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Abstract: Leading efforts to change the culture of schooling is arguably one of the most complex and multifaceted enterprises 
facing school district superintendents. These chief executive officers are examined in this case study provide an example of how a 
group of educators struggled to achieve such a professional learning community. Their efforts provide important insight into the 
nature of leadership that is at once top down and bottom up; constant and changing and involves individual as well as 
organizational learning. In this context, leaders define themselves first and foremost as learners. These qualities also suggest that 
the next generation of leaders should be selected from among promising individuals inclined to work in collaborative ways and 
willing to persist over time to change the culture of schooling and improve the quality of education.   
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I. INTRODUCTION 
 
During the past several decades, widespread concern 
for the adequacy of public education in nations 
concerned with their respective futures in the global 
economy. A wide array of national policy initiatives 
have been directed towards improving the quality of 
education that are attempting to seek a balance 
between preserving unique cultural traditions as well 
as challenging conventional assumptions about how 
we educate the next generation of knowledge 
workers. In many instances reformers have called for 
fundamentally altering the manner in which schools 
are structured, managed, and governed and in settings 
characterized by protracted efforts to reform education 
emphasis of public policy shifted from accountability, 
to teacher professionalism, and more recently to more 
complex issues associated with school principals’ role 
in creating new school cultures to enhance teacher 
quality and student learning. Consequently, interest in 
principals’ role in creating professional learning 
communities and more harmonious school cultures 
increased.  
 
Concurrent with these reform initiatives scholars have 
observed an important change in the field of 
educational administration with regard how the 
profession organizes and uses knowledge. In 
developing a knowledge base for the field, Halpin 
(1957) and Boyan (1988) provided a schema that 
emphasized organizational, managerial, and 
environmental aspects of administrators’ work. More 
recently however, Murphy and Louis (1999) departed 
from this conventional arrangement in several 
important ways. Organizational, managerial, and 
environmental aspects, once prime organizers, were 
subsumed within broader discussions of leadership 
for school reform, new patterns of governance, and 
the core technology of teaching and student learning. 

This shift also offers an alternative view on how 
knowledge is used. For example, rather than 
principals simply "knowing about" schools they were 
asked to acquire knowledge and skills needed to 
change schools or "knowing for" school 
improvement. Although this shift reflects the field’s 
evolution from a theory-orientation to a knowledge-
practice alignment, Björk, Lindle & Van Meter 
(1999) believe that changes in the context of 
schooling and issues facing school leaders will push 
discourse beyond the pragmatist notion of knowing 
how to improve schools to a constructivist view of 
"knowing why" reforms are needed.  
 
This dramatic change in knowledge use is evident in 
the United States during the past several decades. For 
example, during the first wave of educational reform 
(1982-1986), public demand for accountability 
underscored the importance of formal knowledge or 
knowing about administrators’ work. Consequently 
craft knowledge focused primarily on knowing for 
managing, performance standards, and improving 
schools. During the second wave of educational 
reform (1986-1989), expectations for schools and 
district leaders changed concomitantly as policy 
makers shifted emphasis from organizational 
efficiency and management issues to student learning, 
teacher professionalism, and decentralization.  These 
policy initiatives underscored the importance of 
superintendents’ educational and instructional 
leadership roles (Björk, 1993). Thus, knowing how to 
improve learning, teaching, and student performance, 
as well as distributing leadership and generating 
broad-based community support became increasingly 
prominent aspects of principals work expectations. 
The third wave of educational reform (1989-2001) 
reflected policy makers concern for the nation’s 
changing social contexts (Björk, Lindle, & Van 
Meter, 1999). As a consequence, notions that all 
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children can learn and that no child should be 
academically left behind redefined how policy 
makers assessed school performance. Emphasis on 
bridging the achievement gap between Caucasian 
students and students of color brought attention to the 
need for making fundamental changes in teaching 
strategies, providing support services to children and 
families, including parents and teachers in school 
governance, distributing leadership, and building 
professional communities in schools.  
 
