, and direction was stressed, understanding that shared leadership and 

decision-making do not free leaders from all directive responsibilities such as 

communicating expectations and setting up protocols for accountability.  This 

accountability and having a process came out within monitoring of progress.  “People 

have different experiences within the group, when we have this type of process and at the 

end we have to find kind of a compromise through it” (Focus Group 1 participant).  This 

was further explained with: “When we’re a group and discussing some issues, there’s a 
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certain compromise you have to do also if you know it’s going to have an impact on 

decision-making” (Focus Group 1 participant).   

This theme included sub-categories of recognition of trust, and ownership of 

decisions.  As explained by Fullan and Quinn (2016), “for effective accountability, you 

need to develop conditions that maximize internal accountability - conditions that 

increase the likelihood that people will be accountable to themselves and to the group” 

(p. 109).  With that balance of autonomy, accountability, and direction, and with clear 

expectations decided upon in a collaborative culture with shared decision-making, all 

have ownership and trust is developed.  Furthermore, Fullan and Quinn stated that 

internal accountability must be aligned with “external accountability - standards, 

expectations, transparent data, and selective interventions” (p. 109).  However, as 

interview participant 9 stated, “Sometimes the principal in a school has to make the final 

decision because they have a more holistic view or a view of the whole situation in its 

entirety.”  This participant went on to say,  

Even when autonomy is given, some [staff] said that they needed more direction, 

that they weren’t comfortable with the level of freedom that they were given. I 

had to find a balance between, some things have to be tight and some things have 

to be loose. 

The balance is important for staff.  “Staff begin to see how difficult it is to sometimes 

come up with that final say and say, we’re glad you’re the one who has to make this 

decision” (Focus Group 2 participant).   

Additionally, relating to building leadership and trust, empowering, and risk with 

support, interview participant 2 explained, 



128 
 

Involving people in the decision making, providing all the information needed to 

those who were going to be working with me or whom I was working to arrive at 

a particular decision and allow them the opportunity to think and talk and arrive at 

their own conclusions, which they would then share with the group and with 

me…There were certainly opportunities where my job simply required me to 

make a decision, but based on consideration of what had been brought to me by 

staff. The individual, the principal, the leader, does have the responsibility to be 

able to justify his or her decisions as they play out. 

Comparatively, interview participant 6 compared principals hired in the past to 

now saying,  

It [principal] was someone who could run the school, keep the place going on the 

straight and narrow and manage discipline, and get teachers to do their job, and 

make sure they’re doing their jobs. . . . Those things are still important and can be 

loosely connected, a bunch of people just doing whatever, but you have to have 

leadership to bring you to that next level and give people autonomy to actually 

achieve something more than they thought they could on their own.  

Interview participant 6 continued with this point: 

Everybody wants the system to run smoothly, with the least amount of crisis as 

possible, so everyone wants strong people that way, but the only way you’re 

going to have innovation and change is if you have people that can be allowed to 

have the autonomy to lead in the direction we have to go even though the current 

paradigm is not allowing that to happen. 
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More specifically to risk with support, in addition to a focus on common goals 

and trust, interview participant 4 explained, 

People who model really good practices and stay very closely connected to their 

team in terms of always focusing on the vision, focusing on the goals, asking 

important questions about the work that’s taking place to get towards the goals, 

but trusting their team to know their job and to be able to do their job and to be 

able to deliver, and then intervening when things seem to be going off the rails a 

little bit, but in a positive solution oriented manner, not in a punitive manner. I 

think people nurture leadership when they encourage risk taking, when they 

celebrate mistakes as learning opportunities. . . . Leadership is all about 

relationships and trust. 

Furthermore, including empowerment, interview participant 4 went on to say, 

“Leadership decision-making, a lot of it has to do with the people who have the authority 

to make decisions and I think those who nurture leadership capacities, the decision-

making blooms, it comes from the team.”  As stated by Kerr (2013), “Leaders create 

leaders by passing on responsibility, creating ownership, accountability, and trust” (p. 

48). 

Research Sub-Question 2 

The second research sub-question was this: What decision-making processes 

influence implementation based on the role of educational leaders in the New Brunswick 

education system?  Data were gathered from responses to questions 8 and 9 in the 

individual interviews and throughout the focus group discussions.  Quotes from 

individual interviews, focus group interviews, personal notes and thoughts, and 
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documents analyzed are provided in this section that relate to this second research sub-

question.  As in the previous section, the responses and findings are organized around the 

five identified themes in the study and include evidence that support the sub-categories.   

Collaboration and communication. The sub-categories that applied to this 

research sub-question 2 included: ongoing systems and processes, shared leadership and 

decisions, tapping into people’s strengths, understanding final decision, and evidence, 

feedback, and transparency.   

Relating to ongoing systems and processes, following up from the experiential 

data sets in chapter 3, at the district level, the data gathered using the IDI and SSPI led to 

subsequent decisions as to how leadership and decision-making could be more broadly 

shared.  These decisions have had an important impact on the implementation of PLCs 

across the school/district system.  While there have been strides in the direction toward 

developing effective PLCs in the district, the data and my findings showed that the 

district and schools still have work to do to achieve a deeper implementation of all PLC 

characteristics and to sustain this second-order change, and in particular, the processes 

used for communication and collaboration throughout the district.  For example, it was 

recommended from the last survey results to examine all the processes being used within 

the district and for the processes to include communication and collaboration throughout. 

Pertaining to decision-making processes that influence implementation and 

tapping into people’s strengths, interview participant 4 said that there are great successes 

in schools, districts, and department when “they tap into the strengths of all the people 

within their team.”  Interview participant 10 spoke of the importance of collaboration and 

communication, looking together at “how we can make things better within schools and 
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work collaboratively to build a stronger process for student learning.”  Additionally, was 

the importance of feedback, with understanding who has the final decision.  Interview 

participant 7 explained experiences of communication and collaboration to give 

“feedback on processes.”  Using that feedback or knowing that “we have an influence on 

decision-making” (Focus Group 1 participant) was expressed as being important, but the 

following observation was noteworthy: “If it’s just to hear opinions or give information, 

but you really have no say in the decision-making process, then be upfront about that; I’m 

asking your input for this; however, there’s probably little influence” (Focus Group 1 

participant).  However, DuFour et al. (2010) explained that a collaborative working 

environment can become dysfunctional if leaders do not have an “enthusiasm for 

meaningful exploration of disagreement” (p. 119).  The discussion within Focus Group 1 

led to this participant comment:  

To have discussion with different people around that communication piece, sort of 

what they want, what I want, and what that communication is . . . that it means 

sometimes things cannot go in a direction, but have to understand the final 

decision. It doesn’t mean I haven’t heard and there wasn’t some communication.  

Furthermore, members of Focus Group 1 went on to vehemently express the need 

for communication within the decision-making process to influence implementation 

through evidence, feedback, and transparency.  One participant said: “You need to 

provide information, you need to communicate information so that everybody’s coming 

with the same base knowledge . . . that it’s not assumed that people know things.”  Also 

stressed was the importance of getting people’s opinions before moving something 

forward for implementation: “At least get their thoughts, their ideas, and when I want 
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something to happen, I start through discussions before I even present anything” (Focus 

Group 1 participant).   

These data also evidenced shared leadership and decisions.  Participants spoke of 

being part of decision-making at times and how it “validated how I’ve always hoped to 

make decisions” (Focus Group 1 participant) and the need for “back and forth before 

making a decision” (Focus Group 1 participant).  Similarly, from Focus Group 2, a 

participant commented: “Encouraging leadership opportunities for your staff and to not 

take control but let that happen. That’s where the real power lies, when your colleagues 

know it’s coming from the middle as opposed to the top.”  Another participant in Focus 

Group 2 said, “Creating opportunities for others in the building to be educational leaders” 

and “Leadership is not always about being the one out front.” 

Part of the decision-making process that influences implementation continued 

with the need for PLCs, whereby communication and collaboration, including shared 

leadership, are strong tenets of PLCs.  “The decision’s made as a collective; it’s better 

shared; and you have more buy-in” (Focus Group 2 participant).  In support, Kerr (2013) 

said, “Shared responsibility means shared ownership. A sense of inclusion means 

individuals are more willing to give themselves to a common cause” (p. 49). 

Knowledge and skill. When making decisions as educational leaders, it was 

made clear that knowledge and skill in areas of responsibility contributes to what needs to 

be done in the different roles in the education system.  The sub-categories that applied to 

this research sub-question 2 included: training and professional learning, mentoring and 

coaching, background, staffing, managers and leaders, vision and goals, and innovation 

and risk-taking.   
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In support of the importance of leading knowledgeably, Fullan (2008b) said, 

“Leading knowledgeably is at the core of all highly effective organizations” (p. 31).  An 

example of understanding the role and having perspective was clear when interview 

participant 4 stated, “My job is to constantly be looking at ways to improve process and 

administration in my areas of responsibility so that it maximizes educational leaders in 

the schools, their time in classrooms and their time on educational matters.”  Interview 

participant 4 went on to talk about perspective with knowledge and skill: “Regardless of 

what is happening around us, we look at what can we do within our organization to better 

serve our schools and constantly be looking at is there a better way to do this.”  

 Additionally, what became apparent was training and mentoring and coaching.  

Within the literature, Begley (2001) spoke of authenticity with one of the layers being 

knowledge, which can be “acquired through life experiences, training, and reflection, and 

provide the linkage between the basic motivational bases and the specific values adopted 

and manifested by the individual” (p. 8).  I spoke to it as experiencing leadership like a 

coach, developing a coaching mindset for learning, collaborating, and measuring 

(Matthews, 2016). 

With having knowledge and skill, it is understood that there are leadership 

decisions and managerial decisions.  What also helps with the decision-making process 

within knowledge and skill is understanding managing and leading.  “Here’s the 

educational leadership stuff I’d like to do, and over here I’m doing some management 

and I’m a bouncer and that’s about it” (Focus Group 2 participant).  “To find a 

comfortable medium between a manager and the educational leader it’s somewhere in the 

middle I think would be perfect but every time I hear you’re the educational leader of the 
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building I just kind of go ewww” (Focus Group 2 participant).  For further investigation 

of that thought I went to my personal data collection since 2015 on items having less to 

do with leadership, but more managerial type items.  The 2017/2018 school year data 

were extracted and produced the following managerial type items as an administrator: 18 

survey requests; over 50 check off boxes for district calendar of commitments; over 50 

requests for school use or technology equipment requests; over 50 requests for a meeting 

by district office staff, parents, or community person; over 30 outside meeting requests 

for administrator meetings, support services meetings, and curriculum meetings; and 18 

frameworks, documents, or presentations to follow up with sent from the department or 

district.   

Comparatively, vision and goals, along with innovation and risk-taking, became 

apparent when looking at managers and leaders.  Interview participant 9 explained that 

there are “big systemic decisions that you have to make and then there’s the two million 

tiny decisions that you have to make everyday.”  Interview participant 5 explained,  

Do they [educational leaders] see themselves managing or leading? So if they see 

themselves as being managers, then much of the decision-making is going to be 

status quo and the policies are implemented fairly and there is a strong sense of 

the system being fair.  If the person has a strong leadership mindset then they’d be 

looking to make decisions that overturn the norm, overturn the status quo. And so 

it’s that loose/tight coupling they talk about, when something is working well and 

is morally right and professionally right then it’s highly coupled, but if it’s 

something which needs change, the leader needs to know when and how to do 
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that and make decisions that’s going to overturn the status quo which is not 

effective in meeting whatever objectives the people need. 

In support of this, Kershner and McQuillan (2016) simply stated, “Change does not come 

about if people keep doing what they have always done” (p. 23).  Fullan (2008a) spoke to 

the “too loose/too tight” issue.  If it is top-down then the system lacks commitment and 

ownership, and if it is bottom-up with no leadership from the top, then the system lacks 

direction.   

More importantly, when talking of knowledge and skill as they relate to 

innovation and risk-taking, interview participant 5 observed: 

One of the things I’ve learned over the years is that you need to manage a school 

well and you need to lead it well as there’s two sides no doubt about that, but it’s 

a matter of timing and weight and the degree. What I’ve often seen is that people 

don’t understand innovation in schools and innovation should be an ongoing 

theme because continuous improvement should be an aspect of any organization. 

But the thing about that is, are we improving an obsolete system or truly 

innovating to create something new. You will see even good principals who are 

effective managers just tighten up on systems that they continue to improve, but 

the ladder’s up against the wrong wall. We need people to really understand, it’s 

not just a matter of improving systems, but it’s a matter of innovating and doing 

new things in an effective way, maybe moving the ladder to another wall. And 

that is where often people get stuck because you have the implementation dip, you 

have the threat to the community or the teachers that were doing something that’s 

innovative as opposed to just tightening up on how we do something else and 
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often times leaders fall down on that because that requires risk, self-confidence, 

the willingness for some ambiguity at the time; so it’s easier to just have a more 

effective system of some kind as opposed to going deep. 

