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Leadership in any context is difficult.  One definition of leadership implies “a process 

whereby an individual influences a group of individuals to achieve a common goal” (Northouse, 

2013, p. 5).  In the educational context, leading a school or participating a school community is 

no exception to the difficulty of influencing administrators, teachers, parents, and students 

toward accomplishing a common goal.  

To make matters more complex, democratic schools are unique sites in which to observe 

leadership and are challenging schools to lead.  By their very nature, democratic schools invite 

broad community participation—and therefore invite many people into the process of operating a 

school (Dewey, 1916; Apple & Beane, 2007).  Democratic schools try to be true to their name by 

embodying not just the rhetoric of democracy, but also by practicing democratic governance.  

They are comprised of educators and community members “whose belief in democracy is a lived 

process [that] is put into practice everyday” (p. vii).  Democratic school leadership may 

sometimes look somewhat laissez-faire, as if the leader isn’t “doing” anything.  However, leaders 

who work democratically are often listening, seeking opinion, and deferring judgment or 

decision-making until there is consensus.  This type of leadership is easier to conceptualize than 

it is to actually practice.   

Focusing on the work of a school leader in a democratic school uncovers complex and 

challenging work of leadership in the context of a democratic school.  At first blush, traditional 

notions of the “strong leader” may seem to conflict with notions of democratic consensus 

building and decision making by school leaders.  Is this truly a practical tension experienced in 

democratic school leadership, or simply a theorized tension?  If tensions like the previous one 

exist, how does a democratic school leader navigate those challenges?  What might this say 

about a leader’s personal conceptions of leadership that they bring to their work?  From where do 

these personal conceptions originate?  How would a leader in a democratic school describe those 

concepts?  And, for practitioners who are considering leading and transforming their schools 

along democratic principles, what are the implications for future practice?  What about future 

research directions?  Examining these questions in a democratic middle school is the focus of 

this dissertation.    
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Motivation for Research 

 As a teacher for the past eight years, I have been involved in relatively undemocratic 

schools and educational organizations.  My career started through Teach for America (TFA) in 

an underserved urban district. TFA told me what material to teach and how to teach it.  The 

district in which I taught had lost the opportunity to govern itself locally and was instead 

operated by the state legislature, situated several hours from City Hall.  The city school system 

had been deprived of its ability to govern itself, and—unwittingly—I was part of an organization 

that was helping continue this undemocratic process.  After this experience, I taught at a private 

school run by a Fortune 500 company.  While the school mission was benevolent, the 

management of the school was corporate and hierarchical.  It may be an increasingly all-too-

common story for the early 21st Century teacher—that they, along with students, are cogs in a 

school machine and are simply the recipients of policies and initiatives. Sadly, this trajectory in 

my teaching career continued when I was hired by an urban charter school.  The same treatment 

of teachers, students, and parents continued:  hierarchical management, arrogant attitudes, and a 

fundamental lack of investment among everyone involved.  Here again, the content I taught was 

already decided.  My job was dependent upon student test data and value-added algorithms 

foreign to even my principal.  I became so disenchanted with schooling at that point, that I asked 

myself:  Does school have to be this way?  And, as I looked at how the principals in these 

various schools navigated these undemocratic environments, I wondered:  How much is a school 

leader even in control of whether a school is democratic or not? Is it possible to make a school 

more democratic?  What kind of person undertakes such a task?  Am I up to that task?      

 As I began to ask myself these questions and reflect on them during my doctoral studies, 

I began to search for democratic schools in which I could teach.  When I located one, was hired, 

and became involved in the school community, I immediately focused on the leadership of the 

school.  As I witnessed and experienced leadership at my school, I wondered:  How important is 

this person in creating a democratic community?  Very similar school struggles and tensions 

were still there, just as they were in the previous settings.  But, somehow, something was 

different.  Democracy was at work in this school, and the school leader appeared to be important 

in sustaining this democracy.  But how important?  And, how necessary?  Where and how did he 

come to believe in his leadership style?  Shouldn’t democracy be able to thrive without a leader 

like him?  These curiosities led me ask my research questions.   
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Research Questions 

1. How does the democratic school leader conceptualize the work of leadership? 

2. What challenges and tensions (as perceived by leader and instructional staff) emerge for the 

leader of a democratic school?   

3. How does the leader navigate those challenges and tensions?  

4. What unique opportunities present themselves for democratic school leaders? 

5. What are the effective practices of a democratic school leader in a given situation?    

 

Conceptualizing Democratic Schools and School Leadership 

 The proposed research here will draw on several different topics:  The democratic 

schools family and their history, scholarship on school leadership theory and more specifically, 

research on and with democratic school leaders. 

Democratic School History & Similar Models 

Progressive Schools.  One label that is frequently used in the family of democratic 

schools, is that of “progressive schools.”  The term is taken from the Progressive Era in the early 

20th Century, and more specifically, is historically defined by the tenets of the Progressive 

Education Association in 1918 (Hayes, 2007).  Those tenets may still be partially intact today; 

they are seen piecemeal in some schools and absent in others.  They fall into five large ideas:  

The freedom to develop naturally; self-motivated questions as the source of all learning; teachers 

as guides, not autocrats; holistic descriptions of student development; and the school as a leader 

in educational movements.  These ideas certainly did not start in 1918, but developed under the 

guise of Progressivism at the time.  Progressive schooling, like democratic schooling or even 

“free” schooling, almost certainly can find its roots as far back as Rousseau’s (1762) famous 

work Emile, in which he argues that children learn best when they discover for themselves.  Until 

the Progressive Era prior to World War One, most progressive education was isolated and 

limited.  Horace Mann, an early advocate for public schools in the United States in the mid 19th 

century, challenged the notion of traditional education in which children are meant to memorize 

facts and typically are not given opportunities to learn by doing (Hayes, 2007).  His challenge to 

the status quo would later give rise to progressivism in schools in the early 20th Century.     

Progressive schools today might include programs similar to Montessori education or 

Waldorf education.  In both instances, there is an emphasis on the individual child and molding 
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the curriculum to the student.  In this molding process, it is believed that society is served in the 

long run because the student will experience individual fulfillment and therefore give back to 

society (Hayes, 2007).  Importantly, there is a focus on how individual fulfillment serves the 

larger community and ultimately society.  However, apart from individual program 

idiosyncrasies, there is not specific mention of progressive schools operating in an overtly 

democratic manner, in which students practice democracy as they experience school.  Today, 

progressive schools operate in pockets in the United States, but are the rare exception in 

educational philosophy, especially since the standards movement in the 1980s (Hayes, 2007).              

Dewey’s Work & The Laboratory School.  Any discussion of democratic schools must 

include John Dewey and his prodigious amount of work.  Much of his writing either directly 

discussed democracy or tangentially touched upon it (Dewey, 1902; 1916; 1927).  In 1902, 

Dewey discussed how the school should be the hub of social activity and the key to community 

engagement.  School, he argued, is the glue that holds communities together.  His belief in 

schools as the primary point of citizen engagement led him believe that the school serves a more 

important role than even the traditional operations of the State and its problem-solving functions 

(Dewey, 1902; Saltmarsh, 2008). Schools as community problem solvers later became Dewey’s 

(1927; 1929) belief; he argued that schools are communities unto themselves, and are equipped 

to help the surrounding community engage in problem solving (Benson, Harkavy, and Puckett, 

2007). Naturally, then, children become part of this community problem-solving endeavor and 

learn civic engagement through their school experience.  The school’s engagement serves as its 

curriculum as much as anything else does.  Practicing and actively living out community through 

the school experience—and not only solving community problems—was equally important to 

Dewey (1927).  Dewey (1902; 1927; 1929) might argue today that living in community is an 

education by itself, especially when the conflicts a community encounters are treated as 

problems to be solved democratically (Benson, et al., 2007).  

 Dewey helped found the Laboratory School in 1896 which was largely based on 

progressive education principles, but also on some specifics that were particular to Dewey’s 

vision (Mayhew & Edwards, 1965).  The school itself was largely the grist for Dewey’s 

philosophical writing after the school closed its doors in 1903.  Few rigid policies drove the 

Laboratory School, but there were some guiding principles Dewey believed should govern the 

school. Two of those principles were that the Laboratory School should operate in a cooperative 
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manner, and that classrooms should be driven by the inquiry process (Mayhew & Edwards, 

1965).  Knowledge was generated from actively doing the things being studied.  Similar to the 

Just Schools movement of the late 20th century, student character and discipline was cultivated as 

a result of living in community with one another.  Also, reminiscent of what might later inspire 

Summerhill, teachers were to be guides and leaders of knowledge, and were to honor the child’s 

natural inquisitive nature.  The Laboratory School, as Mayhew and Edwards (1965) point out, 

was a significant departure from traditional school education.  Parents were viewed as key 

stakeholders in moving the school forward, with the hopes that their participation would move 

“sympathetically [along] with the endeavors, experiments, and changes of the school itself” 

(Mayhew & Edwards, 1965, p. 16).  Although the Dewey Laboratory School closed after seven 

years, the principles embedded in it can be seen in the democratic family of schools today.       

Sudbury, Summerhill, and “Free Schools.”  The family of democratic schools might also 

be traced back to England and the creation of the Summerhill School by A.S. Neill in 1921.  One 

of the basic ideas of Summerhill was its commitment to creating a school experience to meet the 

needs of the individual child, as opposed the molding the child’s needs to meet the school’s.  

Radical in nature then, and even now, Summerhill’s idea was essentially akin to Meier’s (2003) 

idea that schools should serve as sites of resistance to mainstream schooling ideas and practice 

(Ayers, 2003).  In a curricular sense, Summerhill might be called a “free” school today because it 

operated on the notion that children should, “live their own lives” (Ayers, 2003, p. 17).  Neill 

wanted children to be intrinsically motivated to learn on their own, and he believed that the ideal 

way to learn is to “know and feel at the same time” (Ayers, 2003, p. 17).  Underlying much of 

Summerhill-type programs or free school programs today like Sudbury Valley Academy in 

Massachusetts, is the idea that the learner should be trusted to bring their own questions, and that 

trust should be extended repeatedly regardless of what the child chooses to learn (Vangelova, 

2013).  Teachers, then, operate in a less traditional sense, and become partners in learning—or 

are perhaps better labeled as facilitators, or followers of children’s learning.   

