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Abstract 

  The demographic composition of the United States population continues to change, 

becoming increasingly more diverse. But, unfortunately, the U.S. education system too often 

fails to reach all students. Historically marginalized students from groups based on race, 

ethnicity, class, gender, language, ability, and/or sexual orientation are routinely excluded from 

the mainstream school community. Since the backgrounds and interests of these students 

typically do not match the dominant ideologies and norms of the perceived authoritative group, 

their needs have largely been ignored by educational institutions (Bartlett & Garcia, 2011; Lee, 

2005; Valenzuela, 1999). Therefore, it is vital that educational institutions become more flexible 

and inclusive.  Some contemporary charter schools have aimed to do just this. They are 

innovative and progressive. In these schools, with the greater flexibility, leaders in charter 

schools are able to play important roles in shifting conventional and bureaucratic public 

schooling to a more organic and supportive school community that includes our increasingly 

diverse student population. This 18-month critical ethnographic study at Millennium High 

School, a small, urban, non-profit charter public school located in the Southwest United States is 

an example of the transformative leadership framework merging with tempered radicalism and 

power-with structures to develop and sustain a modern school community. I draw from 27 

interviews and over 80 hours of observations, including traditional and participant observations, 

to develop and support my argument. My results indicate, since leadership still plays an 

important role in shifting educational consciousness, the contemporary transformative leader 

develops and sustains a larger educational community by acknowledging the importance of 

transformative leadership practices, tempered radicalism, and the modern school community. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

 Educational leadership is still overwhelmingly functional, or based on a mechanistic 

system of control and management under the guise of efficiency (Hoy & Miskel, 2007); 

however, according to Foster (1988), American educational institutions are approached in either 

an instrumentalist or developmental way.  An instrumentalist conception of leadership “see[s] 

the schools as instruments in preparing individuals for their future jobs, for developing an 

efficient and effective economy, and for ensuring a qualified and willing labor force” (Foster, 

1988, p. 69). In other words, instrumental leaders do not value each learner as an individual. 

They are concerned with reproducing students with rote skills who are qualified and willing to fit 

into the existing system. By reproducing students with similar ideologies and norms of the 

dominant group, the status quo is perpetuated. Therefore, the group in power remains and 

marginalized communities continue to struggle.  

 On the other hand, school administrators have the option to approach leadership in a 

developmental way. Developmental leaders recognize and legitimate the uniqueness across their 

school stakeholders. As such, developmental leaders believe the meaning of schooling “as 

primarily concerned with the individual as a member of the polity; education serves to 

liberate...to give the individual an image of a complete and wholesome society, and thereby to 

assure the preservation of a just and democratic state” (Foster, 1988, p. 69). As a result, 

developmental leaders embrace the differences within their schools and work to dismantle the 

status quo.  

 The U.S. public education system claims to offer equitable educational opportunities for 

all. However, due to an overwhelming amount of instrumental administrators, who perpetuate 

the status quo, and a shortage of developmental leaders, who work to undo social inequities, the 
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educational system does not meet the needs of all students. In schools, since the student 

population is becoming increasingly diverse, our students need school leaders who are willing 

and prepared to be educational change agents. These change agents must be equipped “with 

knowledge[s], strategies, support, and courage to make curriculum, instruction, student 

engagement, and family partnerships…[community] responsive” (Cooper, 2009, p. 2). It is vital 

that schooling become more flexible and inclusive.  Leadership will still play an important role; 

in fact, a contemporary transformative leader develops and sustains a larger educational 

community by acknowledging the importance of transformative leadership practices, the need for 

deliberate, incremental change, or tempered radicalism, and the building of a modern school 

community. Therefore, my study traces developmental leaders, who work with their larger 

school stakeholders to embrace this contemporary transformative approach to educational 

leadership.  

Purpose of Study 

 Although many argue that A Nation at Risk was based on unreliable data, its attack on 

public education was fierce as critics called for immediate reform in public schooling. Notably, 

“according to critics, American education needed to be reimagined, made more rigorous, and, 

above all, brought under the control of experts who, unlike educators and parents, understood the 

new demands of our economy and culture” (Meier, 2000, p. 10). As a result, the answer to 

“failing” schools was a standards-based reform movement, based on business-inspired practices 

and policies. Essentially, the report stated that schools could not change alone, and that the 

business sector could serve as a strong and guiding example. This movement quickly dominated 

public schools.  
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 In opposition to the standards-based efforts, educators, such as Theodore Sizer and 

Deborah Meier, advocated for a radically different reform movement, the Essential Schools 

Movement.  This movement called for “high schools [to] exist not merely to subject the pupils to 

brute training…but to develop their powers of thought, of taste, and of judgment” (Sizer, 1984, 

p. 4). These advocates wanted to move away from the mediocre sameness of schooling and move 

to a more organic and contextual system of schooling.  Consequently, these essential schools 

became the catalyst for the charter school system. 

 Across the United States, currently, there are more than 6,800 charter schools serving 

nearly three million children across the country. This represents a substantial and rapid increase 

from the 4,000 charter schools that served more than one million students in 2007 (Center for 

Education Reform 2016). Proponents claim charter schools offer the public: the choice to attend 

non-district schools, a smaller, more personalized learning environment, and specialized or niche 

schools, such as college preparatory, museum studies, or social justice (Huerta & Zuckerman 

2009).  Common critiques argue that charters drain funding from district public schools, are too 

often managed by non-local for-profit institutions, are privatizing public education, lack highly 

qualified staff, and have limited facilities and extracurricular activities (Huerta & Zuckerman 

2009).  In my study, I investigate Millennium High School, a school that stands as an example of 

schools initially envisioned by the early advocates of charter schools – to provide innovative 

unique models that could be used to inform broader education practices.  

 Some contemporary charter schools are, in fact, innovative and progressive. In these 

schools, administrative leadership plays an important role in shifting conventional and 

bureaucratic public schooling to a more flexible, inclusive, and supportive school community 

that includes diverse groups based on race, ethnicity, class, gender, language, ability, and/or 
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sexual orientation. These are schools in which educational leaders challenge traditional 

conceptions of leadership by using alternative practices.  

 In order to attend to these needs, instead of an administrative control over the school 

community, educational theorists advocate for a transformative leadership framework, or a 

transformational, ethical, educative, and critical approaches to educational leadership (Foster, 

1986a; Foster; 1989a; Foster, 1989b; Shields, 2010a, Shields, 2010b). In this way, the 

contemporary school leader applies Foster’s (1986a, 1989a) transformative framework and views 

the school as a community where all community members, including administrators, faculty, 

staff, students, parent/guardians, and other neighborhood stakeholders, are actively involved and 

empowered in the educational processes.  

 Therefore, I concentrate on the empirical gap in the existing transformative leadership 

practices (TLP) literature by examining leadership practices at Millennium High School, a small 

urban charter public school in the Southwest United States. I explore the intersection of TLP, 

tempered radicalism, and the development of a modern school community, defined as the 

deliberate and consistent use of power-with strategies utilized by the administrative team with 

the intention of creating a democratized educational institution. 

Study Overview: Problem, Methodology, and Research Questions 

 Since there are too few studies that concentrate on innovative leadership practices and 

their relationships to equitable education, through the use of a critical ethnographic methodology, 

I explored the intersection of leadership strategies, including transformative leadership and 

tempered radicalism, and the development of a modern school community. In other words, 

through power-with relationships among all school stakeholders, I explored alternatives methods 

of leadership that embraced critical, transformational, ethical, and educative characteristics. 
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Since K-12 educational institutions typically approach leadership in a top-down, highly 

bureaucratic way, this study is significant because not only does it highlight the ways in which 

various stakeholders see innovative charter schools as doing things differently; but, more 

specifically, how this charter school is an example of transformative leadership in action. 

 Therefore, in my first manuscript, I explored the relevancy of the transformative 

leadership framework in contemporary schools and whether or not the leadership team at 

Millennium High School utilized TLP. In my investigation I address the following overarching 

research questions: 

1. Is Foster’s (1986a; 1986b) transformative leadership framework still relevant in practice? 

  a. How, if at all, does the school leadership team perceive their use    

  transformational, educative, ethical, and critical leadership techniques? 

 In my second manuscript, through the use TLP and tempered radicalism, in what ways do 

school leaders disrupt traditional, power-over administrative control within schools by utilizing 

tempered-transformative practices to successfully navigate institutional barriers and contribute to 

the dismantling of power structures. My research questions are: 

1. How do transformative leadership and tempered radicalism look in practice?    

  a. In what ways does school leadership use tempered-transformative strategies to  

  enhance their school community? 

 Lastly, in my third manuscript, since few studies have focused on modern school 

community, the purpose of this article is to extend the empirical depth of community-like school 

culture. Drawing on transformative leadership practices (TLP) and ethics of critique, justice, 

care, and community, through the perceptions of faculty, staff, students, parents/guardians, and 

community stakeholders, this article seeks to address how schools become communities; more 
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specifically, it addresses how the community is involved in school decision-making, events, and 

opportunities. 

1.    Does transformative leadership practices extend to the modern school community? 

  a. How do the diverse members of an inclusively defined school community, 

  including administrators, faculty, staff, students, parents/guardians, and   

  community stakeholders, perceive their role in school decision-making, events,  

  and opportunities? 

Transformative Leadership Framework 

 Although not commonly utilized in studies of school administrative practices, 

transformative educational leadership is developmental as it is geared towards the advancement 

of society. As such, transformative school administrators work with the school stakeholders, 

including faculty, staff, students, parents/guardians, and other stakeholders, to establish an 

inclusive school. Since schools are dynamic institutions, it is imperative for administrators to 

embrace the idea of school as community. By embracing the surrounding school community, a 

leader listens, reflects, and acts with the input of school community, instead of making 

“executive” decisions without involvement of the school community. Thus, a transformative 

leader considers the school environment as a whole while continuing to value the differences 

between individuals.  

 By valuing the differences between individuals, school leaders must also question the 

status quo by reflecting on the past and continually assessing societal and school traditions for 

injustices and inequities.  According to Foster (1989): 

 administration needs to be thought of as a critical practice and as a moral practice, 

 reflecting on the social conditions of institutions in this society. Such critique and 
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 reflection, occurring within a framework which allows for the concept of transformation 

 of social structure, suggests that administration be conceived of as educative leadership, a 

 leadership which needs to develop a moral vocabulary sufficient for addressing the real 

 needs of education systems (p. 6). 

In other words, within this study, the transformative administrator reconceptualizes the field of 

educational leadership through transformational, ethical, educative, and critical leadership 

components. As a result, the entire school, including administrators, faculty, staff, students, 

parents/guardians, and community stakeholders, become invested and contribute to challenging 

normalized schooling practices. Similarly, by adding another layer to transformative leadership 

practices, administrators as tempered radicals become incremental change agents.  

Tempered Radicalism 

 Thoughtfulness and commitment are underlying characteristics associated with 

transformative leaders. However, the desire to change a school district program, a school policy, 

or a departmental custom can be achieved through a continuum of change processes. However, 

for purposes of this study, I focus on steady and deliberate actions. Educators, similar to the 

participants in my study, who seek change through patient, persistent, and incremental actions 

are referred to as tempered radicals. 

 Transformative leaders do not have to be brisk and extreme in their actions; as such, 

tempered radicals deliberately induce change through their commitment and are typically gradual 

and undramatic (Meyerson 2003).  Since tempered radicals work within an existing system, they 

“struggle between their desire to act on their ‘different’ selves and the need to fit into the 

dominant culture” (Meyerson 2003, 5). By probing current practices and seeking alternative 

pathways, the ‘different’ selves create a new system of learning, knowing, and change. 
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Therefore, leadership as a transformative-tempered radical contributes to the formation of a 

modern school community.  

Modern School Community 

 Due to federal, state, and local educational mandates, school accountability continues to 

act as a barrier for educational progress (Koyama, 2012). The legacy of No Child Left Behind 

(NCLB) has left schools apprehensive of breaking normalized practices. Although the Every 

Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) replaced NCLB, it is yet undetermined whether or not this new 

federally mandated policy will improve upon the critiques of NCLB and bring greater equity in 

schools across the country. However, due to oppressive structures masked as institutionalized 

processes (Au, 2009; McLaren, 2006), such as bureaucratization and centralization, it is clear 

that the long-term effects of the former legislation resulted in increased fear for educational 

professionals.  

 To date, since the passing of ESSA, which returns more power to the states and districts 

(Klein, 2016), schools are still under high public scrutiny, funding is still scarce, test scores 

determine progress, and educators are strained and forcibly regimented in their pedagogical 

styles (Wong, 2015). As a result, our increasingly multicultural student population is suffering 

because of normalized and unjust educational strategies, such as the use of banking educational 

practices and Eurocentric curriculum (Freire, 1970; Cammarota, 2011). In order to contest these 

former issues and create a school culture of advancement and tolerance for students, who are 

diversified by race, ethnicity, class, gender, language, ability, and/or sexual orientation, it is 

necessary for schools to develop as communities; in fact, school leadership will play an 

important role in the establishment of modern school communities.  
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 Administrators have the daunting task of incorporating the multiple, and often 

contrasting, voices of the modern school community, including faculty, staff, students, 

parents/guardians, and other community stakeholders. Therefore, in order to attend to the unique 

needs of the school community, administrators must seek alternative educational leadership 

pathways.  As such, the modern school community is defined broadly as one that includes the 

multiple voices of school community, including faculty, staff, students, parents, and community 

stakeholders, including the influence over and participation in school-wide opportunities, events, 

and decisions.  

 In my study, the transformative administrators at Millennium High School consistently 

use tempered means, or deliberate and incremental steps, to achieve transformational, ethical, 

educative, and critical components in their leadership styles within their modern school 

communities. According to my findings, the transformational leadership component embraces 

change by providing opportunities for the school community to take leadership roles. The ethical 

school leader recognizes power arrangements within their modern school community and 

contributes to the dismantling of traditional hierarchical arrangements. The educative 

administrator provides historical narratives to inform curriculum choices and leadership 

strategies to encourage leadership within the school. Finally, the critical leader supports agency 

and fair-mindedness among faculty, staff, and students. 

Organization of Study 

 In chapter two, I offer a review of literature followed by my theoretical framework. In the 

literature review, I begin by presenting a brief overview of the charter school movement, where I 

discuss the original intention and the critiques of the movement. Next, as a parallel movement, 

the Essential Schools Movement is discussed. Following this, transformative leadership in 
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practice and theory is highlighted, including the four leadership components – transformational, 

ethical, educative, and critical. Then, the notion of tempered radicalism is explained. Finally, the 

modern school community through the lenses of ethics of care, justice, critique, community, and 

communities of difference is integrated.  

 Next, in chapter three, I elaborate on my methodology. For purposes of my study, I 

conducted an 18-month critical ethnographic study. My research took place at Millennium High 

School, a small, urban, non-profit charter public school located in the Southwest United States. I 

conducted 27 interviews in total and made over 80 hours of observations, including traditional 

and participant observations. My analysis utilized a critical point of view (Madison, 2005) and an 

inductive process  

 The next three chapters are manuscripts, which were submitted to peer-reviewed journals 

or to edited academic tests as book chapters. The data in these chapters were analyzed 

specifically to meet the overarching transformative leadership framework. However, each 

manuscript is individually represented. Chapter four is titled, The contemporary school 

administrator: Transformative leadership in practice, as it questions the relevancy of the seminal 

transformative leadership framework in contemporary practices. Also, although not commonly 

utilized in school administrative practices, transformative leadership is geared towards the 

advancement of the greater society. There is a broad array of theoretical literature; however, 

there is an empirical gap related to transformative leadership practices. Therefore, using Foster’s 

(1986a; 1986b) seminal work as a structure, this 18-month critical ethnographic study provides 

empirical evidence of contemporary transformative leadership in practice. In it, I find the 

administrative team at Millennium High School returned to the original intention of charter 

schools, as institutions inspired by innovative practices, by consistently using transformative 
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leadership styles (Foster, 1994). More specifically, they used developmental, transformative 

leadership practices (TLP), including transformational, ethical, and an emerging critical. 

However, they extend Foster’s (1986a; 1986b) transformative-educative component. This 

manuscript serves as an anchor piece for my following two pieces.  

 Next, my chapter, Transformative charter school leaders: Tempered radicalism in 

practice, has been submitted to the edited book, Charter School Principals: An Inside 

Perspective. The purpose of this book chapter is to investigate how charter school leaders as 

tempered radicals operate on a fault line, or negotiate the tensions between increased 

accountability and standardization using practices that inspire educational change. These charter 

school leaders are tempered radicals, who contribute to the building of a sustainable community, 

where administrators, faculty, staff, students, parents/guardians, and community stakeholders are 

involved in school decision-making, events, and opportunities. As such, conventional and 

bureaucratic school leadership practices are being challenged as the needs, values, and voices of 

the entire school community are legitimized. Since my findings indicate the administrative team 

at Millennium High School use deliberate and incremental steps to achieve transformative-

tempered leadership, my chapter adds an innovative style to the field of educational charter 

leadership to the volume. 

 In chapter six, my second potential journal article, The modern school community: 

Transformative leadership through the use of ethics of care, critique, justice, and community in 

educational practice, is presented. Since the primary responsibility for schools is to educate our 

youth to be successful in the global market, administrators have the daunting task of 

incorporating the multiple, and often contrasting, voices of the modern school community, 

including faculty, staff, students, parents/guardians, and other community stakeholders. Since 
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few studies have focused on modern school community, the purpose of this article is to extend 

the empirical depth of community-like school culture. Drawing on transformative leadership 

practices (TLP), this article seeks to address how schools become communities; more 

specifically, it addresses how the community is involved in school decision-making, events, and 

opportunities. 
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW 

The Charter School Movement 

 Contemporary charter schools are furthering the idea of school choice. However, 

historically, school choice has been associated with race inequities in the United States. After 

Brown v. the Board of Education, the emergence of school choice became “associated with 

southern evasion of the…ruling through ‘freedom of choice’ plans that rested school 

desegregation on simply giving individual students the ostensible choice of school attendance… 

choice became a symbol of resistance to desegregation following the Court’s 1954 decision” 

(Stulberg, 2004, p. 13). As such, instead of desegregation, these “freedom of choice” plans 

furthered the racial divide and perpetuated inequitable educational opportunity for historically 

marginalized students. 

 In the early 1970’s, school choice became synonymous with the emergence of magnet 

schools. Through the magnet systems, school choice became “a tool to facilitate (voluntary) 

school desegregation…backed by additional federal funding, magnet schools [were] a ‘vehicle 

for managing integration’ to curb White flight from cities and public schools, stave off court 

desegregation orders, or achieve desegregation under a court order” (Stulberg, 2004, p. 13). In 

this way, under the guise of desegregation, magnet schools became an apparatus to segregate 

public schools. 

 In the 1980s, school choice became affiliated with charter schools.  The origin of charter 

schools was developed by Albert Shanker of the American Federation of Teachers (AFT).  As 

learning laboratories of advanced educational pathways, Shaker believed teacher and community 

driven schools would house diverse student populations (Lubienski, & Weitzel, 2011). 

Therefore, in order to lessen the opportunity gap, through educator autonomy, teachers were 

looking to create smaller, personalized, and relevant schools to serve lower socio-economic 
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communities (Fabricant & Fine, 2015). These burgeoning charter schools were mostly started 

and run by educators resulting in a movement inspired by deregulation and innovation.  

Publically funded charter schools are driven by a system of deregulation. Traditional 

public schools are run by district offices under the direction of a locally elected school board. 

Charter schools have a similar school board structure; but, structure can be a non-profit or for-

profit structure and the members are typically recruited rather than elected by the local 

community (Sulentic Dowell & Bickmore, 2015). Accordingly, charter schools have the liberty 

“to make their own decisions regarding matters such as personnel, curricula, and contracting for 

services. Autonomy in decision making permits charter school managers to employ new 

education delivery mechanisms that might prove superior to those commonly used by the school 

district” (Vergari, 1999, p. 391). Put differently, since bureaucratic structures in public school 

districts has contributed to the destruction of clear educative goals that best serve all students, 

charter schools are meant to provide free education without the bureaucracy usually associated 

with traditional public schools, such as school choice and innovative practices. 

 Although the original intent of the charter school movement was to provide choices for 

students and families of alternative K-12 educational institutions, school choice and privatization 

are part of the neoliberal agenda.  

 Marketplace theory…alleges that more academic venues for “choice” lead to better 

 schooling outcomes for families, particularly low-income families and families of color 

 trapped in underachieving urban schools. Because charter school advocates pose charters 

 as a reform to produce greater equity through education, outcries for other education 

 reforms, such as culturally relevant pedagogy, school financing, and integration, have 

 been all but silenced (Chapman & Donnor, 2015, p. 137).  
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In addition, according to theories of neoliberalism, single district schooling is viewed as a 

monopoly that districts have little motivation to change (i.e., traditional public schools with rote 

curricula and rigid structures (Chapman & Donnor, 2015, p. 139). With the disappearance of 

other educational reforms, the charter school movement is widely perceived as the sole answer to 

improving public schooling. Although, the charter school is one viable reform effort, since this 

movement provides other educational tensions, it must be presented as a cautionary tale.  

 The major tensions surrounding charter schools is the balkanization of public schools and  

the disputed levels of effectiveness in providing poor and historically marginalized students with 

equitable educational opportunities. “When critics charge that school choice threatens to 

balkanize public schools, their critique stems from two concerns: the concentration of the 

majority white population, or white flight, and the self-isolation of minority populations” 

(Garcia, 2007, p. 823). In Garcia’s (2007) study in Arizona, school choice participants generally 

choose to attend more segregated charter elementary schools. As a result, elementary charter 

schools are more racially segregated than the district schools. In addition, Frankenberg & Lee 

(2003) found charter school enrollment to have high enrollments of “minority students resulting 

in students of all races being more likely to attend schools that…have a higher percentage of 

minority students. However, white charter students are still less likely than other racial groups to 

be in heavily minority schools” (p. 7). Although charters are meant to provide additional school 

choice, they are creating modern segregated schooling patterns.  

  As with all U.S. schools, the success of charter schools is almost exclusively measured  

by reducing the achievement gap through tracing school accountability measures.  The current  

research suggests that charter schools are no more successful than traditional schools, in  
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comparable locals, as measured by the narrow matrixes of state accountability (Sulentic Dowell 

& Bickmore, 2015). “Moreover, school choice and market expansion has racial and geospatial  

dimensions as it leaves intact racial and socioeconomic stratification, with relatively more  

wealthy and racially homogenous suburbs unaffected by the impact of neoliberal reforms as they  

are largely contained to cities” (Scott, 2011, p. 584).  In this way, the racial and socioeconomic  

disparities between schools is exasperated by the charter school movement.  

As such, school choice looks different across racial and socioeconomic communities. 

According to Rofes and Stulberg (2014), “for middle-class white families, choice may offer 

opportunities for smaller schools, special pedagogies, or a whiter, more affluent peer group. For 

low-income families of color in urban areas, choice may offer opportunities for safe schools, 

smaller classes, and more affirming curricula” (p. 2).  By the use of innovative practices, 

proponents of the movement argue charter schools are more effective than traditional public 

schools. As such, charter schools are a “mechanism for students seeking to improve the quality 

of their own education but also engender competition that will lead to improvements in the 

quality of education for students who remain in traditional public schools” (Sass, 2006, p. 92). 

Along the same lines, charter schools were originally established as acts of social justice 

(Fabricant & Fine, 2015). For example, instead of learning in overpopulated classrooms, most 

charter schools offer a smaller, more personalized environment for students. City Prep1, in New 

York City, is an example of a small charter school, which claims the small school environment 

will produce higher achievement results (Shiller, 2012). Part of the New Century School 

Initiative (NCSI), which grew a network of schools at an accelerated rate, the administrative 

team at City Prep recognized the need to build connections between faculty and students before 

                                                           

1 A pseudonym 
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academic gains could be made (Shiller, 2012). Therefore, similar to the school in my study, City 

Prep made relationship-building a first priority.  

Also, specialized educational programming appeal to a variety of youth. Specialized or 

niche schools (i.e. college preparatory, museum studies, or social justice) are common in the 

charter school movement (Huerta & Zuckerman, 2009).  Also, community-based, educator-

driven institutions (CBIs) are more likely to respond directly to the educational needs of the 

community.  Finally, as a result of these former benefits, charter schools typically attract and hire 

more effective teachers. These teachers typically have expanded opportunities for leadership in 

program design and decision-making. 

Increasingly, charter schools are characterized less by a CBI model and instead run by 

nonprofit and for-profit educational management organizations (EMOs) and charter management 

organizations (CMOs) (Scott, 2011). First, CMOs, as non-profit charter organizations, have 

created hybrid management structures (Huerta & Zuckerman, 2009).  In other words, corporate 

and local offices share control of school structures.  These mirrored structures, including vision, 

mission, top-down leadership, and standards-based curriculum, are modeled after the traditional 

public school.       

Next, educational management organizations (EMOs) are for-profit management 

companies, most often national companies, which exclusively run regional charter schools.  

These charters grant less autonomy, consider schooling to be a business, and view parents and 

guardians as consumers.  These schools are often exclusionary to certain types of students (i.e. 

students with individualized education plans and students who score poorly on entrance exams 

and/or standardized tests) and extremely competitive (Huerta & Zuckerman, 2009). However, 
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these exclusionary practices and competition are often presented in the guise of “academic 

excellence.”  

With the influx CMOs and EMOs charter schools, schools are becoming decentralized; 

however, through these efforts, the policymaking and governance of schools are in the hands of 

non-educators. As such, Corporate America has become increasingly interested in contemporary 

charter schools. The “corporate movement [is] associated with a relentless attack on teachers and 

teacher unions, the ideological critique of public education as in ‘crisis,’ and consequent 

seductive advertisements for families to exit the public sector” (Fabricant & Fine, 2015, p. 2) 

Due to this change in leadership, common critiques declare resources are being drained and the 

academic elite are being siphoned away from traditional public schools, resulting in a rise of 

racial, ethnic, and class-based school segregation (Cobb & Glass; 1999; Fabricant & Fine, 2015; 

Sass, 2006).  Therefore, it is essential to differentiate between charter schools, who continue to 

run as an act of social justice, and the schools within the charter school movement, who are part 

of the neo-liberal agenda.  

It is clear that not all charter schools are the same; thus, it is not helpful to aggregate them 

together when studying them. In order to acknowledge the fact that grassroots resistance in 

public education is still thriving, it is important to differentiate certain charter schools, such as 

the charter school from my study, from the charter school movement. According to Fabricant and 

Fine (2015), coalitions of educators, parents, youth, and other community stakeholders “must 

win back the identity of critic, reformer, and innovator” (p. 128). In this way, the return of 

progressive CBIs becomes a framework for educational change through proactive educational 

agendas, such as educational quality, equitable access, smaller class sizes, culturally conscious 

educators, critical pedagogies, and community involvement.  
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The Essential Schools Movement 

 In the 1980s, among other national issues, the United States was experiencing an 

economic downturn. The overall cause, widely accepted by the general American populace, was 

the public school system. “The battle cry, called first in A Nation at Risk, launched an attack on 

dumb teachers, uncaring mothers, social promotion, and general academic permissiveness” 

(Meier, 2000, p. 9). Although now A Nation at Risk is considered unreliable data, the attack was 

fierce as critics called for immediate reform in public schooling. Notably, “according to critics, 

American education needed to be reimagined, made more rigorous, and, above all, brought under 

the control of experts who, unlike educators and parents, understood the new demands of our 

economy and culture” (p. 10). In turn, as mentioned above, instead of educational professionals 

driving American education, since they had the power and networking capabilities to impose 

change, those from outside the educational community were deemed “experts” and bestowed 

educational decision-making rights. As a result, a standards-based reform movement dominated 

public schools.  