With knowledge and skill being identified as a theme for implementation of 

decisions, in particular the sub-categories of background, understanding of role, 

perspective, and staffing, I looked up the requirements of a principal position and a 

director position in terms of qualifications.  First, the Education Act (1997), under duties 

of principals, says, “The principal of a school is the educational leader and administrator 

of the school” (s. 28(1)(a)).  Under duties of superintendents, it says, “providing 

leadership in the school district” (s. 48(1)(a)).  So, it is clear that formal educational 

leaders from the principal role to the superintendent role are to provide leadership.  The 

qualifications for receiving a principal certificate, according to Policy 610 (New 

Brunswick Department of Education, 2006) require completion of three credit hours in 

each of the following graduate-level university courses: Current Administrative Theory, 

Supervision of Instruction, and Assessment and Evaluation in Education, and six 

approved modules sponsored by the school district with three compulsory modules: Legal 

Aspects I and II and School Improvement Planning.  During the practicum, the candidate 

is to keep a reflective journal that is to be shared with a mentor.  Another certification 

requirement is five years of teaching experience.  The teaching experience requirement 

would indicate that knowledge and skill in teaching are important for the person who will 

be leading the teachers.  Appendix J provides a job posting for a principal and vice-

principal position which supports the importance of that teaching experience, as it asks 

for at least five years’ teaching experience, the provincial requirement for certification.  
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However, a review of different Anglophone district director position advertisements 

(Appendix K) indicates that the positions for directors require teaching experience, but no 

direct principal experience, even though the advertisements say under duties, “1) Provide 

leadership and direction for Principals” or “The primary role of this position is to provide 

leadership, expertise and knowledge towards supporting school Principals.”  As well, 

other positions in district office, such as subject coordinators, can include the authority to 

lead and direct principals in such things as staffing and conducting one-on-one principal 

accountability meetings; once again, problematic because, these position holders may not 

have any experience in the principal’s position.  Interview participant 11 explained why 

some changes do not happen as it relates to knowledge and skill, in particular the sub-

categories of background, understanding role, perspective, and staffing saying, “I’m 

meeting with people [educational leaders], most of whom have never been in my role and 

they’re telling me, rightly or wrongly, what I need to be doing based on their 

interpretation of whatever initiative or programs are coming down.”   

Strong moral imperative. The sub-categories that applied to this research sub-

question 2 included: values, ethics, understanding change takes time, and accuracy of 

evidence and data.   

 Included in strong moral imperative were values and ethics.  Interview 

participant 4 said, “Sometimes, it’s like a decision between bad and yuck and which one 

do we take. Well, it emerges from the values and the work and the ethics.”  Wilson 

(2014) spoke of virtue-ethical perspective saying, “It emphasises the importance of the 

excellence of character of the moral agent [leader] as the key to ethical decision-making 

and sound moral judgements which promote eudemonia (human flourishing)” (p. 484).  
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This falls under authenticity as mentioned by Tschannen-Moran and Gareis (2015) as 

well as by Wilson (2014) pointing out the connection between virtue ethics and character 

within authenticity, or through the values perspective, as identified by Begley (2001).  

 Understanding that change takes time also became apparent because it involves 

changing beliefs.  “Leaders connect personal meaning to a higher purpose to create belief 

and a sense of direction” (Kerr, 2013, p. 35).  My thoughts went to research initiating 

change in general: 

If a certain way has been done for many years, an established culture in place, any 

amount of research is not going to change something overnight. Perhaps a drastic 

event may jar the door, but belief and practice are very difficult to change.  

(Matthews, 2018, p. 16) 

Gathering accurate evidence and data was heavily supported under strong moral 

imperative.  Interview participant 10 spoke of working together and needing “good 

evidence and looking at evidence that will really help make decisions” and went on to say 

that being “very specific in what we are measuring and looking and seeing whether or not 

students are making gains and making decisions based on that.”  As well, participant 10 

pointed out: “Looking at data every time we are looking at changes . . . looking at data in 

a more global way . . . looking at data to see if we are making gains in different areas.”  

Similarly, interview participant 9 explained that “anytime there is a change to be made, 

you have to look at the data, whether it supports it [the change], whether the need to 

change is there.”  Interview participant 6 said, “We tend to say we’re data rich, now time 

to look at the poor, so we have to look at which data is the most important data to pay 

attention to.”  “Data’s a big piece” (Focus Group 2 participant). 
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However, interview participant 9 stated, for example, that at times “educational 

decisions are based on evidence or data that’s not really as concrete as it should be . . . 

wanting things to look good, wanting the outcome to be what is looked for.”  Interview 

participant 9 went on to speak about the integrity of the data and educational leaders at 

times being more concerned with success of the decision that “the data might not play as 

big of a role as it should.”  Interview participant 8 said,  

It seems to take a year or so for a decision to be decided upon, and how it is 

delivered, it’s a stand and deliver thing . . . here’s the decision, this is the data 

why. I question the data. It’s almost like it takes them [educational leaders] a year 

or two to make the decision because they seek out the data to best support the 

decision. 

 Owens and Valesky (2015) said that it is important to consider the mechanisms by 

which the organization deals with decision-making such as using data to set goals.  It 

could be argued that data-driven decision-making can sometimes devolve into decision-

driven data-making.   Frei (2018) suggested starting with the goal and then providing the 

rationale or evidence in setting that goal, instead of the need to build people up to the 

goal with data and other background information.  The problem with data is that people 

can sometimes draw their own conclusion (Frei, 2018). 

Comparatively, interview participant 5 stated,  

There are people who talk about data driven, data informed. I prefer data 

informed for the simple reason that data needs to be interpreted very, very 

effectively and sometimes the data that is there is not thorough enough or has a 
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conclusion that is not morally right. There still needs to be some type of intuitive 

application of the data based on experience and values. 

Interview participant 5 went on to say, 

So while data needs to be shown to have an impact on how we side on things, we 

still need to be able to show how we interpret data in light of things that we value 

because statistics can be abused. So I think that we need more data informed 

decision-making, but we can’t just abdicate responsibility by saying this is what 

data say. 

Similarly, interview participant 2 said, “Decisions that are informed by legitimate 

data that can be viewed as objective has more value to me than that which is offered 

opinion based without any substance to reinforce whatever is being said.”  Further, 

interview participant 8 stated,  

I do feel with most decisions they [educational leaders] do have data to support 

their decisions, but sometimes I question, not the validity of the data, but they 

seem to be able to locate data to support what they’ve decided to do, which I 

guess we could all do. There is usually data to support decisions, so I wouldn’t 

say that it [decisions] is not data-informed, but I do question the data. 

As interview participant 4 explained, there is a need for “credible data” and 

interview participant 10 concurred: “We need good evidence and looking at evidence that 

will really help us make good decisions.”  From personal thoughts, I spoke to survey data 

saying that specific questions should be “shaped around a clear focus on what is expected 

of schools as a whole to give concrete indicators of leadership and school direction” 

(Matthews, 2014, p. 42).  More recently, I posed the question and answer saying, “So 
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how can schools make sure that they are doing their job? We must monitor what we 

measure and make well-informed decisions” (Matthews, 2015, p. 31).  Furthermore, in 

reference to the experiential data sets in chapter 3, from the results shared from the SSPI 

conducted in 2017, it was recommended to the district that only purposeful data 

collection be implemented and that data collection should depend upon the impact of the 

data upon the school, their benefit to students, and the timeliness of the school’s access to 

the results. 

Political and bureaucratic considerations. Within this research sub-question, it 

was made clear by the participants that politics and bureaucracy have a major impact on 

decision-making processes that influence implementation.  The sub-categories that 

applied to this research sub-question 2 included: top down hierarchy, execution and 

follow-up, and control and centralization.   

Relating to top down hierarchy and control and centralization, in reference to the 

experiential data sets in chapter 3, the results shared from the IDI conducted in 2015, 

under the structure and operations category, led to the following recommendations to the 

district: clarify the goals and the process, share the district improvement plan, define 

external pressures, seek better alignment between goals and daily work, and provide more 

opportunities for principals to work together on common projects and initiatives.  

Looking back at personal thoughts, I wrote, “This collaborative culture would be framed 

by teachers relinquishing some control in their classroom, principals relinquishing some 

control in the school, and districts and government departments relinquishing some 

systemic control” (Matthews, 2017, p. 32).   
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Additionally, relating to top down hierarchy and control and centralization, 

interview participant 9 said, “Looking at the 10 Year Plan, the decisions that educators 

have made at the provincial level, I don’t know how much they impact the day to day 

living in a school.”  Interview participant 4 explained, “Decisions could be seen as just a 

decision, a unilateral decision, although government would say, this government was 

elected on a promise.”  Interview participant 8 explained it as, “I don’t know who makes 

the decisions, but it seems to be pushed down to the school level [to implement]. At times 

I feel that even the [district] leads have more influence on decisions than [school] 

principals do.”  Comparatively, in relation to execution and follow-up, interview 

participant 4 said,  

What I see happening in all areas [in education], is system wide programs or 

systems that get put into place. The belief is that they [programs or systems] are 

going to help, but there is never this come around to the other side and look at 

whether or not they’ve [programs or systems] been successful and then there 

seems to be a failure to stop what is not working and we continue to fund it 

[programs or systems] and to do it, and then keep adding on other things or new 

things. We are good at adding, but we are not good at taking them away.   

Balance of autonomy, accountability, and direction. The sub-categories that 

applied to this research sub-question 2 included: leadership style, empowerment, building 

of leadership, recognition of trust, and focus on common goals.  Encompassing these sub-

categories, when asked about being part of a decision-making process, a Focus Group 1 

participant explained,  
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It allowed me to really look at my school, and for some things it [being part of a 

decision-making process] validated it for me . . . and it has allowed me to validate 

that autonomy given to teachers; it’s really allowed me to question some of the 

practices that have been put in place and also looking at the leadership within my 

building, really paying attention to leading as a collective as opposed to top down. 

However, further to building leadership, interview participant 11 explained that the 

number of decisions made by educational leaders “are limited.”  Within Focus Group 1 

discussion, a participant asked, “What do we have power to change for the process to be 

better?”  The discussion in that group led to the observation of the need for leaders to 

have influence on big changes and not picking small things: “the easy things like so 

you’ve posted how to reach people over what concerns [them] on the district website.” 

Interview participant 4 stated the importance of having “trust in our team”: “That 

kind of faith within our team is allowing the team to really deliver some pretty 

monolithic, huge deliverables . . . so things that are priorities of the government can be 

embraced and people are supported to lead it.”  This comment is supported by Donohoo 

(2017), who explained that one of the underlying factors affecting a staff’s ability to be 

effective is the level of trust they have with each other across all levels of hierarchy.  

Similarly, Tschannen-Moran and Gareis (2015) stated that “trust undergirds the 

cooperative behaviour necessary for cultivating high performance” (p. 258).  From 

personal thoughts I wrote, “If a school is well in tune with having teams and shared 

decision-making, it is reasonable for schools to be given direction, but not micromanaged 

by the district” (Matthews, 2017, p. 34).  Other statements referring to a recognition of 

trust, as well as a focus on a common goal by Focus Group 2 participants included: “You 
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need to have that relationship and that trust” and “Implementing what’s important”; 

“Narrowing on what initiatives we really need to do”; “Stick to a couple of changes, 

several years, get used to that, then other changes.”  

Considering the sub-category focus on a common goal, following up from the 

experiential data sets described in chapter 3, the results shared from the SSPI conducted 

in 2017 led to a recommendation to the district to have a single linear annual plan for 

professional learning within the district, one that has a collaboratively determined focus 

for the year.  The example that was given included: if operating as a PLC is a whole 

district focus, then PL for the year should be modeled around operating as a PLC, and 

have schools decide on PL and request support when needed, through the PLC meeting 

process. 

This is akin to a PLC which offers a balance of autonomy, accountability, and 

direction that empowers and allows for ownership of decisions.  “Within their PLC, those 

teachers now going to another person within the school to help solve things rather than 

running to the office” (Focus Group 2 participant).  However, “the goal in the end is to 

get to a point where you can leave stuff with them and they can come up to a decision or 

be part of it” (Focus Group 2 participant).  Another Focus Group 2 participant stated,  

It’s how are we going to make this work with what we have, let’s figure out how 

we can implement this to make it the most effective we can for our school and our 

students. It goes back to feeling part of the process and having say and some 

autonomy in how we’re going to make it work. 
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Research Sub-Question 3 

Once it was determined how educational leaders perceived leadership as it 

pertains to decision-making in the education system, and if it is perceived by educational 

leaders that decisions that are made in the education system are based on evidence (data), 

the third research sub-question was considered: Does the decision-making process used 

impact implementation of a second-order change?  Answers obtained included reasons 

for participants saying yes or no.  Two particular second-order decisions being examined 

in this study are the decision for technology to be integrated into schools and the decision 

to implement professional learning communities.  With those two second-order changes 

in mind, data were gathered based on responses to questions 10 to 15 in the individual 

interview questions.  Questions asked were based on perspective and experience on a 

second-order change surrounding: a) rationale, b) involvement, c) timing, d) execution, 

e)monitoring and accountability practices, and f) outcome.   

