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Abstract: This systematic review explores the role of distributed leadership in promoting innovative practices in educational settings
and its impact on school performance. Distributed leadership, characterized by shared responsibility and collaboration among various
stakeholders, is increasingly recognized as a vital framework for addressing the complexities of modern education. This study delves into
the literature to identify innovative practices associated with distributed leadership, highlighting their differences from traditional
leadership models. The research also examines the challenges of implementing distributed leadership and offers practical

recommendations for school leaders and policymakers.

Keywords: Distributed leadership; Innovative practices; School performance; emerging educational practices

1. Introduction

Education is constantly evolving to meet the dynamic needs
of the 21st century, necessitating innovative approaches to
leadership and pedagogy. In this context, the concept of
distributed leadership has emerged as a promising
framework that challenges traditional hierarchical structures
in educational institutions. Distributed leadership entails the
collective and collaborative engagement of various
stakeholders in leadership functions, transcending formal
titles and positions. This paradigm shift recognizes that
leadership is not confined to a solitary individual but is
dispersed throughout the organization, capitalizing on the
wealth of expertise and skills present among educators.

As educational systems grapple with complex challenges
ranging from technological advancements to diverse student
needs, the adoption of innovative practices becomes
imperative. Innovative educational practices cover a wide
spectrum, including pedagogical strategies, technological
integration, data-informed decision-making, personalized
learning, and inclusive education approaches. These
innovations have the potential to create dynamic, student-
centered learning environments that better prepare learners
for an ever-changing world.

This systematic review endeavors to explore the intricate
interplay between distributed leadership and innovative
educational practices within the context of school
performance. It aims to shed light on how distributed
leadership fosters innovative initiatives, the nature of these
practices, and the impact they have on school performance.
By critically examining the existing literature and
synthesizing key findings, this study seeks to provide
valuable insights for educators, school leaders, and
policymakers seeking to navigate the transformative
landscape of education.

2. Literature Survey

Distributed Leadership in the Educational Context

Distributed leadership, also known as shared or collaborative
leadership, arises from the idea that leadership does not
reside in a single person but is dispersed among multiple
individuals within an organisation (Spillane, 2006). This
approach recognises that leadership is a collective endeavour
where various stakeholders, regardless of their formal titles,
play vital roles in the leadership process (Harris, 2008).The
central tenet of distributed leadership is that it's not about
delegating tasks but rather about maximizing the expertise
and capabilities found throughout an organization. The
approach promotes a shared responsibility for leadership
functions (Gronn, 2002). This means that various staff
members, from teachers to administrators, can assume
leadership roles depending on the situation, task, or context,
thus creating a more flexible and responsive leadership
structure (Harris & Spillane, 2008). This model contrasts
with more traditional, hierarchical models of leadership,
where power and decision-making are concentrated at the
top. Instead, distributed leadership is rooted in collaboration,
mutual trust, and shared responsibility (Woods & Gronn,
2009).Distributed leadership has gained traction in
educational settings as schools recognize their challenges are
too complex for a single leader to address effectively. By
tapping into the collective expertise of educators, schools
can foster a more innovative and adaptable environment that
meets the diverse needs of students (Leithwood, Mascall, &
Strauss, 2009).

The importance of innovation in educational practices
Innovation in educational practices is increasingly
recognized as a crucial factor for enhancing the quality and
effectiveness of education. This emphasis is rooted in the
growing recognition that traditional educational methods
may not adequately prepare students for the challenges of
the 21st century. Wagner (2008) argues that critical thinking,
creativity, and problem-solving skills are essential in today’s
rapidly changing world and that educational innovation is
key to developing these skills. Similarly, Fullan (2013)
emphasizes that innovation in education is not just about
introducing new technologies or methodologies but about
fundamentally rethinking how education can cultivate
essential skills and values in students.
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The link between educational innovation and improved
student outcomes has been a significant research focus. A
study by Hargreaves and Shirley (2012) demonstrates that
innovative educational practices, such as project-based
learning and collaborative learning models, contribute
significantly to student engagement and achievement. These
practices foster deeper understanding, critical thinking, and
greater motivation among students. On the other hand,
Darling-Hammond et al. (2020) highlight the importance of
teachers' professional development in supporting educational
innovation. They argue that teachers need ongoing training
and support to effectively implement new teaching strategies
and technologies, leading to better educational outcomes.