 Since educational power was given to “public and private bodies that have no immediate 

stake in the daily life of students”, standards-based reform was based on non-contextual 

decisions by corporate leaders, federal and state policymakers, and presidential committees 

(Meier, 2000, pp. 14-15). Generally speaking, standards-based reform included: an educational 

framework designed by “experts” in outside fields, commercial educational programs and 

textbooks, standardized assessment tools, and rewards and penalties directed towards schools 

and school districts (Meier, 2000). This reform movement replaced individualized and contextual 

educational opportunities with a restrictive, one size fits all approach. Schools were stripped of 

local control and mandated to follow certain national and state protocols. Since leadership and 
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teaching were deeply scrutinized and monitored, administrators and teachers were 

deprofessionalized. 

 In opposition to standards-based reform, educational professionals, such as Theodore 

Sizer and Deborah Meier, advocated for a radically different reform movement, the Essential 

Schools Movement.  This movement called for “high schools [to] exist not merely to subject the 

pupils to brute training…but to develop their powers of thought, of taste, and of judgment” 

(Sizer, 1984, p. 4). These advocates, such as the school leaders at my research school, wanted to 

move away from the mediocre sameness of schooling and move to a more organic and 

contextual system of schooling. Thus, the decision making and pedagogy, or the five 

imperatives, associated with the Essential School Movement are wholly developed for the 

betterment of schools and their students.  

 The five imperatives associated with the essential school movement are: to give room to 

teachers and students to work and learn independently, expect students to exhibit mastery, 

provide incentives for students and teachers, focus student work on the use of their minds, and a 

flexible structure (Sizer, 1984, p. 214). The decentralization of power from district offices to 

school sites will provide for the needed room for teachers and students to work independently. 

Allowing teachers and administrators curricular freedom helps the school meet “the needs, 

learning styles, and learning rates” of their particular students (1984, pp. 214-15). Exhibitions of 

student mastery are the substance of schooling. In this way, students are asked to display what 

they have learned through the course of the year with fair and flexible perimeters. Incentive 

programs for students clearly define the expectations of what the student needs to do in order to 

graduate. Also, if teachers “adjust the study to the pace of each student, success will breed 

success” (1984, p. 215). Similar to Freire’s (1970) problem posing education, students develop 
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their minds as the teacher assists in this learning by coaching. “A self-propelled learner is the 

goal of a school, and teachers should insist that student habitually learn on their own” (Sizer, 

1984, p. 216). Lastly, a simpler organization of subject matter provides for a more flexible 

school structure. This simplified structure will strengthen the overall teaching and learning 

within the school as teachers and student will focus on their expertise and specializations.  

 In sum, as a result of the standards-based reform movement, educational professionals 

hungered for a reform initiative with the qualities that drive successful schools in supporting the 

entire school community. The essential school movement breathed life into site-based decision-

making and student-centered pedagogy. However, in order to meet the needs of our increasingly 

diverse student population, it is crucial for administrators to adjust their leadership to fit our 

contemporary students.  

Transformative Leadership Practices 

 In contrast to the essential school movement, which places diverse students at the center 

rather than the margins, historically marginalized students continue to be the victims of 

inadequate and inequitable educational traditions; therefore, traditional educational leadership is 

outdated and harmful to the educational process of students.  However, with attention on 

historically marginalized youth, leadership with equity consciousness, impacts educational 

opportunity (Pazey & Cole, 2013; Theoharis, 2007). It “entails educational leaders rejecting 

ideologies and practices steeped in blatantly biased or color-blind traditions to transform 

schools…[These] leaders…wish to provide equal educational opportunity and a high-quality 

education to all students regardless of socioeconomic and cultural background” (Cooper, 2009, 

p. 695). Leadership cannot be determined by a formula as it ignores dimensions of culture, 

politics, and power. Therefore, “transformative leadership begins with questions of justice and 

democracy; it critiques inequitable practices and offers the promise not only of greater individual 
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achievement but of a better life lived in common with others” (Shields, 2010b, p. 559). Put 

differently, TLP is educational leadership for a pluralistic society through inclusivity and socially 

just learning.  

 To further defy traditional educational leadership practices, transformative leadership is 

based in community collaboration. Within the context of democratic thought, “leaders are led, 

just as those who are led are leaders” (Weiner, 2003, p. 96). By avoiding power-over techniques 

often used by school administrators, the school becomes based in positive relationships among 

all stakeholders. In addition, “the common elements in these transformative approaches include 

the need for social betterment, enhancing equity, and for a thorough reshaping of knowledge and 

belief structures” (Shields, 2010a, p. 28). Thus, by adopting these former tenets, the school 

begins to act as a community. Borrowing from Foster’s (1986) transformative leadership theory, 

the framework is comprised of four components: transformational, ethical, educative, and 

critical.  

 Transformational component. Contemporary U.S. schools are exclusionary through the 

systemic perpetuation of the socially constructed status quo, as they further silence the voices of 

historically marginalized groups. Transformative leadership “demands that educational leaders 

critically assess the asymmetrical relations of power in the organizational context and 

deconstruct, through a critical hermeneutic, those practices and cultural artifacts that engender an 

anti-democratic discourse in organizations such as schools” (Dantley, 2003, p. 15).  Thus, 

through critical interpretation, school leaders transform their practice through the reconstruction 

of social creations based on race, class, gender, language, ability, and/or sexual orientation. 

Through engagement of all stakeholders, instead of exclusivity, the school becomes an inclusive 
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institution. In turn, the transformational school leader shares communally legitimized power with 

her entire school community.  

 Educational leadership as a transformational process alludes to many different and, often, 

contradictory practices. At first glance, Burns’s (1978) notion of transformational leadership 

seems to elevate the consciousness of school leaders and other stakeholders to create change 

through a common purpose through shared motivation and morality; however, I argue that this 

traditional notion of transformational leadership, the heroic leader bestowing leadership 

opportunities onto her stakeholders, further widens the gap between school leaders and 

stakeholders under the mirage of shared purpose, motivation, and morality. Thus, instead of the 

leaders granting her stakeholders with symmetrical power, transformational leadership in 

practice is communally legitimized through balanced power structures between school leaders 

and stakeholders, regardless of race, class, gender, language, ability, and/or sexual orientation. 

 Communally legitimized power is not merely involvement by school stakeholders. In 

fact, through stakeholder engagement in articulation and achievement of school vision, the crux 

of transformational leadership is collaboration. Instead of separation, the dichotomy between the 

leader and the led becomes an organic and symbiotic relationship (Freire; 1970; Osterman, 

Crow, & Rosen, 1997; Quantz, Rogers, & Dantley, 1991). Through collaborative voices and 

arguments, power relations are transformed from within the school community. As such, school 

communities must have complementary ethical considerations.  

 Ethical component. Ethics are an important component of the transformative leadership 

framework as all actions and decisions are rooted in rightness or wrongness. Accordingly, Strike, 

Haller, and Soltis (2005) argue “the best and most just decision is the one that results in the most 

good or the greatest benefit for the most people” (p. 61). When best actions and decisions are 
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consistent, not necessarily the popular decision in all circumstances, leaders become moral 

agents. Through moral agency, educational leaders develop sustainable trust among stakeholders. 

Similarly, an ethic of care contributes to the TLS ethical component. 

 Caring in schools is often an overlooked characteristic. In its absence, the very 

foundation of ethics in schools is lost. Bound to moral obligation, caring in schools is “directed 

toward the welfare, protection, or enhancement of the cared-for” (Noddings, 1984, p. 23). 

Similarly, according to Starratt (1991), school “administrators committed to an ethic of caring 

will be grounded in the belief that the integrity of human relationships should be held sacred and 

the school as an organization should hold the good of human beings within its sacred” realm. 

Essentially, everyone within the school community is cared for by others within the community. 

 In order for schools to adopt a culture of caring, Noddings (1988) suggests changes to 

“the current hierarchical structure of management, the rigid mode of allocating time, the kind of 

relationships encouraged, the size of schools and classes, the goals of instruction, modes of 

evaluation, patterns of interaction, [and] selection of content”. (p. 221). School administration 

will play an important role in this cultivation of care. Furthermore, similar to students and 

teachers, before all school stakeholders invest their mind, body, and soul into a school, the 

school administration must demonstrate caring towards them (Valenzuela, 2005). In this way, 

caring becomes contagious as administrators and school stakeholders commit to a reciprocal 

culture of care.  

 In a reciprocal culture of care, courage and authenticity contribute to the moral agency 

within the school. Courage to remain steadfast in one’s beliefs is essential to school leadership. 

According to Glanz (2007), “leading is about making the right decisions to benefit students, 

parents and community…to stand up for what is right…courage, then, is defined, as the ability to 
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stand behind one’s principles thus displaying immense strength of character (p. 129). In order to 

show strength of character, a leader must be authentic. Thus, authenticity transcends self, 

relationships, education, and learning (Duignan & Bhindi, 1997). By adopting authenticity, 

school leaders show, vulnerability, fallibility, and fidelity furthering their courageous character 

and commitment to the school community. As a caring school leader, sharing and educating 

other school stakeholders contributes to TLP. 

 Educative component. The educative and critical components of the transformative 

leadership framework are similar. For purposes of clarity, the educative component consists of 

the inclusion of multicultural education, consistent professional development, and reflection; 

however, it can be argued that the former subtopics can be placed in the critical component of the 

framework. Multicultural education is not education for assimilation and amalgamation; rather, it 

is educating for critical awareness and social action (Banks, 1993; Castagno, 2009; Sleeter, 

Torres, & Laughlin, 2004). Professional development is a collaborative space for growing, 

learning, developing, and thriving (Drago-Severson, 2007; Garcia, Arias, Murri, & Serna, 2010). 

Finally, in order to grow as an educational community, reflection of practice and learning by all 

stakeholders is an important educative characteristic (Kreber, 2004; Saavedra, 1996; Shields, 

2004). A brief empirical review of multicultural education, consistent professional development, 

and reflection follows. 

 Multicultural education in a polarized nation is integral to TLP. A multicultural focus 

must be incorporated into content integration, knowledge constructions, prejudice reduction, 

equity pedagogy, and an empowering school culture (Banks, 1993). However, multicultural 

education is widely defined throughout educational institutions. According to Castagno (2009), 

multicultural education can be separated into six approaches. For purposes of this study, 
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educating for assimilation and amalgamation and educating for critical awareness and social 

action will be differentiated. Educating for assimilation and amalgamation reinforces oppressive 

structures. More specifically, assimilation and amalgamation use color-blind strategies to either 

ignore diversity or emphasize commonalities across groups (Castagno, 2009). On the other hand, 

multicultural education for critical awareness and social action questions the normalized status 

quo. Critical awareness “emphasizes increased understanding of power, privilege, and 

oppression between groups” and social action leads to equitable change and reconstruction 

(Castagno, 2009, pp. 46-47). Both awareness and social action focus on questioning equity and 

power while reaffirming multiple perspectives and cultures. In order to achieve the latter forms 

of multicultural education, professional development geared towards awareness and 

conscientization is needed.  

 Professional development opportunities are nurturing environments led by all school 

leaders. The content of professional development and the development of teams must be 

purposive for school personnel and students to grow, learn, develop, and thrive (Drago-Severson, 

2007). Within these experiences, discussions of student academics, critical, and global growth 

must occur. In order to build these skills into the school culture, Garcia et al (2010) recommend 

“building on what students already know, understanding how students construct knowledge, 

demonstrating a sociocultural consciousness, knowing and understanding about the lives of their 

students, and affirming the views of their students” (p. 137). Using these recommendations, 

through on-going educator collaboration, reflection refines the influences of institutional policies 

and practices on students. 

 Lastly, reflection contributes to the educative component of transformative leadership as 

it has the potential to restructure school classrooms and contexts. Saavedra (1996) argues if 
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school leaders “are to transform learning contexts for their students, the learning contexts for 

teachers must be transformed. This premise is based on…teachers need[ing] to work together in 

order to develop knowledge and practice that will affirm themselves and their students” (p. 271). 

In addition, reflection on purpose, process, and design contribute to the professionalization of 

educators. Like so, Kreber (2004) elaborates on reflections of three types of teaching knowledge: 

curricular, pedagogical, and instructional. Curricular knowledge is knowledge of the purpose of 

the classes and how our teaching contributes to the betterment of society. Pedagogical 

knowledge is how to respond to different learning styles and approaches to studying, how to 

facilitate critical thinking and self-management in learning, or how to influence students’ 

motivation to learn.  Instructional knowledge is teaching design and processes, such as teaching 

tasks including scope, sequencing, and planning. In order for multicultural education, 

professional development, and reflection to be effective, a critical awareness is necessary for 

school leaders and stakeholders.  

 Critical component. As noted above, the educative and critical components of the 

transformative leadership framework are related. However, the critical component is 

differentiated by the following subtopics: leadership for social justice and equity and culturally- 

based curriculum (Gay, 2000; Irizarry, 2007; Ladson-Billings, 1995; Moll, Amanti, Neff, & 

Gonzalez, 1992; Paris, 2012; Paris & Alim, 2014). More precisely, leadership for social justice 

and equity is achieved by conscientization, reflection, and dialogue (Freire, 1970; Shields, 2004; 

Sleeter, Torres, & Laughlin, 2004). Conscientization is a realization of the immediate and 

surrounding world around us. According to Freire (1970), through this realization, in order “to 

perceive social, political, and economic contradictions, and to take action against the oppressive 

elements of reality”, alternative, transformative pedagogies must be considered (Brown, 2004, p. 



 38

77).  Thus, culturally-based pedagogies become the educational commitment to school 

stakeholders. 

 Conscientization in education is an awakening to the systemic disparities apparent in the 

American educational system. To achieve conscientization, which Freire (1970) referred to as 

critical awareness of one’s self and the world, is achieved through reflection and dialogue. 

“Conscientization rarely is a one-time awakening…this process might be characterized by 

gradual as well as revolutionary changes…ranging from alienation to liberation. 

Conscientization about one’s actual reality takes place by submersion and intervention in 

it…mediated by reflective dialogue” (Sleeter, Torres, & Laughlin, 2004, p. 83). In other words, 

conscientization is an on-going process with varying pace. A critical awareness occurs through 

the reflective self and through dialogue with others. Accordingly, reflection and dialogue within 

a school is commitment to the entire community, regardless of race, class, gender, language, 

ability, and/or sexual orientation.  Moreover, another facet of conscientization is the school’s 

pedagogical mission.  

 Culturally-based pedagogy is a series of evolving concepts; however, the outcome is the 

same. Culturally-based pedagogies seek to incorporate diverse cultures and voices in the 

teaching and learning in contemporary schools. For purposes of this study, a brief review of 

culturally responsive, relevant, and sustaining pedagogies are included. 

 Prior to the culturally-based pedagogy movements, curriculum adoptions attempted to 

have historically marginalized students fit into the existing status-quo model of teaching and 

learning. The proper response to this Othering is the establishment of culturally responsive 

pedagogy (Gay, 2000; Irizarry, 2007). Gay (2000) is considered the seminal author of culturally 

responsive pedagogy, or the “cultural knowledge, prior experiences, frames of reference, and 
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performance styles of ethnically diverse students to make learning encounters more relevant and 

effective for them. It teaches to and through the strengths of these students” (p. 29). Culturally 

responsive teachers respond to the needs of diverse learners by: developing culturally grounded 

knowledge, adapting lesson plans, and creating inclusive classroom environments. Although 

incorporating heritage, or home/community, culture into the former components are integral to 

responsive teaching, it is also important to recognize the hybrid cultures of contemporary 

students (Irizarry, 2007). Due to diverse interactions, students have complex identities based on 

heritage cultural roots and their urban realities.  

 Building on the relationship between heritage culture and school culture, culturally 

relevant pedagogy is an “effective pedagogical practice…[and] a theoretical model that not only 

addresses student achievement but also helps students to accept and affirm their cultural identity 

while developing critical perspectives that challenge inequities that schools (and other 

institutions) perpetuate” (Ladson-Billings, 1995, p. 469). Although culturally relevant pedagogy 

is not a static practice, practitioners commonly ground their pedagogy into three theoretical 

propositions, including: the conceptions of self and others, the structure of social relations, and 

the conceptions of knowledge (Ladson-Billings, 1995). Culturally relevant teachers view the 

conception of self and others as believing in the power of student learning, continually refining 

teaching practices, and being part of the greater school community. In addition, teachers 

consistently create and recreate classrooms to encourage academic success, cultural competence, 

and critical consciousness. Finally, while always approaching practice with a critical lens, 

teachers believe knowledge to be shared, recycled, and constructed (Ladson-Billings, 1995). 

Culturally relevant knowledge combines theory and practice to address student achievement 

across the bounds of race, class, gender, language, ability, and/or sexual orientation.  
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 Similar to culturally relevant is culturally sustaining pedagogy which respectfully 

considers and acknowledges the past equity and culturally-based pedagogies and extends them to 

reflect the plurality in contemporary society. According to Paris (2012), culturally sustaining 

pedagogy requires educators to “be more than responsive of or relevant to the cultural 

experiences and practices of young people…they [must] support young people in sustaining the 

cultural and linguistic competence of their communities while simultaneously offering access to 

dominant cultural competence” (p. 95). Due to increasing diversity in schools and a globalized 

world, it is necessary to incorporate democratic pedagogies of cultural and linguistic practices, 

including historically marginalized groups, such as immigrant communities and communities of 

color. Thus, “we can no longer assume that the white, middle-class linguistic, literate, and 

cultural skills and ways of being that were considered sole gatekeepers to the opportunity 

structure in the past will remain so as our society changes” (Paris & Alim, 2014, p. 89).  For 

educators seeking justice, heritage and community practices must be present in a school 

community (Irizarry, 2007; Ladson-Billings, 1995; Moll, Amanti, Neff, & Gonzalez, 1992; Paris 

& Alim, 2014). Thus, through culturally responsive, relevant, and/or sustaining pedagogies, 

inclusive school culture becomes the norm.  

 Summary of Transformative Leadership Constructs. The U.S. public education 

system claims to offer equal educational opportunities to all students, regardless race, class, 

gender, language, ability, and/or sexual orientation. However, the educational disparities among 

historically marginalized students is systemically perpetuated. In order to embrace equitable 

education, a transformative leadership framework, similar to the leadership practices described in 

my findings, is suggested. Transformative leadership is capable of meeting the needs of the 
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increasingly diverse student population. Therefore, in sum, the transformative leadership 

framework results in four TLP constructs: transformational, ethical, educative, and critical.  

 The transformational construct is defined by democratic structures. In schools, this 

translates into legitimized shared power among all school leaders and stakeholders. Through 

shared power, school culture should be characterized by organic and consistent collaboration. 

The ethical construct is best described as the best actions and decisions made by school leaders 

for the betterment of the school community. Also, a culture of caring must be prominent within 

the school community. As such, a culture of caring becomes contagious through the courage and 

authenticity of school leaders. The educative construct is concerned with multicultural education 

for critical awareness and social action. In addition, the purposes of collaborative professional 

development are student academics, critical awareness, and global growth. Related to 

professional development, is educative reflection of curricular, pedagogical, and instructional 

knowledge and practice. Lastly, the critical construct considers conscientization, ongoing critical 

reflection with the self and others, and culturally-based pedagogy.  

The Transformative Leadership Framework  

 A transformative leader considers the school environment as a whole while continuing to 

value each individual.  Thus, s/he places value on diversity beyond racial and ethnic 

differentiations. In developing a school community, there must be questioning of the status quo 

by reflecting on the past by continually assessing traditions for injustices and inequities.  

Ultimately, although the entire school will need to challenge the “norm,” school administrators 

will need to take a large role in doing so. Therefore, a contemporary transformative leader 

acknowledges the importance of transformative educational practices and community 

relationships. (Freire, 1970; Foster, 1986a; Foster, 1986b; Foster, 1989a; Furman, 2004). 

Through these leadership acts, including transformational, ethical, educative, and critical 
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dimensions, an educational democracy is established, where community members, including 

administrators, faculty, staff, students, parent/guardians, and other neighborhood stakeholders, 

are actively involved and empowered in the educational processes.  

 Transformative leadership dimensions.  Although traditional school administration is 

encompassed by institutional restraints, such as bureaucratizing and over-rationalizing, school 

leadership can transcend this notion of the “iron cage”.  As such, leadership that transforms the 

traditional role of school community members “derives from the context and ideas of individuals 

who influence each other…this is the essence of leadership: The desire and attempt to change the 

human condition” (Foster, 1986a, p. 187). In this way, schools can be created and led in ways 

that community stakeholders are respected, valued, and above all else, share legitimized power. 

As the school leader moves away from a directive approach and incorporates a more democratic 

model, the entire school community becomes invested in the educational processes. Through 

shared transformational and emancipatory practices and perspectives, the school community 

builds capacity for sustainable educational change. 

 In addition, the transformative framework incorporates ethical leadership. Ethical leaders 

use interactive critical reflection and analysis “as a way of directing and reflecting upon human 

action” (Foster, 1986a, p. 183).  Through this interactive process, the leader does not work in 

isolation (Freire, 1970); in fact, “leaders who have vision and spirit can share power. In doing so, 

they release the very human potential of the agents in the organization” (Foster, 1986a, p. 184). 

In other words, leadership is dedicated to the benefit of the entire school community. Instead of 

utilizing power-wielding techniques, humanizing actions by the leadership team becomes 

normalized practice. Thus, through reflection, critique and hope, ethical leaders practice shared 

power and build reciprocal relationships with the community.  
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 Also, the transformative educational framework defines leadership as educative. 

According to Foster (1989b), the leader presents an analysis and a vision. These actions 

contribute to the liberation of the community from social and cultural inequities. More 

specifically, the educative leader “is concerned with the empowerment of the powerless…not 

only through education…but also through access to decision-forming arenas and to an analysis 

of one’s own place in the hierarchy” (Foster, 1986b, p. 125). In other words, an educative leader 

is not satisfied with traditional features of schooling. In fact, the leader creates opportunities for 

new social arrangements by considering, reflecting, and sharing knowledge with the community. 

In return, the community imparts new ways of thinking and knowledge to further enhance the 

school.  

 Finally, similar to administrative leadership as an educative act, transformative school 

leaders are critical practitioners. According to Foster (1989b), it is essential for school leadership 

“to examine the previous conditions of social life and subject them to critique” (p. 50). By 

critically examining and reflecting upon the status quo, marginalization and powerlessness that 

exists with traditional schooling structures, the critical leader constructs his/her purpose 

grounded in community culture. As such, critical school leaders work with the entire community, 

including mainstream and historically marginalized groups, to provide a springboard for agency 

to attain equitable educational opportunities for all. 

  To remain true to its educational commitments, by using transformational, ethical, 

educative, and critical dimensions, leadership as a transformative act occurs when the 

administrative team respectfully leads, values, and shares power with school community 

members. In this way, school leaders have the capability to embrace their position as agents of 

change. Furthermore, as the school leader moves away from a directive approach and 
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incorporates a more transformative model, the school community becomes increasingly 

committed and sets the foundations to become a model for democratic educational change. 

Critique of the Transformative Leadership Framework 

 The transformative leadership framework is susceptible to critique. Critics often state that 

transformative leadership is “too idealistic, too demanding, and to place too much responsibility 

on the shoulders of educators and educational leaders for redressing global ills. Some argue that 

a focus on power, equity, and social justice can only occur at the expense of intellectual 

development and accountability” (Shields, 2010a, p. 31). In addition, due to the lack of empirical 

work and concrete explanation, a common critique is that the transformative leadership 

framework is too theoretical for educational practitioners to adopt.  However, my study 

addresses these gaps. Albeit demanding, this “idealistic” leadership style is obtainable through 

power-with strategies. More concretely, as evidenced by my findings, administrator commitment 

to the community yields community commitment to the school.  

Tempered Radicalism 

 Transformative leaders, have the desire to change school district programming, school 

policies, or departmental customs. However, these change agents do not have to be brisk and 

revolutionary in their actions; in fact, tempered radicals deliberately induce change through their 

commitment and are typically gradual and undramatic (Meyerson, 2003). Tempered radicals 

prefer to take deliberate steps toward change instead of making radical changes that most often 

do not come to fruition or are not sustained.  

 Therefore, tempered radicalism is defined as any action performed by the administrator, 

inside and outside of her/his job duties, that contributes to the dismantling of the status quo and 

the building of sustainable school community. Furthermore, as exemplified by the school leader 
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participants in my study, since “tempered radicals are a special class of actors embedded in 

multiple institutional contexts—tied both to their workplaces and to identity and/or interest-

based communities,” (Meyerson & Tompkins, 2007, p. 311) through the consistent use of 

tempered strategies and transformative leadership practices, including transformational, ethical, 

educative, and critical leadership dimensions, to build a modern school community, school 

administrators, have the potential to become transformative-tempered radicals.   

 Also, tempered radicals often times operate on a fault line. According to Meyerson 

(2003), tempered radicals “are organizational insiders who contribute and succeed at their jobs. 

At the same time, they are treated as outsiders because they represent ideals or agendas, they are 

at odds with the dominant culture” (p. 5).  This misalignment, or insider/outsider status, sets the 

stage for a distinct difference in values and beliefs between tempered radicals and the 

organizational majority, especially top-down leadership. As such, skepticism of top-down 

leaders exists as tempered radicals question “their willingness to engage in changes that 

challenge their own privilege and authority” (Kezar, 2012, p. 747). The values and beliefs of 

tempered radicalism can range from micro-, such as business meeting etiquette, to macro-, such 

as issues of social justice.  

 Since the values and beliefs are typically more progressive than the dominant ways of 

thinking, tempered radicals are ‘tempered’ as they endure a process of heating and cooling 

resulting in the eventual dismantling of the status quo (Meyerson, 2003). Put differently, 

tempered radicals frequently shift from using anger to navigating the middle-ground. This 

heating and cooling results in the building of strength and cohesiveness for their desired change. 

For example, in Alston’s (2005) study of Black female superintendents, she states, “Black 

women are often placed in these environments of power differentials, and they use the power that 
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is originally intended as a mechanism for oppression to be transformed into an effective vehicle 

for constructive change” (p. 677). In this empirical study, the female Black superintendents act as 

tempered radicals by using the anger induced by historical oppression to fuel their perseverance 

in their positions. Concurrently, they navigate the middle-ground to become successful change 

makers.  