Quotes from individual interviews, focus group interviews, and the documents 

analyzed are provided in this section as they relate to this third research sub-question.  As 

in the two previous sections, the responses and findings are organized around the five 

identified themes in the study and include evidence that support the sub-categories.   

Collaboration and communication. The sub-categories that applied to this 

research sub-question 3 included: horizontal and vertical interactions, shared leadership 

and decisions, tapping into people’s strengths, and time. 

Leadership is a long-term relationship between leaders and group members and in 

order for the relationship to be effectively sustained, there must be somewhat of a balance 

in power so that staff feel not only that they can contribute to how decisions are 
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implemented, but that they have the skills necessary to make decisions and choices 

(Dubrin, 2007).  The importance of collaboration and communication was evident within 

the decision-making process designed to implement a second-order change.  “There 

needs to be collaboration and communication” (Focus Group 1 participant).  “Start strong 

when you make a change” rather than “make a change and then work on explaining 

everything after the fact” (Focus Group 1 participant).  

Relating to horizontal and vertical interactions with shared leadership and 

decisions, as well as time, interview participant 10 spoke of collaboration and 

communication with the integration of technology.  At times, it was felt that “decisions 

were imposed” (Interview participant 10).  Interview participant 10 went on to say,  

When you’re trying to take care of the first-order changes that are impacted when 

you have what’s referred to as the second-order change, it turns your life upside 

down and it tends to send the wrong message to the people in the system, that 

what they’re doing doesn’t matter anymore. That is one of the outcomes of 

making a second-order change without consultation and doing it quickly without 

thinking about the ramifications.   

This participant continued, saying:  

A second-order change sometimes will force efficiency around areas of important 

and critical things that have to be done. When you have a second-order change 

that neglects or overrides the importance of what the system has identified as 

required and necessary, then you have to find alternate ways to achieve these 

important tasks. 
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Fullan (2005) spoke to a whole system approach to education and decision-

making by referring to it as the “tri-level solution”: 

In professional learning communities writ large, the system as a whole adopts the 

agenda of fostering deep learning communities.  In other words, schools and 

communities explicitly pursue the development of new cultures of professional 

learning; districts, regions, and schools establish infrastructures to support and 

monitor such development; and states or provinces commit themselves to policies 

and strategies for systematically addressing the evolution of professional learning 

cultures.  This is a tri-level solution because it builds capacity across the three 

levels. (p. 211) 

More recently, Fullan and Quinn (2016) argued that we must become “change leaders” – 

leaders who 

are intentional in developing relationships, shared understanding, and mutual 

accountability vertically (at every level of the organization) and horizontally 

(across schools, departments, and divisions). The catalyst is mobilizing 

meaningful joint work and learning from that work. As groups go deeper into 

solution finding, they become clearer about purpose and strengthen commitment 

to the goals. Focused vertical and lateral interaction over time fosters greater 

shared coherence. (p. 34)   

Very quickly an initiative can include a tri-level solution involving people across 

government, districts, and schools.  Fullan and Quinn stated, “Lateral capacity 

(connecting and learning across schools) and vertical connection (good relationships 

between central office and principals and teachers) to the overall agenda forms the glue 



148 
 

of coherence” (p. 107).  In relation to horizontal and vertical interactions and shared 

leadership and decision-making, while considering the PLC tenets and thoughts on a 

decision-making process, a Focus Group 2 participant said, “I think it’s [PLCs] impacted 

the thought of leadership as being the leader’s not the one who has to make all the 

decisions.”   

Similarly, interview participant 5 said that the department, district, and schools 

should be working together, communicating horizontally and vertically, saying, “we need 

to have alignment” and “work in unison as opposed to cross purposes.”  As well, 

regarding implementation of decisions and more time, interview participant 5 went on to 

say, “It’s got to be a collaborative approach where there’s buy-in and an understanding 

why this [anything] is a priority. It’s extremely complex, slow moving, and up against a 

prevailing culture that might not readily accept deep change.”   

However, in relation to shared leadership, tapping into people’s strengths, and 

more time, regardless of the decision to be made, interview participant 5 said that “you 

have to have the right people at the table right from the beginning; you have to ask 

people’s opinions, not just make unilateral decisions.”  Interview participant 5 went on to 

explain that successful implementation requires “planning, taking the time to make a 

plan, plan things out and trouble shoot all the ideas. I feel that as a system, we make 

quick decisions and everyone’s supposed to get behind them.”  

Knowledge and skill. The importance of leaders having knowledge and skill of 

those they lead became apparent when asking questions relating to whether the decision-

making process impacts implementation of second-order change.  The sub-categories that 
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applied to this research sub-question 3 included: background, understanding of role, 

empathy, and perspective.  Interview participant 9 gave this example: 

At every meeting they say we’re not going to stand and deliver and they stand and 

deliver, or they break us into little groups and stand and deliver. It’s not an 

effective way to teach anymore, all the research is showing that if you want 

student engagement you need to personalize their learning and do things 

differently, yet we’re [educational leaders] still having meetings the same way.  

As well, participant 9 said,  

A lot of the people that are making the decisions have not worked in a leadership 

capacity [in a school] in a very long time and I feel that if you haven’t done that in 

a very long time, you absolutely have no idea how hard it is.   

This came out as being a logical observation on the part of education leaders having the 

background, understanding role, empathy, and perspective.  Frei (2018) spoke of the 

quality of logic in leadership, believing that it is difficult to correct, but is easy to 

observe, as it can present itself as a lack of competence.  Interview participant 11 gave 

quite a startling statement when saying that there are not a lot of people in the district in 

educational leadership roles that have a lot of knowledge and skill in the roles they are 

leading, “so how can they give honest and valid feedback.”  Interview participant 11 went 

on to relate knowledge and skill to accountability saying, “Until we hold the 

administrators more accountable, and until we hold district office staff more accountable, 

we’re never going to be able to hold teachers more accountable because too often we 

have people that really don’t know what the next step is.” 
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Comparatively, referring to understanding operating as a PLC, interview 

participant 8 said,  

I think some people think that we function, that we’re operating as an effective 

PLC, but we’re not. And simple things like a principals meeting, so there’s a lot 

of opportunity for a strong PLC there, but when you get to a principals meeting 

you sit at a table and you listen, information is given to you. . . . If we did have 

norms at one point in time, we need to revisit those. 

Strong moral imperative. Having a strong moral imperative again was prevalent 

throughout the questions relating to decision-making and implementation of second-order 

change.  The sub-categories that applied to this research sub-question 3 included: values, 

ethics, trust, and accuracy of evidence and data. 

More in relation to values and ethics, interview participant 3 said,  

We got people that it’s more about building their portfolio, their kingdom, their 

whatever, than what is in the best interest of kids and the system as a whole. You 

get some of that clouded thinking that if I do this, well I am going to lose that 

authority or responsibility. 

Interview participant 9 referred to big systemic decisions (second-order changes), 

alluding to success not being considered as much as the people who are making the 

decisions saying that the decisions worked really well, no matter what. 

However, in order to be an effective leader and to bring about successful change, 

Kouzes and Posner (2003) claimed that one must establish and maintain credibility: 

“Success in initiating or responding to change, however, is inextricably linked to the 
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credibility of those leading the efforts. Constituents will be willingly involved to the 

extent that they believe those sponsoring the change” (p. xxiii).  

Standardization is a sub-category to political and bureaucratic considerations; 

however, here, when standardization was addressed, it was along the lines of ethics and 

giving accurate evidence and data, under strong moral purpose.  Interview participant 5 

used the example of having  

a system that is still weighted towards standardization, that we want to do better 

basically on two subjects, numeracy and literacy, and that’s how the government, 

the media, is interpreting our effectiveness as education system . . . so it’s a 

bureaucratic structure to try to improve assessment scores in those two areas and 

so this is where we get into moral trouble. 

Additionally, interview participant 5 went on to talk about deep change:  

That means that our present structures which we put tons of information and 

money into to make better may be taking us down a path of having a lot of 

collateral damage. There’s got to be something that is more powerful than simple 

numbers. But because that’s difficult to measure, we don’t. We got deep values 

change to impact society. To go from a standardized one to a personalized 

approach. 

Comparatively, Horng and Loeb (2010) said that the traditional view of a strong 

instructional leader focuses on supporting curriculum and instruction, with importance 

put on classroom observations and direct support to teachers on topics related to teaching 

methods.  As stated above, this is still the view and although this view has been the norm 

for several years, Horng and Loeb’s research concluded that this focus is too narrow and 
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impractical.  Rather, a focus should be put on “developing the structures for improved 

instruction” (p. 67).  Structures such as professional learning communities, understanding 

from the literature that learning communities are built around shared vision, values, and 

goals (DuFour & Eaker, 1998; Mitchell & Sackney, 2000), have a collaborative work 

culture (Barth, 1990; Hargreaves, 2003), and are systems where collective learning and 

shared understanding exist (Huffman & Hipp, 2003).  The elements of this focus rely on 

reflective practice, and are sustained through creating environments that are rich in 

leaders at all levels of the school (Mitchell & Sackney, 2009; Sergiovanni, 2005). 

Going back as far as 2007, the commitments in the New Brunswick Department 

of Education’s (2007) When Kids Come First included “Commitment #2: To Work 

Urgently on Literacy, Numeracy, and Science” (p. 11).  The NB3-21C: Creating a 21st 

Century Learning Model of Public Education: Three Year Plan 2010-2013 (New 

Brunswick Department of Education, 2010) indicates Proposed New Brunswick 

Competencies: 1) Critical thinking and creative problem solving, 2) Collaboration, 3) 

Communication, 4) Personal development and self awareness, and 5) Global citizenship 

(pp. 9-12).  Then, literacy, numeracy, and science are indicated in the Core Improvement 

Goals (p. 1) in the Provincial Education Plan 2013-2016 (New Brunswick Department of 

Education and Early Childhood Development, 2013).  Further, the Province of New 

Brunswick’s (2016) 10 Year Education Plan includes “Objective 3: Improve literacy 

skills for all learners” (p. 10) and “Objective 4: Improve numeracy skills for all learners” 

(p. 11).  However, interview participant 11 explained that “the next evolution of 

education, because what we’re missing right now and what kids need isn’t more content 

based knowledge, it’s more knowledge about how to interact [global competencies] in a 
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world that’s going to change by the time they get out there.”  Interview participant 11 

went on to say, “Our next evolution in turning kids into productive citizens is going to 

have to do more with dealing with morals, values, and attitudes than it is any type of 

content level education.”  These statements and information could also relate to sub-

categories ongoing systems and processes and prevailing culture under collaboration and 

communication, but presented powerfully under strong moral imperative. 

Political and bureaucratic considerations. The sub-categories that applied to 

this research sub-question 3 included: top-down hierarchy, focus and sustainability, 

existing paradigm, execution and follow-up, and control and centralization.   

Relating to top-down hierarchy, interview participant 6 said,  

Second-order change in this organization [NB education system], because we’re 

so closely linked to the Department of Education and Early Childhood 

Development, and we’re such a small province, and people, everybody watches 

and listens to what’s going on, has something to say about education. You have to 

take a systemic kind of approach to it and think, what are the different levels here 

that I have to consider when I’m trying to make a change. 

Interview participant 9 spoke to the operating as a PLC decision, saying that it 

was a top-down decision and that  

we just do PLC lip service. I don’t think we’re really strong learning communities 

at all. We’ve been talking about PLCs for 10 years at least, but we never as a 

district or a province do anything long enough to do it well. 

Furthermore, interview participant 11 explained that the decision to operate as a PLC was 

a top- down decision and that it was a “big system change that not only involved 
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education, but it involved morals, it involved values, it involved changing how we 

fundamentally operate.”  Kouzes and Posner (2003) proposed that the prevailing 

metaphor of our time is still the hierarchy, organized by rank and authority and that this 

hierarchy poses a huge challenge to collaborative leadership and sustainability of 

meaningful change.   

Following up with the experiential data sets, from personal notes relating to 

operating as a PLC, I noted that even though the 2015 PLC survey data presented only a 

snapshot, the analysis of the data collected and the overall discussions with the leaders of 

the district and the four schools showed gains in implementing a PLC as a second-order 

change.  Early decisions made during efforts towards PLC implementation at the school 

level were more top-down.  After nearly a decade they were becoming more 

collaborative, consistent with a PLC philosophy and operation.  Indicative of that was the 

2015 decision by district leaders to use the Internal District Instrument (IDI) (Williams & 

Brien, 2009) to determine how well the district as a whole was doing as a PLC.  Progress 

was slow, however, because only after an extended period of time did district leadership 

identify a couple of principals to examine the results and determine recommendations.  