These reform initiatives underscored the importance 
of the role of public schools in sustaining the nation’s 
social, economic, and political vitality to remain 
competitive in a global economy. As a consequence, 
expectations for principals to act as transformational 
leaders reflected changing public views that 
underscored the importance of schools being caring 
organizations concerned for the well being and 
education of all children. In these contexts, 
principals’ work is now guided by “knowing why” 
schools are linked to student learning and enhancing 
participation of teachers, parents, and community 
citizens in school affairs (Starratt, 1995). As 
transformational leaders, principals are expected to 
articulate and affirm the purpose of schooling, reflect 
on how well or how poorly students are served, 
affirm school bureaucratic structures yet find 
opportunities to enhance teacher quality and student 
learning particularly through nurturing professional 
learning communities. 
 
II. REVIEW OF LITERATURE 
 
The critical importance of school and district leaders 
in creating professional learning communities cannot 
be overstated. In this section we review the relevant 
literature on how school leaders can nurture 
professional learning communities in their systems 
and schools. Important concepts regarding 
transactional, transformational and distributed 
leadership are briefly discussed the have a direct 
bearing on professional learning community 
practices. It is to the literature base on 
transformational leadership that we turn first. 
 
2.1 Transactional and Transformational 
Leadership 
Transactional leadership, is a characteristic of the 
industrial contexts. Rost (1991) offered a definition of 
transactional leadership as “an authority relationship 
between a least one manager and one subordinate 
who coordinate their activities to produce and sell 
particular goods and/or services” (p. 145). In this 
sense transactional leadership is focused on the 
contingent transaction between leader and follower, 
or the exchange of service for reward. Transactional 
leaders manage organizations by explaining what is 
required of their followers in exchange for their work 
or contribution to the organization. Researchers have 

characterized transactional leadership in terms of 
contingent-reward, management by exception, and 
laissez-faire leader behaviors (Bass, 1998).   
 
Transformational leadership, on the other hand, is a 
characteristic of the post industrial school of 
leadership (Rost, 1991) and has been the object of 
research in a wide range of educational, industrial, 
and military settings for the last several decades 
(Bass, 1999; Burns, 1978; Sergiovanni, 1999). 
Introducing the notion of transformational leadership, 
Burns (1978) described transforming leaders as 
“persons concerned critically with values, purposes, 
ends that transcend immediate practical needs” (p. 
141). Further, Burns explained that transformational 
leadership is characterized by a leader’s blending of 
analytical and normative ideas, bringing them to bear 
upon their unique contexts. Later, Bass (1990) added, 
“transformational leaders inspire, energize, and 
intellectually stimulate their employees” (p. 1). Rost 
(1991), building upon and extending the work of 
Burns (1978), proposed establishing a new school of 
leadership that fit post-industrial contexts. He defined 
transformational leadership as, “an influence 
relationship among leaders and followers who intend 
real changes that reflect their mutual purposes” (p. 
102).    
 
2.2 Professional Learning Communities 
 
The construct of the professional learning community 
is an adaptation of what Senge (1990) defined as the 
learning organization (Boyd & Hord, 1994). 
Professional learning community describes an 
organization where people continuously seek to 
expand their capacity to create desired results through 
the integration of new learning into regular practice 
(Senge, 1999). A professional learning community is 
different from the learning organization in that it 
focuses specifically upon how interactions among 
professional educators within a school setting (Boyd 
& Hord, 1994).  
 
Early research into the construct indicated that, in 
schools where high levels of professional community 
were present, teachers were characterized as 
innovative, full of energy and enthusiastic, and were 
supportive of one another’s professional learning 
(Smylie & Hart, 1999). Later researchers added to 
this knowledge base and further confirmed that the 
presence of strong professional community in schools 
can enhance teachers’ ability to deliver effective, 
authentic instruction and can result in increased levels 
of student learning (Bryk, Camburn, & Louis, 1997; 
Hord, 1997; Smylie & Hart, 1999). 
 
Specific cultural elements of a professional learning 
community include (a) whole staff involvement, (b) 
shared vision and values, (c) shared focus on student 
learning, (d) reflective dialogue, (e) collaborative 
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practice (DuFour & Eaker, 1998; Hord, 1997; 
Scribner, Hager, & Warne, 2002; Smylie & Hart, 
1999). Louis, et al. (1996) effectively described the 
synthesis effect of strong professional community 
when they wrote, “By collaborating on common 
objectives, sharing developmental activities and 
concerns, and reflecting together on the technical 
aspects of their teaching, teachers come to own in 
common the consequences of their joint work for 
students’ intellectual progress” (p. 180). 
 