The role of leadership in promoting and sustaining
innovation in education is also a critical area of focus.
Spillane (2006) suggests that effective leadership is crucial
for creating a culture that encourages and supports
innovation. Leaders in educational settings need to provide
vision, resources, and support for teachers to experiment
with new approaches. Bush and Glover (2014) further
explain that leadership plays a vital role in aligning
innovative practices with school goals and ensuring that
these practices are effectively integrated into the school’s
overall educational strategy. Overall, the literature
underscores the importance of innovation in education as a
multi-faceted process involving curriculum design, teaching
practices, professional development, and leadership.

The role of distributed leadership in fostering an
innovative environment

Distributed leadership plays a pivotal role in fostering an
innovative environment in various organizational settings,
particularly in education. This leadership approach, which
emphasizes shared responsibility and collaborative decision-
making, creates a fertile ground for innovation to flourish.
By embracing collaboration and collective creativity,
distributed leadership actively involves individuals across
varied roles, regardless of formal leadership designations.
Harris (2008) emphasizes how this inclusivity sparks
collective creativity by weaving together diverse experiences
and perspectives, thereby yielding a broader spectrum of
innovative ideas and solutions. Moreover, the distribution of
leadership roles empowers teachers and staff, granting them
agency in decision-making processes. This empowerment
fosters a sense of ownership and dedication to pioneering
practices. Harris et al. (2007) highlight that when educators
feel valued and possess autonomy, they exhibit a heightened
inclination toward innovative and experimental approaches.

Within this leadership paradigm, a culture of trust and risk-
taking flourishes, as failure is perceived as a catalyst for
learning. Gronn (2002) stresses the importance of such an
environment, crucial for nurturing creativity and
unconventional thinking, essential elements for innovation.
Continuous learning and professional development are
pivotal components within distributed leadership models.
These avenues equip educators with the tools to adopt new
methodologies, technologies, and theories, propelling
innovation in educational practices. The adaptive and
responsive nature of distributed leadership enables
organizations to swiftly navigate changes and emerging
challenges. This flexibility (Spillane, Halverson, and

Diamond, 2004) allows for effective responses to
opportunities  for  innovation and the seamless
implementation of changes.

Finally, the integration of diverse perspectives into decision-
making processes serves as a cornerstone for innovation.
This amalgamation of viewpoints drives the creation of more
effective and inventive solutions, firmly establishing the
strength of distributed leadership in fostering innovation.

In summary, distributed leadership serves as a catalyst for
innovation by nurturing collaboration, empowering
individuals, cultivating trust and risk-taking, emphasizing
continuous learning, offering responsive leadership, and
integrating diverse perspectives. Its effectiveness, especially
within educational settings, lies in the collective engagement
of various stakeholders, paving the way for meaningful and
sustainable innovations.

3. Materials and Method

This study employs the systematic review method.
Denscomb (2017) describes the systematic review as a
comprehensive literature search that tries to answer a
focused research question using existing research as
evidence. For this research, the process involved finding
studies related to innovative distributed leadership practices
and the impact of those practices on school performance.
The processes engaged in this research were as as follows:

To ensure the precision and rigor of this review, specific
inclusion and exclusion criteria were established. Studies
were deemed eligible for inclusion if they centered on
distributed leadership practices within educational settings,
placed a notable emphasis on innovation, and offered
quantifiable insights into their influence on school
performance, aligning with the methodology proposed by
Denscomb (2017). Conversely, studies failing to meet these
well-defined  criteria or those lacking empirical
substantiation were systematically excluded from the
analysis.

The systematic literature search, spanning from 2002 to
2023, was undertaken with a dual objective: to encompass
recent and pertinent studies while  concurrently
acknowledging the historical evolution of distributed
leadership within educational contexts. This temporal
framework was thoughtfully chosen to strike a balance
between contemporary relevance and an appreciation for the
historical underpinnings of the subject.

Systematic data extraction was conducted to capture crucial
information from the selected studies. This comprehensive
process encompassed the retrieval of essential details such as
author(s), publication year, methodology employed, as well
as findings pertaining to distributed leadership practices,
innovation, and their resulting effects on school
performance, aligning with the approach endorsed by
Salmond and Saimbert (2011).

Subsequently, a qualitative synthesis method was
judiciously employed to analyze and interpret the findings
extracted from the included studies. This synthesis
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methodology was meticulously executed with the
overarching goal of discerning recurring themes and patterns
that illuminate the intricate interplay between distributed
leadership, the adoption of innovative educational strategies,
and their consequential impact on the enhancement of school
performance, following the approach advocated by Braun
and Clarke (2019).