From that information, district leadership shared with principals a summary of 

recommendations for district PLC from surveys.  Upon examination of the list of 

recommendations it appeared that there were more needs than recommendations, and the 

following needs were identified from the IDI results:  more school involvement in 

decisions, increased communication on decision-making, more opportunities for 

principals to work together, and better communication strategies.   

Interview participant 3 stated,  
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Anytime that we move the decision-making further and further from ground level, 

there is more of a chance that it is not going to be successful. The focus is 

completely upside down and that’s concerning. And whenever that happens, the 

wheels eventually fall off and you know you’ll have to start again. 

In support, Hurley (2014) reported on a qualitative study by the Canadian Education 

Association (CEA) that identified five barriers to change: the education system, 

resources, mindsets, curriculum, and social change.  Considering the barrier of the 

education system, participants in Hurley’s study perceived the rigidity of our current 

system throughout as the largest barrier to change.  However, it was the CEA’s hope that 

the themes that emerged 

will support and promote systematic change by continuing to take root throughout 

the country at the local level, and that the emergence of a larger network of 

change begins to affect the way we think and plan for future generation. (p. 12) 

Furthermore, as observed by interview participant 10, “the challenge around decisions 

being implemented, on the surface, the Department of Education looks like a top-down 

structure, but really it’s a middle up because superintendents and directors are the ones 

responsible to teachers in education and students.”  That says even more that decisions 

can be made from the top, but it is the people in the middle who need to get the 

information from the bottom and move it up; however, as interview participant 5 

explained, with decision-making we do not have a lot of discretion in the education 

system because of the “party platform”: “So we have a pseudo structure of 

professionalism where we’re certainly impacted by political platforms which have the 

tendency to change in short amounts of time.”  The hope was that the 10 Year Plan would 
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help as it was “created to recognize the 10 year moratorium on change, but we’ll see . . . 

we need a movement as opposed to anything else” (Interview participant 5).   

Structures or operating as a PLC are not mentioned in the Province of New 

Brunswick’s (2016) 10 Year Education Plan except to say under Conditions for success: 

Leadership: “System leaders also play an essential role by putting in place procedures 

and standards, and proving system-wide leadership. Districts provide support through 

strong management practices. Decisions made at this level have an impact on schools and 

ultimately students” (p. 18).  However, the creation of a learning community involves a 

long-term commitment of resources, such as managerial support, financial support, 

technical support, and personal support, and, as such, a lack of any of these resources 

could result in frustrated members and misaligned task assignments that ultimately cause 

the failure of the learning community (Li et al., 2009).  Interview participant 9 spoke of 

this focus and sustainability: 

So we [as a system] make a decision and then we think we solidified it in three 

months or six months, but really it takes a few years of that being a focus to really 

solidify that and make it sustainable. . . . We don’t like to sit back and evaluate if 

something is really working. We tend to just move on to the next thing . . . we all 

want to be top dog and not willing to say, ya, that didn’t work very well, what’s 

next.   

An existing paradigm was very evident from the participants.  Interview 

participant 6 spoke of an existing paradigm:  

If you try to do something in a school, let’s say that parents complain or the 

teachers complain, either to the District Education Council or to a local MLA and 
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it goes to the Minister of Education, you get all this static, you have to make sure 

that systemically you’re going to be sound and you can weather those challenges 

as you go forward. . . . So the biggest challenge in second-order change is that 

we’re part of a system and we don’t control all the variables. 

Additionally, interview participant 10 spoke of second-order decisions and the need for 

political and bureaucratic considerations, more specifically the existing paradigm:  

Decisions are often decided in the first six months of a new platform and then 

through briefing notes and through communications [with districts and schools], 

important and underlying information required and that merge with a political 

platform. That would take another year and a half so you would then be half way 

through an election cycle before you had traction and then you had to prepare, to 

get ready, because 86% of the time New Brunswick flips, Conservative, Liberal. 

Also, within political and bureaucratic considerations, there was much evidence to 

support execution and follow-up as a sub-category.  From personal notes relating to 

integrating technology from the chapter 3 data sets, I noted that, to date, there are still 

technology mentor teachers in school districts and there is a great emphasis on integrating 

technology into schools, with technology now referred to more often as Information and 

Communications Technology (ICT).  As well, at the 2016 Atlantic Education Summit I 

was invited to talk about the role of school leaders in ICT integration, again indicating an 

emphasis on integrating technology in schools.  Hence, there are still strategies being 

used to help schools integrate technology, a decision that was essentially made in the late 

1990s.  These are all facts that support successful implementation of the second-order 

change in technology use in classrooms; however, as recently as 2017, when teaching 
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graduate students aspiring to be school administrators, overwhelmingly questions came 

up asking what the decision-making process is throughout educational levels and why is 

it that districts, schools, and classrooms do not always adhere to decisions made, in 

particular referring to technology integration in schools.   

Additionally, referring to execution and follow-up, Chiasson (2019) shared that 

the NB Department of Education and Early Childhood Development (EECD) has 

invested in several projects to integrate ICTs to develop 21st century skills in schools.  

However, he went on to say, 

In the English sector, the Model Schools project in 2006 to support the project-

based learning approach did not generate evidence and its impact on learning was 

not measured.  In 2008, the NB3-21C project, which focused on improvements in 

the three core subjects (literacy, numeracy and science) from a perspective of 

essential skills development, was not followed up.  In 2010, data from the 

Demonstration School projects, with the goal of gathering evidence of student 

engagement and success, was not captured by provincial decision-makers.  

Finally, in 2013, the Bring Your Own Device (BYOD) project also failed to 

provoke significant changes in the school system. (p. 26) 

Interview participant 3 said, “You see this happen a lot in education, where here’s the big 

announcement, here’s the initial money, fanfare, and then everyone runs away . . . no 

thought to replacement.”  It is explained that when Information Technology (IT) 

departments more recently moved to a central board model, it was a top-down decision 

and that decision-making was further removed from the stakeholders having “the 
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educational input as to what is in the best interest, what should we be investing in, from a 

learning and pedagogical point of view” (Interview participant 3).   

Additionally, in explaining the process for implementation in regards to execution 

and follow-up of PLCs, interview participant 9 explained, “We went to a three or four 

day conference, got all fired up and then implemented it in probably 38 different ways 

because we didn’t really take the time to look at it” and that it “should have been a three 

year implementation process.”  Interview participant 6 explained that the decision was 

delivered to the principals that “we were going to move in this direction and the 

expectation was that they [principals] go to their school and do the presentation with their 

staff.”  Interview participant 6 explained that professional learning days for teachers 

talked about PLCs and that the “expectation with implementation was that all schools 

would do this [operate as PLCs], it wasn’t a pilot; schools weren’t allowed to opt out” 

and that it was expected that people were to move in that direction.  Interview participant 

1 spoke to the unknown success of the second-order change for schools to operate as a 

PLC saying, “I think it [the decision for schools to operate as a PLC] was successful, but 

I don’t really have clear evidence.”  

 However, the document entitled NB3-21C: Creating a 21st Century Learning 

Model of Public Education Three Year Plan 2010-2013 (New Brunswick Department of 

Education, 2010), in reference to collaborative approaches, states: 

Over the past several years, New Brunswick educators have embraced the 

practices of professional learning communities. This approach is driven by three 

big ideas: a focus on learning, a culture of collaboration and a focus on results. 

The collaborative, data-based approach to improved results is endorsed by all 
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partners: schools, districts, professional teaching associations, university faculties 

of education and the Department of Education. (p. 7) 

DuFour et al. (2008, cited by the New Brunswick Department of Education, 2010) 

commented as follows: “Research is persuasive that successfully implementing 

professional-learning-community practices is the most promising path for sustained and 

substantive improvement of our schools and districts” (p. 7).  However, as pointed out by 

DuFour, DuFour, Eaker, and Many (2010),  

When people are called upon to do differently, it is inevitable that they question 

why and pose to ignore, obscure, or brush aside these brutal facts. Those who 

hope to help their schools and districts become PLCs [second-order change] will 

embrace them, respect them, and most importantly, address them. Recognition of 

the harsh realities must be a part of any implementation plan. (p. 252) 

Undoubtedly, political and bureaucratic considerations were prominent with 

respect to the question about whether the decision-making processes used impact 

implementation of second-order change.  This question to participants focused on the 

decision of integrating technology in schools and schools operating at PLCs.  Relating to 

control and centralization, in regards to technology in the New Brunswick public 

education system, interview participant 3 said, “It has been something that really was 

centrally decided and centrally rolled out. Ideas were grand, were good, but the execution 

and the follow up and the long term planning was basically nonexistent.”   

Balance of autonomy, accountability, and direction.  The sub-categories that 

applied to this research sub-question 3 included: ownership for decisions, monitoring of 

progress, focus on common goal, and sustainable change.  
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Regarding ownership for decisions, interview participant 6 explained, “It’s 

[decision-making] got to come from the ground up, requested rather than saying, here, 

I’m going to give everybody this. The decision-making, you can’t say to someone you’re 

all going to use this. There has to be some autonomy.”  Interview participant 6 explained 

that it was thought that if technology was purchased, “it would change the way teachers 

taught, the 21st Century learning would now appear because of SmartBoards, iPads, data 

projectors or computers or whatever; it would just naturally happen. Well we found out 

that that’s not the case.”  Interview participant 6 went on to say, 

You can do all the 21st Century learning you want with technology. You don’t 

have to have technology but people think you have to. I think that has been the 

biggest shift when it comes to technology. Early on all the decisions were about 

just getting technology and spending millions of dollars on it, when really money 

would have been better spent on teacher training or something else on how to 

teach effectively and then add some technology in. 

Interview participant 6 went on to explain that success happens when “schools reach a 

point where they reach out and want the technology then they’re invested in it.” 

Additionally, the importance of having a balance of autonomy, accountability, 

and direction, in particular, monitoring of progress, became apparent when technology 

was used as an example of second-order change.  Interview participant 3 explained the 

move to the centralization of technology being “a real detriment to schools and service 

and the local decision-making and the local autonomy.”  Interview participant 3 

continued with this example on accountability: “I don’t believe it was monitored to the 

level that it should be monitored. It is being monitored by the very people who have 
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control and run the system, who have a vested interest in the monitoring,” thus, not 

allowing accountability or autonomy with direction.   

Regarding evidence for focus on common goal, interview participant 5 stated, 

We need a sense of urgency. We need some vision that is going to be laid out and 

there’s got to be alignment of resources. Not only the department of education, 

but the district themselves need to start aligning with schools. There’s a lot of 

distraction, we often go off into tangents. We need to, with relentless 

determination, decide what it is we’re going to do and stay the course and not get 

off track on things. We need to stay focused. It’s very easy to be off task. And 

great leaders keep things simple. Some people are clear on what it is they have to 

do. With simplicity, it doesn’t mean it’s easy to implement, but at least it’s simple 

in what it is we are trying to achieve. 

Furthermore, interview participant 12 shared, “There’s 160 initiatives that are happening, 

it could be smaller, with more focus on certain ones for more success.”  However, 

regarding sustainable change, interview participant 3 said, “There are no parallel arm’s 

length assessment or evaluation of decisions made and that is a shortfall because there is 

no bench marking and no frame of reference.”   

PLC concepts were prevalent throughout discussions, with the importance of a 

balance of autonomy, accountability, and direction.  Key statements regarding the 

thoughts on the district became apparent among the Focus Group 2 participants, in 

particular statements pertaining to a focus on common goals.  These statements included: 

“Lack of PLCs,” “Silos,” “Not working as a team,” “Lack of focus,” “Too many 

initiatives,” and “Fix one thing at a time.”  One participant in this focus group said, “We 
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really need to have direction, pick one thing off the list, forget about all the rest, just pick 

one thing and implement it and don’t change it for a couple of years.”  Regarding ensured 

implementation of a decision, a Focus Group 2 participant commented:  

If you can collaboratively come to a focus, not that you all agree on, but there’s a 

focus, and everyone knows the direction you are going so that every decision is 

going to lead you toward that focus, then the decision-making process becomes so 

much easier because then, yes, we are going to do it, or no, we are not. 

Interview participant 6 explained, “It’s hard to sustain anything when you’re part of a 

system that [in which] you don’t control the changes.”   