 Similarly, tempered radicals do not fit the common definition of “radical”. Radicals 

advocate for extreme measures. However, tempered radicals push back on popular conventions 

through steady deliberate acts and negotiations to shift the consciousness of others from within 

their organizations. By using moderate and incremental actions, tempered radicals are able to 

maintain a critical consciousness and challenge the status quo from within (Kezar, 2012; 

Meyerson & Tompkins, 2007). “They recognize modest and doable choices in between, such as 

choosing their battles, creating pockets of learning, and making way for small wins (Meyerson, 

2003, p. 6). Thus, through patience and persistence, these leaders engage in strategies and 

approaches that lead to gradual change.  

 On the other hand, tempered radicalism is criticized for relying on incremental change. 

As such, a common criticism of tempered radicalism as a change strategy is the small dispersed 

changes at the margin (Martin & Meyerson, 1988). Since these changes are “often initiated at the 

margin, tend to remain at the margin if they fail to mobilize sufficient legitimacy, resources, and 

political support to coalesce into a collective movement” (Meyerson & Tompkins, 2007, p. 311). 

Thus, the counter argument for the use of tempered radicalism as a change strategy is the small 

changes never align to produce a larger, sustainable measures.  

 

 



 47

Modern School Communities 

 In contemporary school communities, tempered radicals can play important roles. 

However, traditional educational administration borrows fundamentals from organizational 

theory and behavior. These “fundamental frames for thinking about how schools should be 

structured and coordinated, how compliance within them should be achieved, what leadership is, 

and how it works” are driven by organizational theorists and followed by most educational 

leaders (Sergiovanni, 1994b, p. 215). In addition to this formulaic and explicit management 

structure, “there is an assumption in organizations that hierarchy equals expertise” (p. 216). The 

higher in the hierarchy one is, the more that person is perceived to know about education. 

However, in rethinking school culture, innovative ways of thinking about educational leadership 

combined with school community involvement exist. 

 Rethinking school culture. The relationships between the entire school community, 

including administrators, faculty, staff, students, parents/guardians, and other stakeholders, are 

interconnected and contribute to student academic and social persistence. Interactions and 

participation opportunities infused with trust, respect, relationship-building between school 

community members is beneficial to school culture.  

 Principal trust and respect their faculty and staff, including personal regard, professional 

competence, and integrity-based actions. These leadership actions contribute to a positive school 

culture.  Maxwell (2016) states, “interpersonal relationships amongst a school's users (students, 

teachers, staff and parents) are a fundamental part of a school's social environment…Through 

this system of relationships values, expectations and mutual respect are communicated to all of 

the school's users” (p. 206). Put differently, the school’s culture contributes to student 

achievement. According to Wahlstrom and Louis’s (2008) quantitative findings from more than 
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4,100 completed surveys from teachers in grades K-12 within the United States, when teachers 

are involved in school decision-making, they tend to increase their instructional practices. Thus, 

this study provides evidence of a correlation between leadership and its effect on student 

achievement and school improvement efforts. Likewise, Printy (2008) elaborates on the synergy 

between leadership and teachers. In his study, high school principals and department chairs are 

central to influencing science and mathematics teachers’ communities of practice, or their 

opportunities for learning and growth. Finally, Lai’s (2015) international findings suggest school 

capacity building is directly influenced by teacher involvement in communities of practice, and 

participation in decision-making functions. In addition to teacher involvement, student, 

parent/guardian, and other stakeholder relationships are crucial to building a community-like 

school. 

 Teacher-student relationships are significant in the enhancement of student engagement 

and academic performance. Using a two dimensional approach, demandingness (academic press) 

and responsiveness (the teacher–student relationship), Lee (2012) concludes no significant 

effects between academic press and teacher-student relationships. “This means that the teacher–

student relationship and academic press had independent effects on student engagement and 

academic performance…The finding suggests that a nurturing school environment could be 

critical in itself, regardless of school demandingness (i.e., academic press)” (p. 337). Although 

creating a school environment with both demandingness and responsiveness seems to be most 

beneficial to enhance student outcomes, the significance of a nurturing school environment must 

be emphasized. Similarly, the findings from Jia, Konold, and Cornell’s (2016) study on 

indicators associated with high school dropout rates suggest that high academic expectations 
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alone are not sufficient; however, the interaction with other qualities of the school climate, such 

as supportive student-teacher relationships, increase the likelihood for student persistence.  

 Parents/guardians and other stakeholder relationships with the educational institutional 

contribute to student and school success. Parental and stakeholder relationships with the school 

usually consist of conferences, school activities, such as open houses and social activities, school 

organizations, and intermittent gatherings outside of school. Through such participation, 

parents/guardians and other stakeholders establish the significance of education and academic 

achievement; thus, it becomes a powerful influence on school and academic policies (Rumberger 

& Palardy, 2005; Stewart, 2008). Although Stewart’s (2008) study did not yield significant 

results between direct parental/guardian involvement and school success, it is suggested “that 

many more forms of parental educational activities occur at home with the children than in 

school… therefore, parental involvement occurring in the school was possibly considered less 

effective than that at home” (p. 198).  Since not all parents/guardians are able to be directly 

involved in the school, McNeal (2015) suggests schools investigate ways to increase 

involvement school-wide, not just for individual children or in specific cases. This is referred to 

“as a ‘spillover effect’…students would reap rewards…where they benefit from the parent 

involvement of their peers…children in homes with non-involved or disengaged parents would 

benefit by simply being in a school with high rates of parental participation” (pp. 163-164). In 

other words, regardless of individual parental/guardian involvement, all students will benefit 

from the overall school-level effects. As such, the ethics of care, critique, and justice provide 

platforms to increase school competence for all learners.  

 Ethics of care, critique, and justice. Since educational administration borrows 

fundamentals from organizational theory and behavior, these “fundamental frames for thinking 
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about how schools should be structured and coordinated, how compliance within them should be 

achieved, what leadership is, and how it works” are followed by most traditional educational 

leaders (Sergiovanni, 1994b, p. 215). In addition to this formulaic and explicit management 

structure, “there is an assumption in organizations that hierarchy equals expertise” (Sergiovanni, 

1994b, p. 216). The higher in the hierarchy one is, the more that person is perceived to know 

about education. In these models, those at the top of the hierarchy hold the most power within 

their educational institutions.   

 In addition, these traditional educational leadership models are outdated and no longer 

valid. Since these leadership models were primarily developed by white male bureaucratic 

leaders.  The voices of women and people of color were omitted from these leadership models 

resulting in negative effects for the educational community (Marshall et al, 1996). Thus, it is 

imperative for educational policy makers and professionals to begin a process of viewing schools 

as communities instead of organizations. By following ethics of care, critique, and justice, school 

administrators are creating the foundation for school as community.  

 Ethic of care. As nurturing educators, an ethic of care teaches kind, moral, and 

productive standards. Marshall et al (1996) argue for an ethic of caring for educational leaders, 

described as a “moral touchstone”, or it does not list principles to follow, rather ‘it involves 

fidelity to relationships with others that is based more than just personal liking or regard… [as it] 

emphasizes responsibility to others rather than to rights and rules” (pp. 277-278). In this way, 

through building and maintaining relationships within the larger school community, the beliefs 

and values of all are considered in the school decision-making processes.  

 This connection of relations and confirmation by the educational leaders is situational 

with flexible, responsive, and attentive behaviors. The findings of Marshall et al (1996) indicate 
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the importance of relationships through the creation, maintenance, and enhancement of positive 

relations and connections. Genuine dialogue, constructing continuity, and developing trust are 

essential characteristics to building an ethic of caring within the school community. 

 In addition, traditional student-teacher relationships are typically a transactional process. 

As such, borrowing from Freire (1970), teachers bank education by depositing knowledge into 

the minds of their students. This interaction leaves students vulnerable and unmoved. “Treated 

like faceless cases, students…are nor cared for, and as long as that claim is made, the relation 

cannot be said to be one of caring…they need the continuing attention of adults who will listen, 

invite, guide, and support them” (Noddings, 1999, p. 13). As such, synergetic student-teacher 

relationships are critical to creating authentic learning. “The nature of the [contemporary] 

relationship can establish a context of openness and trust that both challenges students and 

supports them in being vulnerable to explore ways that create the possibility for transformative 

learning” (Southern, 2007, pp. 329-330). This contemporary relationship defies the traditional 

student-teacher relationship.  

 Furthermore, Southern (2007) argues that when this relationship is formed and the 

traditional student-teacher barriers are broken down, students believe they are valued as people 

by educators. They understand teachers are there “to make a difference in their own lives and the 

lives of others…they are more willing to take risks and be vulnerable as they question their own 

assumptions and ways of being and doing” (p. 330). In turn, instead of being a depositor of 

knowledge, the teacher becomes a mentor to their students. As an advocate for students, a 

teacher mentor is required to know the whole person as teachers are able “to help others create 

relevancy and meaning from our teaching and their learning experiences” (Southern, 2007, p. 

330). In addition, teacher mentors must be open to vulnerability. By sharing themselves, the 
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student-teacher relationship is based on truthfulness and trust. In turn, teacher vulnerability lends 

itself to sharing authority in the classroom (Southern, 2007). Instead of a teacher having power-

over the students, shared power entails a relationship of care and enhances shared learning and 

taking action in the surrounding world.  

 Communities of care “are places to which we belong and can participate together in 

shaping our learning environment and discovering how we can act together to create change” 

(Southern, 2007, p. 336). This is typically a school cultural change. The roles of administrator, 

teacher, faculty, students, parents/guardians, and other stakeholders are transformed through 

relationship modification, mentoring, and shared authority. In addition, ethics of critique and 

justice inform a transformative community. 

 Ethics of critique and justice. Communities of critique and justice are related with 

subtle nuances. An ethic of critique, whether radical or not, begins with a common understanding 

that there are historical obstacles related to the schooling structure. According to Starratt (1991), 

an ethic of critique is grounded in the “uncovering [of] inherent injustice or dehumanization 

imbedded in the language and structures of society…[and] dealing with questions of social 

justice and human dignity” (p.189).  In the field of education, administrators must uncover these 

truths and work to dismantle them throughout their school communities. This can be done be 

questioning power and privilege and rearranging educational systems to reflect equitable 

opportunities.   

 Furthermore, the ethic of critique is more responsive to the needs of the school 

community and beyond. By embracing this, administrators “call the school community to 

embrace a sense of social responsibility not simply to the individuals in the school or school 

system or the education profession, but to the society of whom and for whom the school is an 
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agent” (Starratt, 2003b, p. 143).  By accepting social responsibility, school leaders utilizing an 

ethic of critique serves society as a whole; however, an ethic of justice provides for an outline to 

begin this process.  

 Communities of justice are based on the fundamental rights to integrity and fairness for 

all people. “Justice [is] understood as individual choices to act justly and justice understood as 

the community’s choice to direct or govern its actions justly” (Starratt, 2003b, 144). Similarly, 

according to Frick and Frick (2010), the ethic of justice is described as a “civic ethic, where it is 

believed that all persons irrespective of culture, race or other defining categories possess the 

capacity for a sense of justice and the ability to conceptualize what is their own” (p. 118). Put 

differently, in alignment with Deweyan thought, by following an ethic of justice, the good of the 

community is placed over the good of the individual. In the school, this is the critical reflection 

by school leadership on the justness of federal, state, and school policies and the action taken to 

correct these or work within these restrictions for the good of the school community. These 

policies range from school and teacher evaluations, different levels of funding based on test, the 

absence of culturally based curriculum, and the lack of certain voices in school decision making.  

Conjointly, communities of care, critique, and justice provide a framework for developing 

schools as communities. However, in order to complete the argument of school as community, it 

is important to discuss an ethic of community within communities of difference.  

 Ethic of community and communities of difference. Similar to the ethics of care, 

critique, and justice, an ethic of community rests on the idea that the communal is more 

important than the individual agency (Furman, 2004). However, in the development of school 

community, leaders understand: 
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 community is processual. The sense of community, of connection with others, is based in 

 relationships, which depend in turn on the ongoing processes of communication, 

 dialogue, and collaboration, and not on a set of discreet indicators such as “shared 

 values” and “shared decision making.” Thus, community is not a product or entity that 

 can be measured, but an ongoing set of processes that are facilitated by educators who 

 understand and are committed to these processes (Furman, 2002, p. 285). 

That is, by inspiring commitment through communicative means, school leaders are focusing on 

the building of community through relationship-building strategies, such as openness, shared 

experiences, and collaboration is consistently disseminated throughout the school.   

 In this way, administrators are open to alternative ideas. Most commonly, school 

“governance is in the hands of people who have a vested stake in it: parents, teachers, students, 

community members, and administrators… [In fact,] when decisions are made collectively, 

authority becomes depended on expertise rather than on position” (Doyle, 2004, p. 196). In this 

way, through the use of interpersonal relationship-building strategies, school leaders create a 

spaces within the school environment where school community members feel comfortable 

expressing their voices, whether in agreement or disagreement, on a consistent basis.  

 In order to provide opportunities for expressing community voices, communal 

processional skills are integral to building the ethic of community. According to Frick and Frick 

(2010),  

 a commitment to the processes of community, continuous and recursive, that focus on 

 interpersonal and group awareness, respectful listening, empathetic knowing and 

 understanding of others, effective communication, partnering and working together, 
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 supporting and encouraging dialogue in open and equal forums, is the foundational value 

 to be internalized and acted upon” (p. 121). 

Through the use of these former processional skills, school leaders perform acts of knowing, 

understanding, and valuing full participation from the school community. Starratt refers to this as 

“cultivation, [or] leadership [for community] is primarily concerned to cultivate an environment 

that supports participation, sharing of ideas, and the virtues of honesty, openness, flexibility, and 

compassion” (as cited in Furman & Starratt, 2002, p. 122).  By using cultivating practices, school 

leaders are incrementally seeking, listening, embracing, and legitimizing the voices within the 

school community; however, through this cultivation, leaders must not assume that all 

community members share in the exact beliefs and values. In fact, leaders must recognize their 

school as a community of difference (Fine et al., 1997; Khalifa, 2012; Shields, 2002).  

 Based on the members’ divergent backgrounds, communities of difference have some 

mutual and separable fundamental differences. School communities, especially urban 

communities, are based on diversity and differences (Fine et al, 1997; Miretzky, 2004). With the 

absence of the recognition of difference and an overemphasis on commonalities leads to 

Balkanizing applications to the development of community-like practices. Thus, according to 

Khalifa (2012): 

 principals, especially urban principals, must move beyond their school walls in order to 

 gain an understanding of the unique social and cultural conditions of their neighborhood 

 communities. In doing so, they may find that grades, behavior, and test scores are not the 

 primary issues at the forefront of community-based interests. The hope is that principals’ 

 increased community presence will help them develop and maintain culturally 

 appropriate school and community leadership practices (p. 429).  
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By taking the time to relate to the conditions that affect the community, school leaders are better 

able to reach the needs coveted by their internal and surrounding stakeholders. Therefore, they 

will be in a better position to relate and assist the school community.  

 Also, by building on those differences, school leadership must “convey the cohesion 

among those who are stakeholders in a school, build in acceptance of differences, a commitment 

to the common good, and a recognition that the school and its environment are interdependent 

and mutually supportive” (Miretzky, 2004, p. 819). In turn, school leadership legitimates the 

multiple voices of the school community. As a result, through these frequent interactions 

between school, families, and communities, “the desire to be seen and to be heard – to not 

simply be reduced to a role, but to be recognized as people who have something to offer the 

school community” (Epstein, 1995; Miretzky, 2004, pp. 815-816). School cohesion becomes the 

basis for we. 

 Through a sense of we, school communities thrive. Therefore, schools as community is a 

social structure that “bonds people together in special ways and binds them to concepts, images, 

and values that comprise a shared idea structure” (Sergiovanni, 1996, p. 217); however, school 

communities legitimate and embrace the differences between people.  School communities 

consist of: administrators, faculty, staff, students, parents, and other community stakeholders. In 

addition, through shared “norms, purposes, values, professional socialization, collegiality, and 

natural interdependence”, leadership is distributed throughout the entire school community 

(Sergiovanni, 1996, p. 217). Put differently, school community members have similar intentions 

and are connected to each other through commitments, obligations, and duties. Therefore, the 

transformative school leader uses the ethics of care, critique, justice, and community within 

communities of difference by embracing and legitimizing the beliefs and values of faculty and 
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staff, students, parents, and community stakeholders leaders and incorporating their voices into 

the educational decision-making, events, and opportunities.    
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CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY 

 

Research Approach  

 Since I wanted to immerse myself into an educational school with a reputation for 

dismantling administrative domination, I selected critical ethnography as my methodology. Since 

critical ethnography is “based on critical epistemology, not on value orientations”, I approached 

my study with beliefs in multiple truths grounded in the individual actor’s personalized 

experiences (Carspecken, 1996, p. 22). Through documenting my participants’ beliefs, language, 

and behaviors, I was able to describe how this school defied normative schooling practices 

(Creswell, 2007). More specifically, I focused on power relationships between the administrative 

team and the larger school community, such as the use of transformative leadership practices 

(TLP), tempered radicalism, and the development of a modern school community.   

 Since there are too few studies that concentrate on innovative leadership practices and 

their relationships to equitable education, I explored the intersection of leadership strategies and 

the development of a modern school community. In other words, through power-with 

relationships among all school stakeholders, I explored alternatives methods of leadership that 

embraced critical, transformational, ethical, and educative characteristics. Since K-12 

educational institutions typically approach leadership in a top-down, highly bureaucratic way, 

this study is significant because not only does it highlight the ways in which various stakeholders 

see innovative charter schools as doing things differently; but, more specifically, how this charter 

school is an example of transformative leadership in action. 

Research Questions 

 In alignment with Carspecken’s (1996) recommendations for research questions in a 

critical ethnographic study, I initially generated broad research questions, as not to “risk 
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introducing biases, missing important but initially unsuspected features of the situation and 

closing off opportunities for developing new primary concepts from your field experience” (p. 

28). As such, my research questions are informed by Carspecken’s (1996) initial design. 

 In my first manuscript, I explored the intersection of TLP and the development of a 

school community, defined as the deliberate and consistent use of power-with strategies utilized 

by the administrative team with the intention of creating a democratized educational institution. 

Thus, in my investigation I address the following overarching research questions: 

1.  Is Foster’s (1986a; 1986b) transformative leadership framework still relevant in practice? 

  a. How, if at all, does the school leadership team perceive their use    

  transformational, educative, ethical, and critical leadership techniques? 

  b. How, if at all, does the school leadership team extend Foster’s    

  transformative framework? 

 In my second manuscript, through the use TLP and tempered radicalism, in what ways do 

school leaders disrupt traditional, power-over administrative control within schools by utilizing 

tempered-transformative practices to successfully navigate institutional barriers and contribute to 

the dismantling of the status quo. As such, my research questions are: 

1. How do transformative leadership and tempered radicalism look in practice?    

  a. In what ways does school leadership use tempered-transformative strategies to  

  enhance their school community? 

 Lastly, in my third article, since few studies have focused on modern school community, 

the purpose of this article is to extend the empirical depth of community-like school culture. 

Drawing on transformative leadership practices (TLP) and ethics of critique, justice, care, and 

community, through the perceptions of administrators, faculty, staff, students, parents/guardians, 
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and community stakeholders, this article seeks to address how schools become communities; 

more specifically, it addresses how the community is involved in school decision-making, 

events, and opportunities. 

1.    Does transformative leadership practices extend to the modern school community? 

  a. How do the diverse members of an inclusively defined school community, 

  including administrators, faculty, staff, students, parents/guardians, and   

  community stakeholders, perceive their role in school decision-making, events,  

  and opportunities? 

These research questions clearly identify my research inquiries of the relevance of transformative 

leadership in practice, tempered radicalism through a transformative leadership lens, and the 

development of modern school communities. As a result, through reputation, Millennium High 

School was selected for my study.  

A Brief History of Millennium High School 

 According to the co-founder, former principal, and current executive director, Sara 

Thomas2, before the school was conceived, she and the other two school co-founders, Yolanda 

Wright and Charles Hill, were inspired by the work of the Coalition of Essential Schools (CES).  

Since they worked together in another large, traditional high school, where the oppressive effects 

of No Child Left Behind (NCLB) were taking away from the educational experience of their 

students, they became greatly influenced by the literature coming out of CES. Through this 

connection, they began travelling to network and present at CES conferences. Then, as CES 

began opening a larger number of small coalition high schools, the whole small schools push 

started to happen nationwide. As a result, the opening of other progressive charter schools was 

                                                           

2 Pseudonyms for all participants in this study are used throughout my dissertation. 
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the catalyst to translate all of their work into action. The co-founders opened a small grassroots, 

coalition charter school in this Southwest city. The need for a small school setting was essential 

to enhancing the quality of education for local students as the school would be able to 

accommodate individual student needs and create a more engaged learning environment, 

something that was lost at the local, larger, traditional high schools.  

 The framework and timeline for Millennium High School was set in 1999-2000; 

however, the school opened in the Fall of 2004, initially for ninth and tenth graders only. The 

downtown location was selected because the co-founders wished to serve students from all zip 

codes, across lines of race, ethnicity, class, gender, language, ability, and/or sexual orientation, 

and thus, the school needed to be centrally located, but also be accessible by public 

transportation.  In addition, the location of the school provided the perfect springboard for the 

educational philosophy of the school, place-based learning, or the merging of curriculum and 

real-world issues. Due to the geographic location, in order to bring sense of place and relevancy 

to the educational experience of local youth, students are able to visit the surrounding downtown 

community, including university resources, museums, theater, art spaces, historic neighborhoods, 

and centers of government.  

 The school is located in a historic building in a growing downtown neighborhood. 

Keeping with the original architectural facades, the school is frequently missed by pedestrians as 

it blends in with the surrounding buildings. Since downtown is in the middle of a resurgence, the 

school has contributed to the beautification of the area. Brilliant student artwork adorns the large 

window displays in the front of the school. Also, through different grants and local partnerships, 

the school has transformed the adjacent alley into an urban garden with desert-friendly plants and 

irrigation.  
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 The distinguishing indicator that separates Millennium High School from the rest of the 

area school districts is the leadership team. As my findings suggest, the leadership team, 

including administrators, faculty, staff, students, parent/guardians, and other stakeholders, 

through the use of transformative leadership, tempered radicalism, and the development of 

modern school communities, this school embraces a power-with approach embedded within their 

culture. As such, the executive director, principal, and director are the co-founders of the school. 

The executive director and former principal, a White female in her mid-forties, leads the non-

profit part of the school. Also, the administrative team consists of: one White male principal in 

his mid-forties, one White male assistant principal in his early fifties, and one White female 

serving as the college and career director. 

Site Description 

 In addition to the leadership team, the school employs 21 part- and full-time faculty and 

staff. School personnel are not as diverse as in years past. However, similar to the faculty and 

staff across school district’s in the area, the faculty and staff are predominately White. However, 

school leadership realizes this disparity and they hope to diversify the faculty and staff in the 

near future.  

 In addition, as an aggregate, over time, the demographics of the 175-200 student 

population are as follows: 40-45 percent Latino, 45-55 percent White, and roughly less than 5 

percent Asian American, African-American, Native American each. For the 2015-2016 school 

year, the student population was 177. The demographics of the school are more diverse than the 

student demographics of neighboring school districts. For instance, the most 2015-2016 data for 

[City] Unified School District, the largest traditional public school district in this region, 

indicates: 63 percent Latino, 21 percent White, and roughly less than 5 percent Asian American, 
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African-American, Native American each. Therefore, this school is dissimilar in regional student 

demographics as it is more diverse than the largest traditional public school district. Lastly, 

although there are great disparities among the class of students at this school, the school is 

identified as a Title I school.   

 Various actors report that Millennium High School involves faculty, staff, students, and 

other community members in the decision-making process, including progressive pedagogy, 

globally oriented curriculum, and inclusive campus policies. Therefore, since “particular settings, 

persons, or activities [were] selected deliberately to provide information that is particularly 

relevant to [my] questions and goals” a purposive sample was used (Maxwell, 2013, p. 97). 

Since my research is grounded in leadership strategies, which contribute to the dismantling of the 

status quo, Millennium High School seemed to be the right fit for this project.  

Critical Ethnographic Methods 

 In this 19-month critical ethnographic study, spanning from November 2014 to May 

2016, data sources included: archival data, participant observations, and semi-structured 

interviews. Archival data collection comprised of student demographics, free and reduced lunch, 

and educational flags. In addition, social media posts and email bulletins. Observations, 

including participant and traditional, resulted in over 80 hours of total observations. Lastly, 27 

interviews were conducted across school community stakeholders. 

Archival data collection. Archival data were collected throughout the duration of this 

study. Since I wanted to debunk some of the common charter school critiques of non-

inclusionary practices, these data comprised of student demographics, free and reduced lunch, 

and educational flags, such as students identified with 504 plans, students with Individualized 

Education Plans (IEPs), or students enrolled in advanced placement courses. In addition, in order 
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to examine communication across school stakeholders, I gathered electronic artifacts, including 

over 100 social networking posts and 72 weekly email bulletins.  

Participant observation protocols. I participated in numerous participant observations 

prior to developing any additional instruments as “the experience of learning as participant 

observer often preceded interviewing and is the basis for forming questions” (Glesne, 2011, p. 

104). Accordingly, Carspecken (1996) suggests participant observations must include thick 

records and field notes, or journaling. The thick, or primary, record is taken during observations 

and acts as the data anchor for field notes. The researcher develops codes, commentary, and 

sections of expanded analysis using these records. The components include: speech acts, body 

movements, and body postures, low-inference vocabulary (it seems, as if, appears to be), time is 

recorded frequently, observer commentary, context information, verbatim speech acts, and 

simple diagrams (Carspecken, 1996). Field journaling is recorded after a participant observation. 

It is intended to be a reflective, research diary. 

Participant and traditional observations. In order to become immersed in the school 

community, using participant observations and regular observations, I observed the Millennium 

High School community for a total of 80 hours. More specifically, I observed administrators, 

faculty, staff, students, parents/guardians, and/or other community stakeholders during: various 

classroom activities, whole school meetings, gateways, afterschool activities, division team 

meetings, student success team meetings, family nights, school board meetings, and corporate 

board meetings. As a participant observer, I inserted myself into the school community as a 

school volunteer. I volunteered for school orientation, whole school retreat, community days, and 

field trips. My presence at the school assisted in developing a trust relationship between the 

school community and me. 
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  Interview protocols. Semi-structured interview protocols were used for all of the 

interviews. In this way, pre-established and emergent interview questions were asked throughout 

the interviewing process (Glesne, 2011). I asked questions in the context of the topics important 

to my research; more specifically, the questions were inspired by the transformative educational 

framework and ethic of community (Foster, 1986; Furman, 2004). The transformative leadership 

dimensions include transformational, critical, educative, and ethical. In addition, in order to “open 

the realm of meanings beyond rote information or finding the truth of the matter,” the interview 

questions reflect cultural pedagogies, school community inclusivity, and the level of autonomy 

for faculty, staff, and students (Madison, 2012, p. 27). These topics are untraditional curriculum 

choices, leadership empowerment style, community perceptions, and overall school culture.  Once 

consent and/or assent was given by the participants and/or guardians, all interviews were recorded 

and transcribed. The duration of the interviews varied greatly among the participants, ranging 

from 20-100 minutes long. In addition, to preserve confidentiality and anonymity, the names, 

places, and identities have been changed.  