The analysis process unveiled key thematic patterns that had
emerged through comprehensive scrutiny. These themes
served to highlight the complex relationships existing among
distributed leadership, the assimilation of innovative
educational approaches, and their subsequent influence on
the overall improvement of school performance. These
identified themes provided a comprehensive understanding
of the dynamics within educational settings influenced by
distributed leadership practices.

4. Discussion of Findings

Innovative educational practices identified in schools
practicing distributed leadership.

In schools practicing distributed leadership, several
innovative educational practices have been identified, as
evidenced by various studies. These practices range from
pedagogical approaches to the integration of technology,
each contributing to enhanced learning environments and
outcomes.

A study by Gronn and Hamilton (2004) observed that
distributed leadership in schools often leads to the adoption
of collaborative learning approaches. These approaches
include team teaching, peer-to-peer learning, and cross-age
tutoring, fostering a more interactive and student-centered
learning environment. Project-Based Learning (PBL).
Equally, research conducted by Spillane, et al; (2011)
demonstrates a tangible application of distributed leadership
theory. They found that schools practicing distributed
leadership showed a greater propensity to adopt project-
based learning (PBL). In these schools, leadership
responsibilities were often shared among teachers, allowing
them to collaboratively design and implement PBL
initiatives. This collaboration not only brought diverse
perspectives to the table but also ensured a more cohesive
and integrated approach to student learning.

Another example of application of the distributed leadership
model, in practice, is observed from the work of Harris and
Jones (2010), who observed the development of Professional
Learning Communities (PLCs) in schools with a distributed
leadership model. In their research, Harris and Jones (2010)
delve into the dynamics of PLCs under the framework of
distributed leadership, noting that distributed leadership, as
exemplified in Professional Learning Communities (PLCs),
brings several key advantages to educational settings. First,
it fosters shared leadership and responsibility among
educators, enabling teachers, in addition to administrators, to
actively participate in decision-making regarding curriculum
design, teaching methods, and assessment strategies. This
collaborative approach nurtures a collective sense of
ownership and investment in the educational process.
Furthermore, distributed leadership cultivates a collaborative
culture within schools, particularly evident in PLCs. These

communities offer structured opportunities for teachers to
collaborate, engaging in activities that extend beyond
information sharing. They involve critical reflection,
problem-solving, and joint action planning, which
contributes to a more robust and dynamic educational
environment.

Importantly, distributed leadership in PLCs places a strong
emphasis on student learning and outcomes. Educators
consistently analyze student data, discuss effective teaching
strategies, and implement interventions tailored to address
specific learning needs. This collaborative and data-driven
approach ensures a holistic response to student challenges,
drawing on the diverse expertise of all members.
Additionally, continuous professional growth is a hallmark
of distributed leadership in PLCs. Teachers engages in
ongoing learning, both formally and informally, through
interactions with peers, ensuring that professional
development remains relevant and impactful. This emphasis
on learning and development empowers educators to
experiment with innovative teaching approaches, resulting in
increased creativity and effectiveness in the classroom.

However, while distributed leadership in PLCs offers
numerous benefits, it is not without its challenges. These
include the demands for time, resources, and support from
school leadership. Nevertheless, the research underscores the
significant contributions of distributed leadership to the
development and effectiveness of Professional Learning
Communities, ultimately enhancing teaching practices and
student learning outcomes.

Integration of Technology in Teaching

Several studies examined the impact of distributed
leadership practices in enabling effective integration of
technology in teaching.

A study by Leithwood and Jantzi (2006) suggests that
distributed leadership schools are more adept at integrating
technology into the curriculum. This includes the use of
educational software, online resources, and interactive
digital platforms, which enrich the learning experience and
prepare students for a technology-driven  world.
Furthermore, Earl and Katz’s (2006) findings on data-
informed decision-making in schools with distributed
leadership provide an insightful example. In such schools,
leadership roles in data analysis and interpretation were
often distributed among various staff members. This
approach led to more comprehensive and nuanced insights
into student performance, guiding the development of
targeted and innovative instructional strategies. The
inclusive nature of this process ensured that decisions were
informed by a broad spectrum of experiences and expertise,
leading to more effective and tailored educational
interventions.

