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Setting the Scene



Introduction

Alma Harris

The field of school leadership is currently preoccupied with the idea of distributed
leadership. Few ideas, it seems, have provoked as much attention, debate and con-
troversy. Whatever your position on distributed leadership, and you cannot fail to
have one, it is irrefutable that distributed leadership has become the leadership idea
of the moment. Yet, it is an idea that can be traced back as far as the mid 20s and
possibly earlier. So why the interest?

Part of the answer can be found in a move away from theorizing and empirical
enquiry focused on the single leader. This shift has undoubtedly been fuelled by
structural changes, within schools and across school systems that have resulted in al-
ternative models or forms of leadership practice. Evidence highlights how those oc-
cupying formal leadership positions are increasingly recognizing the limitations of
existing structural arrangements to secure organizational growth and transformation
(Fullan et al., 2007; Harris et al., 2008; Chapman et al., 2008). As a consequence,
many heads and principals are actively restructuring, realigning and redesigning
leadership practice in their school (Harris, 2008). While the terminology to describe
such changes varies, the core principle is one of extending or sharing leadership
practice.

While scholars have long argued for the need to move beyond those at the top
of organizations in order to examine leadership (Barnard, 1968; Katz and Kahn,
1966) until relatively recently, much of the school leadership literature has tended
to focus upon the head or the principal. The growth of what Gronn (2003) has termed
“greedy work” in schools has undoubtedly contributed to a renewed and pragmatic
interest in sharing leadership responsibility. Teacher leadership, student leadership
and community leadership, previously overshadowed because of the dominance
of more traditional forms of leadership, are now receiving much greater attention
(Wilmore, 2007).

While many organizational theorists spent most of the twentieth century explor-
ing the variations and consequences of hierarchies, interest has now moved to a
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4 A. Harris

consideration of peer based relations, interactions and co-leadership (Heckscher,
2007). Interest in collaborative systems, reflected in both the management literature
and the academic social sciences literature, is best exemplified by the explosion of
interest in complexity science and network theory. From a complexity perspective
those in formal leadership positions “emphasize the management of independen-
cies” and are primarily concerned with rich networks of relationships rather than
“controls over process or outcomes” (Leithwood et al., 2009a: 7).

Network theory is similarly concerned with interdependencies and the distribu-
tion of power across complex systems. As Wheatley notes (1998: 164) nothing
exists independent of its relationships, whether looking at subatomic particles or
human affairs. This position implies that maximizing interconnections and interac-
tions among organizational members is more likely to result in positive growth and
development. Organisational learning theory and theories of distributed cognition
assume that existing capacities of individual members can be enhanced through
social interaction and connecting sources.

Distributed cognition views a system as a set of representations, and models the
interchange of information between these representations. Hutchins (1995) empha-
sizes the interdependence of the individual and highlights how human activity is
widely distributed across a complex system. His work also emphasizes the power of
lateral agency, understood as the potential for change and learning to emerge in a
horizontal as well as a vertical direction.

It is possible for a team to organize its behavior in an appropriate sequence without there
being a global script or plan anywhere in the system. Each member only needs to know
what to do when certain conditions are produced in the environment. (Hutchings, 1963: 24)

Distributed cognition suggests that capacities are distributed throughout the so-
cial and material conditions of the organization and that they are fluid rather than
fixed. The implication here is that making better use of existing capacities, including
leadership, within in the organization is likely to result in some advantage. From
this perspective, distributing leadership is more likely to have a positive impact on
the organization if it is aligned to the contours of expertise and the provision of
conditions that support social learning.

Jim Spillane’s highly influential and groundbreaking work on distributed lead-
ership theory draws heavily upon distributed cognition and social learning theory
(Spillane et al., 2001). Distributed cognition is largely concerned with sources and
patterns of influence that occur within organizations. Using this theoretical position,
Spillane et al., (2004) suggests that a distributed perspective on leadership has two
aspects: the leader plus aspect and the practice aspect. Drawing on distributed cog-
nition theory, Spillane (2006: 19) argues that a distributed perspective necessitates
understanding how aspects of the situation enable and constrain leadership practice
and thereby contribute to defining it. Distributed leadership is a lens to understand
leadership practice; it is a conceptual and analytical framework for studying leader-
ship interaction.

Others in the field take a different perspective on distributed leadership ranging
across the normative, descriptive, predictive and discursive. Indeed, the popularity