In relation to focusing on common goal and sustainable change, in his recent 

doctoral study, Montanari (2014) spoke of “concepts and evidence from policy 

implementation, educational change, educational leadership, and empirical work on core 

leadership practices” (p. 11), and considers several models related to implementation and 

change.  He arrived at a three-part model: initiation, implementation, and 

institutionalization.  Gross, Giacquinta, and Berstein (1971) described the three phases as 

follows: 

Initiation covers the period of time in which a particular innovation is selected…it 

is the stage in which an organization defines a problem, decides on an innovation 

to resolve it, and presents the innovation to organizational members. The period 

of attempted implementation begins after the announcement that an innovation 

will be adopted and focuses on efforts to make the changes in the behavior of 

organizational members specified by the innovation. If . . . members do not make 

the required changes in their organizational behavior, the process breaks down. 
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Incorporation is the period when a change that is implemented becomes an 

enduring part of the operation of the organization. (p. 17) 

Following up from my experiential data sets in chapter 3, as a result of the 2015 

IDI data and the 2017 SSPI data, a superintendent advisory committee was initiated in 

2018.  To date, administrators are continuing to identify concerns that would be 

consistent with the themes uncovered in the study.  In particular, the balance of 

autonomy, accountability, with direction for sustainability as it relates to second-order 

change. 

As well, after looking at the themes uncovered from the participants, I reflected 

on a district proposal I submitted in 2015 (Appendix L).  I recognized that some themes 

were identified in the proposal; however, it was the district and university PLC 

partnership that started to uncover the understanding that decision-making as a leadership 

practice impacts the implementation and sustainability of second-order change in 

education systems and highlighted the importance of shared leadership.  Furthermore, it 

indicated the importance of a whole system approach in which both the district and 

schools operate as PLCs.  As stated by DuFour et al. (2010), “We know of no instances in 

which a schoolwide PLC [second-order change] was created and sustained without 

effective leadership from the principal.  We know of no successful districtwide [emphasis 

added] implementation without the sustained focus of the superintendent” (p. 253).  The 

same could be said for province-wide implementation of a second-order decision. 

Chapter Summary 

The purpose of the study was to connect decision-making to implementation of 

decisions in the New Brunswick education system.  This chapter provided an analysis of 
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the results based on data retrieved from individual interviews, focus group interviews, 

document analysis, and personal notes.   

Using the principles of grounded theory (Strauss & Corbin, 1990), five themes 

emerged and provided a comprehensible framework around the three sub-questions 

within the study.  There was enough evidence from the data collected and the themes that 

emerged to produce a grounded theory relating decision-making to implementation:  For 

second-order educational change decisions to be implemented at the department, district, 

or school level, educational leaders must understand political and bureaucratic 

considerations and have a strong moral imperative.  Furthermore, having knowledge and 

skill, ensuring collaboration and communication, and providing a balance of autonomy, 

accountability, and direction are crucial.    
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Chapter 6: Discussion and Conclusion 

In this study, I investigated the link between decision-making and decision 

implementation by gathering data on decision-making as a leadership practice from 

educational leaders throughout one of the four Anglophone districts in the New 

Brunswick education system.  The study question was this: How are decision-making 

processes related to decision implementation? The data gathered and analyzed addressed 

the following sub-questions:     

1. How do educational leaders in the New Brunswick education system define 

decision-making processes?  

2. What decision-making processes influence implementation based on the role 

of educational leaders in the New Brunswick education system?  

3. Does the decision-making process used impact implementation of a second-

order change?   

The study described the role of formal educational leaders in decision-making and 

how their decision-making affects schools.  It looked at what is required for effective 

decision-making and examined not only the role of formal leaders of schools, but also the 

roles played by district and provincial leaders.  The sections in this chapter include a 

discussion based on the resulting themes from the study, a decision-making model for 

implementation, recommendations for further research, and a conclusion. 

Discussion 

The literature review in chapter 2 showed the importance of understanding 

leadership styles and identified decision-making processes.  As indicated, Drucker (1974) 

provided five steps in a rational decision-making process: (a) define the problem, (b) 
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analyze the problem, (c) develop alternative solutions, (d) decide on the best solution, and 

(e) convert decisions into effective actions.  Comparatively, Leithwood and Stager (1989) 

identified five cognitive elements in a decision-making model: (a) problem interpretation, 

(b) goals, (c) values, (d) constraints, and (e) solutions.  Ultimately, with a leadership style 

identified and a decision-making process in place, a decision-making practice flows.  

However, it does not necessarily mean that the decision is implemented.   

The resulting themes from my research leaned more towards what needs to be 

considered prior to getting to the decision-making process.  With that in mind, antecedent 

steps to the decision-making process were identified in the form of questions.  Making 

the comparison to building a home, the first set of questions relating to two themes in the 

generated theory are referred to as foundation requirements and the second set of 

questions relating to three themes generated in the theory are referred to as framing 

requirements.   

Foundation Requirements 

Foundation (n.d.) is defined by the Oxford Living Dictionary as an underlying 

basis or principle, the action of establishing an institution or organization on a permanent 

basis.  The importance of considering the foundation questions prior to the decision-

making process can be compared to the foundation thoughts put into building a home 

prior to the construction process: 

It may seem like a simple part of the overall construction process, but your 

foundation is the most important part of your entire project. The biggest reason 

for this is that any mistakes you make in the foundation will only get worse as you 
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go up. It’s known as compounding defects and it means that mistakes grow. 

(Morrison, n.d., p. 1) 

The foundation requirements include answering questions identified under two themes: 

political and bureaucratic considerations, and a strong moral imperative.   

Political and bureaucratic considerations. Within my study, political and 

bureaucratic considerations were identified as a theme related to preparing for the 

decision-making process.  In reference to the literature cited in chapter 2, Hord (1997) 

contended that it is “important that the principal believe that teachers have the capacity to 

respond to the needs of students, and this belief ‘provides moral strength for principals to 

meet difficult political and educational challenges along the way’” (p. 17).  As well, it 

was identified that school leadership historically operated within a conventional 

bureaucratic model that reflected dependency and professional isolation (Glickman, 

Gordon, & Ross-Gordon, 2014).   

As an outgrowth from the exhaustive current research on decision-making and 

decision implementation, my grounded theory attempts to move towards a resolution to 

my research question - How are decision-making processes related to decision 

implementation? 

Three questions for a leader or a decision-maker to consider to address the first 

foundational theme of my theory are:   

1) Is the existing structure understood?  

2) How will the current structure affect the decision?  

3) Is the system’s culture ready or does the current structure require re-culturing 

first?  
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Strong moral imperative. Strong moral imperative is also identified in the 

grounded theory and is a foundation requirement prior to getting to the decision-making 

process.  Unlike much of the previous work, DuFour et al. (2008) identified that the first 

steps in re-culturing begin with an examination of the actual culture of the organization 

and that this “is found in the assumptions, beliefs, values expectations, and habits that 

constitute the norm for that organization” (p. 107).   Kotter and Cohen (2002) maintained 

that the “organization’s change process is ‘changing people’s behavior’” (p. 2).  Fullan 

(2016) reinforced and extended this, proposing that “behaviors and emotions often 

change before beliefs - we need to act in a new way before we get insights and feelings 

related to new beliefs” (p. 39).  More recently, Fullan and Quinn (2016) argued that, in 

order to commence a re-culturing process, leaders must first look inside themselves to 

“understand their own moral purpose and be able to combine personal values, 

persistence, emotional intelligence, and resilience” (p. 18) and that it “is essential because 

their moral purpose will be reflected in all their decisions and actions” (p. 18).  In 

response, my grounded theory offers three questions for the second foundational theme of 

my theory:     

1) Are the expectations reasonable?  

2) Is the interpretation of the backup data accurate, not manipulated to support the 

decision? 

3) Is the decision being considered what is best overall, not what is best 

personally?   
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Again, these are simple questions, but it is important that they be answered prior 

to the decision-making process, if we plan to ensure implementation.  As stated by 

Morrison (n.d.) regarding the foundation being the most important part of a home: 

Here’s another reason that your foundation deserves the highest focus and 

attention to detail: your entire house sits on top of it! If you skimp here and 

something fails, it’s not an easy fix. Is it worth the extra few dollars to add a bit 

more rebar to the slab? Yes. Ensuring that the foundation is built to the very best 

standards possible is very much worth it. (p. 1) 

Framing Requirements 

 This next section deals with the framing requirements for the decision-making 

process.  Here, questions were formed for the remaining themes uncovered in the 

grounded theory.  According to the Psychology Dictionary, framing (n.d.) is the process 

of defining the context or issues that surround a problem or event in a way that serves to 

influence how the context or issues are seen and evaluated.  With the understanding that 

skill is acquired through experience or education, the importance of framing questions 

prior to the decision-making process can as well be compared to the framing thoughts put 

into building a home prior to the construction process: 

You should think of framing as the bones of your home. Not only does framing 

give your home a shape and structure, but it also impacts the quality of nearly 

every aspect of your home, from mechanicals to interior and exterior finishes. 

Because there is so much riding on the quality of your home's framing, you really 

need to make sure you choose a contractor that is experienced in custom home 

building and accountable to building a quality home. Be sure to talk to them about 

https://psychologydictionary.org/context/
https://psychologydictionary.org/context/


171 
 

their framing practices. Are the site superintendents well informed to ensure that 

the framing in your home meets the highest standards of quality? (Empire Custom 

Builders, 2016, p. 1) 

Framing requirements within my study consist of answering the simple questions 

identified under the themes of knowledge and skill, collaboration and communication, 

and balance of autonomy, accountability, and direction. These themes allow for 

comparisons to existing work and offer an explanation and resolution through my 

grounded theory.   

Knowledge and skill. In the study, having knowledge is defined as having facts 

and information and skill is acquired through experience and education, the ability to do 

something well; having expertise and efficacy. From the existing research, Lunenburg 

(2010) commented, “The quality of the decisions made is a predominant factor in how 

the superintendent, for example, views a principal’s performance, or how a principal 

views a department head or team leader’s performance” (p. 2). Owens and Valesky 

(2015) stated, “The administrator’s influence resides more firmly in creating and 

monitoring the processes through which decisions are made by the organization than in 

personally making large numbers of decisions that are required in any busy complex 

organization” (p. 281).  These statements highlight the importance of the leaders’ 

knowledge and skill in making decisions.  

Lunenburg (2010) and Davenport and Manville (2012) proposed that to ensure 

decisions which are made are implemented, it is imperative that formal educational 

leaders understand that different decisions are made at each level, that there is a cycle of 

decision-making, and decision-making moves to more participative, shared approach.  
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Consequentially, it is imperative that formal educational leaders understand that this 

connects to a more conceptual decision-making style as described by Rowe and 

Boulgarides (1992), where leadership is open for new solutions and uses many different 

sources with a transformational style as described by Fullan (2001).   

Development of this kind of leadership culture throughout the education system 

could provide current and aspiring leaders with the skills and knowledge needed to 

promote implementation of decisions.  This culture would embrace building human 

capital, as explained by Venables (2018), and the need to have skilled individuals, as 

expressed by Lambert (2003), with a shared leadership approach (Lambert, 2002).  This 

is what is proposed for a whole organization operating as a PLC (DuFour et al., 2010).  

Therefore, the importance of operating as a PLC throughout the system must be 

understood and the push that this understanding could create would have great 

implications on the education system. 

My grounded theory offers two important questions relating to knowledge and 

skill that should be answered prior to moving to the decision-making process:   

1) Is the leadership of the decision coming from someone who has proficiency, 

understanding, and comprehension of the roles of those who are implementing the 

decision? 

2) Is the leadership of the decision coming from someone who has grounded, 

practical skills in the roles of those who are implementing the decision?   

Collaboration and communication. Fullan and Quinn (2016) shared that the 

decision-making practices required for changing the culture and norms of a school 

involve a process of collaboration, followed by consensus decisions, trial and error plans 



173 
 

of new ways of doing things, and movement toward measurable goals that mark success.  

They referred to it as “a process involving initial and continuous engagement around core 

goals persistently pursued” (p. 45) and they relayed that goals “are focused” but that 

‘“focusing direction” is never finished, that it is always “ongoing” (p. 45).  This is a 

practice that is required to sustain a second-order change, such as the implementation of a 

PLC.  DuFour et al. (2006) called this continuous improvement and learning for all.  

According to Owens and Valesky (2015), leadership and decision-making are 

“designed by organizational members” (p. 263).  Decisions that affect the activities of the 

organization are decided amongst participants rather than delegated to them.  Owens and 

Valesky went on to describe this “participative decision-making and empowerment”: 

Many present-day educational organizations, though still hierarchical, have 

developed collaborative cultures to such an extent that reverting to the autocratic 

model would be difficult; the administrator is not so much confronted with the 

issue of whether others will be involved in decision making, but rather, how and 

to what extent they will be involved. (p. 298) 

My grounded theory attempts to offer a resolution to this dilemma through posing 

questions related to collaboration and communication which must be answered prior to 

moving to the decision-making process:  

1) Has there been discussion with the people who will be implementing the 

decision?  Has the decision been initiated by those implementing it? 

2) How many second-order changes are currently in progress prior to making this 

decision? 