Structurally, there is some similarity between how John Dewey (1902; 1927; 1929) 

defined democratic schools and how Summerhill-type programs operate.  Ayers (2003) points 

out how Summerhill students were fundamentally involved in school governance; creating rules 

and handing out discipline to their fellow students.  A.S. Neill imagined a school community 

entirely run by students, with the adults standing on the outside, looking in.  True freedom in a 
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school, Neill believed, was lived out in community along with all the risks, conflicts, and joys 

experienced in a self-regulated community (Ayers, 2003).   

Certainly, Neill’s thoughts and the creation of Summerhill—as well as with most free 

schools—stem from a concern for democracy.  But, he was most concerned about the 

“diminishing power of people and the growing power of business, and the dehumanization 

industry” (Ayers, 2003, p. 36).  Therefore, Summerhill-type programs are very much democratic 

schools in nearly all aspects of their founding.  Even if there are moments in which these schools 

struggle with questions that are potentially non-democratic, the fact that students, themselves, are 

wrestling with those questions exhibits the living out of democracy that Dewey (1902; 1927; 

1929) imagined.   

Just Schools & Quaker Schools.  Another category of schools are frequently grouped 

with the democratic school family are those driven by the philosophy of the Just Schools 

Movement (Power, Higgins, & Kohlberg, 1989; Power, 2004).  The Just Schools Movement 

(also referred to as Restorative Schools) includes schools that focus not only on moral character 

development, but also the development of an awareness of the school community and the greater 

community—not just a focus solely on student individuality. The term “just” as a descriptor for 

these schools, according to Power, Higgins, and Kohlberg (1989), means that there are caring 

relationships marked by trust, including broad participation in school life from students, staff, 

and parents.  Friendships among students, for example, should be inclusive rather than exclusive.  

When exclusivity occurs in schools like these, group conversations within the community often 

occur about how to remedy the situation (Goodman, 2010).  Just schools view behavior 

management uniquely, marked by the belief that an offending student can be restored to the 

school community by efforts to reconcile their actions to the people (or group) that were injured 

(Hopkins, 2004).  The differentiation that is often made is that these schools are restorative with 

students as opposed to being retributive toward students (Hopkins, 2004).  This quality tends to 

balance relationships and the power dynamic between adults and students, which is why these 

schools may fall within the democratic family of schools.  Friends (Quaker) Schools often 

exhibit qualities consistent with the Just Schools (and therefore democratic school family) 

movement because the concept of community is often (and historically) an organizing principle 

around which Friends Schools are founded (Jones & Brader-Araje, 1999).  But, to place these 

schools more squarely within the democratic family, they often go beyond a focus on community 
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and additionally focus on relationships of equality.  Parents are invited to voice the concerns and 

join in critically important conversations about school life (Jones & Brader-Araje, 1999).  And, 

student voice is also important in structuring daily activities and classes, as well as airing 

concerns that may improve school culture and governance.  In short, as Jones and Brader-Araje 

(1999) described these schools, “[they have] a very different vision from how public schools 

may view authority” (p. 43).      

 Toward a Definition?  With the wide range of democratic school philosophies, a person 

may be left wondering, what exactly is a democratic school?  As the history suggests, there is no 

singular agreement in the literature on what exactly constitutes a democratic school.  At best, 

there are a wide variety of schools and theories that may fall within the broadest interpretation of 

the democratic school definition.  In fact, some schools that may advertise themselves as 

democratic may not operate democratically much of the time.  As the research indicates, there 

tends to be disagreement on what exactly is meant by “democratic”  (Reitzung & O’Hair, 2002, 

p. 126).    

Although there may be no singular definition of a democratic school, Meier (2003) sets 

forth five broad principles that encompass the democratic family quite well.  Her work will be 

used later in this proposal to guide my conceptual framework.  Meier (2003), in addition to 

others like Apple and Beane (2007), contends that democracy is threatened—particularly from 

public policy pressures in place from the state and federal government over the past half century.  

Operating on that assumption and critique, Meier (2003) writes that democratic schools must 

essentially be sites of resistance where communities who do not agree with the public policy 

status quo can create their own school models.  

Meier’s (2003) five general guiding principals for democratic schools are instructive, and 

perhaps reach across the various school models discussed earlier.  First, democratic schools need 

to have civic education—an understanding of entering and participating in democracy—as the 

touchstone and focus of all activities and decisions.   

Second, rigorous academic work in each democratic school will look different from one 

school to the next.  Therefore, it quite expected and normal that the democratic family of schools 

is diverse and varied depending on the school model and conception of democracy.  Some 

schools may be very democratically minded and choose to follow a curriculum that is similar to a 
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standards-based approach.  Other democratic schools may be more experienced-based or entirely 

project based, but focus on knowledge less connected to the standards.   

Third, Meier (2003) believes that democratic schools should have extensive human 

interaction.  They should not be sites of isolation or lacking in frequent group conversation about 

the school experience.   

Fourth, democratic decision making should be sustained despite its difficulties.  The 

majority opinion in schools must be monitored with respect to minority viewpoints, and vice 

versa.  These dilemmas and tensions are as much a part of the curriculum of the school as any 

other aspect.  Moreover, participants and leaders in a school learn that living out a democracy in 

a school is not easy and sometimes must be taught directly.   

Finally, living out a democracy, as Meier (2003) underscores, is sometimes unnatural—

perhaps because students (nor adults) have not come to expect experiences similar to democratic 

schooling.  Meier (2003) stresses this fifth and last point, emphasizing that democratic schools 

are difficult to maintain and sustain, mostly because they can often feel like unnatural settings—

perhaps because adults are not used to living in communities like these.  Democratic schools, 

then, may not only serve as Meier’s “sites of resistance,” but also help participants reclaim their 

schools and communities as their own, as opposed to schools belonging to someone or some 

entity outside of the school community.          

It is important to note that democratic schools do not occur by happenstance.  Rather, 

they are very purposeful communities that are established according to particular democratic 

values in which the school community strongly believes (Apple & Beane, 2007, p. 9).  It is also 

important to note that  “democratic school” or “democratic classrooms” are not titles that are 

achieved after completing a checklist of prerequisites—they are constantly being created, 

recreated, and maintained by those involved (Apple & Beane, 2007, p. 25).  When these 

purposeful democratic schools arise or are desired, who are the people who lead them?  In a 

more foundational sense, what are the ways in which leadership, as a concept, is considered?  

And, what are the potential leadership styles common to school leaders, particularly in 

democratic settings? 

Understanding School Leadership 

As indicated at the outset, leadership is related to the idea of influencing others.  But it is 

more than that; it is influencing people inside and outside of an organization to move toward a 
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common, shared goal (Guthrie & Schuermann, 2010).  And yet, even this description of 

leadership is still somehow lacks in depth.  DePree (1990) explores these depths a bit more, by 

explaining that leaders (and leadership roles, in general) owe multiple debts of leadership moves 

and skills to an organization.  These debts and skills correspond to themes that arise out of the 

school leadership style and practice literature, discussed below. 

Depree (1990) explains that leaders owe debts to: a) the people in an organization, b) the 

understanding of who holds power, c) the value system(s) of an organization, and d) the 

decisional process in an organization.  The debt to people in an organization requires that leaders 

be relational, and be concerned with social relationships among followers.  Organizations are 

made of people, and people are led, partly, through relationship—and if leaders fall short in the 

relational aspect to their work, then a significant part of their ability to lead is lost.  Leaders must 

also understand who holds the power in an organization, and when it is appropriate for that 

power to be held.  At times it will be the leader, alone, who holds the authority.  At other times, it 

will be shared authority and power.  Knowing when those situations shift and change is an art 

(Depree).  Leaders owe a debt to maintain momentum in an organization, and that momentum is 

often communicated through a clear and articulable vision—which is also a leader’s obligation 

(DePree).  Finally, leaders owe a debt to the organization in the form of “openness to change” 

(Depree, p. 7).  Similar to the notion of power, openness to change requires that the leader be 

clear about how decisions are made and who will be able to participate in decision-making.               

   There are numerous ways leaders move people and organizations toward a goal—and 

those ways may, in part, be influenced by leadership style.  Depree’s (1990) work conveniently 

corresponds to several themes that arise in leadership style and practice literature. I am 

mentioning these themes that arise out of the leadership style and practice literature here because 

they are later revisited in the synthesis and conceptual framework section that will look at how 

these themes potentially interact within a democratic school environment. 

Relationship-Based Leadership.  Relational leadership, as a concept, is formally named in 

academia, but it has been integral to effective leadership long before it ever became a concept.  

As Depree’s (1990) work underscores; if organizations are made of people, how can leadership 

not at least partly thrive on the existence of relationships?  The idea of relational leadership falls 

under the larger umbrella of Leadership Member Exchange theory (LMX) (Guthrie & 

Schuermann, 2010; Uhl-Bien, 2006).  LMX theory emphasizes the importance of the dyadic 
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relationship between leaders and followers, and how that relationship helps create more highly 

involved and communicative employees (Northouse, 2013).  Similarly, relational leadership 

names a way that leaders (or other members in an organization) socially influence others and 

create change or growth through the process of building mutual understanding of one another in 

a work relationship (Uhl-Bien, 2006). Leaders who are relational stress this aspect of their work 

(relationships) as opposed to organizational charts, or anything resembling hierarchical, or 

directive leadership styles.  Rather, relational leaders are apt to discuss their social interactions 

with co-workers and how those interactions translate into new understandings and change 

between and among people in the organization.  It would be hard to imagine a democratic 

school—or any school for that matter—that somehow ignored or did not contain some aspect of 

relational leadership.    

Similar to relational leadership, adaptive leadership is partly focused social 

relationships—but mostly on personal transformation, particularly the influence leaders exert 

over followers so that personal change occurs in the lives of leaders and followers.  Much of the 

literature on adaptive leadership emphasizes cultivating morality in leaders and followers.  