  Interview Participants. I conducted 27 interviews in total, including: the executive 

director (1), the administrative team (3), and the faculty and staff (10). In addition, I interviewed 

students (9), parents/guardians (2), and community stakeholders (2). A complete listing of 

participants and their role(s) at Millennium High School is included in Table 3.1. Through email 

and in-person invitations, such as senior classroom visits, school board meetings, and corporate 

board meetings, all participants volunteered to be a part of this study. The interviews took place in 

areas convenient for the participants. These interview places were at the school, in classrooms, 

offices, and other open spaces, and in local coffee shops.  
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Data Analysis Procedures 

  Participant observations and interviews were analyzed for overarching themes and coding 

began after transcription of the interviews. The themes were coded similarly. By using a critical 

point of view and an inductive process (Madison, 2005). More specifically, to determine the 

thematic coding, I used a circular contextual process from tacit, explicit, and holistic meanings of 

these data (Carspecken, 1996). First, I made the initial pass through the transcripts allowing 

intuitive and undifferentiated low-level coding to emerge. Then, after reflecting on these data, I 

used Carspecken’s (1996) horizontal analysis to find importance beyond just mere words as I 

brought meaning to the actions observed.  In this way, I marked both routine and unusual events.  

To determine action patterns, anomalies, and underlying norms, I recognized explicit 

meanings in these data. More specifically, my preliminary analysis was a multi-step process. 

First, from these data, I developed tacit and explicit meanings through covert and overt acts and 

dialogue. More specifically, I developed my initial codes using only my hard evidence; however, 

from those initial codes, I used a holistic approach to coding by considering the modes of human 

temporal experience, including the past, present and future of the participants and myself. In 

other words, I vertically analyzed these data by considering backgrounded, intermediate and 

foregrounded claims, or symbols of culture, which create or dismantle asymmetrical power 

relations, made by the participants while reflecting on my researcher bias and value orientations. 

Finally, to achieve a deeper level of analysis, I went back to verify and categorize the codes to 

see patterns, gaps, and themes among my multiple sources of data collection.  

In order to provide an example of my coding technique, I have included a small piece of 

these data. It is as follows: 
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 …versus here at [the school] it is such a collaborative environment. I think one example 

 of that is the Critical Friends group. It’s a meeting we have once a month and it’s with… 

 staff…And we meet in groups and there’s discussion of protocols every time. It’s the 

 same group throughout the years.  So next year we’ll be with the same group. Each time 

 we meet someone brings something to present to their group that they need help on. That 

 they want input on and we kind of pick it apart and evaluate it and come up with ways 

 this can be improved or built upon in order to include all learners. That’s a really great 

 example for the collaboration that goes into it… 

Initially, these data were coded as community. Then, utilizing a holistic approach by considering 

the modes of human temporal experience, I considered the vulnerability, trust, and critical 

reflection associated with these data. Therefore, I coded this as ethic of community with 

acknowledgement of communities of difference. Finally, I considered issues of validity and 

trustworthiness.  

Validity and Trustworthiness 

For purposes of this study, I was sensitive to what I was noticing, why I was noticing it, 

the interpretation of what I was noticing, and, finally, I enlisted others to provide feedback. In 

this way, crystallization techniques were used for trustworthiness (Glesne, 2011).  More 

specifically, instead of being rigid and two dimensional, I “combine[d] symmetry and substance 

with an infinite variety of shapes, substances, transmutations, multidimensionalities, and angles 

of approach” (as cited in Glesne, 2011, p. 47). In addition, to achieve conclusive evidence, three 

points of view were used in this study include archival data, participant observations, and an 

interview. Participant observations and interviews were done on a flexible observation schedule 

and the use of a low-inference vocabulary was used.  
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Primarily via email, member checks were used to increase credibility and integrity of my 

interview data. To further protect the welfare of my participants, I expanded my ethical 

considerations “by protecting their rights, interests, privacy, sensibilities, and offering reports at 

key stages to participants” (Madison, 2012, p. 24). When the dissertation concludes, I will offer 

my research site a final report. In addition, to enhance my study, I consistently considered my 

researcher identity; more specifically, how my researcher identity informed my research. 

Researcher Identity: Pre-Service Teacher, Educator, and Researcher 

 Researcher positionality considers how we position ourselves in the larger community 

and how our work will assist others or make a difference in people’s lives. According to 

Madison (2012), when using a critical ethnographic methodology, “positionality is vital because 

it forces us to acknowledge our own power, privilege, and biases just as we are denouncing the 

power structures that surround our subjects” (p. 8). As such, during this research, I consistently 

reflected on my interests and positions in a hierarchical society by examining my researcher 

paradigm, privilege and power, and my ethical responsibility as a researcher (Madison, 2012). 

As I consistently reflected on my researcher positionality, I refer to my pre-service mentorship 

from Tucson Unified School District’s (TUSD) Mexican American Studies Department (MAS) 

and my co-taught government class, the Social Justice Education Project (SJEP) as foundational 

experiences. 

 Since I began my profession as an educator, I have been committed to the equitable 

educational opportunities for all youth.  As a pre-service teacher, I had the honor of learning 

from a secondary MAS teacher and her students. The teacher and students welcomed me into 

their classroom with open arms. Since my teacher certification was rooted in traditional banking 

educational strategies, I was in awe of the problem posing methods being readily used in this 
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classroom. As I became more involved with the classroom, for professional learning purposes, I 

started attending the department’s transformative education conferences. This experience 

inspired me to devote my teaching career to the students at my former urban, racially-segregated 

school.  

 Due to my pre-service teaching experiences, as a special education history and 

government teacher, my lessons were based in social-justice oriented themes. In addition, 

through my work to create an inclusive classroom environment, my past MAS mentor and I 

began co-teaching a senior level SJEP government class. In brief, during this class, through 

government-related context, students were guided to develop research questions and use 

ethnographic methods (survey, interviews, field work) to answer their questions.  

 Although I knew this class embraced powerful and critical teaching techniques, I did not 

expect the outcome to have such a profound effect on me. For instance, one of my students, who 

was disengaged from school and had a bad reputation among most of his teachers as an alleged 

gang member, flourished during this class. As a result of his participation in this class, he started 

coming to school, completing his work, and graduated from high school that same year.  

 I am honored to have had the opportunity to collaborate with my MAS mentor, the SJEP 

class, and my students. This experience heightened my critical awareness resulting in my 

researcher positionality. Therefore, as an emerging critical scholar, this involvement led to my 

deep interest in educational reform efforts that challenge the status quo, such as the existence of 

inequitable power structures in leadership, elimination of banking models of schooling, and the 

void of authentic partnerships with the school community. As such, in order to enhance equitable 

educational opportunity, my research focuses on the practicality of shared power between school 
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administrators, faculty, staff, students, parents/guardians, and other community stakeholders in 

practice. 

Limitations to the Study 

 Although I spent a significant amount of time at my research school as a volunteer for 

field trips and community days, my insider-outsider status was still a factor as I collected these 

data. In an effort to minimize my researcher status and maintain the relationships I had built, I 

found myself being extra careful while I was jotting down my field notes or, if necessary, 

waiting until I left the site to take down my notes.  Also, the limited number of parent-guardian 

and community stakeholder interviews is a limitation to my study. Although I had several 

interviews scheduled, due to unforeseen circumstances, these parent-guardian and community 

stakeholder interviews did not occur.  
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Table 3.1: Study Participants 

 

 

School Community Member 

 

Role(s) at Millennium High School                                                

Sara Thomas Executive Director, former Principal, Co-founder 

Charles Hill Principal, Co-founder 

Yolanda Wright Director of College Access, Co-founder 

Dean Smith Assistant Principal, Dean of Students 

Michele Sully Humanities Teacher, 9th Grade 

Brandon Salvador Humanities Teacher, 10th Grade 

Wendy Lin Bradford Spanish Teacher 

Michael Johnson Support Services Lead Teacher 

Steven Wise Afterschool Program Coordinator, Performing Arts 

Teacher 

Tracy Sanders Support Services Coach 

Gail Thompson Farm-to-School Supervisor 

Meryl Little Intervention Counselor 

Travis Murray Registrar, NLSP Coordinator 

Summer Long Office Manager 

Nancy Bryant Corporate Board Member, Community Member 

Barbara Griffey Corporate Board Member, Community Member 

Mary Fallon School Board Member, Parent 

Lori Brody School Board Member, Parent 

Monique Fallon Student, 10th Grade 

Sally Brody Student, 12th Grade 

Jesse Martin Student, 12th Grade 

Magda Suarez Student, 12th Grade 

Todd Maryvale Student, 12th Grade 

Megan Talbot Student, 12th Grade 

Anita Wright Student, 12th Grade 

Kate Hawke Student, 12th Grade 

Marisol Jackson Student, 12th Grade 
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CHAPTER 4: THE CONTEMPORARY SCHOOL ADMINISTRATOR 

The demographic composition of the United States population continues to change, 

becoming increasingly more diverse. But, unfortunately, the U.S. education system too often 

fails to reach all students. Historically marginalized students from groups based on race, 

ethnicity, class, gender, language, ability, and/or sexual orientation are excluded from the 

mainstream school community. Since the backgrounds and interests of these students typically 

do not match the needs of the dominant group, their needs have largely been ignored by 

educational institutions (Bartlett & Garcia, 2011; Lee, 2005; Valenzuela, 1999). As a result, an 

increasing amount of charter schools are attracting students with the promise of educational 

variations and innovative practices.  

The Charter School Movement 

Proponents argue that charter schools are more effective than traditional public schools 

because of their innovative practices. As such, charter schools are a “mechanism for students 

seeking to improve the quality of their own education but also engender competition that will 

lead to improvements in the quality of education for students who remain in traditional public 

schools” (Sass, 2006, p. 92). Repeatedly, certain charter schools are held up as exemplars. For 

example, the Harlem Children’s Zone (HCZ) is publically lauded for using a comprehensive 

approach to ending poverty (Fabricant & Fine, 2015). According to Gabrieli (2014), proponents 

of HCZ argue that the “comprehensive social services are what is needed to give disadvantaged 

students the chance to succeed. [In addition, the school] offers a longer school day, frequent 

teacher feedback, data-driven instruction, and a culture of high expectations.” HCZ has made 

significant gains in New York State standardized tests (Zelon, 2010); but, with outstanding costs, 
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unreported student dropouts, and forced student push-outs (Rubenstein, 2013), the school’s 

impact on resolving systemic poverty is yet to be seen.    

In addition, charter schools were originally established as acts educational innovation and 

social justice (Fabricant & Fine, 2015). For example, instead of learning in overpopulated 

classrooms, most charter schools offer a smaller, more personalized environment for students. 

Also, specialized educational programming appeal to a variety of youth. Specialized or niche 

schools (i.e. college preparatory, museum studies, or social justice) are common in the charter 

school movement (Huerta & Zuckerman, 2009).  Also, community-based, educator-driven 

institutions (CBIs), grassroots, and mom and pop charters (Fabricant & Fine, 2015) are led by 

local educators and more likely to respond directly to the educational needs of the community.   

On the other hand, opponents of the charter school movement claim the neo-liberal 

agenda, or the corporatization and marketization of schooling, is driving this movement in the 

name of educational reform. First, charter management organizations (CMOs), non-profit charter 

organizations, have created hybrid management and leadership structures (Huerta & Zuckerman, 

2009), or corporate and local offices share control of school structures.  These mirrored 

traditional public school structures, including vision, mission, top-down leadership, and 

standards-based curriculum, are modeled after the traditional public school.   

Next, educational management organizations (EMOs) are for-profit management 

companies, most often national companies, which exclusively run regional charter schools.  

These charters grant less autonomy, consider schooling to be a business, and view parents and 

guardians as consumers.  These schools are often exclusionary to certain types of students (i.e. 

students with individualized education plans and students who score poorly on entrance exams 

and/or standardized tests) and extremely competitive (Huerta & Zuckerman, 2009). However, 
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these exclusionary practices and competition are often presented in the guise of “academic 

excellence.” 

Using a small sample of exemplar charter schools to push the marketization of profit-

driven educational privatization, as a national reform movement, has resulted in the rapid 

expansion of charters. However, exemplars are not the normative charter school experience. As 

such, “like any other effectively unproven experiment, however, it should be implemented 

selectively and thoughtfully before it is translated into national policy” (Fabricant & Fine, 2015, 

p. 17). With the influx CMOs and EMOs charter schools, schools are succumbing to 

marketization resulting in school leadership in the hands of non-educators. Due to this change in 

leadership practices, data suggests resources are being drained and the academic elite are being 

siphoned away from traditional public schools, resulting in a rise of racial, ethnic, and class-

based school segregation (Cobb & Glass; 1999; Fabricant & Fine, 2015; Sass, 2006).  However, 

it is abundantly clear that charters are here to stay, especially given that the president-elect has 

nominated Betsy DeVos, a charter school supporter, for Secretary of Education. Therefore, it is 

important to highlight the strengths of CBIs, grassroots, and “mom and pop” charters (Fabricant 

& Fine, 2015; Huerta & Zuckerman, 2009). It is essential to differentiate between charters, like 

the school highlighted in this study, who continue to run as acts of educational innovation, and 

the schools within the charter school movement, who are part of the neo-liberal agenda.  

School Leadership in Contemporary Times   

The U.S. public education system claims to offer equal educational opportunities to all 

students, regardless race, class, gender, language, ability, and/or sexual orientation. However, the 

educational disparities among historically marginalized students is systemically perpetuated. In 

order to contribute to the dismantling this status quo, by recognition, acceptance, and willingness 
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act, educational leadership can play an important role (Bogotch, 2002). School leaders, acting as 

educational advocates and change agents, are “armed with the knowledge, strategies, support,  

and courage to make curriculum, instruction, student engagement, and family partnerships” 

(Cooper, 2009, p. 695). In educational leadership, transformative leadership practices (TLP) 

challenge traditional and hierarchical administrative practices, which frequently ignores the 

needs of historically marginalized youth. 

In order to best serve the needs of a diverse student population, alternative approaches to 

educational leadership in K-12 systems need to be considered. Therefore, in order to attend to 

these needs, instead of an administrative control over the school community, educational 

theorists advocate for a transformative leadership framework, or a transformational, ethical, 

educative, and critical approaches to educational leadership (Foster, 1986a; Foster; 1989a; 

Foster, 1989b; Shields, 2010a; Shields, 2010b). In this way, the contemporary school leader 

applies Foster’s (1986a, 1989a) transformative framework and views the school as a community 

where all community members, including administrators, faculty, staff, students, 

parent/guardians, and other neighborhood stakeholders, are actively involved and empowered in 

the educational processes.  

The main focus of this article is to highlight the ways in which the use of TLP at 

Millennium High School challenge the dominant hierarchical structures in K-12 schools. 

Following a review of empirical and theoretical literature, details on the methodology and site 

description are included. Next, the findings section describes the administrative team’s use of 

successful transformative – transformational and ethical leadership components, an emerging 

critical component, and the ineffectual use of the educative component of TLP. Lastly, 
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recommendations are included for school leadership teams to further develop their 

transformative leadership capacity. 

Research Questions  

 Since there is an empirical gap in the TLP literature, this study examines leadership 

practices at Millennium High School, a small urban charter public school in the Southwest 

United States. More specifically, the use of TLP and the development of a school community, 

defined as the deliberate and consistent use of power-with strategies utilized by the 

administrative team with the intention of creating a democratized educational institution, is 

highlighted. This study is framed by the following research questions: 

2. Is Foster’s (1986a; 1986b) transformative leadership framework still relevant in practice? 

  a. How does the school leadership team perceive their use transformational,  

  educative, ethical, and critical leadership techniques? 

Transformative Leadership Practices 

 Historically marginalized students are the victims of inadequate and inequitable 

educational traditions; therefore, traditional educational leadership is outdated and harmful to the 

educational process of students.  Leadership cannot be determined by a formula as it ignores 

dimensions of culture, politics, and power. According to Shields (2010b), the school principal 

brought new awareness of inequity to the faculty. As a result, the faculty led efforts related to 

power and privilege to advance equitable approaches in the form of extracurricular activity fees 

and equipment. In the same study, another principal leveled the power structure within 

professional development. Instead of verbal communication, she began written communicative 

practices to answer questions such as, “the difference between high and low performing students 

is ...’ or ‘Jose is still not learning because. ...’ The practice permitted everyone’s voice to be 
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heard, dissenting perspectives to be expressed safely, and all ideas to be carefully considered” (p. 

21). Also, a multi-school study in Montreal identified the need for educational leaders to support 

faculty in professional development in order to bring about changes in attitudes and belief to 

promote social-justice oriented practices (Archambauld and Garon, 2011).  Therefore, 

transformative leadership is based in the belief in justice and democracy as it critiques 

inequitable opportunities and power structures. Put differently, TLP is educational leadership for 

a pluralistic society through inclusivity and socially just learning.  

 To further defy traditional educational leadership practices, transformative leadership is 

based in community collaboration. Within the context of democratic thought, “leaders are led, 

just as those who are led are leaders” (Weiner, 2003, p. 96). In addition, “the common elements 

in these transformative approaches include the need for social betterment, enhancing equity, and 

for a thorough reshaping of knowledge and belief structures” (Shields, 2010a, p. 28). By 

avoiding power-over techniques often used by school administrators, the school becomes based 

in positive relationships among all stakeholders. Accordingly, in order to build the foundations 

for positive relationships, Theoharis and Ranieri (2011) argue effective transformative leaders 

are advocates for the school community. By adopting these former tenets, instead of systems 

based on control and management, the school begins to act as a collaborative community.  

Transformative Leadership Framework 

 A transformative leader considers the school environment as a whole while continuing to 

value each individual.  Thus, s/he places value on diversity beyond racial and ethnic 

differentiations. In developing a school community, there must be questioning of the status quo 

by reflecting on the past by continually assessing traditions for injustices and inequities.  

Ultimately, although the entire school will need to challenge the “norm,” school administrators 
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will need to take a large role in doing so. Therefore, a contemporary transformative leader 

acknowledges the importance of transformative educational practices and community 

relationships (Freire, 1970; Foster, 1986a; Foster, 1986b; Foster, 1989a; Furman, 2004). Through 

these leadership acts, including transformational, ethical, educative, and critical dimensions, an 

educational democracy is established, where community members, including administrators, 

faculty, staff, students, parent/guardians, and other neighborhood stakeholders, are actively 

involved and empowered in the educational processes.  

Transformative Leadership Components 

 Although traditional school administration is encompassed by institutional restraints, 

such as bureaucratizing and over-rationalizing, school leadership can transcend this notion of the 

“iron cage”.  As such, leadership that transforms the traditional role of school community 

members “derives from the context and ideas of individuals who influence each other…this is 

the essence of leadership: The desire and attempt to change the human condition” (Foster, 1986a, 

p. 187). In this way, schools can be created and led in ways that community stakeholders are 

respected, valued, and above all else, share legitimized power. As the school leader moves away 

from a directive approach and incorporates a more democratic model, the entire school 

community becomes invested in the educational processes. Through shared transformational and 

emancipatory practices and perspectives, the school community builds capacity for sustainable 

educational change. 

 In addition, the transformative framework incorporates ethical leadership. Ethical leaders 

use interactive critical reflection and analysis “as a way of directing and reflecting upon human 

action” (Foster, 1986a, p. 183).  Through this interactive process, the leader does not work in 

isolation (Freire, 1970); in fact, “leaders who have vision and spirit can share power. In doing so 
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they release the very human potential of the agents in the organization” (Foster, 1986a, p. 184). 

In other words, leadership is dedicated to communal benefit. Instead of utilizing power-wielding 

techniques, humanizing actions by the leadership team becomes normalized practice. Thus, 

through reflection, critique and hope, ethical leaders practice shared power and build reciprocal 

relationships with the community.  

 Also, the transformative educational framework defines leadership as educative. 

According to Foster (1989b), the leader presents an analysis and a vision. These actions 

contribute to the liberation of the community from social and cultural inequities. More 

specifically, the educative leader “is concerned with the empowerment of the powerless…not 

only through education…but also through access to decision-forming arenas and to an analysis 

of one’s own place in the hierarchy” (Foster, 1986b, p. 125). In other words, an educative leader 

is not satisfied with traditional features of schooling. In fact, the leader creates opportunities for 

new social arrangements by considering, reflecting, and sharing knowledge with the community. 

In return, the community imparts new ways of thinking and knowledge to further enhance the 

school.  

 Finally, similar to administrative leadership as an educative act, transformative school 

leaders are critical practitioners. According to Foster (1989b), it is essential for school leadership 

“to examine the previous conditions of social life and subject them to critique” (p. 50). By 

critically examining and reflecting upon the status quo, marginalization and powerlessness that 

exists with traditional schooling structures, the critical leader constructs his/her purpose 

grounded in community culture. As such, critical school leaders work with the entire community, 

including mainstream and historically marginalized groups, to provide a springboard for agency 

to attain equitable educational opportunities for all. 
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  To remain true to its educational commitments, by using transformational, ethical, 

educative, and critical dimensions, leadership as a transformative act occurs when the 

administrative team respectfully leads, values, and shares power with school community 

members. In this way, school leaders have the capability to embrace their position as agents of 

change. Furthermore, as the school leader moves away from a directive approach and 

incorporates a more transformative model, the school community becomes increasingly 

committed and sets the foundations to become a model for democratic educational change.  

The transformative leadership framework is susceptible to critique. Critics (Shields, 

2003) often state that transformative leadership does not take into context the rapidly changing 

student population and the demands of administrators. Also, transformative leadership is “too 

idealistic, too demanding, and to place too much responsibility on the shoulders of educators and 

educational leaders for redressing global ills. Some argue that a focus on power, equity, and 

social justice can only occur at the expense of intellectual development and accountability” 

(Shields, 2010a, p. 31). In addition, due to the lack of empirical work and concrete explanation, a 

common critique is that the transformative leadership framework is too theoretical for 

educational practitioners to adopt. Although transformative leadership can encompass those 

former attributes, as this study addresses, it can be incrementally introduced and utilized as a 

viable leadership practice.                                                                                                 

Methodology 

  A developmental approach to leadership believes the meaning of schooling is to 

“primarily [be] concerned with the individual as a member of the polity; education serves to 

liberate...to give the individual an image of a complete and wholesome society, and thereby to 

assure the preservation of a just and democratic state” (p. 69). Thus, a developmental school 
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leader focuses on the shift from the importance of isolated individuals to the collaborative 

community. The purpose of this critical ethnography is to challenge top-down conceptions of 

leadership and to explore transformative leadership practices (TLP). More specifically, I focused 

on unique power-with relationships between the administrative team and the larger school 

community.   

 Millennium High School is a small, non-profit, secondary CBI charter institution (9-12) 

located in a mid-sized Southwestern American city, roughly 70 miles from the U.S.-Mexican 

border. As shown in Table 1: Sara Thomas serves as executive director and former principal, 

Charles Hill serves as principal and former lead teacher, Yolanda Wright serves as director of 

college and career readiness and former principal/lead teacher, and Dean Smith serves as 

assistant principal/dean of students and former teacher. Also, the 25 part- and full-time faculty 

and staff are not as diverse as in years past and currently predominately white. As an aggregate, 

over time, the demographics of the student population are as follows: 45-55 percent White, 40-45 

percent Latino, and roughly 5 percent Asian American, African-American, Native American 

each. Millennium is identified as a Title I school. These funds are used school wide as 50 percent 

of the student population are on free and reduced lunch plans. During the 2015-2016 school year, 

Millennium High School enrolled 177 students, of which, approximately 26 percent of the 

population are students with disabilities.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 82

Table 1 

 

Study Participants 

 

 

School community member 

 

Role(s) at Millennium High School 

 

Sara Thomas 

 

Executive Director, former Principal, Co-founder 

 

Charles Hill Principal, Co-founder 

 

Yolanda Wright 

 

Dean Smith 

Director of College Access, Co-founder 

 

Assistant Principal, Dean of Students 

 

 

 

Data Collection 

Archival data were collected throughout the duration of this study. These data comprised 

of student demographics, free and reduced lunch, and educational flags, such as students with 

disabilities. In addition, electronic artifacts were gathered, including over 100 social networking 

posts and weekly email bulletins. These documents were analyzed by identifying key 

opportunities and events related to the transformative leadership framework.  

I participated in numerous participant-observations and observations prior to developing 

any additional instruments as “the experience of learning as participant observer often precedes 

interviewing and is the basis for forming questions” (Glesne, 2011, p. 104). In my participant 

observations, I was involved in classroom activities, whole school meetings, community days, 

field trips, gateways, afterschool activities, and an all day whole school retreat. In addition, I 

observed administrators, faculty, and staff during support meetings, including division team and 

student success team meetings. Also, I observed administrators, faculty, staff, students, 
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parents/guardians, and other stakeholders during school orientation, family nights, school board 

meetings, and corporate board meetings. As a whole, these former events resulted in over 80 

hours of observations. 

  Semi-structured interview protocols were used for all of the interviews. Thus, pre-

established and emergent interview questions were asked throughout the interviewing process 

(Glesne, 2011). More specifically, I conducted 27 interviews in total, including: the executive 

director (1), the administrative team (3), and the faculty and staff (10). In addition, I interviewed 

students (9), parents/guardians (2), and community stakeholders (2). However, since this article is 

focused on alternative leadership pathways, only the executive director and administrative team 

interview data are used.   

By using a critical point of view and an inductive process, participant observations and 

interviews were analyzed for overarching themes (Madison, 2005). First, I made the initial pass 

through the transcripts allowing intuitive and undifferentiated low-level coding to emerge. Then, 

I used Carspecken’s (1996) horizontal analysis to find importance beyond just mere words as I 

brought meaning to the actions observed. Finally, I went back to verify and categorize the codes 

to see patterns, gaps, and themes. 

Millennium High School: The Findings 

On my first visit to Millennium High School, I almost walked past the school door. Since 

my educational background is in traditional public high schools, I am conditioned to see large, 

dazzling marquees displaying the school’s name and logo. However, with the historical brick 

foundations and large windows, Millennium’s façade blends in with the surrounding downtown 

buildings. Adding to its uniqueness, the only distinguishing characteristic is the small white 

school logo on the front of the glass doors. That day (and every day since), I walked into an open 
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reception area with student artwork, graduate photos and quotes, and school awards and honors 

lining the walls to be greeted by friendly face, the school registrar/front office coordinator, or 

receptionist.  

The office area is behind the greeting desk. The open offices of the administrative team 

and several open workspaces complete this area. There are no doors or obstructions from these 

work areas. In fact, after checking in, students, parents, and visitors are able to walk freely 

throughout. The offices of the administrative team and some of the staff are located here. The 

entire office team oversees the macro- and micro-school operations from this area. The 

geographical space layout reflected a transformative leadership approach as it is designed to be 

an open, inclusive area for all who enter the doors of the school.  