3) Are time, training, and resources allocated to implement the decision?  
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Balance of autonomy, accountability, and direction. Dickson and Mitchell 

(2014), in their study with Ontario school district superintendents, examined the 

importance of establishing a direct connection between the superintendents’ problems of 

practice and those of the principals and the teachers, and found that “it was, therefore, 

logical that they would determine student learning goals by way of the principal learning 

goals, who in turn would determine their learning goals by way of teacher learning goals, 

which is based on student learning outcomes” (p. 19).  Bennis and Goldsmith (2010) 

talked about “judgment calls of leaders” (p. 181) and how truly effective leaders engage 

in three separate phases of judgment calls:  preparation, decision-making based on 

storyline, and implementation.  In the preparation phase, leaders “mobilize key 

stakeholders, inviting their input and harnessing their energies” (p. 181); in the decision-

making based on storyline phase, the storyline “articulates and reinforces shared values, 

and leads to the achievement of shared goals” (p. 181); and in the implementation phase, 

“if their [leaders’] judgements are off-base and they cannot mobilize their team, they 

rapidly realign with their values, reconsider the parameters of their decision, reformulate 

the problem, and redefine the goals to motivate others to produce the desired results” (p. 

181).  Similarly, Davenport and Manville (2012) shared judgment calls through stories of 

big decisions saying, “as seen in modern best-practices cases, the decisions weighed were 

intimately linked to – and deliberated upon by – those accountable for implementing the 

decision” (p141). They went on to say, “Leadership played a critical role, but more as 

helping to facilitate the formulation and debate about the best ideas” (p. 141).   

Facilitation is key for a leader in an initiative, including formulating a committee, 

soliciting feedback from stakeholders, or arriving at best ideas from an initial common 
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belief.  In response to the current literature, my grounded theory offers a resolution with 

two questions under balance of autonomy, accountability and direction to be answered 

prior to moving to the decision-making process:  

1) Has the decision and monitoring of the decision been clearly defined? 

2) Are there agreed upon tight expectations and understandings of liberties on 

how to implement the decision? 

Summary of Requirements 

It is important for builders to think about foundation and framing requirements 

prior to the construction process to build a home.  From the results of the study, the same 

could be considered true for proceeding through the decision-making and implementation 

processes needed for a sustainable second-order change in education.  The foundation 

requirements and framing requirements shared here, linked to simple questions under the 

themes identified from the grounded theory, serve as the antecedent steps to the decision-

making process. 

The following template (Figure 6) was developed prior to the final meeting with 

individual interview participants. 

Antecedent Steps to the Decision-Making Process 

 

Decision Under Consideration: 

 

Foundation Requirements 

Theme Questions Answers 

Political and 

Bureaucratic 

Considerations 

1. Is the existing structure understood? 

2. How will the current structure affect 

the decision? 

3. Is the system’s culture ready or does 

the current structure require re-

culturing first? 

 

 

Strong Moral 

Imperative  

1. Are the expectations reasonable? 

2. Is the interpretation of the backup data 

accurate, not manipulated to support 

the decision? 
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3. Is the decision being considered what 

is best overall, not what is best 

personally? 

 

Framing Requirements 

Knowledge and 

Skill  

1. Is the leadership of the decision 

coming from someone who has 

proficiency, understanding, and 

comprehension of the roles of those 

who are implementing the decision? 

2. Is the leadership of the decision 

coming from someone who has 

grounded, practical skills in the roles of 

those who are implementing the 

decision? 

 

 

Collaboration 

and 

Communication   

1. Has there been discussion with the 

people who will be implementing the 

decision? Has the decision been 

initiated by those implementing it?  

2. How many second-order changes are 

currently in progress prior to making 

this decision?  

3. Are time, training, and resources 

allocated to implement the decision? 

 

 

Balance of 

autonomy, 

accountability, 

and direction 

1. Has the decision and monitoring of the 

decision been clearly defined? 

2. Are there agreed upon tight 

expectations and understandings of 

liberties on how to implement the 

decision? 

 

 

Figure 6. Template of Antecedent Steps to the Decision-Making Process 

Discussion with the participants revealed the appreciation for the simplicity of the 

template and that even though some individuals may sub-consciously answer these 

questions, the questions produced as a result of the grounded theory ensures that 

important questions are not missed leading to the decision-making process.  Based on the 

responses from these participants, if this antecedent framework were provided as a pre-

requisite for decision-making in the education system, I anticipate that the reaction would 

be favourable and the framework would be deemed helpful. 

Decision-Making Model for Implementation 

 Bell (1996) said,  
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While the concept of turning the organization upside down makes great material 

for motivational speeches, it suggests that if the old pyramid was wrong, the thing 

to do is flip the chart. . . . But pyramids, whether right side up or upside down, are 

all about hierarchy and power; partnerships are about power-free relationships.  

(p. 15) 

In response, my grounded theory provides initiatives to shift New Brunswick education 

from a more traditional bureaucratic style of leadership to a more shared leadership 

approach.  From the results of my study, I believe the shift is still not complete and we 

have a way to go.  Of great importance is the continued transformation of the culture of 

the “system.”  This will require the combined efforts of leaders at the department, district 

and school levels to continuously gather data, determine how to develop goals, and make 

decisions that ensure their implementation.   

From the grounded theory developed from this study, my hope is that the overall 

findings will contribute to the field of education by providing a framework to formal 

educational leaders on how to ensure that decisions made will be implemented.  To try to 

ensure that this research will have implications on the education system, I went back to 

my thoughts on how an educational researcher should speak.  From that research and 

thoughts penned, I wrote, “The research potential may be lost if it does not relate to the 

practitioner” (Matthews, 2019, p. 2).  As well, if the research does not address a priority 

issue, deal with an action, or answer a question; if the writing is too academic for the 

audience, or if there is not a relationship between the researcher and practitioner, then the 

research may fail (Yates, 2005).  I also went to my thoughts on effective communication 

of research.  Based on my belief, I wrote, 
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In any field of study, including education, there are highly complex writers and 

some can write very abstractly and theoretically because they are theoreticians. I 

believe these writers challenge us as readers and push us to a higher level of 

understanding. Nevertheless, while challenging the audience to ponder certain 

ideas, we, as educational researchers, have to be somewhat straightforward in our 

delivery of research, understanding that using highly abstract and obscure 

language may be a tool that excludes. Not that educators cannot understand 

complex language, but the language used in the writing should be clear enough so 

that the message does not get lost. (Matthews, 2019, p. 3) 

With that belief in mind, I wanted to keep the perspective of being not only a 

novice researcher, but also a practitioner.  I aimed to keep the research message simple, 

while pushing to a higher level of understanding.  If these simple questions identified in 

the antecedent steps to decision-making process (Figure 7) are answered, regardless of 

being at the department, district, or school level, we as formal educational leaders should 

know whether to move or not to move forward on the decision-making process to 

implement an educational second-order change decision.   
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Figure 7. Antecedent Steps to Decision-Making Process 

These steps assist in identifying conditions that would prompt formal educational 

leaders to engage with a specific decision and work to ensure that the decision is 

implemented.  It is understood, however, that successful implementation is not 

synonymous with success of an educational system, that it is possible to successfully 

implement a decision that causes problems for an education system, and that successful 

implementation of a decision does not satisfy everyone.  My aim, within the discipline of 

education, was to use findings from my research to offer insights and identify pitfalls that 

reflect what is currently occurring at each level in education with respect to decision-

Decision to be Considered:

From personal thought or from 
others

Answer Foundation 
Requirements to Consider the 

Decision:

Political & Bureaucratic 
Considerations:

Is the existing structure 
understood?

How will the current structure 
affect the decision?

Is the system's culture ready or 
does the current structure require 

re-culturing first?

Strong Moral Imperative:

Are the expectations reasonable?

Is the interpretation of the backup 
data accurate, not manipulated to 

support the decision?

Is the decision being considered 
what is best overall, not what is 

best personally?

Answer Framing Requirements 
to Consider the Decision

Knowledge & Skill:

Is the leadership of the decision 
coming from someone who has 
proficiency, understanding, and 

comprehension of the roles of those 
who are implementing the 

decision?

Is the leadership of the decision 
coming from someone who has 
grounded, practical skills in the 

roles of those who are 
implementing the decision? 

Collaboration & 
Communication:

Has there been discussion with the 
people who will be implementing 

the decision? Has the decision been 
initiated by those implementing it?

How many second-order changes 
are currently in progress prior to 

making this decision?

Are time, training, and resources 
allocated to implement the 

decision?

Balance of autonomy, 
accountability, & direction:

Has the decision and monitoring of 
the decision been clearly defined?

Are there agreed upon tight 
expectations and understandings of 
liberties on how to implement the 

decision?

Based on Answers:

Move or not move forward to the 
decision-making process to 
implement the educational 

second-order change decision.
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making and implementation.  My hope is that these results inform efforts to ensure that 

future decisions that are made will be implemented, as depicted in Figure 8. 

 

Figure 8. Leadership Needs to Ensure Implementation of Decisions 

Implications for Practice 

Implications for practice have been identified and emerged from the study.   For 

example, as explained in chapter 2, a transformational leadership style is evidenced in 

having a mission, expressing a shared vision, and adjusting to make change (Burns, 1978; 

Owens & Valesky, 2015).  Owens and Valesky (2015) further explained that this 

approach to leadership is critical in establishing those important norms, behaviors, and 

values that determine how schools operate.  Leithwood, Jantzi, and Steinbach (1999) 

argued that transformational leaders have the skills to move beyond first-order changes to 

second-order changes.  Similarly, Fullan (2001) focused on both the conceptual style and 

Foundation 
Requirements:

- Understanding political & 
bureaucratic considerations

- Having a strong moral 
imperative

Framing Requirements:

- Having knowledge & skill

- Collaborating & 
Communicating on decisions

- Providing a balance of 
autonomy, accountability, & 

direction with decisions

Implementation 
of Decisions
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the transformational approach.  He proposed that there are five characteristics that define 

a leader with a conceptual style and transformational approach: “moral purpose, an 

understanding of the change process, the ability to improve relationships, knowledge of 

creation and sharing, and coherence making” (p. 17), all of which influence the decision-

making process.  My theory extends this existing knowledge, adding the need for leaders 

to have a strong moral imperative, relating to such things as values, ethics, and 

credibility, as being important to ensure implementation of second-order change 

decisions. 

Furthermore, in chapter 2, I quoted Lambert (2000) defining leadership capacity 

as the broad-based, skillful participation in the work of leadership and that it is called 

broad-based leadership because several individuals are working together, and it is skillful 

leadership because those who share the leadership have the skills required to be 

successful leaders.  My theory suggests attention to the five themes as an accessible way 

to build leadership capacity.  For example, to make second-order change decisions, the 

leaders I interviewed described that there are political and bureaucratic considerations 

that should be learned and understood.  Also shared in chapter 2 was that Lambert (2002) 

consistently explained that leadership capacity thrives in schools in which principals 

understand the importance of developing teams of decision makers; in practice, staff 

members would be given the opportunity, based on their personal strengths, to lead in a 

way that supports and reflects a positive and collaborative learning community; and 

building leadership capacity transforms the belief that leadership is the behavior of one 

person to the belief that it is a collective capacity exhibited by many.  The themes 

collaboration and communication, knowledge and skill, and having a balance of 
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autonomy, accountability, and direction strengthen what Lambert is saying.  That is, these 

themes, that were arrived at based on participants describing their perceptions, thoughts, 

and actions, conclude that leaders need such things as horizontal and vertical interactions, 

training and professional learning, and a mindset that focuses on achieving the balance of 

autonomy, accountability, and direction when leading.  My theory provides a training in 

leadership practice to ensure second-order changes are implemented.   

Recommendations for Further Research 

This study focused on the making and implementation of decisions.  The findings 

of this study indicate further particular opportunities for other possible research studies in 

regards to the implementation of decisions.   

With the findings indicating that implementation is based on a process used for 

decision-making, a recommendation for further research would be to investigate the 

sustainability of the decisions being implemented.  Participants identified that often 

decisions that are made are not sustained.  Comparing what was learned in this study for 

implementation of decisions with the sustainability of the decision could provide 

additional insights to educational leadership in the system. 

Additionally, my theory provides guidance for training in leadership practice so 

that second-order changes are implemented.  As a result, another recommendation for 

further research would be a quantitative study to measure outcomes and to compare the 

relative strengths of the themes identified in this theory.   

As well, during the course of the interview process, participants reported that 

public education is basically a political and bureaucratic system.  The participants shared 

the regular trials and tribulations in operating in such a system.  Accordingly, a further 
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recommendation for future research is to examine if there are other education systems 

that are less political and bureaucratic. 