Northouse (2013) credits Heifetz, Grashow, and Linsky (2009) with creating a unique 

perspective on adaptive leadership.  Heifetz’s, et al. (2009) work operates on several tenets: 

fostering change in the individual that allows them to thrive in a given environment; building the 

capacity for change in individuals based on recognizing who they are, and; taking into account 

their personal history to create this change.  Heifetz et al., (2009) recognize that this work takes 

time.  In the context of schools, adaptive school leaders mobilize people (teachers, students, 

parents) to meet the individual challenges in their lives, which then shapes school wide culture—

potentially creating the opportunity for an adaptive organization (Heifetz et al., 2009; Heifetz & 

Linsky, 2004).  In the democratic school context, adaptive leadership would certainly be 

welcomed, but not entirely necessary—the individuality of all people in a democratic school is 

typically honored and if the adaptive leader is seeking to fundamentally change others, then this 

might pose a philosophical divide within a democratic school.  However, viewed from another 

perspective, moving toward becoming a democratic school and asking others to adopt the 

corresponding perspectives and beliefs may precisely call for an adaptive leader. 

In a similar vein to relational leadership and adaptive leadership, constructivist leadership 

emphasizes the construction of authentic relationships between leaders and followers (Lynch, 



	   McCormick, 13 

2012).  Drawing on classic constructivism in which knowledge is built within the learner, 

leadership in this style is characterized by “the ability to move outside of oneself, and 

differentiate one’s perspective from others—and practice empathy” (Lynch, 2012, p. 172).  

Lambert (2002) describes this type of leadership as a “reciprocal process” (p. 29) where leaders 

learn to lead the school by cooperatively constructing meanings with teachers and students about 

the purpose of the school.  School leaders who exhibit this style learn from and rely on 

relationships with teachers and students in order to learn how to lead in the ways that the 

collective school body desires.  Leaders with constructivist styles and approaches would be 

welcomed in most democratic school environments.  In fact, this description of leadership is 

sometimes used synonymously with democratic leadership, discussed below (Lambert, 2002; 

Reitzung & O’Hair, 2002; Furman & Starratt, 2002).  

Authority & Power.  Authority is a term that underscores the societally and legally 

shaped power in a position.  While power and authority are not the same concept, they are often 

explained in conjunction with one another (Guthrie & Schuermann, 2010).  Power is more of an 

‘umbrella concept’ under which authority may reside—power is the ability to have other people 

follow a given set of directions (Guthrie & Shuermann, 2010).  Distributed leadership is a type of 

leadership that acknowledges the contributions and importance of individuals within a school.  It 

also inherently recognizes that, at particular times, power and authority reside in different 

individuals within an organization.  Synonymous with participative leadership, this style of 

leadership uses the assistance of teacher leaders and support staff, and recognizes that expertise 

and authority within a school can be distributed across many people (Spillane, 2004).  It may be 

possible that, to operate a democratic school, a leader needs some form of distributed 

leadership—without which, there will likely exist some degree of top-down autocracy.   

Servant leadership (as a concept) emerged in the 1970s in the business sector, but was 

adopted in literature for schools with Senge, et al.’s (2000) popular Fifth Discipline series (Parris 

& Peachey, 2012).  The fundamental idea is that school leaders exist to serve those who help 

make a school operate—teachers, parents, and students.  This means that school leaders are 

primarily motivated by their mission to serve others, and that this belief is a core value they hold 

dear in their conception of themselves (Sendjaya & Sarros, 2002; Parris & Peachey, 2012).  The 

assumption about power and authority within servant leadership is that power and authority 

frequently reside outside of the titular leader—and may instead belong primarily to parents, 
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teachers, and students.  While it may seem rather unorthodox, this style of leadership fits quite 

well in the democratic school tradition—and may prove to be a leadership style commonly cited 

by participants in this dissertation.   

Vision.  Articulating a clear vision and goals for an organization from the bully pulpit of 

the leader’s seat is an important task for all leaders.  As Guthrie and Schuermann (2010) point 

out, if a leader can not communicate these ideas effectively to people inside and outside of the 

organization, then they are possibly “hopelessly handicapped” (p. 387).  By using inspirational 

vision and organizational goals, transformational leaders focus on followers’ intrinsic needs, thus 

creating followers’ ability to identify with the leader’s needs and persuading them to follow 

(Guthrie & Schuermann, 2010; Lynch, 2012).  Transformational leaders are somewhat different 

than authoritative or autocratic leaders.  Through personal charisma, articulating an inspirational 

vision, encouraging creativity in their followers, and providing individualized attention to 

followers, transformational leaders create environments that help followers belong to a learning 

community (Burns, 1978).  While transformational leaders are highly regarded by those who 

follow them, the notion of a singular, charismatic leader in a democratic school seems to 

undermine the idea of shared decision-making.  At the same time, however, the qualities of a 

transformational leader may be required to move a non-democratic school toward more 

democratic practices.                

Decision Making.  As Dupree (1990) mentioned, leaders need to be clear about who will 

participate in decision-making.  Increasingly, it is evident from both school-based research and 

business-based research that participative decision-making reflects better outcomes for 

organizations (Somech, 2010; McCaffrey, Faermann, & Hart, 1995; Sarason, 1990).  Specific to 

schools, participative decision-making (PDM) has been shown to increase the quality of 

decisions, enhance the quality of work life, increasingly motivate teachers, and importantly—

increase organizational citizenship behavior (Somech, 2010).  When leaders allow for broader 

involvement in decision-making, they are potentially signaling an openness to change as Dupree 

(1990) pointed out.  Broader involvement and participation in decision-making, as well as an 

openness to change are concepts that would be welcomed in most democratic schools.    

Democratic leadership—also used interchangeably with ethical leadership and 

constructivist leadership (Northouse, 2013; Gerstl-Pepin & Aiken, 2009; Reitzung & O’Hair, 

2002; Lambert, 2002)—differs from distributed leadership because the latter will tend to value 
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parameters from strong leadership, whereas democratic leadership values the personal autonomy 

and freedom of every person in an organization—not only as a tenet, but as a foundational 

philosophy (Woods, 2005).  Democratic leaders are constantly evaluating what is best for the 

common good through repeated dialogue and deliberation.  By encouraging not just simply 

autonomy, but also decisional autonomy, this type of leadership replicates itself in followers, so 

that it is practiced independent of the “nominal” leader of school (Woods).  Similar to authentic 

leadership and transformational leadership, democratic school leadership, too, encourages human 

potential, empowerment, and growth.  Finally, in an effort to create a dialogue about social 

justice, democratic school leadership recognizes and invites diversity of opinion and 

participation in a school community (Woods).  If titular leaders are clear that individuals in an 

organization are empowered to make decisions outside of having the formal title of “leader,” 

then the leader has likely created a leadership structure open to organization change and 

adaptation (Dupree, 1990).                

Guiding Conceptual Model 

In this proposed study, I seek to build a model that creates connections between the four 

leadership themes (previous section) with Meier’s (2003) five principles for understanding and 

sustaining democratic schools.  Since there are such a broad definitions of democratic schools, it 

is important to set some parameters for what it means to be a democratic school in this research 

proposal. I am choosing to work with Meier’s five principles for a democratic school because 

they broadly touch upon each of the school models that belong to the democratic school family, 

and appropriately fit the research site where this work will be conducted.  In my experience at 

this school, I have found that Meier’s five criteria appropriately describe the practical difficulty 

and potential of working in and leading democratic schools—while at the same time, remaining 

grounded firmly in theory.  At a first glance, it is conceivable that all of the leadership themes 

connect in one or more ways with Meier’s principles for a democratic school.  Once my data is 

collected and analyzed, the connections may prove to be much different than how I see them 

now.   However, based on my own experience within the study site for the past six months, there 

are likely stronger ties between specific leadership themes and specific aspects of democratic 

schooling.  I will address these connections starting from the leadership themes first, and 

determining how they may correspond or potentially undermine Meier’s principles.  Figure 1.1, 
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below, visually illustrates the potential connections.  Following this illustration, I explain how I 

think the theories connect with one another in the school in which I work and will study.           

 

 
Leaders’ Relationships & Extensive Human Interaction.  These connecting ideas ask 

whether relationships are built between the principal (formal leader) and teachers at the study 

site.  If these relationships are built, how influential are they?  And, in what ways are they 

influential?  Is there space made for extensive human interaction for the purpose of leader-

follower relationships?  There exists the possibility that there is leadership emanating from not 

just the principal toward followers, but from particular teachers or other individuals in the 

school.  Meier (2003) writes that democratic schools should not be sites of isolation.  How and 

where does isolation exist at this school, if at all?  When (and if) interaction takes place, what is 

the nature of that interaction?  Are there particular people at the school who have developing or 

existing personal philosophies of democratic schooling?  Is democratic schooling the topic of 

conversation, at all? Relationships can influence all aspects of democratic schooling as Meier 

(2003) has defined them.  A foundational question here is:  How much is it (democracy) talked 

about?   And, from an adaptive leadership perspective, how much does the principal (or teacher 

vs. teacher) encourage people to leave behind less democratic notions of school, or encourage 
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their personal transformation so that they can thrive in a democratic environment?  From a 

constructivist perspective, how much does the principal allow for his leadership style be a two-

way street, so that his perspectives are shaped by others around him?   

Leaders’ Power, Authority & Diversity of Rigorous Work & Sustaining Democratic 

Decision Making.  How does the principal view his power and authority at the school?  In my 

own experience, “my” principal has talked about himself frequently as being in a servant 

leadership role as opposed to a directive, autocratic leader—which would not be expected in this 

setting, anyway. But, despite his vision of servant leadership, is it the way his leadership style 

actually plays out when teachers are asked about his power and authority?  Is he acting as a 

servant when it comes to the diversity of perspective teachers may have about democracy?  

When it comes to the privacy of each teacher’s classroom, is the principal willing to allow for 

less democratic classroom settings and serve those, too?  Conversely, is he serving others when it 

comes to sustaining democratic decision-making?  There are times when his power and authority 

are evident—he asks teachers to perform certain tasks, and they do.  Therefore, at these times, it 

might be expected that power and authority in the school are centralized.  Meier (2003) points 

out that different democratic school models will view academic and school tasks differently.  

During these times of more directive power and authority, are the principal and the teachers 

working from the same opinion of a democratic school or a different one? How much 

autonomous power and authority do teaches believe they have, especially when it comes to 

academic tasks or instructional models in the classroom?   When considering Meier’s (2003) 

principle of sustaining democratic decision-making, how does this moderate the decisions the 

principal gives to the school via advisory council (decision-making body), versus the decisions 

he keeps for himself?  Do teachers wrestle with this same question? 