Transformative Leadership Styles 

 Transformational leader3. A transformational school leader is conscious of past and 

present leadership perspectives. Thus, Sara, the principal, stated: 

 as a teacher, [during] my final few years of teaching, I just remember having these huge 

 shifts. I had been teaching for 10-12 years [and thought] how can I learn anything new 

 and then all of a sudden having a whole new perspective and being very 

 conscious...during that experience...to be responsive to individuals, and then moving a 

 group together, and moving this group while paying attention to each individual...so then 

 transferring that to a leadership in a small school. 

 

                                                           

3 Author’s note: I realize the use of transformational to describe one of the four dimensions of the transformative 

leadership framework is problematic. However, the use of transformational does not refer to the Burns’s (1978) 

theory of transformational leadership. In fact, it refers to the distinctive transformative - transformational dimension, 

defined as the administrative actions of transforming school practices in order to provide for equitable educational 

opportunities among and beyond the school community. As such, the transformational leader contributes to the 

dismantling of the status quo. 
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Sara is mindful of her past leadership style. Through self-reflection, she is able to critique and 

improve upon her leadership. She demonstrates that she is able to translate her early experiences 

as a teacher into her current leadership practices. Her responsiveness to her school community, 

such as her willingness to learn new things and leadership shifts, is direct evidence of her 

transformative style.  

 Similarly, Charles reflects on his administrative role as instructional leader: 

 I bring a lot of years of teaching, a real classroom perspective to my role. What happens 

 between the teacher and the students in the classroom is a more most important thing that 

 goes on at the school. I am in support of that. That great connection that happens between 

 teachers and students. 

In this way, similar to Sara, Charles reflected, acknowledged, and applied his years of teaching 

to his administrative behavior. By utilizing this knowledge, Charles changed his leadership 

practices to reflect the significance of the connections between teachers and students. By 

showing and acknowledging his appreciation for the relationships between teachers and students, 

his actions validated the expertise of his faculty and staff. 

 In addition, a transformational school leader seeks to lift others to reach a deeper 

commitment to the community. As such, “the leader...engage[s] in a mutually-valuable 

relationship with followers in which followers are, or can be, elevated” (Foster, 1994, p. 45). At 

Millennium High, the administrative team’s contribution to the advancement of the school 

community is two-fold; they encourage individuality and elements of democratic leadership. 

  As an observer, I recall watching the student body exiting for the fire drill. I was amazed 

by the amount of varying identifiers among the students. Students wore vintage and new 

clothing, had numerous piercings and detailed tattoos, and had a spectrum of hair colors, 
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including pink, green, black, and blonde. Since the student population has a high amount of non-

gender conforming students, they seemed to be unafraid and proud to express themselves 

through their own unique traits. When prompted to discuss individualism and inclusivity on 

campus, Sara expressed, “you definitely get kids and families that are seeking [schools that 

embrace individualism]. They need that – so, maybe more people [at Millennium High School 

have] that need to express themselves in unique ways. But, just as much, you have kids that are 

really come into their own. We really help kids find their passions, tap their passions, you don’t 

really figure out who they are”.  In addition to individualism, the transformational leader seeks to 

develop leadership skills within her larger school community.  

 Emerging democratic leadership. Millennium High School incorporated many 

community-based leadership opportunities, including division team meetings, Student Success 

Team (SST), Community Advisory Council (CAC), and student voice committee. The 

incorporation of valued faculty, staff, and student leadership groups contributed to the trust 

building and empowerment within the school building.  

 According to Charles, division team meetings are “when teachers discuss first what's 

going well [or] who is doing a great job because I want to open those meetings with some 

positives. Kids don’t really improve unless they are being told what they’re doing right”. 

Division team meetings are a weekly event where 9/10 and 11/12 groups of teachers discuss 

students and pedagogy. During my division team observation, the meeting started with student, 

faculty, and staff “kudos.” The math teacher made a direct comment regarding his application of 

the team’s previous feedback and how it assisted his relationship building with a particular 

student. By reaching out to the student’s interest in Greek mythology, the teacher made geometry 

connections using the film, The Matrix, and the characters, Neo and Morpheus. By creating this 
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space for faculty dialogue, the administrative team found a creative space for democratic 

structures. 

 The SST team is made up of faculty and staff, including: the principal, counselor, 

assistant principal, director of college and career readiness the registrar, and the afterschool 

programs coordinator. During my observation, Charles provided agendas for the meetings. The 

agenda consisted of the names of students in need of academic and/or behavioral improvements. 

After the student’s name is given, the team discusses past, present, and future interventions for 

that particular student. During one SST meeting, the registrar (and acting school nurse) and the 

school counselor shared valuable information in regards to a student’s emotional state and what 

inside and outside resources were being used to help the student cope with their mental illness.  

Accordingly, Dean stated, “it’s combining student life and academics… and I think it’s just 

looking at all the factors that contribute to student success”. After a planned amount of time, the 

team moves on to the next student and the process repeats. While discussions are taking place, 

another member took copious notes on what is being discussed during the meeting to be 

transferred to a spreadsheet. This spreadsheet is shared with all faculty and staff.  

 Also, my observations revealed power-with techniques utilized at the CAC strategic 

planning meetings, instead of controlling and dominating the leadership acts. Although the 

protocol was designed by the administrative team, the CAC is made up of more school 

community members than administrators - faculty, staff, students, parents/guardians, and 

community stakeholders. Using this wide variety of experts, the procedural components of this 

meeting were organic and effectively spread leadership opportunities among a variety of school 

community members. We started by reviewing the pending school goals. Then, in pairs, we 

toured the school looking for evidence and lack of evidence that pertained to our assigned school 
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goal. Then, in small groups, we reviewed our findings and prepared a larger report for the entire 

strategic planning committee.  These larger reports were to guide the next phase of the strategic 

planning committee.  

  Through student voice committee, the participation of the student body is encouraged by 

student leadership in school decision-making processes. Student voice committee, similar to 

student government, is an after school club. The intention of the club is to create a representative 

democracy with student members from each advisory. Although rather small, the student voice 

committee is an inclusive structure where all students have the opportunity to take a leadership 

role in the school.  

   During my observations of student voice committee, there was a steady group of 

committed students, most of which were female and in 9-11th grades, and 2 female faculty 

advisors. The intention of student voice committee is similar to a traditional student council; 

however, one distinguishing factor is the student committee members have the opportunity to 

review new school policies. For instance, Dean brought the new cell phone policy to a weekly 

meeting. The proposed cell phone policy was typical. It addressed times of use, classroom 

expectation, emergencies, and implementation, etiquette, and consequences. During discussion of 

the policy, students expressed their concerns over millennial cultural differences, including the 

phone as a learning tool, as a non-distractor, and as an emergency contact.  As a result of this 

meeting, the cell phone policy was amended to include cell phone use in certain situations and 

under teacher discretion.   

    Ethical leader. Instead of control and management, the ethical leader works to connect 

with others by building relationships with the larger school community. In order to build 

relationships, reciprocal trust must be reached. As such, Sara works at building trust with the 
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students, “I think gaining trust is a lot about listening and then demonstrating that you have heard 

people. I think it's about listening to people’s unique stories and knowing them by name. I think 

kids are sort of surprised when I know their names”.  Also, as a school, they are strictly on a first 

name basis. As a frequent visitor, the students acknowledged me by my first name, were always 

very open about their school experiences, and very inquisitive about my research. 

   Also, Yolanda elaborates on the building of community with students by sharing her 

Cheetos story. At the beginning of the year whole school retreat, according to Yolanda, “we do 

things that break down those things in a traditional power hierarchy. When we go to [the camp 

grounds] together, we are all wearing t-shirts and jeans, hanging out…, and eating Cheetos 

together - that is a real leveler”. In addition, during my observation of the whole school retreat, I 

spent the day with one advisory group. We did everything as a group. We hiked, talked, ate, and 

participated in team building activities throughout the day. During this time, no member of our 

group was left behind or ostracized in any way. For example, when we hiked, the students were 

empathetically aware of their peer with mobility issues. If the student fell behind the rest of the 

group, the other students stopped and a smaller group circled around to hike with the student. 

Overall, the whole school retreat was transformative because the leadership team modeled ways 

of building community by creating non-conventional opportunities to foster relationships.  

    Also, in May, each student is required to do a gateway presentation.  During this 

presentation, students “show what they know.” Students are required to create some sort of multi-

media presentation to present their learning milestones. It is a high-stakes presentation as there is 

an audience of other students, faculty and staff, and parents. During the practice sessions for 

senior gateways, the student presenters chose a theme to represent their Millennium High School 

experience. One of the presentations used the myth of Daedalus and Icarus. Throughout the 
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student gateway, this myth was used as a framework to describe the school. The student described 

the school as a community/family of learners, explained the mission statement, used classroom 

artifacts, and discussed career aspirations. 

 Community building at Millennium High School extended to faculty and staff. According 

to Sara, to build community with the faculty and staff, “to respond to people's concerns and 

demonstrate that you're listening. I think listening is key and then showing that you can take 

action on what you have heard”. Likewise, Charles talked about making time for his faculty and 

staff for the purpose of coaching and concerns. In this way, the administrative team used 

interpersonal skills and action to validate faculty and staff concerns. By actively listening and 

acting on feedback from her school community, they encouraged a culture of collaboration.  

  In addition, Millennium High School holds weekly family nights.  During my 

observations, the planned activities included: healthy cooking demonstrations, student art shows, 

college nights, and family yoga events. During the healthy cooking demonstration, which was 

connected to the school’s wellness goal, a community chef used produce from the school garden 

and other local ingredients and led an interactive cooking demonstration for the families. Students 

and their parents/guardians made chopped salads and chipotle-spiced black bean chard wraps. As 

a result, school-family relationship building was achieved through healthy living demonstrations. 

Depending on the event, attendance varied; however, there was always more than 10 family night 

participants. By using these ongoing activities, the school is able to begin and build relationships 

with parents and guardians. Through these relationships, all school community members benefit, 

as there is positive fluidity with home-school relations. Hence, by building cohesive relationships, 

the school community begins working together resulting in increased caring as an administrative 

act, communication, and lack of divisiveness. 
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 Caring leadership. As an extension of the transformative framework, the leadership 

team at Millennium High School incorporated caring as an administrative act. Caring in schools 

involves a reciprocal relationship between adults and learners. To provide for more teacher-

student-family contact, Sara noted, “for us, the advisory is really the linchpin for that. So the 

student has an advisor the same advisor for all four years which is not always common in a 

coalition school and I understand why people do it differently We have just chosen this way to 

despite some of the cons so that advisor really gets to know the family overtime...”. During my 

advisory observations, which occur three times per week in a smaller setting with an attentive 

advisor, if there is not a planned activity associated with one of the annual school goals, students 

use the time to complete homework, travel to another class for additional tutoring, complete a 

grade and credit check, or meet with a school club. One glaring commonality during advisory is 

the relationship between the advisors and students. Authentic conversations, such as the 

importance of academic achievement and future career aspirations, and caring interactions, for 

example a teacher’s concern over the sleeping habits of her student, were regular occurrences. 

  Since knowing is foundational to caring, a caring school leader has deep understanding, 

openness, and acceptance of another’s reality. Like so, at Millennium High School, issues of 

discipline are addressed in a caring manner. Sara explained, “we really struggled, as any school 

would, with culture our first couple of years. So I really looking to how do we incentivize good 

behavior, how do we incentivize mission instead of just trying to create punitive approaches”. 

The non-policing, such as lack of bells and a reduction of hallway passes, and the welcoming 

school climate contribute the school’s proactive disciplinary approach. During one of my 

afternoon observations, Dean, the administrator who predominately deals with behavior, was 

outside with the students at the end of the day. He went out of his way to talk with as many 
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students as he could. During this afternoon, he spoke with three different groups of students. In 

his conversation, he asked about their day, grades, and weekend plans. The students were 

receptive. They seemed to appreciate Dean interacting with them on a human level, instead of an 

assistant principal hierarchical level.  

 Educative leader. Ethical administrators are also educative leaders. Since these 

leadership dimensions are interconnected, as an educative leader, in order to advance their school 

community, one must intentionally educate their group to reach a higher level of consciousness. 

Although Millennium has potentially educative structures, their delivery of Critical Friends 

Group professional development, place-based learning, and service learning fall short of Foster’s 

(1986a; 1986b) educative-transformative leader.  

 The administrative team are responsive to the school community’s need to develop 

collaboratively by using a professional development program called Critical Friends Group 

(CFG); however, the CFG meetings fall short of addressing Foster’s (1986a; 1986b) notion of 

transformative-educative, or giving power to the powerless. According to Yolanda monthly CFG 

meetings are one of the most powerful ways Millennium High School increased faculty and staff 

comradery. She stated, “it is an overt protocol that we follow where we are setting norms, 

building trust, and then we are sharing our most challenging work with our colleagues and asking 

them for help…we are creating just some real powerful collegiality”. Since the the administrative 

team suggests the CFG protocol creates “powerful collegiality,” one glaring misstep is the 

faculty is not actively engaging in difficult diversity-related conversations, such as the need for 

more faculty and staff of color and the recruitment of more Black and Native American students.  

   With community stakeholders, Millennium High values place-based learning, a unique 

curriculum for students to be in touch with their surroundings. In this way, the community is 
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essential inside and outside of the classroom. When I asked the administrative team about the use 

of a multicultural curriculum, the answers consistently referred to place-based learning, which 

is...Since the Southwest city where the school is located is rich in Latino history, the school 

administrative team believes multicultural curriculum is naturally embedded within their place-

based learning. Since there is more to diversity than a white-Latino binary, the emphasis on place-

based learning as multicultural curriculum is deeply flawed. 

  Finally, as part of my field work, I observed the monthly community days. These days 

are set aside for service learning and to give back to the community. From a menu of options, 

students are able to pick a local agency to volunteer with. I accompanied students and faculty to 

Ben’s Bells, a national non-profit organization devoted to helping people realize the impact of 

acts of kindness. During this trip, we painted pieces of Ben’s Bells. As a group, we contributed to 

the larger community, advanced school team building, and enjoyed the day. Although this was a 

powerful relationship-building event, the drop-in and drop-out community service does not make 

sustainable change, rather it encourages fair-weather and holiday volunteering excursions.  

 Critical leader. Lastly, a component of advancing the teaching and learning at a school 

is approaching pedagogy with a critical lens. The educative leader is critically aware of the past, 

present, and future social conditions of their school community. In addition, critical school 

leaders contribute to the dismantling of the status quo. Although not contributing to the 

dismantling of the status quo, at Millennium High School, leadership displayed an emerging 

critical view of the educational system by transforming the power dynamics within the institution 

by generating the foundations for personal reflection and agency. 

 Reflection plays an important role in refining and reshaping an educator’s commitment to 

their increasingly diverse group of learners. Critical leaders encourage faculty and staff to 
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inquire, reflect, and grow as members of a larger educational community. When talking about 

learning and changing as an educational practitioner, Charles stated, “if you’re always doing the 

same thing, then you are limiting the potential for student learning to increase, but if you’re 

examining your practice…then that potential for student learning to increase is always there”.  

The faculty and staff consistently changed their lessons and activities to fit their particular 

learners at that particular time.  

 A critical school leader contributes to community agency, including students, faculty, and 

staff, within the school. In this way, school community members realize they have the ability to 

change and improve on what they do. Dean created space for teacher agency, “I try to create 

space…I think we have a lot of talented people…There are way too many smart people in 

education and they all have ideas…there’s just not enough space or room so I just try to support 

[them]”. Accordingly, Yolanda said, “we really value teacher leadership…We need teachers to 

become leaders. Anywhere from running division meetings, or acting as critical friends group 

coaches”. Therefore, the Millennium High School administrative team embraced critical 

leadership in the form of reflection and agency.  

Discussion 

 In order to begin to accomplish the arduous task of educational equity, contemporary 

leadership practices must be adapted to fit the needs of an increasingly diverse student 

population. Therefore, instead of embracing the modern leadership approach of the charter 

school movement by using an instrumentalist, objective approach with an emphasis on 

efficiency, regulation, and control (Burrell & Morgan, 1979), the administrative team at 

Millennium High School returned to the original intention of charter schools, as educational 
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innovators, by consistently using transformational and ethical components (Foster, 1994) of the 

transformative leadership framework. 

 The transformational leadership component is characterized by the consciousness of the 

administrator to expand their leadership practices and the advancement of individuality within 

the school community. For purposes of this article, the transformational leader critically 

evaluates traditional school administration by creating new pathways, such as being aware of 

past and present practices and elevating the school community through the encouragement of 

leadership roles. Like so, Sara explained her consciousness with her past and present leadership 

practices. She elaborated on the shift from teacher to principal; more specifically, an increased 

duty to be more responsive to others and move her school group together. Also, Charles 

transformed his teaching experience into his administrator’s role by embracing and encouraging 

the strong connections between teachers and students. Finally, the most transformational-

transformative aspect at Millennium is the unequivocal inclusiveness of non-gender conforming 

students. Sara substantiated this by elaborating on the normative school climate of encouraging 

students to be their true selves and assisting the students to embrace their identities and tap into  

their passions.  

 In the Millennium High School uses Foster’s (1986a; 1986b) transformational leadership 

dimension by creating numerous democratic and community opportunities, including CAC and 

student voice. The CAC legitimized the interests and concerns of the entire school community, 

including administrators, faculty, staff, students, parents/guardians, and community stakeholders. 

Student voice committee provided a structured and exclusive way in which students can become 

leaders within the school and bring about change. An example of this was the change to the 

school-wide cell phone policy prompted by members of the student voice committee. In order for 
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the leader to practice TLP, they must have an ethical component within their administrative 

practice. 

 The ethical component of transformative leadership is exemplified through trust and 

community building strategies. Leadership builds trust through listening, acting on the feedback 

of others, and a strict first-name policy. Also, the culture at Millennium High Schools interrupts 

the stringent dichotomy of administrator-teacher-student by consistently using community-

building strategies. These strategies range from whole school retreats, displaying and 

recognizing community achievements, whole school meetings, roundtables, gateways, coaching, 

and family nights. In addition, acts of caring within Millennium High School enhance Foster’s 

(1986a; 1986b) transformative leadership framework. Through the inclusion of advisory and a 

positive disciplinary approach, Millennium High School embedded student advocacy within 

school policies.   

 Although Millennium High School is a model of contemporary transformational and 

ethical - transformative leadership, some refinements are suggested. The school falls short of 

achieving Foster’s (1986a; 1986b) educative and critical leadership components by failing to 

wholly assess for societal injustices and inequities. This assessment includes the diversification 

of faculty, staff, and students and a more advanced multicultural curriculum.   

 The critical dimension in transformative leadership is closely aligned with theory. As 

such, critical theory “endorses such values as liberation and equity...[is] self-reflective activity 

designed to recognize systems of domination, and, in so doing, to increase the possibility fro a 

truly democratic regime” (Foster, 1988, p. 73). Put differently, critical theory in education 

challenges the status quo by incorporating multicultural traditions, values, and norms. By 

embracing multiculturalism in educational content, the vast richness of the lives of historically 
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marginalized peoples are acknowledged and their stories and histories are legitimized. Therefore, 

my recommendations for the site are to develop a more multicultural curriculum and make 

strategic efforts to diversify the faculty, staff, and student population.  

 Furthermore, when critical theory is applied to curriculum, schooling becomes more 

democratic as “the role of public education in democracy is to expand the diversity of capacities 

by relating to the experiences of a broader humanity” (Cammarota, 2011, p. 64). By 

incorporating multiple traditions, values, and norms, education, the curriculum becomes dynamic 

and multicultural instead of rote and mechanical. In addition, Apple (2013) elaborates on the 

necessity of applying a multicultural lens to curriculum in modern schools by “creating an 

education that embodies ‘affective’ norms are challenging a society’s structures of (in)equality” 

(p. 16). In other words, in order to change society’s inequitable standards, the school must 

challenge the norms, including those that feed these prejudices and redesign the curriculum to 

reflect inclusion of all members of the greater community. Although diversification of the 

curriculum does exist at Millennium High School in the form of place-based learning, a topic for 

further study is the need for a concentrated effort to include a multicultural component within 

each class. In this way, teaching and learning becomes culturally responsive and the school 

community builds a historical and global consciousness.  

 The educational landscape is changing. The students are becoming more multicultural 

and diverse; however, the bureaucratic and normalized administrative behaviors are, for the most 

part, remaining the same. In turn, educational disparities persist as the status quo is reinforced. 

However, some school administrations are seeking and utilizing alternative approaches to 

leadership. Through acts of contemporary transformative leadership, the leadership team at 

Millennium High School offer other administrators promise and hope. Promise to provide 
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equitable educational opportunities for all students and community members: Hope for a more 

transcendent future for the field of education.  
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CHAPTER 5: TRANSFORMATIVE CHARTER SCHOOL LEADERS 

The Cheetos Story 

 School change is not initiated with power-over administrative behaviors.  However, it 

does begin with the administrative team using power-with strategies, such as developing 

authentic relationships with the school community. According to Yolanda, Co-Founder and 

Director of College and Career Readiness at  Millennium High School: 

 We do things that break down those things in a traditional power hierarchy. When we go 

 to [the camp grounds] together, we are all wearing t-shirts and jeans, hanging out on the 

 bus, and eating Cheetos together - that is a real leveler. You can’t then turn around 

 and put on a suit and act all superior to kids after you have sat in the dirt with them and 

 said, “pass those Cheetos”. It’s just that you have already established this connection 

 there. You are all real people. If you were going to suit up, you are going to have to do it 

 in the most respectful and compassionate way. You don’t get to then start bossing kids 

 around in an artificial way. It doesn’t work. The kids have already seen you sit in the dirt 

 with them  

In this way, by the use of tempered means, the transformative leader becomes an agent of 

educational change.  

An Introduction to the Charter School Movement 

 In the 1980s, as a response to increasing disparities in regards to educational attainment 

across schools, the origin of charter schools was developed by Albert Shanker of the American 

Federation of Teachers (AFT).  As learning laboratories of advanced educational pathways, 

Shaker believed teacher and community driven schools would house diverse student populations 

(Lubienski, & Weitzel, 2011). Therefore, in order to lessen the educational opportunity gap, 
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through educator autonomy, teachers were looking to create smaller, personalized, and relevant 

schools to serve lower socio-economic communities (Fabricant & Fine, 2015). These burgeoning 

charter schools were mostly started and run by educators resulting in a movement inspired by 

deregulation and innovation. 

 From the beginning of the movement, charter schools have been driven by a system of 

deregulation. According to Vergari (1999), charter schools have the liberty “to make their own 

decisions regarding matters such as personnel, curricula, and contracting for services. Autonomy 

in decision making permits charter school managers to employ new education delivery 

mechanisms that might prove superior to those commonly used by the school district” (p. 391). 

Put differently, since bureaucratic structures in public school districts has contributed to the 

destruction of clear educative goals that best serve all students, charter schools are meant to 

provide free education without the bureaucracy usually associated with traditional public 

schools, such as innovative practices, including leadership. 

 By the use of innovative practices, proponents of the movement argue charter schools are 

more effective than traditional public schools. As such, charter schools are a “mechanism for 

students seeking to improve the quality of their own education but also engender competition 

that will lead to improvements in the quality of education for students who remain in traditional 

public schools” (Sass, 2006, p. 92). In addition, charter schools were originally established as 

acts of social justice (Fabricant & Fine, 2015). For example, instead of learning in overpopulated 

classrooms, most charter schools offer a smaller, more personalized environment for students. 

Also, specialized educational programming appeal to a variety of youth. Community-based, 

educator-driven institutions (CBIs) are more likely to respond directly to the educational needs 

of the community.  Finally, as a result of these former benefits, charter schools typically attract 
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and hire more effective teachers. These teachers typically have expanded opportunities for 

leadership in program design and decision-making. 

 On the other hand, opponents of the charter school movement claim the neo-liberal 

agenda, or the corporatization and marketization of schooling, is driving this movement in the 

name of educational reform. First, charter management organizations (CMOs), non-profit charter 

organizations, have created hybrid management structures (Huerta & Zuckerman, 2009).  In 

other words, corporate and local offices share control of school structures.  These mirrored 

structures, including vision, mission, top-down leadership, and standards-based curriculum, are 

modeled after the traditional public school.   

 Next, educational management organizations (EMOs) are for-profit management 

companies, most often national companies, which exclusively run regional charter schools.  

These charters grant less autonomy, consider schooling to be a business, and view parents and 

guardians as consumers.  These schools are often exclusionary to certain types of students (i.e. 

students with individualized education plans and students who score poorly on entrance exams 

and/or standardized tests) and extremely competitive (Huerta & Zuckerman, 2009). However, 

these exclusionary practices and competition are often presented in the guise of “academic 

excellence.”  

 With the influx CMOs and EMOs charter schools, schools are becoming decentralized; 

however, through these efforts, the policymaking and governance of schools are in the hands of 

non-educators. As such, Corporate America has become increasingly interested in contemporary 

charter schools. The “corporate movement [is] associated with a relentless attack on teachers and 

teacher unions, the ideological critique of public education as in ‘crisis,’ and consequent 

seductive advertisements for families to exit the public sector” (Fabricant & Fine, 2015, p. 2) 
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Due to this change in leadership, common critiques declare resources are being drained and the 

academic elite are being siphoned away from traditional public schools, resulting in a rise of 

racial, ethnic, and class-based school segregation (Cobb & Glass; 1999; Fabricant & Fine, 2015; 

Sass, 2006).  Therefore, it is essential to differentiate between charter schools, who continue to 

run as acts of social justice, and the schools within the charter school movement, who are part of 

the neo-liberal agenda.  

 It is clear that not all charter schools are the same; thus, it is not helpful to aggregate them 

together. In order to acknowledge the fact that grassroots resistance in public education is still 

thriving, it is important to differentiate certain charter schools, such as the charter school from 

my study, from the charter school movement. According to Fabricant and Fine (2015), coalitions 

of educators, parents, youth, and other community stakeholders “must win back the identity of 

critic, reformer, and innovator” (p. 128). In this way, the return of progressive CBIs, in this case, 

Millennium High School, becomes a framework for educational change through proactive 

educational agendas, such as educational quality, equitable access, smaller class sizes, culturally 

conscious educators, and community involvement.  

Contemporary Charter Schools 

 Across the United States, there are more than 6,800 charter schools serving nearly three 

million children across the country. This represents a substantial and rapid increase from the 

4,000 charter schools that served more than one million students in 2007 (Center for Education 

Reform, 2016). Some contemporary charter schools are, in fact, innovative and progressive. In 

these schools, administrative leadership plays an important role in shifting conventional and 

bureaucratic public schooling to a more organic and supportive school community that includes 
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ethnically, racially, and linguistically diverse individuals. These are schools in which educational 

leaders challenge traditional conceptions of leadership by using alternative practices.  