Finally, based on my findings, I would suggest that, except in cases of major 

reform, the how decisions be delegated to the district and the schools, as is the intention 

of the Education Act (1997) and the provincial 10 Year Education Plan (Province of New 

Brunswick, 2016), especially because the how has to fit the culture.  However, since the 

how sometimes requires necessary resources, school districts are often limited in the 

strategies they can choose to address and implement decisions that meet the expectations 

of the department.  In particular, it could be argued that long-term implementation or 

sustainability is sometimes undermined if the necessary resources are provided for only a 

short period.  This is exacerbated when the necessary funding for previously mandated 

changes is redirected to support additional new changes that the government adopts and 

districts are expected to find alternative funding to maintain previous changes.  At times, 

such as when districts are supplied with “healthy” budgets, both the old and the new 

mandates can be potentially achieved by districts, depending on how the districts choose 

to use those budgets.  Notwithstanding the ‘health’ of the budget, if districts do not share 

in the decision-making with school leaders on how to use those budgets, the 

implementation of previously mandated decisions may not be sustained.  In times of 

financial restraint, when the government decides to reduce funding for education, the 

continued implementation or sustainability is jeopardized unless  

we [schools, district, department] created an organization that has a lot of 

community players, and the business community, philanthropic organizations, and 

the federation, and we sit down together and say where should public education 
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go in this province based on the concept of everybody being a New Brunswick 

patriot of I just want to do what’s best for kids in this province, and it’s a parallel 

system, not controlled by any politician, but as the community agency, and 

communicating with any government that these priorities of the people in this 

province . . . that strategic table should exist. (Interview participant 5)   

Currently this does not exist.  Further, interview participant 10 explained, 

“Although you have to be able to react to situations and opportunities that come along in 

education, often our reaction time is not good.”  With the election cycle, and it being 

more top down throughout the system, as said by interview participant 10, “Currently, we 

have no choice in education, education cannot be proactive.  You can proactively be 

ready to react but there is no proactivity.”  My hope is that the antecedent steps to the 

decision-making process that were identified as a result of the grounded theory that 

emerged will help with being more proactive in ensuring decisions that are considered in 

education are implemented. 

Conclusion 

From all the data sources, five themes emerged relating decision-making and 

implementation of second-order educational changes:  1) Collaboration and 

communication, 2) Knowledge and skill, 3) Strong moral imperative, 4) Political and 

bureaucratic consideration, and 5) Balance of autonomy, accountability, and direction.  

As a result, a grounded theory emerged:  For second-order educational change decisions 

to be implemented at the department, district, or school level, educational leaders must 

understand political and bureaucratic considerations and have a strong moral 

imperative.  Furthermore, having knowledge and skill, ensuring collaboration and 
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communication, and providing a balance of autonomy, accountability, and direction are 

crucial.   

When comparing decision-making and implementation in the education system, 

the evidence in my research suggests that no longer can senior leaders be thought of as 

top-down agents of change or seen as the visionaries of the system.  Instead of a single 

individual being responsible, other educational leaders at various levels, who are partners 

or group members, must take on some of the responsibility for leadership.  This supports 

a shared, distributed, participative leadership model where decisions are tethered to the 

central values of an organization rather than a singular person within that organization.   
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Appendix A: Individual Interview Tracking System 

Interviewee 

Name 
Pseudonym Title 

Contact 

Information 
Date Time Location 
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Appendix B: Focus Group Interview Tracking System 

Date: ______________ 

Time:  ______________ 

Location: ____________ 

 

Name Title Contact Information 
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Appendix C: Document Collection Tracking System 

Item Location of Item 

New Brunswick Education Act, Chapter 

E-1.12 (1997) 

http://laws.gnb.ca/en/showfulldoc/cs/E-

1.12//20190227 

New Brunswick 10-Year Education Plan: 

Everyone At Their Best, 2016-2025 

(2016)  

https://www2.gnb.ca/content/dam/gnb/De

partments/ed/pdf/K12/EveryoneAtTheirB

est.pdf 

New Brunswick Education Plan: 

Department of Education and Early 

Childhood Development, 2013-2016 

(2013) 

https://www2.gnb.ca/content/dam/gnb/De

partments/ed/pdf/K12/comm/ProvincialE

ducationPlan.pdf 

NB3-21C: Creating a 21st Century 

Learning Model of Public Education 

Three-Year Plan, 2010-2013 (2010) 

http://leg-horizon.gnb.ca/e-

repository/monographs/30000000049266/

30000000049266.pdf 

New Brunswick Public Education: A 

Shared Responsibility (n.d.) 

https://www2.gnb.ca/content/dam/gnb/De

partments/ed/pdf/K12/dec-

ced/RolesAndResponsibilities.pdf 

New Brunswick Education Plan: When 

Kids Come First: A Challenge to All New 

Brunswickers to build Canada’s best 

education system, 2007-2013 (2007) 

https://www1.gnb.ca/leglibbib/en/Resourc

es.aspx/EDocs/Monographs/90  

New Brunswick Department of Education 

Principal Certification Requirements, 

Policy 610 (2006) 

https://www2.gnb.ca/content/gnb/en/depa

rtments/education/k12/content/policies.ht

ml  

NBTA Requirements for Principal’s 

Certificate (2016) 

https://www.nbta.ca/services/teacher_certi

fication/cert_principal.html 

Department/District Sample Meeting 

Agendas 
Personal file, emails 

Department/District Sample Requests Personal file, emails 

Committee Meeting Notes Personal file 

Director, Principal, Vice Principal Job 

Advertisements 
Personal file 

Personal articles written, personal notes 

made 
Personal file 

  

http://laws.gnb.ca/en/showfulldoc/cs/E-1.12/20190227
http://laws.gnb.ca/en/showfulldoc/cs/E-1.12/20190227
https://www2.gnb.ca/content/dam/gnb/Departments/ed/pdf/K12/EveryoneAtTheirBest.pdf
https://www2.gnb.ca/content/dam/gnb/Departments/ed/pdf/K12/EveryoneAtTheirBest.pdf
https://www2.gnb.ca/content/dam/gnb/Departments/ed/pdf/K12/EveryoneAtTheirBest.pdf
https://www2.gnb.ca/content/dam/gnb/Departments/ed/pdf/K12/comm/ProvincialEducationPlan.pdf
https://www2.gnb.ca/content/dam/gnb/Departments/ed/pdf/K12/comm/ProvincialEducationPlan.pdf
https://www2.gnb.ca/content/dam/gnb/Departments/ed/pdf/K12/comm/ProvincialEducationPlan.pdf
http://leg-horizon.gnb.ca/e-repository/monographs/30000000049266/30000000049266.pdf
http://leg-horizon.gnb.ca/e-repository/monographs/30000000049266/30000000049266.pdf
http://leg-horizon.gnb.ca/e-repository/monographs/30000000049266/30000000049266.pdf
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Appendix D: Information Letter and Informed Consent 

Nancy Matthews 

Graduate Student - PhD Candidate  

University of New Brunswick, Faculty of Education, Fredericton, NB 

nmatthews@unb.ca ; nancy.matthews@nbed.nb.ca  

(506) 386-1359 (home); (506) 871-8303 (cell); (506) 856-3708 (office) 

 

July, 2018 

 

Re: Information and Informed Consent for the Study:   

Comparing Decision-Making and Implementation in the Education System: A 

Qualitative Study. 

 

Dear Educational Leader: 

 

I am currently a school principal in the Anglophone East School District and I am 

enrolled in the PhD program in Education at the University of New Brunswick.  As part 

of the requirement for my dissertation and in partial fulfillment for the degree of Doctor 

of Philosophy, I am conducting a study under the supervision of Dr. Ken Brien, Associate 

Professor, UNB, Faculty of Education, kbrien1@unb.ca, (506) 452-6213.  This research 

study has been reviewed by the UNB Research Ethics Board (REB) and is on file as case 

#2018-088.  

 

The purpose of the study is to describe the role that educational leaders have in decision-

making and how that decision-making affects schools.  It will look at what is required for 

effective decision-making and will examine not only the role of formal leaders at schools, 

but the role that districts and departments play.  The intention of this study is to 

determine what makes a successful educational system based on the types of decisions, 

procedures, and influences that affect educational leaders’ efforts to build a strong 

learning community.  The intention, within the discipline of education, is that the findings 

from my research results will offer insights and pitfalls regarding what is currently done 

at each level in education, be rational and reasonable, conclusive and compelling, and 

defensible in informing efforts to ensure the implementation of further decisions made.   

 

I value your role in the New Brunswick Education system and would like to invite you to 

participate in an interview and/or focus group.  The individual interview and/or focus 

group discussion will be approximately 45 to 60 minutes long and will focus on 

experiences and perspectives on the decision-making processes within education levels 

and decision implementation for current and past decisions.  The study will focus on 

formal educational leaders (principals, superintendent, directors, department leads) within 

schools, district, and department of education.  Pseudonyms will be used for participants, 

schools, and school district.  Specific lead titles will not be used.  Participation in the 

study will be kept confidential and no individual’s immediate superior in the system will 

know whether an individual chose to participate.  I will solely approach individuals to 

mailto:nmatthews@unb.ca
mailto:nancy.matthews@nbed.nb.ca
mailto:kbrien1@unb.ca
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participate, with no influence from superiors to urge participation or non-participation of 

individuals and no other individual will be involved in recruitment. 

 

Upon completion of the interview and focus group discussion, there will be an immediate 

de-briefing session.  Any questions or clarifications will be addressed at that time and 

following, participants will receive a copy of the transcription to assure that the data is 

reflective of what was intended.  All information will be kept strictly confidential.  

Recordings and/or transcriptions will be stored in a locked and secure space at my home 

and electronic files will be stored on a password protected computer and will be erased 

after five years.  Once the study is complete, participants may receive information as to 

the outcome of the research.  

  

The proposed research is to gather descriptions of people’s experiences and perspectives 

on the decision-making process within NB education levels and correlate the decision-

making process to the implementation of the decision.  Interview questions will first 

identify the contextual differences at each level, the specific role of leaders, and the 

varying types of decisions made at each level then will include specific questions on 

certain second-order change decisions that have been made in the education system 

within New Brunswick: Technology in schools decision and/or Operating as Professional 

Learning Communities decision, depending on your knowledge of the decision.  Data 

will be gathered based on the following decision-making variable questions: Rationale; 

Involvement; Timing; Execution; Monitoring and Accountability Practices; and 

Outcome.  Focus group data will include an analysis of past and upcoming minutes from 

the current identified PLC district focus groups, including conversations and observations 

relating to the decision-making process within the district, studying the attitudes and 

behaviours.  Further to the minutes and observations of the identified district PLC focus 

groups, a follow up meeting will be held with the participants regarding the process; the 

strategies being used in the district PLC research as it relates to decision-making and 

implementation will be the focus.   

 

It is intended that the results from the data will produce:  

• Description of educational leaders’ experiences on the decision-making processes 

within education levels. 

• Description of educational leaders’ perspectives on the decision-making processes 

within education levels. 

• Description of decision implementation for current and past second-order change 

decisions made. 

• Description of relationship between decision-making and decision 

implementation in the education system.   

 

Your participation is voluntary.  Should you wish to participate, you may decline to 

answer specific questions, and without prejudice, you would be free to withdraw from the 

research and to withdraw any data pertaining to yourself at any time.  Should you have 

any concerns about the research at any time and wish to speak with someone not directly 

involved with the research, Dr. Ellen Rose, Associate Dean, Graduate Program, Faculty 

of Education, may be contacted at (506) 452-6125 or at erose@unb.ca.   
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I appreciate your consideration to participate in the study.  Your signature on the attached 

form will indicate your consent to be involved.  Thank you for your input and support. 

 

Sincerely, 

 

 

 

 

Nancy Matthews  

PhD Candidate, UNB  
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Please read and sign this Informed Consent. 

 

I agree to be a participant in the following PhD Research Project:  Comparing 

Decision-Making and Implementation in the Education System: A Qualitative Study. 

 

I understand I will be a participant in an individual interview, a focus group interview, or 

both, as agreed with the researcher, in the above named research project.  I will be 

identified by a pseudonym when any direct or indirect references are made regarding 

information I have disclosed.  I have agreed to participate in an individual interview 

and/or focus group and agree to the following: I will not disclose my identity to others as 

being a participant in an individual interview and/or focus group and/or I will not disclose 

the identity of other members of a focus group; I will not disclose to others my response 

to questions in the interview and/or I will not disclose to others the opinions of other 

members of a focus group or professionally evaluate other members of a focus group.  I 

have agreed to participate in this research project freely and expect no remuneration or 

other compensations for my participation.  I have indicated below whether I wish to 

receive a summary copy of the study’s findings.  

 

The researcher (Nancy H. Matthews) agrees to hold participant information in 

confidence, and to provide pseudonyms when using participants’ information that is 

relevant to the research project. 