Leaders’ Vision & Civic Education as Touchstone & Persisting Despite Discomfort.  A 

foundational question here might be, what is the leader’s vision?  And, if a coherent vision is 

articulated, how is it articulated in the democratic school setting?  When gathered publicly as a 

school or more privately as a staff, how does the principal talk about his vision?  Does he frame 

it as “his” vision, or, does he talk about it as “our” vision?  Does he communicate this in a way 

that can be articulated by others—is it replicated verbally, at all?  Is there a mission/vision 

statement readily accessible?  Could the school persist without the principal re-articulating this 

vision?  The notion of vision seems critical here, especially since I observe the staff foundering 
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at times to articulate it.  Leadership vision appears to operate on at least two levels:  The larger 

school culture and mission, and the smaller classroom cultures.  Is there a vision that extends into 

teachers’ classrooms?    Does it extend into civic education in as far as the principal 

instructionally coaches the teachers on this topic?  This latter point specifically connects vision 

to Meier’s (2003) notion of democratic education seeping into everything a school does and 

teaches.  Often, I hear the principal talk about our school defining itself as being a community 

before it is a school (in order of priority)—does this highlight one aspect of democratic schooling 

(the Just Schools philosophy) to the detriment of another (civic education)?  Moreover, Meier 

(2003) emphasizes persisting in democratic practice, even when it becomes uncomfortable to do 

so.  Meier writes that this means the majority’s perspective is often monitored in relation to the 

minority’s perspective—both are protected and honored.  How does the principal’s vision (or 

development thereof) articulate both the minority and majority perspectives at our school?  Does 

this articulation (if it exists) help the democracy persist in the face of difficulty?  The principal in 

our school, in anecdotal observations, seems to be highly “processual” (Furman & Starratt, 

2002).  This is perhaps an unarticulated, but highly lived out in his vision—he often seems to 

wait and gather input from students, particularly.  While teachers, parents, and even the principal 

himself may be experiencing discomfort—he often maintains his commitment to hearing 

students’ opinion on a wide variety of matters.  This would seem to indicate a commitment to 

persist in democratic decision making regardless of discomfort.  However, this practice (seeking 

students’ opinions) in this case might just as easily connect to the leadership themes of decision-

making or authority and power.  Once the data is collected and analyzed, these connections may 

become somewhat clearer.     

Decision-Making & Sustaining Democratic Decisions.  The school in which I work and 

plan to study elects and seats a 14 member advisory board which is comprised of nine students, 

two parents, two teachers, and the principal.  This body makes many decisions for the school as a 

whole, and is open to general student input and participation (even if non-elected).  This body 

addresses issues ranging from the mundane to more serious—like teacher/student discipline.  

Notably, the principal holds veto power over some (but not all) of the board’s decisions.  

Interesting questions to consider here include:  What decisions could conceivably be vetoed?  

What decisions will likely not be vetoed?  What decisions are symbolic and meant to convey that 

students have decisional power?  It appears that decision-making is partly driven by the 
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combined theories of participative decision-making (Somech, 2010), as well as democratic 

leadership (Woods, 2005).  However, what happens when these approaches to decision-making 

encounter the difficult dilemma of not necessarily favoring what the adults in the school want?  

In this event, the democratic school may begin to resemble the “free school” model more than 

any other.  Then again, this assertion may depend on the gravity and seriousness of the decision.  

The difficulties of democratic decision-making must be sustained, according to Meier (2003).  

But what does this look like in practice?  And, how is it experienced by the principal and 

potentially, the teachers?  This study intends to tell that story and explain the connection between 

leadership theories and democratic school theories, by examining the principal’s (and other’s) 

perspectives.  

Synthesis of Literature on Leadership in Democratic Schools  

Literature and academic study of leaders in democratic schools increased following 

World War II (Gerstl-Pepin & Aiken, 2009).  At the same time, there was increased value placed 

on research of market-based and corporate models of leadership. Market-based and corporate 

models of leadership have received the majority of the academic attention, whereas the practical 

use and implementation of democratic leadership, especially in schools, has not been as 

thoroughly researched (Gerstl-Pepin & Aiken, 2009; Rusch, 2002).  Although not ubiquitous in 

academic literature, several studies of democratic school leaders in the past two decades are 

particularly helpful in understanding the tensions, the navigation of those tensions, personal 

conceptions of leadership, and the implications for future leaders. There are several themes that 

arise from these studies that are congruent with the research questions I propose to examine in 

this study: a) The source of democratic school leaders’ beliefs; b) the tensions experienced as a 

democratic school leader; c) the navigation of their work; d) the unique opportunities available in 

democratic schools; and d) the effective practices of democratic school leaders.  I’ll discuss these 

themes somewhat out of order.  

Tensions Experienced.  Referring back to Figure 1.1, it is possible to imagine that all of 

the dotted arrows represent tensions experienced by the leader.  The themes in this particular area 

will serve to guide data collection, revisited later.  Rusch (1998) conducted a comparative case 

study of two democratic school leaders over a five-year period and noted that the leaders 

struggled when it comes to disparate viewpoints within their schools. Rusch observed that school 

leaders (of any style) tend to create environments based on the rational need for control, which 
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undermines their ability to synthesize “the cacophony” (p. 5) of voices and perspectives in a 

school into meaningful relationships of ownership.  According to Rusch, the act of negotiating 

relationships and making meaning from them is what impairs democratic schools.  To navigate 

the tensions of needing to control relationships versus navigating relationships within the 

“cacophony,” Rusch uses The Progressive Movement’s principles of democratic administration 

of schools as a touchstone.  According to Rusch, the progressives believed that school should be 

defined by,   

the substitution of individual control for group control; the utilization of 
group reaction in educational administration; the facing of social realities; 
the building of an organization broad enough to guarantee flexibility; the 
building of an organization functional enough to protect teachers’ 
energies; the provision of needs for all groups simultaneously; a 
continuous appraisal of progress; ongoing cooperation as a result of a 
variety of group activities; participation as an aid to learning; improving 
the community through a dynamic and functional curriculum; and the 
abolition of administrative vetoes and prerogatives (p. 219). 

 

Although these principles do not all specifically point toward the tension of disparate viewpoints, 

they do uncover several tensions that may arise during this dissertation—and are important to 

keep in mind.  Rusch (1998) kept these principles in mind as she analyzed her data and looked 

for areas of similarity to Progressive principles and tensions.  The themes from Rusch’s work 

that specifically highlighted the tensions of democratic school leaders were:  1) De-emphasized 

power versus increased or emphasized power (the idea that principals downplay their role and 

power, and are just “one of the group” versus feeling the need to exert more power);  2) Conflict 

versus avoidance of conflict—conflict is common in these schools (and all schools), but it is 

welcomed and encouraged in some schools, rather than shied away from; 3) Embracing the risk 

of change versus abiding by district norms—principals found themselves out of step with district 

culture, but risked change anyway.  Building on Rusch’s findings, Mullen and Johnson (2006) 

uncovered some similar issues.    

Mullen and Johnson (2006) conducted a classroom study using narrative data from 

practicing and aspiring democratic leaders in schools.   Thematic analysis revealed that aspiring 

democratic leaders experience tensions, particularly when they encounter federal, state, and/or 

local policies that conflict with their personal or moral sense of obligation to students.  As 

Mullen and Johnson point out, how the participants experienced this tension largely depended 
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upon how the democratic leaders perceived their “clients” (p. 95) and what those clients need.  

Were those clients the students themselves?  The school culture?  The local school board?  When 

democratic leaders are heavily involved in “adhering to standards and demonstrating outcomes, 

the system becomes the primary client” (p. 95).  The authors recall that this latter scenario may 

directly conflict with the educator’s ethical obligation to “help young people become effective 

citizens in a democracy by placing their interests first” (p. 96).  This is also connected to where 

leaders’ beliefs come from, which is addressed as an additional theme in the literature, further 

below.  In Mullen and Johnson’s study as well as the work of Gerstl-Pepin & Aiken (2009), 

Reitzung and O’Hair (2002), and Gutmann (1987), there is agreement that democratic school 

leaders constantly encounter the tension of external, large-scale pressures (federal, state, or 

otherwise) on their schools versus local, smaller-scale pressures (district, parental, or 

community).     

Reitzung and O’Hair (2002) studied the Oklahoma Networks for Excellence in 

Education, which was a consortium of schools focused moving toward democratic practices and 

community.  Their action research partnered not only with schools, but also with the leaders who 

aspired to move toward more democratic forms of leadership and practice.  Again, “tension and 

struggle” (Reitzung & O’Hair, 2002, p. 125) arose as a theme in the partnership.  Schools 

experienced tension around defining what everyone meant when they said, “democracy.”  Not 

everyone had similar answers or was working toward understanding this concept together.  

Similarly, there were divergent opinions and understandings on whether the school should exist 

to prepare students for life in a democracy, in the spirit of Dewey’s experiment (Mayhew & 

Edwards, 1965), or whether the school structure and curriculum should be less geared toward 

living in a democracy.  For principals specifically, there was tension as some leaders stepped 

back and allowed the school to operate without exerting overt control—but instead, providing 

passive support for teachers and their initiatives (Reitzung & O’Hair, 2002).  At other times, 

active support for teaching and learning was necessary, but leaders experienced tension and 

struggle as they questioned if they were acting democratically by doing so.  Is it acceptable for 

leaders in a school (whether they are teachers or nominal leaders) to “seize power” (Reitzung & 

O’Hair, 2002, p.129) at times in such a way that power is no longer shared in those moments?  

And, similar to the question that Quaker Schools or Just Schools might ask: To what extent is the 

individual emphasized in a democratic community?  Or, conversely, to what extent should 
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individuals focus on the whole school community rather than on themselves?  These tensions and 

struggles were common themes in Reitzung and O’Hair’s (2002) research partnership with 

democratic school leaders.   