 In this chapter, which draws from an 18-month critical ethnographic study located in a 

Southwest urban charter school, I examine the use of transformative leadership practices (TLP) 

as a mechanism to revitalize educational leadership. Drawing from a previous study (Author, 

2016) where I uniquely applied the idea of tempered radicalism, the transformative school 

leadership at Millennium High School are “tempered radicals,” defined as deliberate and 

incremental leadership actions that contribute to the dismantling of the status quo.  Therefore, the 

purpose of this chapter is to investigate how transformative charter school leaders, as tempered 

radicals, operate and become community change agents.  

Transformative Leadership: An Empirical Review 

 Due to bureaucratic restraints, such as irrelevant curriculum and overwhelming testing 

mandates, historically marginalized students are the victims of inadequate and inequitable 

education; therefore, traditional educational leadership is outdated and harmful to the educational 

process of students.  Leadership cannot be determined by a formula as it ignores dimensions of 

culture, politics, and power. Therefore, “transformative leadership begins with questions of 

justice and democracy; it critiques inequitable practices and offers the promise not only of 

greater individual achievement but of a better life lived in common with others” (Shields, 2010b, 

p. 559). Put differently, TLP is educational leadership for a pluralistic society through inclusivity 

and socially just learning.  

 To further defy traditional educational leadership practices, transformative leadership is 

based in community collaboration. Within the context of democratic thought, “leaders are led, 

just as those who are led are leaders” (Weiner, 2003, p. 96). By avoiding power-over techniques 
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often used by school administrators, the school becomes based in positive relationships among 

all stakeholders. In addition, “the common elements in these transformative approaches include 

the need for social betterment, enhancing equity, and for a thorough reshaping of knowledge and 

belief structures” (Shields, 2010a, p. 28). Thus, by adopting these former tenets, the school 

begins to act as a community. Borrowing from Foster’s (1986) transformative leadership theory, 

the framework is comprised of four components: transformational, ethical, educative, and 

critical.  

 Transformative leadership “demands that educational leaders critically assess the 

asymmetrical relations of power in the organizational context and deconstruct, through a critical 

hermeneutic, those practices and cultural artifacts that engender an anti-democratic discourse in 

organizations such as schools” (Dantley, 2003, p. 15).  Thus, through critical interpretation, 

school leaders transform their practice through the reconstruction of social creations based on 

race, class, gender, language, ability, and/or sexual orientation.  

 Ethics are an important component of the transformative leadership framework as all 

actions and decisions are rooted in rightness or wrongness. Accordingly, Strike, Haller, and 

Soltis (2005) argue “the best and most just decision is the one that results in the most good or the 

greatest benefit for the most people” (p. 61). When best actions and decisions are consistent, not 

necessarily the popular decision in all circumstances, leaders become moral agents. Through 

moral agency, educational leaders develop sustainable trust among stakeholders. 

 The educative component includes consistent professional development and reflection. 

Professional development and teams must be places for school personnel and students to grow, 

learn, develop, and thrive (Drago-Severson, 2007). Within these experiences, discussions of 

student academics and critical dialogue must occur. Additionally, Saavedra (1996) argues if 
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school leaders “are to transform learning contexts for their students, the learning contexts for 

teachers must be transformed” (p. 271). Like so, reflection contributes to the educative 

component of transformative leadership as it has the potential to restructure school classrooms 

and contexts. 

 Finally, the critical component to transformative leadership involves being conscious of 

the world around you. Conscientization in education is an awakening to the systemic disparities 

apparent in the American educational system (Freire, 1970). “Conscientization rarely is a one-

time awakening…this process might be characterized by gradual as well as revolutionary 

changes…ranging from alienation to liberation. Conscientization about one’s actual reality takes 

place by submersion and intervention in it…mediated by reflective dialogue (Sleeter, Torres, & 

Laughlin, 2004, p. 83)”. In other words, conscientization is an on-going process with varying 

pace. Reflection and dialogue within a school is commitment to the entire community, regardless 

of race, class, gender, language, ability, and/or sexual orientation.   

Theoretical Framework: Transformative Leadership 

 Transformative leaders believe the meaning of schooling “as primarily concerned with 

the individual as a member of the polity; education serves to liberate...to give the individual an 

image of a complete and wholesome society, and thereby to assure the preservation of a just and 

democratic state” (Foster, 1988, p. 69). Thus, a transformative leader considers the school 

environment as a whole while continuing to value each individual.  Thus, s/he places value on 

diversity beyond racial and ethnic differentiations. There must be questioning of the status quo 

by reflecting on the past by continually assessing traditions for injustices and inequities.  In sum, 

transformative leadership is a reconceptualization of educational leadership. Through 
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transformational, ethical, educative, and critical leadership dimensions, the entire school will 

invest in challenging normalized schooling practices. 

Transformational Dimension4 

 Administrative practice as a transformational dimension is the foundation for building 

and sustaining an educational community.  Instead of power-wielding leadership practices, 

administrative behaviors transform. The behaviors aim to achieve empowerment, equity, and 

excellence for all school community members. Like so, individualized expertise must be valued 

throughout the school. The transformational school leader acknowledges the various skills, 

knowledges, and capabilities among their school community. By confirming these former 

community attributes as valuable, relationship and trust building ensues resulting in a power-

with educational atmosphere. Next, an important component of the transformative leadership 

framework is ethical practices.  

Ethical Dimension 

 Educational leadership must encompass moral practice. As such, it is important for 

school leaders to acknowledge that “education exists in a real world populated by real agents 

who occupy positions of power and who use and abuse power” (Foster, 1989, p. 16). School 

administrators must balance the political, economic, and social relationships, which exist within 

the school as an institution within the school community. Two examples of balancing political, 

economic, and social relationships include open communication, in the form of honest 

                                                           

4 Author’s note: I realize the use of transformational to describe one of the four dimensions of the transformative 

leadership framework is problematic. However, the use of transformational does not refer to the Burns’s (1978) 

theory of transformational leadership. In fact, it refers to the distinctive transformative - transformational dimension, 

defined as the administrative actions of transforming school practices in order to provide for equitable educational 

opportunities among and beyond the school community. In this way, the transformational leader contributes to the 

dismantling of the status quo.  
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discussions and dialogue, and acknowledgement of successes, in the form of public 

acknowledgments, within the school community.  

Educative Dimension 

  The educative school administrator is an agent of empowerment. Although awareness of 

self contributes to empowerment, “leadership in education settings involves the empowerment of 

followers through engaging in a mutual vision oriented towards end values, such as freedom and 

equality” (Burns, 1978; Foster, 1989, p. 11). School leaders focus on the mutuality of needs and 

work together with other stakeholders to meet those needs. Put differently, administrative 

practice becomes a collaborative effort for mutual goodwill among all school stakeholders. 

Similar to the educative administrator is leadership for critical awareness.  

Critical Dimension  

 Equitable educational opportunities exist within and outside the school day. In fact, 

critical administrators are leaders for social justice and equity. More precisely, leadership for 

social justice and equity is achieved by conscientization, reflection, and dialogue (Freire, 1970). 

Conscientization is a realization of the immediate and surrounding world around us. According 

to Freire (1970), through this realization, in order “to perceive social, political, and economic 

contradictions, and to take action against the oppressive elements of reality”, alternative, 

transformative pedagogies must be considered. Therefore, critical leaders embrace realism and 

encourage their community to contribute to the dismantling of the status quo.  

 In sum, transformative administrators consistently use transformational, ethical, 

educative, and critical dimensions in their leadership within their school communities. The 

transformational dimension incorporates equitable empowering strategies disseminated 

throughout the entire school community. The ethical leader acknowledges the hierarchal 
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structure that exists within the school community. As an educative school administrator, it is 

important to provide a historical narrative to reveal the true nature of oppressiveness. The critical 

leader encourages agency among faculty, staff, and students. Along the same line, transformative 

leaders induce change efforts through tempered means. 

An Overview of Tempered Radicalism 

 Caution and commitment are underlying characteristics associated with transformative 

leaders. However, the desire to change a school district program, a school policy, or a 

departmental custom can be through revolutionary or incremental actions (Author, 2016). 

Educators who seek change through patient, persistent, and incremental actions are called 

tempered radicals. 

 Therefore, transformative leaders do not have to be brisk and extreme in their actions; as 

such, tempered radicals deliberately prompt change through their commitment and are typically 

gradual and undramatic (Author, 2016; Meyerson, 2003).  Since tempered radicals work within 

an existing system, they “struggle between their desire to act on their ‘different’ selves and the 

need to fit in to the dominant culture” (Meyerson, 2003, p. 5). By probing current practices and 

seeking alternative pathways, the ‘different’ selves create a new system of learning, knowing, 

and change. 

 Since the values and beliefs are typically more progressive than the dominant ways of 

thinking, tempered radicals are ‘tempered’ as they endure a process of heating and cooling 

resulting in the eventual dismantling of the status quo (Meyerson, 2003). In other words, 

tempered radicals frequently shift from navigating middle-ground to using anger to fuel the 

building of strength and cohesiveness for their desired change.  
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 On the other hand, tempered radicals do not fit the common definition of ‘radical’. 

Radicals advocate for extreme measures. However, tempered radicals push back on popular 

conventions through steady deliberate acts and negotiations to shift the consciousness of others 

from within their organizations. They wish to use tempered methods and strategies as part of the 

organization rather than from outside it.  

  Therefore, tempered radicalism is defined as any action performed by the administrator, 

inside and outside of her/his job duties, that contributes to the dismantling of the status quo and 

the building of sustainable school community. Furthermore, through the consistent use of 

tempered strategies and TLP, including transformational, ethical, educative, and critical 

leadership dimensions, school administrators have the potential to become transformative-

tempered radicals.   

Research Methodology 

 The purpose of my critical ethnography is to challenge traditional power-over 

conceptions of leadership and to explore innovative charter school transformative leadership 

through tempered means. Since this method “is based on critical epistemology, not on value 

orientations”, I approached this study with beliefs in multiple truths grounded in the individual 

actor’s personalized experiences (Carspecken, 1996, p. 22). More specifically, I focused on 

unique power-with relationships between the administrative team and the larger school 

community.   

 Various actors reported this school to actively involve faculty, staff, students, and other 

community members in the decision-making process, including untraditional pedagogy, globally 

oriented curriculum, and inclusive campus policies. Therefore, since “particular settings, 

persons, or activities [were] selected deliberately to provide information that is particularly 
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relevant to [my] questions and goals” a purposive sample was used (Maxwell, 2013, p. 97). As a 

result, this 18-month critical ethnographic study took place at Millennium High School.  

 Using a purposeful sampling, the larger study consisted of 4 phases of research: (1) 

administrative team, (2) faculty and staff, (3) students, and (4) parents and community 

stakeholders. This chapter primarily draws from the first and second research phases. By using a 

critical point of view and an inductive process, participant observations and interviews were 

analyzed for overarching themes (Madison, 2005). First, I made the initial pass through the 

transcripts allowing intuitive and undifferentiated low-level coding to emerge. Then, I used 

Carspecken’s (1996) horizontal analysis to find importance beyond just mere words as I brought 

meaning to the actions observed. Finally, I went back to verify and categorize the codes to see 

patterns, gaps, and themes.  

 For purposes of this study, I was sensitive to what I was noticing, why I was noticing it, 

the interpretation of what I was noticing, and, finally, I enlisted others to provide feedback. In 

this way, crystallization techniques were used for trustworthiness (Glesne, 2011). Therefore, to 

achieve conclusive evidence, three points of view were used in this study include archival data, 

participant observations, and multiple interviews. For purposes of validity, after the transcription 

of the interviews, I used member checking to see if these data were accurate.  

Demographics of the School Community 

 Millennium High School was a visionary development of the need for small and intimate 

educational experiences for students, hands-on exploration of place-based education and project-

based learning, college readiness, and the best practices of the CES. The three co-founders, Sara 

Thomas, Charles Hill, and Yolanda Wright sought a downtown location as they believed it to be 

the hub of the city.  
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 The framework, timeline, and opening for Millennium High School was set for the 1999-

2000 school year; however, the school did not open until the Fall of 2004. The school opened 

initially for ninth and tenth graders only. The downtown location of the school provided the 

perfect catalyst for the educational philosophy of the small school, place-based learning, or the 

merging of curriculum and real-world issues. Due to the geographic location, in order to bring 

sense of place and relevancy to the educational experience, students visit the surrounding 

downtown community, including university resources, museums, theater, art spaces, historic 

neighborhoods, and centers of government.  

 The administrative team at Millennium High School are: Sara Thomas, serves as 

executive director and former principal, Charles Hill, serves as principal and former lead teacher, 

Yolanda Wright, serves as director of college and career readiness and former principal/lead 

teacher, and Dean Smith, serves as assistant principal/dean of students and former teacher. Also, 

the 25 part- and full-time faculty and staff are not as diverse as in years past and currently 

predominately White. However, school leadership realizes this disparity and they hope to 

diversify the faculty and staff in the near future. Lastly, as an aggregate, over time, the 

demographics of the student population are as follows: 45-55 percent White, 40-45 percent 

Latino, and roughly 5 percent Asian American, African-American, Native American each. 

Findings 

The Lore of Millennium High School 

 This story behind Millennium High School is best told by an eyewitness. According to 

Yolanda, one of the school’s cofounders, the school was: 

 …just born out of the friendship of the three cofounders [who worked at the same 

 traditional public school]…We just started having ideas, dreams about opening our own 
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 school. Which I think is pretty common for most educators…if I could open up my own 

 school and then we just got serious about it and thought why not. We…are living in [the 

 Southwest United States], there is a lot of charter school activity going on and it was a 

 very fertile ground, for better or for worse, to allow people to open up their own schools. 

 So, we figured out how to. We had a lot of conversations, the legend changes depending 

 on who you talk to you, but it always involves a hike or a camping trip, we were kind of 

 out there, spending time as friends and our conversations were always, always about: 

 What would we do? What would the school year look like? What kind of curriculum? It 

 was really just a response to everything that our current situation as teachers was not. It 

 was the opposite of this really rigid – class, class, class – you know, lots of kids in these 

 big schools. It felt pretty impersonalized.  The curriculum just felt really disconnected to 

 what the kids were really interested in…The kids seem just so formulaic in what they 

 wanted and they were not very creative and it was because we were not cultivating them 

 as educators…We started dreaming up City High School. We had not moved forward at 

 that point. We just kind of came up with a timeline. I remember the sticky note that 

 [Sara] had – in 2001, she was going to go get her advanced degree at The 

 University…this never happened, but that was the idea. Then we would start planning. 

 Then we would open. So we kind of set 2003 or 2004 as a year we thought we would 

 open. We ended up opening in 2004. But it was really long, it was really well thought 

 out.  

In addition to the unique story of the conception of Millennium High School, my findings 

indicate the leadership team are transformative-tempered radicals.  
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 The transformative-tempered radical: transformational. The transformational leader 

contributes to the empowerment of the faculty and staff, students, and community. At 

Millennium High School, the leadership team applied various transformational-tempered 

strategies to provide a school devoted to equity and excellence. These tempered properties 

include: faculty and staff leadership groups, positive relationships among faculty, staff, and 

students, the student advisory program, and the continued interactions with parents/guardians, 

and community members.  

 First, the incorporation of valued faculty and staff leadership groups, such as the Student 

Success Team (SST) and division team meetings, contributed to the trust building and 

empowerment within the school building. I had the opportunity to observe meetings between the 

members of the SST team. The team is made up of faculty and staff, including: the principal, 

counselor, assistant principal, director of college and career readiness the registrar, and the 

afterschool programs coordinator.  

 Charles provided agendas for the meetings. The agenda consisted of the names of 

students in need of interventions. After the student’s name is given, the team discusses past, 

present, and future interventions for that particular students. According to Dean, “it’s combining 

student life and academics… and I think it’s just looking at all the factors that contribute to 

student success”. After a planned amount of time, the team moves on to the next student and the 

process repeats. While discussions are taking place, another member took copious notes to be 

transferred to a spreadsheet. This documentation is shared with all faculty and staff.  

 According to Charles, division team meetings are “when teachers discuss first what's 

going well [or] who is doing a great job because I want to open those meetings with some 

positives. Kids don’t really improve unless they are being told what they’re doing right”. 
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Division team meetings are a weekly event where 9/10 and 11/12 groups of teachers discuss 

students and pedagogy.  

 Next, the importance of school personnel and student relationships is considered part of 

the school culture at Millennium High School. When you walk into Millennium High School, 

there is an overwhelming feeling of togetherness. Student artwork, senior personal statements, 

school awards, and most importantly smiling students, faculty, and staff welcome visitors at the 

door. 

 When asked about the importance of building student relationships, Charles stated, “our 

focus is this, I wanted to kind of build on the strength that we have that is building relationships 

with students - but then taking that next step and leveraging, or making full use of those 

relationships to translate into student learning and achievement”. Also, Sara concluded, “We are 

an exceptionally caring environment, where every single individual is known as an individual… 

So keeping ourselves small enough so we could be that sort of the garden of learning…[Within 

this environment], every opportunity should be a mentorship type opportunity or adults modeling 

how to be your best adult self”.  

 Along the same lines, Yolanda correlates the size of the school with relationships and 

student success. She said: 

 It’s really really small and the size of our school…The reason what we can get from 

 being so small is kind of in informality, a familiarity, a comfort level between teachers 

 and students that just simply cannot exist in a large traditional high school. I think that 

 familiarity and family at that comfort level with each other is what gives way to pretty 

 much everything that is great about [our school].  The fact that we have a higher 

 graduation rate in the state, the fact that we have a lower dropout rate than the state, the 
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 fact that our numbers – not through a letter grade and not the testing that’s not going to be 

 an indication of our relationships -but getting kids to stick it out, getting first-generation 

 college bound kids to apply and go to college that is all born out of the fact that we have 

 relationships. 

In other words, due to the size of the school, the faculty and staff are able to cultivate their 

relationships with students and leverage student success.  

 In addition, the inclusion of student advisory contributed to the transformational 

foundation at the school. Advisory is included in the master schedule three times per week. In 

addition, students are matched with faculty and/or staff advisors at the onset of their enrollment 

at Millennium High School. Students remain with the same advisor for the duration of their time 

at the school. During my time at Millennium High School, I observed three different advisory 

groups. The advisory groups acted as families within the larger school community. Accordingly, 

Dean stated, “you really get to know the students and the families, the back stories, and then that 

relationship…[becomes] pretty positive. It’s rare when we end up switching and advisories 

because that relationship becomes a real support for the kids and a real insight for the staff”. 

 Finally, the continuous involvement of parents/guardians and community members is an 

integral part of the sustainable school community. Family nights occur at the school every 

Thursday evening. During my observations, the planned activities included: healthy cooking 

demonstrations, student art shows, college nights, and family yoga events. In addition, parents 

are expected to attend student roundtables, a planned nonhierarchical parent-student-teacher 

conference.  

 For community involvement, Dean stated, “we are very able and willing to go out in the 

community and…are very immersed in their own little communities and bring the community to 
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school”.  Sara furthered this statement by emphasizing the importance between community 

partnerships and the school curriculum by “bringing in community partners, getting kids out to 

community partners, getting kids out to field trips - really trying to make our school part of a hub 

of other educational organizations and institutions”.  

 As part of my field work, I observed the monthly community days. These days are set 

aside for service learning and to give back to the community. From a menu of options, students 

are able to pick a local agency to volunteer with. I accompanied students and faculty to Ben’s 

Bells, a national non-profit organization devoted to helping people realize the impact of acts of 

kindness. During this trip, we painted pieces of Ben’s Bells. During this outing, we contributed 

to the larger community, advanced school team building, and enjoyed the day.  

 The transformative-tempered radical: ethical. At Millennium High School, the 

administrative team acts with moral soundness as they openly embraced the faculty and student 

by maintaining open communication.  By using tempered means a lack of divisiveness results. 

As such, Charles explained, “there is a level of trust that I feel at the school. There are not a lot 

of conversations that go on, hopefully, that are negative that I don’t know about. There doesn’t 

seem to be a lot of, you know, divisiveness between staff and administration and administration 

and students”.  Also, during my observations, faculty, staff, and students were happy to be at 

school. In my experience, after last bell, everyone is ready to run out the door. This never 

happened at Millennium. Faculty, staff, and students typically stayed after school to complete 

homework, participate in activities, or chat.  

 Another tempered change maker is the incorporation of student voice committee. The 

intention of student voice committee is similar to a traditional student council; however, one 

distinguishing factor is the student committee members have the opportunity to review new 
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school policies. For instance, Dean brought the new cell phone policy to a weekly meeting. The 

proposed cell phone policy was typical. It addressed times of use, classroom expectation, 

emergencies, and implementation, etiquette, and consequences. During discussion of the policy, 

students expressed their concerns over millennial cultural differences, including the phone as a 

learning tool, as a non-distractor, and as an emergency contact.  As a result of this meeting, the 

cell phone policy was amended to include cell phone use in certain situations and under teacher 

discretion.   

 Also, the leadership team established the Habits of Heart and Mind to acknowledge 

student successes. The Habits of Heart and Mind derived from Meier’s (2000) work at Central 

Park East. According to Sara:  

 the Habits of Heart and Mind just sort of add that real world layer. [They try] to get us 

 out of the silos of different subject areas…[to] just help students become metacognitive. 

 [With this] you can see the bigger picture getting all the students up to 30,000 feet to 

 investigate their own learning and what the connections are. The Habits of Heart and 

 Mind help with that.  You could use other names like a lifelong learner or attributes of a 

 learner or... but just really getting kids to think about that more – the meta-level of 

 learning. I think it helps.  

In addition, Dean stated, “72% of the kids last year were awarded a Habit of Heart and Mind in 

front of the whole school…we give awards based on if the staff or student sees if a kid is doing 

something extraordinary…then at whole school meeting we hand them out and everyone 

recognizes them and claps”.  
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 The transformative-tempered radical: educative. The administrative team 

demonstrated educative actions by expressing their unique leadership styles in relation to teacher 

growth. As such, Charles elaborated on his leadership style as instructional leader, “I bring a lot 

of years of teaching, a real classroom perspective to my role. What happens between the teacher 

and the students in the classroom is the most important thing that goes on at the school. I am in 

support of that”. In regards to teacher growth, he went on to say, “with different teachers, and 

their needs are different. Some teachers just need some help on content knowledge, some 

teachers just need help with project-based learning, and planning for projects, and making 

connections with partners that are outside planning for field experiences”. 

 Next, Dean expressed his leadership style as being situational. Accordingly, as a 

situational leader, he stated, “you have to spend more time explaining doing what you’re doing 

so that the staff and the students understand that…I think often there is that expectation of me to 

treat everyone the same…I don’t. I think that if you don’t do that then you have to go back to the 

deeper values and offer reasons to kids and the parents on why you’re going to make 

exceptions”.  

 Next, the emphasis on the Critical Friends Group (CFG) during faculty and staff provided 

a meaningful professional development opportunity. According to Yolanda, in CFG “we build 

trust. It is an overt protocol that we follow where we are setting norms, building trust, and then 

we are sharing our most challenging work with her colleagues and asking them for help. By 

doing that on a monthly basis, I think that we are creating just some real powerful collegiality”.  

 Lastly, the emphasis on project-based within place-based learning contributed to the 

education of the whole student. According to Dean, project-based learning is “ultimately…a 

good way to make it to the learning meaningful and also a good way to integrate and scaffold the 
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work so that you are able to engage kids at different skill levels”. The most profound example of 

this was a geometry project-based assignment. For this project, geometric and engineering 

properties were used for the construction of the kites, At the same time, the project became a 

human right issues as the kites spread awareness for transgender youth in the community. 

 Also, in terms of place-based learning, Yolanda stated, “we have a commitment to place-

based learning which is just that whenever possible we try to connect kids with whatever’s going 

on in the community and people. If they are studying an issue we look at it at a local level, if 

something is happening in the community we try to get the kids out. We try to use local 

resources”. During my observations, I accompanied the science class to the wetlands, a local 

water treatment facility and wildlife habitat. During this trip to the outdoor classroom, students 

were able to engage with personnel from the water department and learn more about 

conservation, ecology, and the water cycle.  

 The transformative-tempered radical: critical. The school leadership at Millennium 

High School are critical administrators because they embraced the idea of providing a 

springboard for faculty, staff, and student agency. Faculty and staff agency is facilitated by the 

Millennium High School administrative team. Like so, Charles explained:  

 I…communicate that teaching is a profession that requires inquiry and reflection and 

 there’s always something to learn and there’s always something to change about your 

 practice - because if you’re always doing the same thing then you are limiting the 

 potential for student learning to increase, but if you’re examining your practice and really 

 looking at areas where you can possibly improve on, then that potential for student 

 learning to increase is always there. 



 120

Also, as a result of the SST and division team meetings (as previously discussed in the 

transformational section), Charles expected his teachers to “make a difference [and consider] 

how am I going to change my practice as a result of those kids and the conversations that came 

up today [during those meetings]”.  

 Likewise, Dean creates space for teacher agency, “I try to create space in meetings. I 

think we have a lot of talented people. I think sometimes it’s what you don’t do versus what you 

do do. I think educators – there are way too many smart people in education and they all have 

ideas and sometimes there’s just not enough space or room so I just try to support [them]”. 

Accordingly, Yolanda said, “we really value teacher leadership…We need teachers to become 

leaders. Anywhere from running division meetings, or acting as critical friends group coaches”.  

 Similarly, student agency is abundant within the school. According to Charles, “we 

always talked about a type of agency. Students having the ability and the attitude to know that 

they can make change. They know how to navigate systems in order to be effective”. He 

provided examples of opportunities for students to gain leadership experience, such as public 

speaking and presentations to various community partners.  

 Also, Yolanda stated, “confidence is leadership, so when kids have confidence they have 

the capacity to become leaders and we do gateway presentations every year, where every kid has 

to get up in front of a whole group of kids, even in ninth grade, and some kids that they don’t 

even know very well, and talk about their learning”.  During my observations, I watched some 

seniors prepare for their gateway. During this rehearsal, thematically, seniors reflected on their 

high school experience, using classroom artifacts from each grade level to express their academic 

progress and personal growth. The gateways were more personal that I expected. The students 
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expressed their trials, failures, and successes. It was deeply emotional for the students, teacher, 

and researcher.  

 Lastly, the emphasis on the needs of students on an individual basis, including positive 

disciplinary procedures, defies the status quo. Since Dean oversees the disciplinary actions at the 

school, he said, “since I am in a role where I have to deal with behavior…I need to go out and 

find seven positive ways - if it’s just saying hello in the morning and being friendly to create the 

feeling that the kids are liked and they are welcome here”. In addition, in the first years of the 

school opening, Sara explained, “we were looking to how do we incentivize good behavior, how 

do we incentivize mission instead of just trying to create punitive approaches”. Through my 

observations, no punitive disciplinary actions were taken.  

Discussion: The Transformative-Tempered Radical Administrative Team 

 Transformative administrators consistently use tempered means, or deliberate and 

incremental steps, to achieve transformational, ethical, educative, and critical dimensions in their 

leadership within their school communities. The transformational dimension embraces change by 

providing opportunities for the school community to take leadership roles. The ethical school 

leader recognizes power arrangements from within. The educative administrator provides 

historical narratives to inform curriculum choices and leadership strategies to encourage 

leadership within the school. Finally, the critical leader supports agency and fair-mindedness 

among faculty, staff, and students. 