III. RESEARCH METHODS 
 
Qualitative research methods, particularly those 
associated with longitudinal case studies, were used 
to gain an in depth understanding of a school district 
superintendent’s role in creating a professional 
learning community. These data collection techniques 
produced a contextually rich knowledge description of 
events (Cresswell, 2008; Guba & Lincoln, 1981) 
during a ten-year period (2006-2016) of the 
perspectives of individuals who participated in creating 
a new high school (Denzin & Lincoln, 1994; Miles & 
Huberman, 1994).   
 
Several data sources were used to develop a 
descriptive narrative of events including official 
documents (memoranda, letters, district-level 
reports), and informal and semi-structured interviews 
with key individuals including the superintendent, the 
principal, assistant principals, and teachers. 
Triangulation methods (Denzin, 1970; Kirk & Miller, 
1986) enhanced the validity and reliability of data 
reported. The identity of individuals, dates and places 
have been masked to ensure anonymity. The case 
study approach proved a powerful way to develop the 
"analytical, conceptual, and categorical components 
from the data itself" (Filstead, 1979, p. 33).   
 
IV. FINDINGS 
 
Transformational and Transactional Leadership: 
Bass (1990) observed that transformational leaders 
inspire, energize, and intellectually stimulate their 
employees. In addition, a number of scholars 
articulate strategies used by transformative leaders to 
stimulate and reinforce cultural change in school and 
district cultures including staff development, sharing 
power, communicating desirable organizational 
norms and values to teachers as well as building their 
capacity to achieve new organizational goals 
(Leithwood, 1999; Leithwood & Jantzi, 1990; Bass, 
1990). It is important to note that transformational 
leaders also possess a greater knowledge of school 
and district processes than their more transactional 
(management-oriented) counterparts and tend to 
facilitate collaborative school cultures, nurture 
professionalism, and develop problem-solving 
capacities among school staff members (Leithwood, 
1993; Leithwood & Steinbach,  1993).  

Although these characteristics of transformative 
leaders were observed in this longitudinal study, 
findings indicate that the success at establishing a 
professional learning community included their being 
present in successive superintendents and principals. 
In addition, case study observations affirm Rost’s 
(1991) point that transactional and transformational 
leadership are not mutually exclusive but 
complimentary qualities needed for effective 
management and leadership in districts and schools 
engaged in developing professional learning 
communities. In other words, good management 
practices contribute to stability and a level of 
confidence needed for individuals to envision and enact 
professional communities and communities of learners.  
 
Top-down and Bottom-up Leadership. The notion of 
that leaders draw upon the knowledge and expertise 
of others at every level of the district or school is a 
characteristic of their effectiveness (Deal & Peterson, 
1999; Elmore, 2000; Gronn, 2002). Senge (2000) 
notes that effective leadership emerges from 
influence patterns among formal and informal leaders 
in a professional learning community and that, in 
order to sustain continuous and meaningful change, 
leadership must come from three sources including: 
teachers, building principals, coordinators, and 
directors; and district superintendents.   
 
It is evident that successive superintendents and school 
leaders in Jessamine County demonstrated their ability 
to tap into leadership at all levels of the organization 
and that transformational leadership was multi-
dimensional and multi-directional. In other words, 
leadership involved utilizing the skills of a wide 
spectrum of administrators, staff, and teachers. 
Consequently leadership as a pattern of influence was 
simultaneously a top down, a bottom up, and a lateral. 
Superintendents in the case study clearly exhibited a 
shared vision for change, inspired by top-level policy 
makers and executive leadership over time and across 
changes in board membership and superintendents. 
Board members were committed to selecting leaders 
who would support and nurture change throughout the 
entire school system and into the broader community. 
In addition, school principals were careful to identify 
and nurture individuals and groups at the school level in 
an effort to build the capacity for leadership within their 
schools. As a consequence, these sustained and focused 
efforts contributed to building the capacity of Jessamine 
County schools to work as and towards a community of 
learners.  
 