Navigation of Work & Tensions.  Matthews (2014) sheds light on the tension uncovered 

by Rusch (1998), Mullen and Johnson (2006), and Gerstl-Pepin & Aiken (2009) with regards to 

how popular notions of leadership can seem to miss the mark when it comes to democratic 

communities and the navigation of tensions in such a community.  There is a popular notion that 

singular, strong leaders must step forward to move an organization, versus the democratic 

practice of promoting others to also step forward at the same time to demonstrate leadership. 

Matthews’ (2014) advocates for “leaderfulness” (p. 123).  The idea of leaderfulness in a 

democratic school is the idea that anyone can step forward in a leadership role, and that there is a 

role for everyone to play in the school community.  The key to leaderfulness, Matthews (2014) 

argues, is encouraging individual participants to demonstrate initiative-taking.  “In leaderful 

communities, the people who take initiative are distinguished by the way they interact with their 

fellow citizens.  They are door openers rather than gate keepers”  (p. 125).  In other words, 

Matthews (2014) imagines leaders within a democratic school as people who are constantly 

seeking to broaden participation, and who are seeking to connect to people interested in the 

school community.  This, however, can invite differences of opinion and conflict about how 

leadership should look.  

 Perhaps Sudbury Valley’s “leader,” Daniel Greenberg, would embrace Matthews’ (2014) 

notion of leaderfulness.  Although Greenberg (2000; 2001) does not specifically talk about the 

tensions of leading Sudbury Valley (it is not entirely clear that he would describe his work as 

leading), he does imply that Sudbury Valley’s philosophy itself exists as a tension within 

educational philosophy (Greenberg, 2001).  As a school leader and member of Sudbury’s school 

community of learners, Greenberg (2001) argues that an increased and nearly obsessive focus on 

technology in the classroom is perhaps marshaling in a period in which teacher-driven learning 

may become obsolete.  Greenberg’s (2001) attention to this matter exemplifies Rusch’s (1998) 

idea of embracing the risk of change (and being out of step with dominant school cultures)—

Greenberg (2001) welcomes the risk, change, and the discontinuity with dominant school 

cultures despite the fact that school systems around him may not embrace this perspective.  One 

of the tensions of democratic leadership, in part, looks like what Greenberg (2001) is doing—
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taking the risk of being out of step with the community of educators around him.  While 

Greenberg (2001) would likely object to being called a leader, he demonstrates “leaderfulness” 

by speaking out on an issue he believes is important to education—and he would likely 

encourage this in not only the Sudbury staff, but especially Sudbury students.  

 Overall, there is a dearth of research on democratic school leaders’ specific practices that 

explain how they navigate tensions—or really, any empirical work on specific practices, at all 

(Furman &  Starratt, 2002).  However, Reitzuing and O’Hair (2002) explored the ways in which 

democratic school leaders navigate the specific tensions of their work in their description of 

school leaders in the Oklahoma Network for Excellence.  Principals were moving their schools 

toward more democratic practices (and they, themselves, were leading more democratically), 

sometimes became more passive in an effort to allow others to step up and lead.  At the same 

time, other principles began to more actively push people in a directive manner.  Reitzung and 

O’Hair (2002) point out that neither approach is necessarily helpful in a democratic school 

environment.  Instead, the leaders in this consortium who successfully navigated this tension 

(passive versus active leadership) were the ones who practiced purposeful engagement with all 

interested persons involved in the particular issue, decision, or controversy (Reitzung & O’Hair, 

2002, p. 137).  

Although their work was philosophical (as opposed to empirical) Furman and Starratt 

(2002) posit that democratic leadership is “processual,” meaning that it “attends to the creation 

and maintenance of democratic structures that encourage thinking aloud together” (p. 123).  It 

may prove important to take a specific look at whether the school leader in this dissertation 

proposal, in fact, operates in a “processual” manner, or even subscribes to this notion at all.  At 

the outset though, it appears that he does.  This may indicate that one of the practices employed 

by democratic school leaders is to pay close attention to adhering to the processes that make 

democratic participation possible—to ensure communication, deliberation, and time for 

participants to consider controversial decisions.  In this sense, democratic school leaders are 

responsible for creating fertile ground for democracy to grow.  However, this does not 

specifically address the navigation of tensions—other than to perhaps simply accept that they 

will occur.  This particular research theme on democratic school leaders seems to connect the 

two ideas in Figure 1.1 of decision-making and sustaining democratic decision-making fairly 

well.       
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Democratic School Leaders’ Beliefs.  Considering Daniel Greenberg as an example, it 

might be interesting to ask where he developed his concept of leading in a school like Sudbury?  

And how did he develop his leadership style?  Gerstl-Pepin and Aiken (2009) address these 

questions this in their study of eight different democratic school leaders in Vermont, and 

describes how those leaders navigate democratic leadership in an age of standards and 

accountability.  Using narrative inquiry from leader’s personal lives, Gerstl-Pepin and Aiken  

(2009) uncovered where leaders developed their beliefs and values oriented toward democracy 

and democratic leadership.  Every participant identified personal stories from their upbringing 

that formed their beliefs about democracy that they could in turn connect to their current practice 

as a school leader.  Naturally, each personal narrative was distinct.  However, the common 

themes centered around community, participation and inclusion, and the idea that education and 

the school experience were powerful forces in shaping them.    

 Rusch’s (1998) work also briefly explained the sources of the democratic leaders’ belief 

systems.  While less in depth (on this theme) than Gerstl-Pepin and Aiken’s (2009) work, 

Rusch’s (1998) participants simply indicated a deep-seated moral belief in creating and 

sustaining democratic schools and communities.  These deep-seated moral and ethical beliefs 

also surfaced in Gerstl-Pepin and Aiken’s (2009) study.  The leaders’ values were more evident 

than any of their specific leadership practices—in other words, how they voiced their values to 

others within the school was important because it caused “mutual influence” among participants 

in the school (Rusch, 1998, p. 219).  While this proposed study may address some of the 

principal’s personal narrative, it will seek to also move in new directions and understand his 

conception of leadership through the four themes of leadership I have chosen.       

 Opportunities Offered.  Despite the challenges and tensions that some research observes, 

and Meier (2003) recognizes as essential to democracy, not all the work of leadership in a 

democratic school is fraught with tension.  Many of the same studies cited here also highlight the 

theme that there are unique opportunities for democratic schools and their leaders. Reitzung & 

O’Hair (2002) discuss the idea that democratic leadership in school provides fertile ground for 

emergent teacher leadership—and the opportunity for increased teacher ownership of the school 

community.  This observed opportunity confirms the work of Apple and Beane (2007) and 

Matthews (2014), along with the notion that democratic leadership in democratic schools also 

presents the opportunity for increased instructional collaboration (Reitzung & O’Hair, 2002).  
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Gerstl-Pepin and Aiken (2009) noted that democratic schools and their leaders have the 

“opportunity to serve others and specifically the community” (p. 415).  While this phrase may 

seem glib and applicable to most public schools, it is truly unique to most democratic schools 

because they often operate autonomously, or at least outside of traditional hierarchies (Apple & 

Beane, 2007).  It is also especially true for the proposed research site in this study because it 

operates as a public magnet school.  Relatedly, stakeholders (parents, students, teachers, and 

other community members) have the opportunity for input and management of a democratic 

school—which the school leader can often facilitate (Gerstl-Pepin & Aiken, 2009).  While it may 

be easier to focus on tensions and struggles, Fullan’s (1993) work on school change reminds us 

that tension and struggle are not present at the same time without opportunity.  In other words, 

the existence of tension and struggle in schools often also creates opportunities 

 In a case study of a small democratic school, Wallin (2003) found that the particular 

school that was studied created opportunities for student leadership.   These opportunities 

included student leadership in school climate, daily academic agendas, after school 

extracurricular initiatives, and improved relationships between teachers and students (Wallin, 

2003). While Wallin’s (2003) work did not specifically mention how school leaders created these 

opportunities, there is at least an inference that these opportunities for student leadership could 

not exist without the school leader’s implied agreement.  This proposed study can add 

significantly to this theme in research on leadership in democratic schools.     

 Effective Practices of Democratic School Leaders. In the midst of their own beliefs about 

leadership, navigating tensions in the school, and capitalizing upon unique opportunities, what 

does research observe democratic school leaders doing that is most effective?  This theme in the 

literature does not recommend overt, specific leadership actions so much as broad ways of acting 

within a democratic school community.  In their work with democratic school leaders, Reitzung 

and O’Hair (2002) noted that building and maintain a democratic community is best practiced, 

simultaneously, from the “bottom-up” and the “top-down” (p. 136).  As a leader, engaging and 

investing stakeholders in a democratic community is best done in a facilitative manner, as 

opposed to a directive manner (Reitzung & O’Hair, 2002).  School leaders frequently make 

decisions on a day-to-day basis.  But, democratic school leaders seem to work effectively when 

they “do not share all decisions with teachers, but rather share all critical decisions” (Reitzung & 
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O’Hair, 2002, p. 137).  In part, this study will investigate which decisions are shared and which 

are made by the leader alone.  

 In their largely theoretical work on leadership in democratic schools, Furman and Starratt 

(2002) write that school leaders who take risks to allow for a curriculum that teaches democracy 

should generally find greater students learning due to a better connection with “real life” (p. 

112).  The inference here is that risk-taking for democracy’s sake can be a best practice for 

democratic school leaders.  Echoing the same work mentioned earlier about democratic leaders 

being “processual” leaders, this same idea is also discussed as a best practice for democratic 

school leaders (Furman & Starratt, 2002). The more leaders can commit to processes that 

encourage deliberation and discussion, the more the participants will potentially experience 

investment in the school.   

 Rusch’s (1998) also has relevance for effective practices of democratic school leaders.  

This research would seem to suggest that the most effective democratic school leaders are those 

who are driven by a sense of morality in schools—a sense that, “this is how schools should be” 

(quotes, mine)—and that leaders should be transparent about that and articulate it to school 

participants (Rusch, 1998).    

Significance of Proposed Study 

The proposal study will add to the research themes discussed, above, in new ways.  I aim 

to address leadership differently and in a more specific way (the four dimensions), and 

democratic schools differently (Meier’s (2003) five broad principles).  At the same time, the 

existing research on leaders in democratic schools informs my conceptual framework and drives 

the questions I will ask participants. In other words, I partially created my protocols not only 

from not only my originally-developed conceptual framework, but also partially from existing 

research. For example, Rusch’s (1998) work remains important; the progressives envisioned not 

having administrative vetoes in schools, yet the principal in my school holds a veto over student 

decisions on advisory council.  Is this appropriate in every given circumstance and decision?  