 The transformational leader contributes to the nurturing of school change agents by 

providing leadership opportunities. At Millennium High School, the SST and division team 

meetings provide opportunities for faculty and staff to become school leaders. Although this 

leadership lacks a title, membership in these teams is honorable among the school community. In 
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part, this honor is due to the administrative team’s decision to legitimate the power of the faculty 

and staff within these groups. More often than not, schools have some sort of “leadership teams”. 

The difference at Millennium is the administrators have removed the quotation marks by 

believing in the decision-making power of other members of the school community. 

 Also, Millennium High School prides themselves in building powerful relationships 

among the school community. Due to the small size of the school, administrators, faculty, and 

staff are able to develop strong connections with their students. In this way, rarely does a student 

fall in-between the cracks. If a student is experiencing a crisis, it does not go unnoticed by an 

adult member of the school. By building these relationships, students feel cared for. When 

students feel cared for, their academics will follow.  

 Along the same lines, parents/guardians and community members are readily included in 

school events. Instead of the run-of-the mill back to school night and stringent parent-teacher 

conferences, Millennium encourages comfort and dialogue with parents and guardians in the 

form of family nights and roundtables. Also, community members are always welcome at the 

school. Millennium works closely with community members to bring them into the school and to 

bring students into the community.  

 The ethical school leader recognizes hierarchal power structures within the school 

building. In turn, to combat this structure, the leader readily utilizes open communication, 

professionalization, and celebrations of success. School leadership at Millennium High School 

actively communicate with the greater school community. Phone calls, email bulletins, and 

social media outlet are used multiple times per week for announcements, reminders, and pictures 

of student accomplishments.  
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 Also, as an act of professionalization, faculty and staff are given a certain level of 

autonomy inside and outside the classroom. In addition, student accomplishments are highlighted 

weekly during whole school meeting. Students are presented with Habits of Heart and Mind 

awards to highlight acts associated with these school norms.  

 The educative administrator provides historical narratives to reveal the true nature of 

oppressiveness. In this sense, oppressiveness refers to the traditional power-over administrative 

practices, including leadership style, professional development, and curricular choices. 

Historically, school leadership ruled the school with an iron fist and were not willing to listen 

and/or apply feedback from the school community. At Millennium, the leadership styles of the 

administrative team lend themselves to power-with the community.  

 In addition, the use of CFG as professional development bring a fluid, relevant, and 

challenging element to professional development. Also, the choice to use project-based within 

place-based learning adds depth to the school curriculum. In this way, students are aware of their 

imprint and capacity in their immediate surroundings.  

 Lastly, the critical leader provides a springboard for faculty, staff, and student agency. In 

addition, fair practices, such as disciplinary actions, are readily used within the school.  Faculty 

and staff are encouraged to inquire, reflect, and expand their teaching. Similarly, the school 

leadership team encourages students to make a difference by providing leadership opportunities. 

Also, at Millennium, student discipline is framed in positivity. School leadership goes out of 

their way find positive student attributes and incentives instead of focusing on punitive 

discipline.  

 In sum, the administrative team at Millennium High School work together with their 

school stakeholders to build an untraditional, innovative school community. Therefore, through 
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transformative leadership practices, including transformational, ethical, educative, and critical 

dimensions, the administrative team at Millennium High School are tempered radicals, who 

contribute to the dismantling of the status quo, by challenging common school barriers to create 

a sustainable, collaborative, and inclusive charter school. 

Implications for Practice: The Transformative-Tempered Radical Administrator 

 To improve the practice of charter and traditional principals, I suggest using the stories 

from Millennium High School as a snapshot of what is attainable within schools. In order to 

build community, school leadership, in a small or large school, are encouraged to use 

transformational leadership practices, including transformational, ethical, educative, and critical 

dimensions, to enhance their school environments. With that being said, revolutionary changes 

are not recommended; however, tempered, or steady and deliberate, changes are most 

advantageous to the school leaders and emerging community.  

 Transformative-tempered radical actions enhance the education of all students and the 

sustainability of school community. Transformational acts, such as legitimized faculty and staff 

leadership teams, the building of strong student relationships and the consistent incorporation of 

parents/guardians and community, are foundational to the construction of community. Also, open 

communication, professionalization of faculty and staff, and the celebration of student successes 

contribute to ethical leadership practices. In addition, educative administrators take the time to 

develop the pedagogical strategies used by their faculty and staff and work to dismantle 

traditional curriculum to incorporate multiple ways of learning and diverse curriculum. Finally, 

the critical leader is a catalyst for faculty, staff, and student agency. Through opportunities for 

inquiry, reflection, and leadership within the school community builds upon faculty, staff, and 

student personal agency. 
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  Therefore, using Millennium High School as a model, current school leaders have the 

capacity to become “tempered radicals”, who contribute to the building of a sustainable 

community, where administrators, faculty, staff, students, parents/guardians, and community 

stakeholders are involved in school decision-making, events, and opportunities. As such, 

traditional school leadership practices are being challenged as the needs, values, and voices of 

the entire school community are legitimized.   
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CHAPTER 6: THE MODERN SCHOOL COMMUNITY 

Introduction 

Due to federal, state, and local educational mandates, school accountability continues to 

act as a barrier for educational progress (Koyama, 2012). The legacy of No Child Left Behind 

(NCLB) has left schools in apprehension of breaking normalized practices. Although the Every 

Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) replaced NCLB, it is yet undetermined whether or not this new 

federally mandated policy will improve upon the critiques of NCLB and bring greater equity in 

schools across the country. However, due to oppressive structures masked as institutionalized 

processes (Au, 2009; McLaren, 2006), such as bureaucratization and centralization, it is clear 

that the long-term effects of the former legislation resulted in increased fear for educational 

professionals.  

To date, since the passing of ESSA, which returns more power to the states and districts 

(Klein, 2016), schools are still under high public scrutiny, funding is still scarce, test scores 

determine progress, and educators are strained and forcibly regimented in their pedagogical 

styles (Wong, 2015). As a result, our increasingly multicultural student population is suffering 

because of normalized and unjust educational strategies, such as the use of banking educational 

practices and Eurocentric curriculum (Freire, 1970; Cammarota, 2011). In order to contest these 

former issues and create a school culture of advancement and tolerance for students, who are 

diversified by race, ethnicity, class, gender, language, ability, and/or sexual orientation, it is 

necessary for schools to develop as communities; in fact, school leadership will play an 

important role in the establishment of schools as communities.  

School communities have renewed significance in discussions and structures of 

educational improvement (Furman, 2004). Since the primary responsibility for schools is to 
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educate our youth to be successful in the global market, administrators have the daunting task of 

incorporating the multiple, and often contrasting, voices of the modern school community, 

including faculty, staff, students, parents/guardians, and other community stakeholders. 

Therefore, in order to attend to the unique needs of the school community, administrators must 

seek alternative educational leadership pathways. 

Instead of increasing bureaucracy and control, transformative leadership is one way to 

transition from traditional to alternative school administrative practices. A transformative leader 

is able to serve a burgeoning multicultural group of people in a modern school community. In 

order to achieve this, it is imperative for school leaders to involve the larger school community 

in the educational programming of their youth. In this way, social, cultural, and linguistic assets 

are valued and incorporated into the school culture. Merz and Furman (1997) questioned whether 

or not it was possible to create schools as communities that serve a “range of people and give 

them confidence that they are recognized as individuals or whether the complexity of our world 

requires bureaucracies in which people are interchangeable within defined roles” (p. 1). As such, 

for purposes of this article, the modern school community is defined broadly as the inclusion of 

the multiple voices of school community, including faculty, staff, students, parents, and 

community stakeholders, including the influence over and participation in school-wide 

opportunities, events, and decisions. 

Since few studies have focused on modern school community, the purpose of this article 

is to extend the empirical depth of community-like school culture. Drawing on transformative 

leadership practices (TLP) and ethics of critique, justice, care, and community, through the 

perceptions of administrators, faculty, staff, students, parents/guardians, and community 

stakeholders at Millennium High School, an urban Southwest non-profit charter school, this 
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article seeks to address how schools become communities; more specifically, it addresses how 

the community is involved in school decision-making, events, and opportunities. 

I begin with a review of empirical literature grounded in school community and culture. 

Next, a theoretical framework is presented using the transformative leadership framework as a 

foundations of ethics of care, critique, justice, and community. Following the theoretical 

framework, the methodology section is included to detail the critical ethnographic methods used. 

Grounded in the empirical literature and theoretical framework, my findings are presented in 

thematic fashion and a discussion of the findings are offered. Finally, implications for 

administrative practice are offered.  

Schools as Communities 

Educational administration borrows fundamentals from organizational theory and 

behavior. These “fundamental frames for thinking about how schools should be structured and 

coordinated, how compliance within them should be achieved, what leadership is, and how it 

works” are driven by organizational theorists and followed by most educational leaders 

(Sergiovanni, 1994b, p. 215). In addition to these formulaic and explicit management structure, 

“there is an assumption in organizations that hierarchy equals expertise” (p. 216). The higher in 

the hierarchy one is, the more that person is perceived to know about education. However, 

innovative ways of thinking about educational leadership combined with school community 

involvement exist. 

Rethinking School Communities 

 Leadership and community participation is of great significance to educational 

researchers. The relationships between the entire school community, including administrators, 

faculty, staff, students, parents/guardians, and other stakeholders, are interconnected and 
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contribute to student academic and social persistence. Interactions and participation opportunities 

infused with trust, respect, relationship-building between school community members is 

beneficial to school communities.  

 Principal trust and respect for their faculty and staff, including personal regard, 

professional competence, and integrity-based actions, contributes to a positive school 

community.  Maxwell (2016) states, “interpersonal relationships amongst a school's users 

(students, teachers, staff and parents) are a fundamental part of a school's social 

environment…Through this system of relationships values, expectations and mutual respect are 

communicated to all of the school's users” (p. 206). Put differently, the school’s culture 

contributes to student achievement. According to Wahlstrom and Louis’s (2008) quantitative 

findings from more than 4,100 completed surveys from teachers in grades K-12 in the United 

States, when teachers are involved in school decision-making, they tend to advance their 

instructional practices. Thus, this study provides evidence of a correlation between leadership 

and its effect on student achievement and school improvement efforts. Likewise, Printy (2008) 

elaborates on the synergy between leadership and teachers. In his study, high school principals 

and department chairs are central to influencing science and mathematics teachers’ communities 

of practice, or their opportunities for learning and growth. Finally, Lai’s (2015) international 

findings suggest school capacity building is directly influenced by teacher involvement in 

communities of practice, and participation in decision-making functions. In addition to teacher 

involvement, student, parent/guardian, and other stakeholder relationships are crucial to building 

a community-like school. 

 Teacher-student relationships are significant in the enhancement of student engagement 

ad academic performance. Using a two dimensional approach, demandingness (academic press) 
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and responsiveness (the teacher–student relationship), Lee (2012) concludes no significant 

effects between academic press and teacher-student relationships. “This means that the teacher–

student relationship and academic press had independent effects on student engagement and 

academic performance…The finding suggests that a nurturing school environment could be 

critical in itself, regardless of school demandingness (i.e., academic press)” (p. 337). Although 

creating a school environment with both demandingness and responsiveness seems to be most 

beneficial to enhance student outcomes, the significance of a nurturing school environment 

cannot be overly emphasized. Similarly, the findings from Jia, Konold, and Cornell’s (2016) 

study on indicators associated with high school dropout rates suggest that high academic 

expectations alone are not sufficient; however, the interaction with other qualities of the school 

climate, such as supportive student-teacher relationships, increase the likelihood for student 

persistence.  

 Parent/guardian and other stakeholder relationships with the educational institutional 

contribute to student and school success. Parental and stakeholder relationships with the school 

usually consist of conferences, school activities, such as open houses and social activities, school 

organizations, and intermittent gatherings outside of school. Through such participation, 

parents/guardians and other stakeholders establish the significance of education and academic 

achievement; thus, it becomes a powerful influence on school and academic policies (Rumberger 

& Palardy, 2005; Stewart, 2008). Although Stewart’s (2008) study did not yield significant 

results between direct parental/guardian involvement and school success, it is suggested “that 

many more forms of parental educational activities occur at home with the children than in 

school… therefore, parental involvement occurring in the school was possibly considered less 

effective than that at home” (p. 198).  Since not all parents/guardians are able to be directly 
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involved in the school, McNeal (2015) suggests schools investigate ways to increase 

involvement school-wide, not just for individual children or in specific cases. This is referred to 

“as a ‘spillover effect’…students would reap rewards…where they benefit from the parent 

involvement of their peers…children in homes with non-involved or disengaged parents would 

benefit by simply being in a school with high rates of parental participation” (pp. 163-164). In 

other words, regardless of individual parental/guardian involvement, all students will benefit 

from the overall school-level effects. 

Theoretical Foundations 

In addition to empirical literature, theoretical frameworks validate the need for 

modifications in leadership practices to reflect community-like schools. Change advocates 

support school leaders to shift to a transformative leadership framework (Foster 1986a; 1986b; 

Shields, 2010), embrace ethics of care, critique, and justice (Marshall, Patterson, Rogers, & 

Steele, 1996; Starratt, 2003b), and argue to flip the metaphor to see schools as communities 

instead of organizations (Furman, 2004; Khalifa, 2012). 

Transformative School Leadership 

 Historically marginalized students are the victims of inadequate and inequitable 

educational traditions (Bartlett and García, 2011; Valenzuela, 2005); therefore, traditional 

educational leadership is outdated and harmful to the educational process of students.  

Leadership cannot be determined by an organizational formula as it ignores dimensions of 

culture, politics, and power. Therefore, “transformative leadership begins with questions of 

justice and democracy; it critiques inequitable practices and offers the promise not only of 

greater individual achievement but of a better life lived in common with others” (Shields, 2010, 
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p. 559). Put differently, transformative leadership in practice is educational guidance for a 

pluralistic society through inclusivity and socially just learning.  

To further defy traditional educational leadership practices, transformative leadership is 

based in community collaboration. Within the context of democratic thought, “leaders are led, 

just as those who are led are leaders” (Weiner, 2003, p. 96). By avoiding power-over techniques 

often used by school administrators, the school becomes based in positive relationships among 

all stakeholders. In addition, “the common elements in these transformative approaches include 

the need for social betterment, enhancing equity, and for a thorough reshaping of knowledge and 

belief structures” (Shields, 2010a, p. 28). Thus, by adopting these former tenets, the school 

begins to act as a community.  

Ethics of Care, Critique, and Justice 

As nurturing educators, an ethic of care teaches kind, moral, and productive standards. 

Marshall et al (1996) argue for an ethic of caring for educational leaders, described as a “moral 

touchstone”, or it does not list principles to follow, rather ‘it involves fidelity to relationships 

with others that is based more than just personal liking or regard… [as it] emphasizes 

responsibility to others rather than to rights and rules” (pp. 277-278). In this way, through 

building and maintaining relationships within the larger school community, the beliefs and 

values of all are considered in the school decision-making processes.  

In addition, traditional student-teacher relationships are typically a transactional process. 

As such, synergetic student-teacher relationships are critical to creating authentic learning. “The 

nature of the [contemporary] relationship can establish a context of openness and trust that both 

challenges students and supports them in being vulnerable to explore ways that create the 

possibility for transformative learning” (Southern, 2007, pp. 329-330). This contemporary 
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relationship defies the traditional student-teacher relationship. Furthermore, Southern (2007) 

argues that when this relationship is formed and the traditional student-teacher barriers are 

broken down, students believe they are valued as people by educators. They understand teachers 

are there “to make a difference in their own lives and the lives of others…they are more willing 

to take risks and be vulnerable as they question their own assumptions and ways of being and 

doing” (p. 330). In other words, by acting as mentors, teachers must be open to vulnerability. By 

sharing themselves, the student-teacher relationship is based on truthfulness and trust. In turn, 

teacher vulnerability lends itself to sharing authority in the classroom (Southern, 2007). Instead 

of a teacher having power-over the students, shared power entails a relationship of care and 

enhances shared learning and taking action in the surrounding world.  

Communities of critique and justice are related with subtle nuances. An ethic of critique, 

whether radical or not, begins with a common understanding that there are historical obstacles 

related to the schooling structure. According to Starratt (1991), an ethic of critique is grounded in 

the “uncovering [of] inherent injustice or dehumanization imbedded in the language and 

structures of society…[and] dealing with questions of social justice and human dignity” (p.189).  

In the field of education, administrators must uncover these truths and work to dismantle them 

throughout their school communities. This can be done be questioning power and privilege and 

rearranging educational systems to reflect equitable opportunities.  By accepting social 

responsibility, school leaders utilizing an ethic of critique serves society as a whole; however, an 

ethic of justice provides for an outline to begin this process.  

Communities of justice are based on the fundamental rights to integrity and fairness for 

all people. “Justice [is] understood as individual choices to act justly and justice understood as 

the community’s choice to direct or govern its actions justly” (Starratt, 2003b, 144). Similarly, 
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according to Frick and Frick (2010), the ethic of justice is described as a “civic ethic, where it is 

believed that all persons irrespective of culture, race or other defining categories possess the 

capacity for a sense of justice and the ability to conceptualize what is their own” (p. 118). Put 

differently, in alignment with Deweyan thought, by following an ethic of justice, the good of the 

community is placed over the good of the individual. Conjointly, communities of care, critique, 

and justice provide a framework for developing schools as communities.  

Ethic of Community and Communities of Difference 

Similar to the ethics of care, critique, and justice, an ethic of community rests on the idea 

that the communal is more important than the individual agency (Furman, 2004). However, in 

the development of school community, leaders understand: 

community is processual. The sense of community, of connection with others, is based in 

 relationships, which depend in turn on the ongoing processes of communication, 

 dialogue, and collaboration, and not on a set of discreet indicators such as “shared 

 values” and “shared decision making.” Thus, community is not a product or entity that 

 can be measured, but an ongoing set of processes that are facilitated by educators who 

 understand and are committed to these processes (Furman, 2002, p. 285). 

That is, by inspiring commitment through communicative means, school leaders are focusing on 

the building of community through relationship-building strategies, such as openness, shared 

experiences, and collaboration is consistently disseminated throughout the school.   

 In this way, administrators are open to alternative ideas. Most commonly, school 

“governance is in the hands of people who have a vested stake in it: parents, teachers, students, 

community members, and administrators… [In fact,] when decisions are made collectively, 

authority becomes depended on expertise rather than on position” (Doyle, 2004, p. 196). In this 
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way, through the use of interpersonal relationship-building strategies, school leaders create a 

spaces within the school environment where school community members feel comfortable 

expressing their voices, whether in agreement or disagreement, on a consistent basis.  

In order to provide opportunities for expressing community voices, communal 

processional skills are integral to building the ethic of community. Starratt refers to this as 

“cultivation, [or] leadership [for community] is primarily concerned to cultivate an environment 

that supports participation, sharing of ideas, and the virtues of honesty, openness, flexibility, and 

compassion” (as cited in Furman & Starratt, 2002, p. 122).  By using cultivating practices, school 

leaders are incrementally seeking, listening, embracing, and legitimizing the voices within the 

school community; however, through this cultivation, leaders must not assume that all 

community members share in the exact beliefs and values. In fact, leaders must recognize their 

school as a community of difference (Fine et al., 1997; Khalifa, 2012; Shields, 2002).  

 Based on the members’ divergent backgrounds, communities of difference have some 

mutual and separable fundamental differences. School communities, especially urban 

communities, are based on diversity and differences (Fine et al, 1997; Miretzky, 2004). With the 

absence of the recognition of difference and an overemphasis on commonalities leads to 

Balkanizing applications to the development of community-like practices. Thus, according to 

Khalifa (2012): 

 principals, especially urban principals, must move beyond their school walls in order to 

 gain an understanding of the unique social and cultural conditions of their neighborhood 

 communities. In doing so, they may find that grades, behavior, and test scores are not the 

 primary issues at the forefront of community-based interests. The hope is that principals’ 

 increased community presence will help them develop and maintain culturally 
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 appropriate school and community leadership practices (p. 429).  

By taking the time to relate to the conditions that affect the community, school leaders are better 

able to reach the needs coveted by their internal and surrounding stakeholders. Therefore, they 

will be in a better position to relate and assist the school community.  

 Through a sense of we, school communities thrive. Therefore, schools as community is a 

social structure that “bonds people together in special ways and binds them to concepts, images, 

and values that comprise a shared idea structure” (Sergiovanni, 1996, p. 217); however, school 

communities legitimate and embrace the differences between people.  School communities 

consist of: administrators, faculty, staff, students, parents, and other community stakeholders. In 

addition, through shared “norms, purposes, values, professional socialization, collegiality, and 

natural interdependence”, leadership is distributed throughout the entire school community 

(Sergiovanni, 1996, p. 217). Put differently, school community members have similar intentions 

and are connected to each other through commitments, obligations, and duties. Therefore, the 

transformative school leader uses the ethics of care, critique, justice, and community within 

communities of difference by embracing and legitimizing the beliefs and values of faculty, staff, 

students, parents, and community stakeholders leaders and incorporating their voices into the 

educational decision-making, events, and opportunities. 

Methodology 

To immerse myself into an educational cultural group with a reputation for dismantling 

administrative control, I selected critical ethnography as my methodology. Through participants’ 

beliefs, language, and behaviors, I describe how this educational cultural group defied normative 

schooling practices (Creswell, 2007). Moreover, since the school administrator is typically seen 
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as the most authoritative in educational institutions, by focusing on power relationships between 

the administrative team and the larger school community, I develop a deep understanding of 

modern school communities.  

 Site description and participants. Millennium High School is a non-profit, secondary 

charter institution (9-12) located in a mid-sized Southwestern American city, roughly 70 miles 

from the U.S.-Mexican border. This school is identified as a Title I school. There is a four-

member administrative team, consisting of: an executive director, principal, assistant principal 

and dean of students, and the college access director. The executive director, principal, and 

director are the co-founders of the school. In addition, the 21 part- and full-time faculty and staff 

are not as diverse as in years past and, currently, predominately White. Finally, as an aggregate, 

over time, the demographics of the 175-200 student population are as follows: 40-45 percent 

Latino, 45-55 percent White, and roughly less than 5 percent Asian American, African-

American, Native American each. For the 2015-2016 school year, the student population was 

177, gender proportionate. 

Data Collection 

 In this 18-month critical ethnographic study, data sources included: archival data, 

participant observations, and semi-structured interviews. Archival data were collected 

throughout the duration of this study. These data comprised of student demographics and free 

and reduced lunch. In addition, electronic artifacts were gathered, including social networking 

posts and weekly email bulletins.  

I participated in numerous observations prior to developing any additional instruments as 

“the experience of learning as participant observer often preceded interviewing and is the basis 

for forming [interview] questions” (Glesne, 2011, p. 104). Using participant observations and 



 138

regular observations, I observed the Millennium High School community for a total of 80 hours. 

More specifically, I observed administrators, faculty, staff, students, parents/guardians, and/or 

other community stakeholders during: various classroom activities, whole school meetings, 

gateways, afterschool activities, division team meetings, student success team meetings, family 

nights, school board meetings, and corporate board meetings. As a participant observer, I 

inserted myself into the school community as a school volunteer. I volunteered for school 

orientation, whole school retreat, community days, and field trips. My presence at the school 

assisted in developing a trust relationship among myself and the school community.  

  Semi-structured interview protocols, or pre-established and emergent interview questions, 

were used for all of the interviews (Glesne, 2011). I asked questions important to my research; 

more specifically, the questions were inspired by the transformative educational framework and 

ethic of community (Foster, 1986a; 1986b; Furman, 2004). Once consent and/or assent was given 

by the participants and/or guardians, all interviews were recorded and transcribed. The duration of 

the interviews varied greatly among the participants, ranging from 20-100 minutes long. In 

addition, to preserve confidentiality and anonymity, the names, places, and identities have been 

changed.  

  I conducted 27 interviews in total, including: the executive director (1), the administrative 

team (3), the faculty and staff (10), students (9), parents/guardians (2), and community 

stakeholders (2). A complete listing of participants and their role(s) at Millennium High School is 

included in Table 1. Through email and in-person invitations, such as senior classroom visits, 

school board meetings, and corporate board meetings, all participants volunteered to be a part of 

this study. The interviews took place in areas convenient for the participants. These interview 

places were at the school, in classrooms, offices, and other open spaces, and in local coffee shops.  
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Data Analysis 

 Participant observations and interviews were analyzed for overarching themes and coding 

began after transcription of the interviews. The themes were coded similarly. By using a critical 

point of view and an inductive process (Madison, 2005). Finally, to achieve a deeper level of 

analysis, I went back to verify and categorize the codes to see patterns, gaps, and themes among 

my multiple sources of data collection. In addition, to achieve conclusive evidence, 

crystallization techniques were used for trustworthiness (Glesne, 2011), or three points of view 

were used in this study include archival data, participant observations, and an interview.  

 Some limitations to my study include the tension with my outsider-insider status. After 

taking months to become more familiar with the school, the school community became more 

comfortable with my presence; however, there was still an underlying rigidity because of my title 

as researcher.  Also, due to time constraints, there is a lack of parent and community stakeholder 

interviews. Although these limited data are rich, more of the former interviews would have 

enhanced this study.  

Findings: Ethical Conceptions  

 The community at Millennium High School displayed acts of caring through building 

trust, effective communication between parents, students, and faculty and staff, and advisory. 

Immediately when you walk into the school building, there is a distinct feeling of being 

welcome. On a typical morning, an observer is likely to see students, faculty, and staff outside 

and inside the school doors casually talking about their weekend, class assignments, or 

extracurricular events. Instead of a brisk hello and an immediate request to acquire a school pass, 

they are quick to address any visitors to the building in a friendly manner. Of course, for safety 
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purposes, the office manager does eventually issue a visitor pass; however, the request comes 

with a sincere conversation with the visitor.  

 Trust is also gained through developing a clear rapport with students. According to Travis 

Murray, the registrar and National School Lunch Program (NSLP) coordinator, “I feel like they, 

I hope that by being upfront and clear with them, they can trust me to be there support system…I 

think that I also try to hold kids accountable for their daily behavior”. Through the clarity of 

expectations, Travis assisted the students in reminding them that they have a responsibility to 

themselves and the school. This need for the students to keep themselves accountable is also 

displayed by the fact that the school does not have bells to distinguish when classes start or end. 

Through trust, accountability and timeliness is built into the school culture. Similarly, Michele 

Sully, the 9th grade humanities teacher, built rapport and accountability with students by setting 

consistent norms, “we do the whole norm setting…then I stick to them…I refer to them, and I 

follow them… If I say we’re going to do something, we do it…If there’s some reason we’re not 

going to, I always tell them why”. These data are comparable to the Jia et al (2016) findings 

indicating high expectations and student-teacher relationships relate to student success.  