Constancy and Change.  As Senge (2000) notes, 
influence patterns among formal and informal leaders 
(principals and teachers) in a professional learning 
community are dynamic, multidimensional as well as 
multidirectional however, to sustain change they must 
also persist or be constant over time. Observations of 
school leaders in Jessamine County during the 15-year 
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period (1988-2003) suggest that leadership directed 
towards creating and sustaining a professional learning 
community was characterized by both constancy and 
change. This was facilitated by actions of the school 
board. When hiring superintendents, board members 
held specific expectations that would continue the work 
of the previous superintendent. This commitment 
contributed to building a sense of continuity throughout 
the district and established the trust necessary to keep 
the school district moving in a desired, positive 
direction. In addition, as professional learning 
communities benefited from superintendent holding 
specific expectations for successive principals to ensure 
continuity of efforts to create professional learning 
communities.  
 
Consistency of Leadership Over Time. Widespread 
belief of the importance of leadership to improving 
schools has been the topic of intense discussion, 
debate, and speculation by scholars and practitioners 
for the past several decades. Foster’s (1986) notion 
that leadership resides within a community of 
workers who share beliefs in its collective goals and 
practices provides a useful framework for explaining 
the importance of maintaining these relationships 
over time. Rost (1991) defined transformational 
leadership as “an influence relationship among 
leaders and followers who intend real changes that 
reflect their mutual purposes” (p. 102). In the context 
of rapid growth and increasing academic accountability, 
community leaders and school board members realized 
that change was necessary, and began to make 
important commitments to facilitate change in the 
district. One of the most significant aspect of 
establishing a professional learning community were 
decisions made by the school board to deliberately 
seek out and hire superintendents who’s beliefs aligned 
with expectations to establish a professional learning 
community and improve schools. These same 
expectations emanated form the superintendent when 
hiring successive principals as well as their expectations 
for hiring new teachers. This ensured continuity, 
consistency, and commitment to creating and sustaining 
professional learning communities in schools over a 
fifteen-year period. We observed that changing the 
fabric of the organization’s culture requires a 
commitment to the notion of community, relational 
leadership, learning, and persistence over time (Schein, 
199; Senge, 1999). 
 
Professional Learning. The concept of a 
organizational learning emerged from Senge’s (1990) 
and Boyd and Hord’s (1994) discussion of 
individuals continuously seeking to enhance their 
capacity to achieve desired outcomes through 
incorporating new learning into practice (Senge, 
1999). A professional learning community however, 
is different from the learning organization in that it 
focuses specifically upon patterns of interactions 
among educators within a school setting (Boyd & 

Hord, 1994) and the presence of cultural elements 
including whole staff involvement, shared vision and 
values, common focus on student learning, reflective 
dialogue, and collaborative practice (DuFour & 
Eaker, 1998). These authors underscore the 
importance of school leaders attending to both 
individual and collective learning to achieve personal 
as well as organizational goals.  
 
Leaders as Learners. Senge (1999) emphasized that 
leaders of learning organizations must also embody the 
characteristics of a learner. Transformational leaders in 
Jessamine County (board members, superintendents, 
principals, and teachers) saw themselves as learners 
first and leaders second.  In this regard, they served as 
role models who were committed to their own learning 
and self-mastery (Senge, 1990). They recognized that 
individual learning and professional development was 
good for them and the education system. Such a 
realization, nurtured an environment within the 
Jessamine County school system where it is safe for 
individuals to take risks, to learn, and to share that 
learning with others. This environment allowed 
individuals to pursue their own self-mastery as learners 
in a community, and to share that learning with 
colleagues openly, as a learning community. 
 
CONCLUSION 
 
Launching and sustain educational reform initiatives 
has been one of the most challenging aspects of school 
district superintendents’ roles. During the last decade it 
has become increasingly evident that to improve the 
education of children chief executive officers (CEOs) 
have to create a culture of learning throughout the 
organization. Approaching change through altering the 
culture of schooling is arguably one of the most 
complex and multifaceted enterprises facing district 
superintendents and principals. They are examples of 
how one group of educators struggled to achieve such a 
professional learning community and their experiences 
provide insight into the nature of leadership and how it 
may be described as being simultaneously top down 
and bottom up; constant and changing yet focused on 
organizational learning. In this reform context district 
and school-level leaders define themselves first and 
foremost as learners and may provide insight into the 
characteristics that may be sought out and nurtured in 
the next generation of leaders.  
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