Does it abandon the democratic process in some decisions but not others?  Would the principal 

describe his veto power or his decision to veto as a challenge or tension in leading a democratic 

school?   

Similarly, Mullen and Johnson’s (2006) work connects to the leadership dimension of 

vision—how does the principal’s vision for a democratic school community interact with federal 
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and state instructional mandates?  Does this arise as a tension?  If so, how does the principal 

navigate this tension?  Additionally, can the leader’s vision or collective community’s vision 

satisfactorily arrive at a definition of democracy, so that the struggles Reitzung and O’Hair 

(2002) noticed in Oklahoma are avoided?  Is this potentially a unique opportunity for democratic 

school leaders to educate and make democracy a touchstone of schoolwork, as Meier (2003) 

suggests?   

Perhaps Matthews (2014) notion of “leaderfulness” (p. 123) can explain emergent 

leadership at this school, and therefore the connection between Meier’s (2003) principle of 

extensive human interaction in democratic communities and the principal’s relational approach 

to leadership.  Are his relationships with staff such that he encourages “leaderfulness” in others?  

To guide future research, is relationship building a key aspect to democratic school leadership?  

If so, what does this proposed research have to say about the nature of relational leadership in 

this context?  What specific practices are used?  This particular aspect to this project will add to 

the literature on democratic school leadership in ways that do not currently exist.   

 Although some of the research has touched upon the source of democratic school leaders’ 

beliefs, this work will focus on how Jim, the school leader of focus, conceptualizes leadership—

and will largely concern his collective views of the four dimensions of leadership.  Using these 

leadership dimensions to explain, in a more concrete way, how democratic school leaders 

approach their work will also present new directions for research. 

 It is also important to consider that few studies, if any, have approached studying 

leadership in democratic schools from a participant-observer stance, which is the proposed 

format for this research.  In the following section, I explain the methodology for this proposed 

work.       

Methods 

Design of This Study:  A Case of School Leadership in a Democratic School 

 This work, as proposed, is a case study that will be viewed significantly from a 

phenomenological lens, conducted by a participant-observer.  The phenomenological description 

relates to the fact that leading in a democratic school is a shared experience by everyone 

involved in the school community.  In this sense, part of the purpose of this work will be to 

“reduce the individual experiences with a phenomenon to a description of the universal 

experience” (Creswell, 2007, p. 58).  Similarly, it will be important for this research to explain 
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what Jim experiences as a leader, and how he experiences it (Creswell, 2007).  The same applies 

to the teachers who experience Jim’s leadership.   

 At the same time this work is also a case study because it takes place within an entity that 

has boundaries—a democratic school.  Case study research involves the examination of issues 

within one or more systems, and is not necessarily a methodology so much as it is a decision of 

what will be studied (Creswell, 2007).  In this proposed work, a school leader will be studied 

within the case of a school.       

Methodologically, this research will be conducted in the participant observer tradition.  

Necessarily, I will be a participant in the research (collecting data on myself), but I will also be 

an inside observer (taking notes during staff meetings and recording observations of the school 

leader).  As Schwartz and Schwartz (1955) noted, the participant observer can be passive or 

active.  In this research, I will be an active participant observer because the alternative would 

require disconnecting from my work and fellow teachers in a way that seems untenable.  I am 

passionate about my democratic school and will “maximize my participation with the observed 

in order to gather data and attempt to integrate [my] role with other roles in the social structure” 

(Schwartz & Schwartz, 1955, p. 349).  If there is truly a choice in this context, I will choose to 

“experience the life of the observed so that [I] can better observe [the situation] and understand 

it” (Schwartz & Schwartz, p. 349).  Clearly, this study will be conducted from an “insider” 

perspective (Anderson, Herr, Nihlen, 2007, p. 124), and is being done in this manner not only in 

the interests of personal learning and academic contribution, but also for what it might contribute 

to the Springboard school community as a whole (Anderson, et al., 2007).       

Research Context 

 The landscape for this study will take place in a small to mid sized town (~ 40,000 

residents) in a semi-rural area where a major state university is located.  The community that 

comprises the school district is tied to the economic health of the university and is somewhat 

economically sheltered.  The median household income for the town in which the school district 

is located is just under $38,000, placing it under the United States household median income of 

$51,939 in 2013 (United States Census, 2015).  This figure is somewhat skewed by the 

disproportionate number of college students living in the town, however.  The school district is 

medium sized, with eight elementary schools, two middle schools, and one high school—all 

serving the immediate town and four surrounding townships.  There are approximately 7,000 
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total students in the school district.  As an alternative to the high school and two middle schools, 

the district formally created a program in 1974 called Springboard1.  However, Springboard had 

some history prior to 1974.       

The idea for another school within the district was an outgrowth of dialogue among the 

district staff for several years. By November 1972, the school board encouraged the 

administration to begin a serious study of a school of choice concept. In 1973, district staff 

members, students, parents and interested community members participated in a task force to 

study the feasibility of implementing a model school of choice for the district. The committee 

discovered there was considerable community support for an educational option that would 

include the following components: a) The community being used as a classroom environment; b) 

Democratic decision-making and broad involvement from staff, students and parents; c) Flexible 

curricula; d) Teachers acting as individual academic advisors for students; e) Students 

performing community service, and; f) Students exercising some degree of self-governance. 

The school board responded favorably to the committee recommendation to begin the 

new secondary program for the 1974 - 1975 school year. The board established Springboard 

under its own governing structure, separate from the middle schools and high school, but in 

cooperation with them. The Springboard program enrolled more than 120 students in its first 

year. And, in 1976, the school board granted permission for Springboard to operate on a 

continuing basis.  It has remained in operation for roughly forty years.   

Springboard has made changes over the years, including adding a required community 

service component for graduation in 1989, and an increased focus in experiential education in 

1983—adding a full block of time for experiential learning during the week in 1996.  Recently in 

March of 2014, the school board expanded Springboard to include a separate, but very similar 

program that served exclusively grades five through eight.  This program, nicknamed 

“Springboard Middle” is founded on identical philosophies to those articulated in 1973.  

Springboard Middle is the program in which I work, and it shares a building with the existing 

Springboard which serves students grades nine through twelve.   

Springboard is described by district personnel and leadership as being a “school of 

choice.” To them, this means that the school is for students who apply and are accepted.  In more 

popular educational parlance, Springboard might be referred to as a publicly run magnet school.  
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There are no formal entry criteria (it is first come, first served, and then a waiting list), but if the 

student continually violates the program’s “covenant” of community expectations, then they may 

be asked to return to their home school, which is one of the larger middle schools (or the one 

high school) that serves the area.  

Is Springboard An Appropriate Choice For A Research Site As A Democratic School?  

Depending on which criteria are used, observers of Springboard may disagree on whether it is a 

democratic school.  Certainly, its founding tenets point it at least in the direction of a democratic 

school.  According to Meier’s (2003) five principles, Springboard is, at least in part, a 

democratic school.  This appears to be the case based on not just who is asked, but more 

importantly, what is observed.  First, there is not necessarily a singular focus on democracy 

among all teachers, but there is significant discussion in several classrooms—especially the 

humanities classrooms.  Second, there are mixed opinions among staff on whether the purpose of 

schooling is to prepare students for a democratic life, or whether school’s purpose is something 

different.  Third, there is significant group interaction at Springboard—it creates time everyday 

for a “democracy block”—and the staff are increasingly developing ways to create dialogue with 

one another.  Fourth, Springboard is constantly engaged in an internal conversation about how to 

make decisions and who should be involved in those decisions.  This appears to be one of the 

strongest aspects of Meier’s (2003) criteria to which Springboard adheres.  Finally, the last of 

Meier’s criteria appears to be perpetually existing—students and staff are learning, constantly, 

what democracy means.  There appears to be more room for dialogue about this, however.  

Certainly, there is discomfort at times, as Meier (2003) seems to correctly perceive.  Therefore, 

while Springboard may not perfectly fit Meier’s criteria as being a mature democratic school, it 

is at least a fledgling democratic school doing its best to achieve that status. As such, I believe it 

is an appropriate site for study.   

Researcher Identity 

 The motivation for this research springs from my experience as a teacher over the past 

eight years, and the ongoing spark is the day-to-day participation and teaching in the school that 

I am studying.  I was hired at Springboard Middle and began teaching Social Studies, grades five 

through eight, in the fall of 2014.  As I learn more about democratic schools and become more 

proficient at practicing and living democracy, I expect to gain a deeper understanding of the 

perspectives of the participants in a democratic school like Springboard—most notably, that of 
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the school leader and teachers.  The outcome and findings from this study will not only to shed 

light on research questions that I believe will benefit and add to academic literature that is 

relatively thin, but also serve to deepen understanding of how school leaders make sense of their 

involvement in democratic schools. Gerstl-Pepin and Aiken (2009) called for this research, and I 

believe that as long as local systems struggle to respond to the local electorate, and as long as 

there are debates about national priorities versus local and regional priorities in education (as 

Gutmann (1987) pointed out), this small project will have relevance.  Indeed, democratic schools 

may indeed serve as increasing sites of resistance to broad-blanketed education policy.  My bias 

here is fairly evident:  I believe that schools should operate more democratically and locally than 

is currently the norm, and that leaders (at every level) must be cultivated to move schools in this 

direction.  I teach in a school model that I support philosophically.  Still, there are aspects to this 

democratic community to which I belong that I would like to change—and there are many 

people at Springboard (adults and students) who would like to change other aspects to the school.  

Living amidst that change and desire for change is partly the norm for living in a democratic 

community.  The fact that I belong to a democratic community that enables personal agency 

from everyone involved is what is important to me.   

Participants  

 This study will focus predominantly on the school leader of Springboard, Jim Donald2.  