 Steven Wise, the afterschool program coordinator and performing arts teacher, presented 

an ethic of caring by showing students his humanity; more specifically, he prefers “to share with 

them my interests, my desires, why I am here, and why I do what I do so that they can view me 

as a person, not as the Charlie Brown teacher”.  This idea of a Charlie Brown teacher, a nameless 

person squawking at the front of the classroom, does not exist at the school. During my 

classroom observations, all of the teachers were dynamic. They rarely stood at the front of the 

classroom and lectured. In fact, based on the individual needs of their students, most teachers 

were consistently walking around the room to monitor and adjust or they sat with the student. 
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For example, during a math support class, the teacher provided equal time to each student. She 

sat with each student to provide the individualized attention needed to reteach certain 

mathematical concepts.   

 Millennium High School embraced the need for students to feel cared for before they care 

for academics. Like so, Wendy Lin Bradford, the Spanish teacher, explicitly explained the ethic 

of care used with her students, “I can look across the room and tell that someone’s having a hard 

day… many kids need an adult in their life to care. School might be their only resource they have 

for a connect”.  Likewise, Meryl Little, intervention counselor, explained, we “just create a safe 

space for them to not feel judged or, you know, disciplined, or you know, that they’re not 

somehow measuring up”. When a safe space is created, students are able to flourish socially and 

academically.  

 Marisol Jackson, a 12th grade student, elaborated on the ethic of caring and trust between 

the students and the administration. According to Marisol: 

 I think it comes from the subtle and basic ‘hey, how are you doing?’ when you walk in 

 the door. Your principal is there to say hi to you. You are in passing, but at the same 

 time, you know, you don’t listen to earphones in class. I’m still the principal, I’m not  

 your friend. But I respect you. That creates this trust and respect for the administration 

 because they respect you enough to say hello, how are you, and to care about the 

 students in a way that doesn’t seem like they are a principal, but they do their job well. 

In this way, instead of being absent from the school community, the administrators are visible at 

the school. By being active, the students feel cared for by the administrative team.  Comparably, 

Magda Suarez, a 12th grade student, talked about the opportunities to have casual conversations 
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with the administrative team. Through these conversations, she believed trust was developed 

between them.  

 Also, by establishing effective forms of communication between community members, 

the ethic of caring was revealed at Millennium High School. Through the collection of email 

bulletins and social media posts, the school is highly effective at informing the community 

within and outside the building. These communication tools highlight recent and upcoming 

school events, accomplishments, and future school development goals. By keeping the bulletins 

and social media posts current, school news and opportunities are widely dispersed across the 

community. Todd Maryvale, a 12th grade student, confirmed this observation with, “there’s 

constantly emails being sent out from staff to parents talking about upcoming events and things”. 

Kate Hawke, a 12th grade student, verified this and included student communication as well, 

“they communicate really well. They email every student… [for example, if] there’s an 

opportunity [best fit for you], they will specifically email you”. In this way, by consistent email 

communications, similar to Stewart’s (2008) findings, parents are able to influence students’ 

educational activities at home.  

 Also, communication with parents, either directly by teachers or through scheduled 

roundtables, occurred frequently at Millennium High School. According to the 10th grade 

humanities teacher, Brandon Salvador: 

The biggest thing I do is send out weekly updates…One thing I do, just to insure 

 accountability is I send weekly updates out to parents saying this is the content we’ve 

 covered, these are their assignments and due dates, and email me if you have questions. I 

 get a lot of emails from parents later on in the week saying ‘that was so helpful, thank 
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 you so much. I never would have known… [the student] was behind if you hadn’t sent 

 that’…Just taking the time to do that, I think helps a lot.  

In addition, the numerous events at the school connect parents and students. According to 

Steven, “when we meet parents at the back-to-school night or other community events here at the 

school, relationships are established with them…In this way, teachers will communicate directly 

with parents”. Also, Lori Brody, parent and school board member, commented, “I can count on 

the adults. They really care about my kids and are looking out for them. They are going to be as 

excited as I am when she’s in a good college. [They] have been so intentional along the way”. 

Since the school has adapted to the parental need of added support for students, these findings 

are consistent with Rumberger and Palardy (2005), where parents have influence over school 

policies and procedures.  

 Communication with parents and students occurs during annual roundtables. Instead of 

parent-teacher conferences, student roundtables bring together parents, students, faculty, staff, 

and administrators. During roundtables, scheduled throughout and outside of the school day, 

student progress is discussed openly. First and foremost, roundtables focus on what the student is 

doing well and end with suggested refinements. Contrary to traditional parent-teacher 

conferences, participants in the roundtable discussion are equal participants as each member has 

an opportunity to voice his or her successes and/or concerns. According to Brandon: 

It is required that one or both parents are there. In the roundtables…it’s really meant as 

 an affirmation. It is not to spend too much time talking about ‘you’ve go to work on this 

 kid’ or ‘you’ve got to stop doing that.’ It’s meant to just build their confidence and kind 

 of affirm what they are doing. It’s been really great…They come in, bring their families 

 in…As a group, small community, we were able to discuss with the student their 



 144

 learning. And then in the end, there’s a structure to this round table…they end it with 

 kudos. It’s just a cool way to see parents interacting with students, specifically in an 

 academic context. Like, ‘you do a phenomenal job with this’ and ‘I’m really proud of you 

 for doing this and taking that initiative’. 

Anita Wright, a 12th grade student, described roundtables in a comparable way, “and it’s small – 

it’s your advisor and maybe some teachers you invited, your parents and a friend or two. And 

you talk about your growth and what you plan to do for the rest of the year”. Finally, Kate said, 

roundtables are “like a sitting down and understanding where you’re at at this point in time. How 

to improve your next semester, going over work you did in your first semester, and how to look 

doing better next semester”. As such, roundtables are a powerful mechanism to increase student 

success. 

 In addition to the inclusion of faculty and staff in the parental and student emails and 

social media blasts, faculty and staff communicate through division team meetings. During my 

observations, division team meetings consisted of the entire faculty and most of the staff. All of 

the meetings began with positive news from the classrooms or about specific students. Then, 

teachers are given the opportunity to talk about students in need of interventions. As a team, the 

teachers and faculty talk about positive alternatives for that particular student. This time allows 

the teachers to discuss student needs on a case-by-case basis. They are able to discuss whether or 

not these are common or outlier issues and what strategies are effective with the particular 

student. If the interventions discussed occurred in the past over numerous occasions, the student 

is referred to the Student Success Team (SST) for a more intensive plan for intervention. After 

division team meetings occur, the notes are sent to the entire faculty and staff for review.  
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 In addition, the ethic of caring is presented in the form of tri-weekly advisory. Students 

are matched with faculty and/or staff advisors at the onset of their enrollment at Millennium 

High School. Students remain with the same advisor for the duration of their time at the school. 

According to the farm-to-school supervisor, Gail Thompson: 

 Students are grouped into advisories with one teacher, and about 12 to 14 students. They 

 are from all different grades. So having those four grade levels together breaks down 

 those barriers, like you’re in ninth grade, I am in 10th grade, and builds community 

 among  the students in that way. Then through advisory, we do different community 

 events and competitions and things like that that bring the whole school together. 

In addition, Kate elaborated on advisor-student relationship, “we are assigned advisors, so you 

automatically have an authority figure that you can kind of relate to and go to if you are having 

problems”. During my time at Millennium High School, I observed three different advisory 

groups. During all of my observations, the advisory groups acted as families within the larger 

school community.  For example, when observing Steven’s advisory group on the whole school 

trip to the mountains, while we were hiking, a student with mobility issues fell behind the group. 

Almost immediately, the advisory grouped stopped and several students hiked back to be be with 

the student.  

 At Millennium High School, the ethic of critique is explained by the breaking down of 

traditional dimensions of power and privilege, a universal notion of higher student expectations, 

and the inclusion of all learners. Power and privilege routinely occurs in schools through 

traditional hierarchical roles between all community members; however, at Millennium, these 

traditional roles are dismantled.  
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 At the school, in order to distress the adult-student dichotomy, the administrators, faculty, 

and staff are known by their first names. Summer Long, the office manager, elaborated on this 

simple but unique school custom, “I think that demonstrates how this is non-hierarchical. 

Everyone is on the same level – that is more comfortable for the kids”. Also, Nancy Bryant, 

corporate board and community member, stated, the students are “involved with 

everything…That is not a normal in high school. There’s usually this grown ups-kids hierarchy. 

It’s not like that over there. It’s lovely”. Finally, from a student perspective, Anita said, “I feel 

like they don’t treat us like children. They treat us as equals...I’ve bonded with some of my 

teachers. I’ve gone out with some of my teachers outside of school, and I know other students do 

that as well”. Comparable to Lee (2012), teacher-student relationships are effective in increasing 

a nurturing school environment.  

 Also, at Millennium, the power structure between administration and teachers is blurred. 

Correspondingly, Steven said: 

 There is a lot of opportunity for staff to communicate directly to administration their 

 thoughts and opinions and interests and concerns. I have never really felt in the time that 

 I have been here that there has been a division between us, or a kind of an us versus them 

 mentality that I have felt at a previous school. 

In this way, faculty and staff are encouraged to contribute to school decision-making usually 

designated for administrators.  

 In addition, to contribute to the breaking down of traditional power relations, faculty, 

staff, and students have more autonomy at Millennium. Meryl explained, the school “really 

encourages their professionals to act professionally and to pull from their base of knowledge, 

from their own experiences”. Accordingly, Michele said, “things are really different here. It’s a 
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lot freer. You’re not going to have to worry about a lot of the same bureaucratic stuff that you 

have to worry about”. During my observations, autonomy was present within the classroom. 

Since teachers and students were much relaxed, it seemed the faculty enjoyed teaching. Through 

this liberation, the students were able to enjoy learning as their assignments were thoughtful and 

heartfelt. For example, instead of worksheets, students are encouraged to perform mathematical 

equations.  

 Next, a universal notion of high student expectations added to the school’s ethic of 

critique. Travis specified, “I think that [Millennium] holds high expectations of their students. 

We can build in the academic standards - as well as keeping it personalized for the students”.  

Along the same lines, when talking about the importance of health and wellness and student 

success, according to Meryl: 

 It’s really an opportunity to have them be critical thinkers about themselves and their 

 lives. And know that impacts their academic achievement and goals for their future, and 

 on a much more basic level, their personal decision making for themselves and their 

 health. And so we’re really moving in a direction that I’m excited about in terms of 

 integrating the physical health and the mental health of the student within the context of 

 the school setting. To integrate the mind/body in terms of having kids make good 

 decisions about their overall physical health as well. 

Like so, through health and wellness training, the school raised the expectations for students.  In 

addition, through my observations, fully incorporating health and wellness was the annual school 

goal. Classroom activities, such as reading nutrition-based articles and applying them to school 

practices, guest speakers, family nights, and senior service projects were dedicated to the health 

and wellness of the school community.  
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 Related to high student expectations,  the inclusion of all learners is part of the school 

culture. According to Gail, “I’ve seen teachers and administrators make effort every effort to 

accommodate students’ personal needs and to kind of work their whole high school plan around 

what they need”. Also, Travis said: 

 We are not only a school that appeals to a certain group of students who are looking for 

 an honors college or something like that at the high school level. Students who struggle 

 academically or who excel academically fit right in. We are all in the same classroom 

 together. We are not separated by some academic standard or something like that.  

Anita reiterated these former statements with, “I think they’re really good at catering to the 

specific students. I have an IEP and the special education program here is awesome. They really 

try to help the students so they can be successful”. Relatedly, the ethic of justice at Millennium 

High School manifested as significant efforts to develop strong and familial relationship between 

faculty, staff, and student.  

 The deliberate creation of the Millennium school culture is based on acceptance and 

tolerance.  Accordingly, relationship building at the school took precedence. According to 

Summer, the school “fosters a sort of environment that is more comfortable for kids…I think that 

all the teachers seem to take the time to get to know the students”. As such, Brandon said, “I did 

a lot of community building activities at the start of the year. I didn’t start teaching the content 

for two weeks just because I took a lot of time to do things that built relationships with the 

students”.  Steven noted, “The first things that come to mind when I think of city high, are the 

relationships that we are able to establish with kids and a meaningful and deeper away. That is 

first and foremost”. Lastly, Meryl stated: 
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 [The school] is very unique in terms of looking at the whole child…[They] really address 

 the student as a human being in the context of their life and seeing that how they deal 

 with situations now, what they’ve learned, and the way that they’ve learned to deal 

 with situations in their life thus far will impact their life from here on out. And so this is 

 really the opportunity, in the most critical time as they move into adulthood, to get them 

 thinking about – just really thinking about those decisions and why they make those 

 decisions the way that they do. 

During my observations, I noted that school personnel always took the extra step to build and 

maintain student relationships. First, during whole school meetings, teachers sat with their 

advisories and participated in all of the activities. Then, during the whole school retreat, there 

was a student who seemed to not want to hike with the rest of the advisory group, Steven asked 

me to go ahead with the rest of the group. At that time, he stopped to talk with the student one-

to-one. Shortly after, the student joined the rest of the advisory group.  

 The students agree relationship building between the administration, faculty, staff, and 

students was a priority at the school. Anita said, “we look up to some of the teachers…They try 

to interact with us basically like adults and not as children. And that’s really important to me”. 

Along the same lines, Sally, a 12th grade student, noted, “I think that there’s a less formal and 

more friendly relationship between faculty and students”. These findings are consistent with the 

former empirical work on student-teacher relationships.  

 Tolerance and acceptance is built into the culture at Millennium High School. 

Administrators, faculty, staff, and students are free to express their authentic selves. During my 

observation, a fire drill occurred. While I was standing outside, I watched the students exit the 

building. Students with unique hair cuts, color, tattoos, piercings, and clothing style poured into 
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the streets of downtown. I experienced a feeling of contentment. Millennium High School 

successfully developed a school culture where youth were openly able to express themselves 

without fear of repercussions.  

 To crystallize my observations, Michele said, “You’re not fighting here. You’re not 

bullying students here. You’re not defacing property because that’s not our culture”. Also, 

Brandon noted: 

 There’s really a culture of acceptance…it really teaches a culture of tolerance. And that 

 it’s a safe place for the queer population. There’s a really large queer population here, 

 LGBTQ+ population…there is a really a large presence of this population there – like a 

 staggering percentage of transgendered students. And that’s never been something that 

 I’ve seen that students get teased about or harassed. It’s not something that people should 

 ever have to experience, but it’s the culture of a lot of big schools. 

Likewise, Marisol stated: 

 I know this is a safe place for a lot of trans or queer or LGBTQ people. This is really 

 something when you think about [the school], people think about a safe place. You can 

 look around at our walls. This is a safe haven. We have lots of different things that are 

 here just in place to make people feel comfortable. Like we have an LGBTQ club after 

 school. Anytime anything homophobic is said or something that could be taken offensive 

 it’s immediately addressed. If it comes from another student, everyone else will correct 

 them. And that’s good to know. That people are looking out for each other even if you 

 have different orientations or different skin colors. We all make sure that we have the 

 ability to try not to offend people. 
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Lastly, according to Todd, the school “is a very safe place compared to other schools…I just feel 

like everyone can kind of just be themselves and not have to worry about how other people treat 

them or things like that”. By establishing a positive school climate, as a whole, the school 

community embraces a sense of belongingness.  

 Millennium High School exceled at incorporating an ethic of community while honoring 

the idea of communities of difference. An ethic of community was apparent in the collaboration 

between the administrative team, faculty, staff, students, parents/guardians, and other community 

stakeholders.  

 There is a definite sense of community when you enter Millennium High School. The 

entranceway and foyer contained student art work, school accomplishments, school history, and 

friendly faces. As a researcher, I visited frequently and was welcomed to observe and participate 

in all of the school events. During my interviews, the faculty and students agreed the school had 

an unequivocal sense of community. Brandon said, “one of my favorite things is that sense of 

community that is present in the classroom with the students… Everyone knows each other at 

this grade level. I see freshmen and seniors regularly hanging out”. Travis agreed, “I like that 

everyone knows each other…You know that parent. You know the family”. According to 

Megan: 

 It’s a real community and the teachers are easy to talk to. They’re understanding, more so 

 than – compared to what I’ve been through at other public schools. And people just have 

 more time for you in general. They’re more willing to help and help you be successful. 

 So, I really like that. They try harder to make this school more of community and less of 

 like ‘ok, you’re in for four years and then you’re out. No one really gets to know your 

 name.’ 
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Lastly, when talking about the community, Marisol commented, the school is a place “where 

you’re not just a number, you’re not just a statistic…you’re welcomed by the principal, the 

school, and the teachers and you’re not just here to go to school, you’re here to be a part of your 

community”. Likewise, Printy (2008) elaborates on the synergy between leadership and teachers 

leading to opportunities for growth.  

 Community is built with collaborative efforts. As such, the faculty collaborate frequently 

at Millennium. When comparing Millennium to past public school positions where he knew very 

few colleagues, Steven said, “I was very insulated and isolated in that school environment. I 

don't really think that that happens at all here. I think it’s really difficult to be a teacher that 

isolates yourself in this environment”. Also, according to Brandon, “this is an extremely 

collaborative environment. I’m all the time working with [Michele] with the freshman teacher 

and we’re coordinating. Just sharing what we’re planning to make sure nothing overlaps and to 

try to go sequentially”.  Similar to Lai (2015), teacher involvement in communities of practice 

leads to school capacity building.  

 In addition to faculty cooperation, the students are included in collaborative efforts. 

During my observations, I examined student voice committee. The intention of student voice 

committee is similar to a traditional student council; however, one distinguishing factor is the 

student committee members have the opportunity to review new school policies. For instance, 

the assistant principal, Dean, brought the new cell phone policy to a weekly meeting. The 

proposed cell phone policy was typical. It addressed times of use, classroom expectations, 

emergencies, implementation, etiquette, and consequences. During discussions over the policy, 

students expressed their concerns over millennial cultural differences, including the phone as a 

learning tool, as a non-distractor, and as an emergency contact device.  As a result of this 
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meeting, the cell phone policy was amended to include cell phone use in certain situations and 

under teacher discretion. To crystallize my observation, Meryl said, “we give the kids a real 

strong voice here…coming from more traditional schools where kids are disciplined in a way 

that they don’t really have the opportunity to be heard is not how we operate…we try and create 

respectful communication”. In this way, students are given a legitimized voice in the school 

community.  

 Finally, parents/guardians and other community stakeholders are included in the 

collaborative school environment. First, parents/guardians and community stakeholders are 

included on the school and corporate boards. When explaining the annual strategic plan, Barbara 

Griffey, community and corporate board member, stated, “we involved all the staff and some 

parents and some community and some students. And what came out of that was a six priority 

area of wellness. Which the board would never have thought of actually”. In addition, there is a 

family board. According to Mary Fallon, parent and school board member, the family board is: 

 The hands on piece where [the parents] facilitate…We actually have a parent committee, 

 a booth fair, we do special meals to recognize our teachers [on] appreciation days. We do 

 general maintenance. We’ve had rummage sales and cleaning out the building next door. 

 Anything that really comes up where the families will put out a request and the families 

 can get involved from more of a kind of a hands on approach. 

In addition to the boards, the school holds family nights weekly. During my observations, the 

planned activities included: healthy cooking demonstrations, student art shows, college nights, 

and family yoga events. Depending on the event, attendance varied; however, there was always 

more than 10 family night participants.   
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 A common mistake is treating school communities as homogenous entities; however, at 

Millennium High School, by using innovative, student-initiated programming and specific 

tailoring to meet student needs, the community is recognized for their differences. According to 

Travis: 

 [The school is] constantly working on innovating their program and keeping up with and 

 trying to meet the needs of [students], or how to educate. As opposed to catching up to or 

 something like that. In that regard, on the one hand, it feels like we are on the forefront 

 and on the other hand it feels like we’re always learning. So…maybe it is sort of like it’s 

 own learning laboratory. So that sounds exciting as far as innovation. That we are always 

 trying to tune or change what we’re doing in a way that we will continue to improve on 

 what was established by the school originally.  

In addition, the afterschool program sought to appeal to the wide array of students. Thus, the 

programs change annually based solely on student interest. Marisol commented, “if a student is 

passionate about something, they can go to administration or a teacher and they can say this is 

what I want to do and try to get a sponsor”. This school year some of the activities are: culinary, 

yoga, music, farm crew, theater, student voice, gay-straight alliance, and dance.  

 Millennium High School made strategic efforts to tailor to the needs of their students. 

When describing school assets, Barbara explained, the strength is “considering every student to 

be unique and fostering each students’ talents according to their needs”.  Brandon supported this 

statement with, “we tailor the lessons to their needs and their abilities”. Also, Wendy 

commented, “the teaching is much more organic, and it’s very personal”. The individualization 

based on student needs is foundational in transformative school communities.  
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Developing a Transformative Modern School Community 

 Transformative leaders seek to develop schools as communities. By practicing power-

with techniques, the school community, including administrators, teachers, staff, students, 

parents/guardians, and other community stakeholders, are involved in school decision-making, 

events, and opportunities. Through the use of ethics of care, critique, justice, and community in 

educational practice, Millennium High School built a school community.  

 Through continuity, dialogue, and trust, the ethic of care is best described as the building 

and maintaining of relationships. Continuity is established at the school by the development of a 

clear rapport with students. By setting clear expectations, accountability measures, and norms, 

the administrators, faculty, staff, and students are responsible to themselves and the larger school 

community. Through dialogue revealing their humanity, comparable Printy’s (2008) findings, 

the administrators, teachers, and staff are creating synergetic administrator-teacher-staff and 

student-teacher relationships. These relationships are critical to creating authentic teaching and 

learning in the classroom. In this way, the adults demonstrated caring for the students; in turn, 

the students became invested in the school community.  

 Similar to the findings by Maxwell (2016), Millennium High School establishes authentic 

relationships through the means of effective communication and contact between all school 

community members. As a result, trust among the modern school community ensures. Without 

bureaucratic barriers, the administrators, faculty, and staff communicate regularly through email, 

SST, and division team meetings, Furthermore, since the administrators, faculty and staff are 

involved with the families on a regular basis, parents/guardians expressed trust in the adults on 

the campus to work for the benefit of their children.  
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 Next, at the school, the ethic of critique dismantled historical barriers related to 

schooling, such as the undoing of hierarchical power and privilege. At Millennium, the 

traditional student-adult hierarchy is stripped away. Faculty, staff, and students agreed that 

student voice is built into the school culture. In addition, faculty, staff, and student autonomy 

contributed to the pleasantness at the school. It was refreshing to see these community members 

enjoy being together within the confines of the confines of the school building. Also, regardless 

of academic levels and due to the presence of atypical physical and mental wellness curriculum, 

high expectations for all students was embedded within the school. Relatedly, the inclusion of all 

learners into the general education classroom was indicative of the premeditation of 

accommodations for all students’ needs.  

 The ethic of justice contributed to community responsiveness, in the forms of 

relationship-building and social acceptance and tolerance. Similar to Jia, Konold, and Cornell’s 

(2016) findings where high academic expectations and other qualities of the school climate result 

in student persistence, the extended efforts to develop familial relationships between community 

members resulted in a comfortable environment for the school community. Unlike most schools, 

the adults interact with the students in a less formal and friendly way.  In addition, acceptance 

and tolerance were norms at Millennium High School. Regardless of race, ethnicity, class, 

gender, language, ability, and/or sexual orientation, administrators, faculty, staff, and students 

were free to be proud of their individualism.  

 Following, the ethic of community with a focus on community differences was 

processional and apparent at the school. Faculty, staff, and students commented on the sense of 

community found at the school. Through shared experiences, they talked about everyone 

knowing each other, being understanding, approachable, and supportive. Also, there was 
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evidence of collaboration between all school community members. Related to Rumberger & 

Palardy (2005), participation by parents/guardians and other stakeholders at the school results in 

significant influence on school and academic policies; as such, the additions of student voice 

committee, the boards, including school, corporate, and family, and family nights provided 

platforms for extending community voice to uncommon stakeholders, such as students, 

parents/guardians, and other community members. Therefore, through actions inspired by TLP 

and the ethics of care, critique, justice, and community, Millennium High School turned a school 

into an advanced community.  

 Lastly, although the school community is well developed, I recommend the school make 

efforts to recruit and retain a more diversified faculty, staff, and student population. The 

structural diversity of an institution, or the enrollment of racial/ethnic students, impacts the 

overall campus climate.  When an institution has a predominantly White student population, this 

impacts the availability and opportunity for students of diverse racial and ethnic backgrounds to 

interact on a regular basis. Hurtado (1992) reports “when students feel that they are valued and 

the faculty and administrators are devoted to their development, they are less likely to report 

racial/ethnic tension on campus” (as cited in Hurtado et al., 1998, p. 287). Likewise, according to 

Chang, Astin, & Kim (2004) “cross-racial interaction plays a key role in achieving educational 

benefits associated with racial diversity” (p. 530). However, diversity is not the mere presence of 

students from various racial and ethnic backgrounds, it incorporates much more than that. When 

the institution values diversity, there is a well-articulated plan to create opportunities, encourage, 

and maximize cross-racial interaction (Chang, Astin, Kim, 2004). Therefore, strategic planning 

to recruit and retain a more diversified faculty, staff, and student population is necessary to 

enhance the culture of inclusivity at Millennium High School.   
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 In sum, Millennium High School is a model for other educational institutions to develop 

schools as communities. By utilizing power-with techniques with the greater school community, 

school administrators will reach alternative pathways to school leadership. In this way, the the 

administrative team, teacher, faculty, staff, students, parents/guardians, and other stakeholders 

are contributing to a sustainable school community through community-centric actions. Thus, 

traditional school leadership practices are being challenged as the needs, values, and voices of 

the entire school community are legitimized.  My recommendation for future research is to 

investigate similar schools with attention to transformative, including transformational, 

educative, ethical, and critical lenses, school communities.  
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Table 6.1: Study Participants 

 

 

School Community Member 

 

Role(s) at Millennium High School                                                

Sara Thomas Executive Director, former Principal, Co-founder 

Charles Hill Principal, Co-founder 

Yolanda Wright Director of College Access, Co-founder 

Dean Smith Assistant Principal, Dean of Students 

Michele Sully Humanities Teacher, 9th Grade 

Brandon Salvador Humanities Teacher, 10th Grade 

Wendy Lin Bradford Spanish Teacher 

Michael Johnson Support Services Lead Teacher 

Steven Wise Afterschool Program Coordinator, Performing Arts 

Teacher 

Tracy Sanders Support Services Coach 

Gail Thompson Farm-to-School Supervisor 

Meryl Little Intervention Counselor 

Travis Murray Registrar, NLSP Coordinator 

Summer Long Office Manager 

Nancy Bryant Corporate Board Member, Community Member 

Barbara Griffey Corporate Board Member, Community Member 

Mary Fallon School Board Member, Parent 

Lori Brody School Board Member, Parent 

Monique Fallon Student, 10th Grade 

Sally Brody Student, 12th Grade 

Jesse Martin Student, 12th Grade 

Magda Suarez Student, 12th Grade 

Todd Maryvale Student, 12th Grade 

Megan Talbot Student, 12th Grade 

Anita Wright Student, 12th Grade 

Kate Hawke Student, 12th Grade 

Marisol Jackson Student, 12th Grade 
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