 

Participant’s Name (Print): _________________________________________________ 

 

Email: ___________________________ Work Phone: ________________________ 

 

I wish to receive a summary copy of the study’s findings: ___ Yes ___ No 

If “yes”, I prefer to receive the findings by:  ___ Email   ___ Mailed to: ______________ 

 

Participant’s Signature: ___________________________________________________ 

Date (d/m/y):___________________________________ 
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PhD Researcher:  Nancy H. Matthews 

 

Researcher’s Signature: ___________________________________________________ 

 

Date (d/m/y):___________________________________ 
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Appendix E: Information to Participants 

Decision-Making as a Leadership Practice 
(Excerpt from Research Proposal) 

 

Professional reading, data analysis, communication, relationship development, 

and decision-making are some of the key practices of strong leadership.  However, of all 

these practices, decision-making is one of the most important, far reaching, and 

misunderstood.  Since second-order change requires administrators to lead rather than 

manage educational systems (R. Williams, personal communication, July, 2017), this 

network of human interaction includes decision-making as a leadership practice.   

As a practice, decision-making is either directive or collaborative.  With this 

distinction, there are decision-making practices that flow from leadership style.  The 

characteristics of decision-making within a conceptual leadership style are related to 

shared decision-making (Al-Omari, 2013).  MacNeil and McClanahan (2005) contend 

that “shared leadership has many names including partnership-as-leadership, distributed 

leadership, and community of leaders” (p. 1).  The confusion these names create is 

further exacerbated by interchanging the terms shared leadership, distributed leadership, 

and delegated authority as leadership approaches.  These three approaches are not 

synonymous and therefore must not be misconstrued when examining how they impact 

decision-making practice.   
 

Delegated authority, by its use of the word authority, is top-down and decision-

making is directive.  Owens and Valesky (2015) explain how decision-making works 

within a delegated authority approach to leadership by explaining that “the official 

leaders make the decision” (p. 263) and, “in traditional organizations, which are 

markedly hierarchical, the process of deciding how to make decisions is largely 

controlled by the administrator, not the followers” (p. 298).  

   

Distributed leadership can take the form of sharing leadership; however, it can 

also be a way to delegate authority (R. Williams, personal communication, April, 2018).  

To explain further, collaborative consensus building is the way of arriving at a decision 

when using a shared leadership approach.  In a distributed leadership approach, decisions 

may be arrived at through consensus or they may be the result of a top-down directive 

edict by whoever is given the responsibility to make decisions (R. Williams, personal 

communication, April, 2018).  Thus, distributed leadership can often be referred to as 

sharing leadership, such as Göksoy (2015) saying, “distributed leadership is shared 

school leadership” (p. 113) and it is when a collaborative shared decision-making 

practice is used.  As well, as explained by Hargreaves and Fink (2006) as a principle of 

sustainable leadership: “It is leadership that spreads, that is a distributed and shared 

responsibility that is taken as well as given” (p. 95).  However, decision-making may also 

be delegated to someone to make the decision, “a practice distributed over leaders, 

followers and their situation and incorporates the activities of multiple groups of 

individuals” (Spillane, Halverson, & Diamond, 2004, p. 20).  Regardless of whether 

leadership is or is not shared, within a distributed leadership approach, individuals are 

held accountable for their input to the combined results (Elmore, 2000). 
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Shared leadership in its current understanding may be defined as leading jointly 

with others.  When leaders reach out to staff members to help make decisions together, 

their leadership approach is often referred to as shared leadership (MacNeil & 

McClanahan, 2005).  Comparatively, Barth (1990) explains that with shared leadership, 

all stakeholders (students, parents, teachers, and principals) are school leaders with input 

into decisions at different times, all working towards shared goals.  Sergiovanni (1994) 

suggests, “Leaders plant the seed of community, and protect the community once it 

emerges. They lead by following. They lead by serving. They lead by inviting others to 

share in the burdens of leadership” (p. xix).  Furthermore, Lambert (2002) identifies a 

clear collaborative framework for shared leadership saying, “Leadership is the 

professional work of everyone in the school” (p. 37).   

 

Lambert (2000) promotes what she calls leadership capacity and defines it as the 

broad-based, skillful participation in the work of leadership.  It is called broad-based 

leadership because several individuals are working together, and skillful leadership in 

which those who share the leadership have the skills required to be successful leaders.  

Lambert (2002) consistently explains that leadership capacity thrives in schools in which 

principals understand the importance of developing teams of decision makers; in practice, 

staff members would be given the opportunity, based on their personal strengths, to lead 

in a way that supports and reflects a positive and collaborative learning community; and 

building leadership capacity transforms the belief that leadership is the behavior of one 

person to a collective capacity exhibited by many.  Lambert (2002) later says, “Instead of 

looking to the principal alone for instructional leadership, we need to develop leadership 

capacity among all members of the school community” (p. 37).  Comparatively, Venables 

(2018) defines building human capital as “improving the quality, knowledge, and skill 

sets of teachers” (p. 7) and that “social capital refers to the quality of the interactions 

among teachers in a department or school” (p. 7).  This building of human capital is what 

Lambert (2003) is talking about when she says we need skilled individuals.  Social 

capital is akin to broad-based involvement.   

 

Building a capacity for shared leadership broadens the community of leaders in 

schools and engages teachers in school decisions, an approach indicative of conceptual 

decision-makers (Rowe & Boulgarides, 1992) who gather information from many 

different perspectives.  Developing this community of leaders requires the principal to 

relinquish total control of decision-making (Barth, 1990).  When teachers take on this 

responsibility, there is an opportunity for learning, leading, and ownership in the 

decision-making.  Sergiovanni (1996) maintains that this leadership approach involves all 

levels of staff and is not one person making the decisions on his or her own.  

Furthermore, Hord (1997) contends that it is “important that the principal believe that 

teachers have the capacity to respond to the needs of students, and this belief ‘provides 

moral strength for principals to meet difficult political and educational challenges along 

the way’” (p. 17). 

 

Extending this collaborative style of shared leadership to the district level, Hord 

(1997) affirms an additional dimension, a chief executive of the school district who 
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supports and encourages continuous learning among all the district’s professionals.  In 

this way, formal leaders develop leadership capacity at all levels in order to produce 

sustainable changes (Fullan, 2002; Lambert, 2003).  Once this leadership capacity is 

widespread, “district and school processes are connected to each other by the practices of 

the decision-making team” (Lambert, 2003, p. 87).   Thus, at all levels, high leadership 

capacity lends itself to shared leadership and shared decision-making, but insists on 

collaboration (Buffum, 2008). 

 

Similarly, according to Blanchard (2007), “the systems, structures, processes, and 

practices in high performing organizations are aligned to support the organization’s 

vision, strategic direction, and goals” (p. 13).  Moreover, Blanchard claims that “in high 

performing organizations, power and decision making are shared and distributed 

throughout the organization, not guarded at the top of the hierarchy” (p. 13) and that, “if 

becoming a high performing organization is the destination, leadership is the engine” (p. 

13).  Barth (2006) concurs, asserting that “empowerment, recognition, satisfaction, and 

success come only from being an active participant within a masterful group - a group of 

colleagues” (p. 13).  With that being the case, if systems are to change, schools and 

districts must learn from each other (Fullan, 2006).  Thus, collaborative decision-making 

practice permeates the shared leadership approach.   
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Appendix F: Individual Interview Questions 

Background questions: 

 

1. How many years have you been in the New Brunswick (NB) education system? 

2. What is your current leadership role in the education system? 

3. What has been your previous role(s)? 

 

The following questions are based on your experience and your perspective: 

 

4. How do educational leaders (ELs) in your role(s) in the NB education system 

build leadership capacity? 

5. How has it affected decision-making? 

6. What typical style of leadership is predominant in ELs in your role(s) in the NB 

education system? 

7. How has it affected decision-making? 

8. What types of decisions are made by ELs in your role(s) in the NB education 

system? 

9. What is the role of evidence (data) in decision-making by ELs in the NB 

education system? 

 

For the purposes of this study, two second-order changes have been identified within the 

New Brunswick Education System:  Technology in schools decision and Operating as 

Professional Learning Communities decision.  The following questions are based on your 

experience and your perspective on any or all of these second-order* decisions made. 

 

10. Rationale: Why was the decision considered?  What background information was 

attained? 

11. Involvement: Who was involved in making the decision? 

12. Timing: When was the decision decided? When was the decision delivered? 

13. Execution: To whom was the decision delivered? How was the decision 

delivered? What were the expectations for implementation? 

14. Monitoring and Accountability Practices: Was the decision monitored? How was 

it monitored? How was it evaluated? 

15. Outcome: Was the decision implemented? Was the implementation of the 

decision successful? 
 

* second-order changes - modifications in the framework themselves; deep change; drastic and dramatic; 

dramatic departures from the expected, both in defining a given problem and in finding a solution; looks 

more deeply at the beliefs and assumptions behind existing work practices / first-order change – 

incremental change; gradual; subtle; modifications that make sense within an established framework or 

method of operating; small adjustments to work methods, such as having more team meetings to solve a 

communication problem; (Bartunek & Moch, 1987, p. 484; Marzano et al., 2005, p. 66; Fineman et al., 

2010, p. 246).   
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Appendix G: Guiding Questions for Focus Group Discussion 

 

1. What have your learned from this experience as it relates to decision-making and 

implementation of decisions within the district? 

2. How does it compare to previous experiences regarding decision-making within 

the district and department? 

3. Has being part of this process made a difference for you as an educational leader 

in the district?  Why or why not? 

4. Has being part of this process affected your thoughts on your leadership role?  

Why or why not? 

5. Has being part of this process affected your thoughts on your leadership style?  

Why or why not? 

6. Has being part of this process affected your thoughts on the decision-making 

process as it relates to decision implementation?  Why or why not? 
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Appendix H: Question Response Summary for Each Interviewee 

Interviewee #:  Pseudonym: Date: 

Question # Response 

1  

2  

3  

4  

5  

6  

7  

8  

9  

10  

11  

12  

13  

14  

15  
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Appendix I: Question Response Summary for Each Focus Group 

 

Focus Group #: Date: 

Question # Response 

1  

2  

3  

4  

5  

6  
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Appendix J: Principal and Vice Principal Job Posting 
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Appendix K: Director of Schools Job Postings 
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Appendix L: 2015 District Proposal 

District Proposal 
N. Matthews 

 
District Leadership Research and Support  
 

December 5, 2015 
 
Responsibility:   
Conduct research on leadership and decision making throughout the district, including 
examining current leadership practices at all levels in the district.  Provide a potential plan 
of action to the Superintendent.  
 
Brene Brown in Daring Greatly says, Rehumanizing work and education requires 
courageous leadership.  Honest conversation about vulnerability and shame are 
disruptive.  The reason we’re not having these conversations in our organization is that 
they shine light in the dark corners.  Once there is language, awareness, and 
understanding, turning back is almost impossible and carries with it severe 
consequences.  We all want to Dare Greatly.  If you give us a glimpse into that possibility, 
we’ll hold on to it as our vision.  It can’t be taken away (p. 188). 
 
 
Tasks/Role: 

• Research effective schools and leadership - Qualitative research 

• Determine how effective shared leadership can be modeled at all schools and at 
the district level   

• Through collaboration and data, determine potential changes for the District and 
schools to become more of a Professional Learning Community 

• Begin from leadership data of where we are as a district – from District PLC 
Survey completed in November, 2014 

• Determine if a need for a District Core Leadership Team (representing all staff in 
the district) –  cycle matrix attached 

• Sample potential goals of District Collaboration, Shared Leadership and Decision 
Making: 

➢ Have representatives at all levels share and solicits feedback from their 
group (Ex. Principal gathers feedback from their Core Leadership Team, 
with information coming back from Teacher Leadership Team) 

➢ Co-construct criteria on leadership roles, responsibilities 
➢ Ensure SIP’s and DIP are aligned 
➢ Solicit individual PD required (not all the same PD for everyone); how to 

share it; how to provide internally 
➢ Determine interest on initiatives from each leader 
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➢ Determine how initiatives affect student learning and how to measure 
➢ Identify how specific district and school roles affect student learning and 

how to measure   
➢ Implement the use of research in setting school and district plans 
➢ Identify a few organizational issues as a focus 
➢ Connect research to organizational issues 

 

District Collaboration, Shared Leadership, and Decision Making 
 
 

 
 
 
 
** School Core Leadership Team determine whole staff meetings 

** District Core Leadership Team determine whole administration meetings 

  

•Elem/Middle/High 
School Principals 
(separate level 
meetings)

•Elem/Middle/High 
School Principal 
Team Lead from each 
level

•District Team Leads

•Grade/Subject level 
Teacher Team Leads

•EST-G

•Administration

•Subject/Grade level 
Teachers

•EST-R's

School 
Grade/Subject 

Level Teacher Team 
Meetings

School Core 
Leadership Team

Elem/Middle/High 
School Principal 
Team Meetings

District Core 
Leadership Team
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