Sampling for this proposed study will be based on purposeful choices—the research site is where 

I work.  While most of the data will concern Jim directly, some of the data will be collected as a 

result of snowball sampling (Patton, 2002).  This type of sampling will allow me to focus on 

people who are best situated with knowledge concerning important issues that arise.  For 

example, if Jim makes reference (perhaps, in interviews) to situations involving teachers or other 

staff (which I anticipate being likely), those teachers will be interviewed and incorporated into 

the case study.  There are only eight teachers at Springboard, which is a program that serves 80 

students.  Depending on Jim’s interviews, as few as one teacher or as many as eight could be 

interviewed.  One of those eight teachers is me.  In the participant observer tradition, I will 

collect data on my own experiences in the school.  Obviously, Jim and I work together.  

Additionally, I work together closely with the other teachers.  The school is small, and 

relationships are familiar, especially professionally.  Personal relationships outside of school are 
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somewhat less familiar, but still evident from time to time.  Once again, this makes for bias 

potential—I am collecting data on my “boss,” although Jim does not like that term.  The fact 

remains, though, that he is the person to whom I directly report.  However, the very nature of this 

proposal may already suggest that Springboard operates less like a hierarchy and more like a 

“flattened” school (Barber, 2014).  The nature of my relationship with Jim is constantly 

changing—we are colleagues, friends, and at times, people who have differences of opinion.  

The description of this relationship also applies to the teachers with whom I work.           

Data Collection 

 Jim and several teachers will be involved in two in-person data collection strategies over 

varying points in time:  Journaling, and semi-structured individual interviews.  Additionally, I 

will collect artifact and document-based data, in addition to my own direct observations and 

experience.  The purpose of these different types of data collection is to provide multiple 

strategies for pursuing the research questions and providing some degree of methods 

triangulation once analysis begins (Patton, 2002).  I propose the following data sources as 

methods for collection.  These approaches are noted in methodological literature as being 

particularly helpful when gathering information for a case study (Creswell, 2002; Yin, 2003).        

 
Semi-Structured Interviews. A protocol of several open-ended questions is established in 

relation to the conceptual model and Figure 1.1, above (Appendices A-1, A-2).  The interviews 

will follow an informal format because of the existing relationship between the participants and 

Figure 2.2  Visual Representation of Data Collection Stratgies & Appendix Guide

Appendix A-1 Appendix A-2

Jim Donald, Principal Teacher(s)

Appendix B-1 Appendix B-2 Appendix B-3
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interviewer (me).  While there will be protocols for the interviews, I anticipate that my 

colleagues’ responses will elicit further unanticipated questions that will emerge unexpectedly 

and in the moment.  These opportunities can create rich data points, but run the risk of biased 

questions in which the interviewer an also unexpectedly lead the participant or “impose 

interpretations” on the participant (Patton, 2007, p. 343).  Should they arise, these biases will be 

explicated in the data analysis.       

 Journals & Logs.  Jim will be asked to keep a journal over the period of several months.  

While this record can be a log of events, it should primarily be a running narrative that also 

records thoughts, feelings, and reactions to some open-ended prompts that will be provided to the 

participants (Appendices B-1, B-2).  Jim will be instructed to not only respond to the pre-

determined prompts, but to also record experiences, tensions, and his reactions to situations that 

arise as data collection occurs.  These journals will encourage Jim to take a “reflective stance” 

with the hope that important and rich data can be recorded (Anderson, et al., 2007, p. 208).  This 

same data collection strategy will be extended to teachers or staff who are repeatedly or 

integrally involved in Jim’s journal reflections.     

 Documents & Artifacts:  The teachers and Jim have access to weekly staff meeting notes 

and other meetings between staff and Jim.  These meeting agendas and minutes—as well as my 

observation of the meetings—will serve as important data points.  Also, the monthly minutes and 

my observations of the Springboard advisory council (comprised of students, staff, and parents) 

will be equally as important.  Similarly, artifacts that are created or readily available such as the 

behavioral covenant, or presentations made by Jim or staff will serve as artifacts that may 

support the research goals.  As with all of sources of data listed here, these documents and 

artifacts, taken by themselves, may not serve as suitable data sources on their own.  Often, they 

may serve to provide context to interviews or journal entries (Patton, 2007).     

 Participant’s Direct Observations.  This research will be conducted from an insider’s 

perspective, and the setting lends itself well to the researcher collecting data from direct 

observations of interactions, and also to the researcher collecting data on myself as I experience 

Springboard.  Patton (2007) recommends that, as with journals and logs, that these observations 

are collected as ‘real time’ as possible in order to accurately collect data in the moment rather 

than relying on memory.  Real time observations will be particularly important during weekly 

staff meetings and the monthly advisory council meetings.     
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Research Timeline Activity 
May & June 2015 Navigating IRB Approval & Local School Board Approval 
August to December 2015 Data Collection:  Interviews, Logs/Journals, etc.   
January 2016 Analysis begins, with Member Checks ongoing 
 

Data Analysis 

I will employ an “open coding” approach for data analysis (Creswell, 2006, p. 160). Once 

I transcribe, re-read, and listen to the interviews, journals, minutes, and other artifacts, I will 

develop substantive categories that are “primarily descriptive” in order to explain what the 

participants are saying (Maxwell, 2005, p. 97).  The literature regarding phenomenological 

methodology calls for developing a list of significant statements, which I will plan to do by 

marking the transcripts, logs, minutes, and artifacts (Creswell, 2006).  The descriptive categories 

will represent an initial set of descriptive codes, which I will then group into larger thematic 

units (Creswell, 2006).  When there are recurrent descriptive codes, I will look to see if they 

comprise significant themes that “cut across” all (or most) of the data. In the spirit of 

phenomenological work, I will distill what I think is the essence of that particular piece of data in 

order to better inform, generally, how leadership is experienced at Springboard (Creswell, 2006).  

The descriptive themes (etic codes) will be used to create assertive findings (emic codes), which 

will address the research questions as well as address the degree to which the predictive 

connections in Figure 1.1 bear any degree of accuracy (Miles & Huberman, 1994).   

In the second stage of data analysis, I will use the analyzed data, themes, and vignettes to 

develop assertions, check for confirming and disconfirming evidence. I will use these themes to 

write vignettes of important aspects (for example: important events, decisions, or controversies) 

of the data that may reconnect to leadership styles or democratic school ideas that were already 

developed. These vignettes will also provide some context and specific examples in response to 

the research questions and connections from Figure 1.1.  Vignettes that are particularly 

illustrative of specific relationships proposed in Figure 1.1 or to the exact research questions 

themselves, will be included as part of the larger case study.  

In addition to a phenomenological perspective, this research is primarily a case study.  I 

will look for regular patterns in the data that help tell the story of how Jim leads at Springboard.  

At this point, I don’t expect to just take Jim’s interpretation—the plan is to gather several voices 

including my own.  The patterns that develop across several pieces of data in a small school 
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setting will help develop generalizations that in turn develop into an overall bounded case study.  

The coding scheme will be open, and therefore represent—partially—a grounded theory analysis 

(Creswell, 2006).  

Validity 

 Member Checks.  At several points in the data collection and during the analysis process, 

I will pause to ask whether the participants “view [with] credibility, the findings and 

interpretations” I have made (Creswell, 2007, p. 208).  Conducting these member checks will not 

only ensure that the data was accurately collected, but also that my interpretation of it is within 

the bounds of what the participants recall and was intended for me to hear.  The themes that 

emerge from the data will be presented to the participants, providing an opportunity for them to 

respond to the findings (Miles & Huberman, 1994).  Their reactions and corrections will be 

included in my data and will assist me in sharpening the themes and conclusions.   

External Checks.  Additionally, as a member of a doctoral writing group, I will solicit 

“debriefing” and feedback on the data as well as the themes in order to critically question my 

analysis (Creswell, 2006, p. 208).   

Generalizability.  This proposed research would result in a small case study conducted by 

an insider participant observer.  It generalizability will be very limited due to its small size and 

relative degree of researcher bias.  On the other hand, participant observer research conducted by 

an insider (despite its bias) also may be more reliable as compared to larger data sets.  The data 

proposed for collection here may better capture the story of a democratic school leader as 

opposed to outsider research conducted in only a few days’ time.  This work may be used as a 

teaching device for aspiring democratic school leaders, or perhaps even instructive for those who 

wish to start their own democratic school.  
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Appendix A-1 
Semi-Structured Interview Questions for:  Jim Donald, Springboard Principal  
Research Questions One, Two, and Four 

• How would you describe a democratic school? 
• How would you describe your leadership style, or what kind of leader you are? 
• To what extent are individual relationships important for you as a school leader? 

o Talk about any tensions in developing/maintaining relationships in a democratic 
school setting. 

o If they are experienced, how do you work through those tensions as a leader? 
 

• How do you view your authority at Springboard? 
o Follow up, if necessary:  Is a leader’s authority unique in a democratic school?  

If so, how?  If not, why? 
o Talk about any tensions you may experience in your position of authority in a 

democratic school.  
o If they (tensions) are experienced, how do you work through those tensions as a 

leader? 
 

• What is your vision for Springboard?   
o Talk about any tensions you experience in creating or sustaining a vision at this 

school.   
o If they are experienced, how do you work through those tensions as a leader? 

 
• When you need to make decisions, or you sense the school needs to make decisions, how 

do you think about approaching those decisions or making them, yourself? 
o Talk about any tensions you experience in the decision making process. 
o If they are experienced, how do you work through those tensions as a leader?   

 
• As a leader in a democratic school, what are you able to do that your peers (fellow school 

leaders) are unable to do?  
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Appendix A-2 
Semi-Structured Interview Questions for:  Teacher(s) 

• How would you describe a democratic school? 
o What tensions do you experience in being a teacher in this kind of school? 
o What opportunities do you experience in being a teacher in this kind of school? 

 
• How would you describe Jim’s leadership style or what kind of leader he is? 

o Confidentially, do you experience any conflict in how he leads?   
 

• To what extent is an individual relationship—personal or professional—with Jim (or a 
school leader in general) important for you as a teacher in a democratic school?   

o (If important) Are you able (have you been able) to build a relationship with Jim? 
 

• How do you view your authority at Springboard? 
o Follow up, if necessary:  Is a teacher’s authority unique in a democratic school?  

If so, how?  If not, why? 
o Talk about any tensions you may experience in your position of authority (or lack 

thereof) as a teacher in a democratic school.  
o If they (tensions) are experienced, how do you work through those tensions as a 

teacher? 
 

• Do you have a vision for this democratic school?  If so, how would you describe that 
vision?  How do see this vision in comparison with Jim’s vision?  Can you articulate 
Jim’s vision for Springboard?   

o (If you have a vision) What is it like for you to be part of the school as a teacher 
and try to see your vision through?   

o Are there tensions you experience with your vision? (If so, how do you work 
through them) 

o Are there opportunities you see with your vision? 
 

• When you need to make decisions as a teacher how do you think about approaching those 
decisions or making them, yourself?  To what extent do you consider Jim’s input or 
permission with your decision(s)?   

o Talk about any tensions you experience in the decision making process.  (Does 
any of this tension involve Jim?) 

o If they (tensions) are experienced, how do you work through those tensions as a 
teacher/school community member?   
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Appendix B-1 
Log/Journal Prompts for:  Jim Donald, Springboard Principal 
Directions for Log & Journaling:  For these questions, continue to record your thoughts at 
regular intervals when prompted by Paul or when you feel inspired by events in school or 
thoughts that occur to you in the moment.   
 

• To what extent is democracy the central idea of what guides this school? 
 

• What does rigorous academic work look like to you in a democratic school?   
o How might this compare, in your opinion, to other schools similar to Springboard 

or different than Springboard?   
 

• To what extent do the adults at Springboard model a culture that they want the kids to 
emulate? 

o How does your leadership affect this, if at all?  
 

• To what extent is democracy the central idea of what guides this school? 
 

• Are there alternative structures for organizing this democratic school?   
o What other models have you considered, if any? 

 
• How is the community involved in this school? 

o Are there ways to increase this?   
o What are the struggles in involving the community? 
o What are the opportunities in involving the community? 

 
• What are the struggles, if any, in persisting and sustaining a democratic school? 

o How do you navigate these struggles, if they occur for you? 
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Appendix B-2 
Log/Journal Prompts for:  Teacher(s) 
Directions for Log & Journaling:  For these questions, continue to record your thoughts at 
regular intervals when prompted by Paul or when you feel inspired by events in school or 
thoughts that occur to you in the moment.   
 

• To what extent is democracy the central idea of what guides this school? 
 

• What does rigorous academic work look like to you in your classroom?  
o How might this compare, in your opinion, to other schools similar to Springboard 

or different than Springboard?   
 

• To what extent do the adults at Springboard model a culture that they want the kids to 
emulate? 

o How does your teaching/personal approach affect this, if at all?  
 

• To what extent is democracy the central idea of what guides this school? 
o To what extent does it guide your classroom work/activities/planning? 

 
• Are there alternative structures for organizing this democratic school?   

o What other models have you considered, if any? 
 

• How is the community involved in this school? 
o Are there ways to increase this?   
o What are the struggles in involving the community? 
o What are the opportunities in involving the community? 

 
• What are the struggles, if any, in persisting and sustaining a democratic school or 

classroom? 
o How do you navigate these struggles, if they occur for you? 
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Appendix B-3 
Log/Journal Prompt for:  Researcher (Self) 
Directions:  Researcher will make journal entries at the same time (and likely more often) as 
fellow teacher(s) and Jim.  
  

• To what extent is democracy the central idea of what guides this school? 
 

• What does rigorous academic work look like to you in your classroom?  
o How might this compare, in your opinion, to other schools similar to Springboard 

or different than Springboard?   
 

• To what extent do the adults at Springboard model a culture that they want the kids to 
emulate? 

o How does your teaching/personal approach affect this, if at all?  
 

• To what extent is democracy the central idea of what guides this school? 
o To what extent does it guide your classroom work/activities/planning? 

 
• Are there alternative structures for organizing this democratic school?   

o What other models have you considered, if any? 
 

• How is the community involved in this school? 
o Are there ways to increase this?   
o What are the struggles in involving the community? 
o What are the opportunities in involving the community? 

 
• What are the struggles, if any, in persisting and sustaining a democratic school or 

classroom? 
o How do you navigate these struggles, if they occur for you? 

 
 
 
 
Appendix C-1 
Monthly SAC Meeting Direct Observations 
 
Appendix C-2 
Weekly Staff Meeting Direct Observations 
 
Appendix D-1, etc. 
Emergent Artifacts & Documents, Including: SAC Minutes, Staff Meeting Minutes 
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Appendix E 
Informed Consent for IRB & Local School Board Purposes 
 

 

Informed Consent for Research Study 
The University of Pennsylvania-Graduate School of Education 
 
Title of Project:  Leadership in Democratic Schools 
 
Investigator:    Paul McCormick, Doctoral Candidate  

131 Banner Way 
Boalsburg, PA  16827 
(717) 982-1366; paulmcc@gse.upenn.edu 
 

Advisor/Principal :  Dr. Janine Remillard 
Investigator   3700 Walnut Street 
    Philadelphia, PA 
    (215) 898-5003; janiner@gse.upenn.edu  
  
1. Purpose of the Study:  The purpose of this research study is to investigate how leadership operates in a democratic school.   
2. Procedures to be followed:  You will participate in at least two, hour-long, recorded interviews with the researcher.   
 You are consenting to the audio portion of this interview being recorded during this time.  There will be no video recording.  

You will also keep a log or journal in which you record your responses to several prompts that the researcher will provide.  
You are consenting to keeping this log and providing it to the researcher.       

3. Discomforts and Risks:  There are no risks in participating in this research beyond those experienced in everyday life.  
 Some of the questions are personal and might cause discomfort—you may discover aspects to your work that were unknown  
 to you previously. 
4. Benefits: You might learn more about yourself and your work by participating in this study.  
 You may have a better understanding of your work as a teacher or administrator.    
 This information could help plan programs and make student learning and the school experience better.  
     This information might assist teachers and principals in improving their practice in democratic schools.  
5. Duration:  It will take roughly 120 minutes to conduct all of the in-person interviews.  It will take varying amounts of time 
 to complete your log throughout a three month period.   
6. Statement of Confidentiality: Your participation in this research is confidential. The data will be stored  
 and secured at the researcher’s home and on his personal computer hard drive.  During the writing of the research, you  
 will be assigned a pseudonym.  In the event of a publication or presentation resulting from the research, no personally  
     identifiable information will be shared.  Despite these steps to ensure your confidentiality, upon publishing it is possible  
     that someone may deduce your identity by using contextual clues to determine who you are.  Although this is unlikely,   
 it is possible and you should be aware of this.  Your administrators and supervisors at the school in within the school district 
     will not know specifically about your participation in this study, however given that the school is very small, these  
     individuals may infer involvement through contextual clues or based on your relationship with the researcher.       
7. Follow-Up:  You may be asked to participate in follow-up interview(s). 
8. Cost of participating: The costs associated with this research are minimal.  You will likely need to stay after your  
     contract hours to complete your log and make yourself available for interviews.  
9. Voluntary Participation: Your decision to be in this research is voluntary. You can stop or withdraw at any time.  
 You do not have to answer any questions you do not want to answer. Refusal to take part in or withdrawing from this  
 study will involve no penalty or loss of benefits you would receive otherwise. 
10. Concerns/Contact:  If you have concerns, you can contact Paul McCormick directly at (717) 982.1366 or via email  

              paulmcc@gse.upenn.edu 
 

You must be 18 years of age or older to take part in this research study.  If you agree to take part in this  
research study and the information outlined above, please sign your name and indicate the date below.   

 
You will be given a copy of this consent form for your records. 

 
 
______________________________________________  _____________________ 
Participant Signature       Date 
 
 
______________________________________________  _____________________ 
Paul McCormick - Researcher      Date 
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Appendix F:  Logic Model 
 
Research Question Data Collected Analysis Methods Connection to 

Conceptual 
Framework 

How does the 
democratic school 
leader conceptualize 
the work of 
leadership? 

Semi-Structured 
Interviews (A-1) (A-2) 
Log/Journal (B-1) 
Documents & Artifacts 
(D-1) 

Open Coding 
 
Developing Essence 

& Summary 
Statements 

How does Jim see the 
four leadership themes 
applying (if at all) to the 
five principles of 
democratic schools?   

What challenges and 
tensions (as perceived 
by leader and 
instructional staff) 
emerge for the leader 
of a democratic 
school?   

Semi-Structured 
Interviews (A-1) (A-2) 
Log/Journal (B-1) (B-2) 
(B-3) 
Direct Observation  
(C-1) (C-2) 
Documents & Artifacts 
(D-1) 

Open Coding 
 
Developing Essence 

& Summary 
Statements 

As the leadership 
themes are connected 
with working in a 
democratic school, are 
tensions experienced 
along the “arrows” in 
Figure 1.1? 

How does the leader 
navigate those 
challenges and 
tensions? 

Semi-Structured 
Interviews (A-1) (A-2) 
Log/Journal (B-1) (B-2) 
(B-3) 
Direct Observation  
(C-1) (C-2) 
Documents & Artifacts 
(D-1) 

Open Coding 
Developing Essence 

& Summary 
Statements  

This data will largely be 
gathered as real 
struggles and tensions 
occur during data 
collection; however, 
if/when Jim and other 
mention challenges, 
follow up questions are 
asked. 

What unique 
opportunities present 
themselves for 
democratic school 
leaders? 

Semi-Structured 
Interviews (A-1) (A-2) 
Log/Journal (B-1) (B-2) 
(B-3) 
Direct Observation  
(C-1) (C-2) 
Documents & Artifacts 
(D-1) 

Open Coding 
 
Developing Essence 

& Summary 
Statements 

Despite the anticipated 
challenges and tensions, 
what does leading in a 
democratic school allow 
Jim to do (or teachers to 
do) that appears to be 
unique?   

What are the effective 
practices of a 
democratic school 
leader in a given 
situation?    

Semi-Structured 
Interviews (A-1) (A-2) 
Log/Journal (B-1) (B-2) 
(B-3) 
Direct Observation  
(C-1) (C-2) 
Documents & Artifacts 
(D-1) 

Open Coding 
 
Developing Essence 

& Summary 
Statements 

Based on the 
comparison of data 
between Jim and 
selected teachers (and 
observer) what is 
conceived as effective 
and what is perceived 
as effective by both 
parties? 
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