Equally, Timperley(2008) found that under distributed
leadership, there is a greater emphasis on personalised
learning, where instruction is tailored to meet the individual
needs of each student. This approach recognizes that
students learn at different paces and in different ways, and it
leverages teacher collaboration to meet these diverse needs.
While a study by Bush and Glover (2014) notes that
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distributed leadership often leads to more inclusive
educational practices. These practices involve adapting
teaching methods and curriculum to accommodate students
with diverse learning needs, including those with
disabilities, thereby promoting equity and inclusion in the
classroom.

According to Bernard (2006), schools practicing distributed
leadership are more likely to employ formative assessment
strategies. These strategies involve ongoing assessment and
feedback to students throughout the learning process, rather
than relying solely on summative assessments. This
approach allows for timely interventions and supports
student learning more effectively.

In conclusion, distributed leadership in schools is closely
linked with the adoption of innovative educational practices.
These  practices, which  emphasize  collaboration,
personalization, and the integration of technology, contribute
significantly to creating dynamic and effective learning
environments.

Analysis of how these practices differ from those in

traditionally led schools.

The innovative practices, which are associated with

distributed leadership, differ from traditionally led schools in

several ways:

e Collaborative Learning Approaches: In traditionally led
schools, the focus is often on teacher-centered
instruction, where the teacher is the primary source of
knowledge dissemination. In contrast, distributed
leadership schools prioritize collaborative learning
approaches, such as team teaching, peer-to-peer learning,
and cross-age tutoring. These methods promote a more
interactive and student-centered learning environment,
which is a departure from the traditional one-size-fits-all
approach (Gronn and Hamilton, 2004).

e Project-Based Learning (PBL): Traditional schools
typically rely on lecture-based instruction and
standardized testing. Distributed leadership schools are
more likely to implement project-based learning (PBL),
which involves students in real-world problem-solving
and emphasizes critical thinking and creativity. PBL
requires collaboration and flexibility among educators
and students, which contrasts with the more rigid and
teacher-centric traditional teaching methods (Spillane,
Parise, and Sherer, 2011).

e Professional Learning Communities (PLCs): Traditional
schools often lack formal structures for teacher
collaboration and professional development. In contrast,
distributed leadership schools facilitate the development
of Professional Learning Communities (PLCs), where
educators  collaboratively engage in  continuous
professional development. This approach supports the
sharing of best practices and focuses on improving
teaching methods and student outcomes, deviating from
the traditional top-down professional development model
(Harris and Jones, 2010).

e Integration of Technology: Distributed leadership
schools are more adept at integrating technology into the
curriculum, including educational software, online
resources, and interactive digital platforms. This
contrasts with many traditional schools, which may lag in

technology adoption and utilization (Leithwood and
Jantzi, 2006).

e Informed Decision-Making: In traditionally led schools,
decision-making is  often  centralized among
administrators. Distributed leadership schools distribute
leadership roles in data analysis and interpretation,
leading to more comprehensive insights into student
performance and more informed decision-making. This
collaborative approach differs from the traditional top-
down decision-making process (Earl and Katz, 2006).

e Personalized Learning: Distributed leadership promotes
personalized learning, tailoring instruction to meet the
individual needs of each student. In contrast, traditional
schools often employ a more standardized, one-size-fits-
all approach to teaching, which may not accommodate
diverse learning styles and paces (Timperley, 2008).

e Inclusive Education Practices: Distributed leadership
schools are more likely to adopt inclusive educational
practices, adapting teaching methods and curriculum to
accommodate students with diverse learning needs.
Traditional schools may struggle to provide such
accommodations, potentially excluding some students
(Bush and Glover, 2014).

e [Formative Assessment Strategies: Distributed leadership
schools are more inclined to employ formative
assessment strategies, offering ongoing assessment and
feedback to students throughout the learning process.
Traditional schools may rely more heavily on summative
assessments, which are less conducive to timely
interventions and supporting student learning effectively
(Bernard, 2006).

In summary, distributed leadership promotes a more
collaborative, flexible, and student-centered approach to
education, which contrasts with the more traditional,
teacher-centered, and top-down model often found in
schools. These differences can have significant implications
for teaching practices, student engagement, and educational
outcomes.

The challenges of effective implementation of distributed
leadership in schools to foster innovative practices

The implementation of distributed leadership in schools,
aimed at fostering innovative practices, presents several
challenges that require careful navigation. Despite the
potential benefits of this leadership model, its effective
implementation is not without complexities and obstacles.

Cultural Shift: One of the primary challenges is the
significant cultural shift required to move from traditional,
hierarchical leadership structures to a more distributed
approach. As Harris and Spillane (2008) note, this transition
demands a change in mindset from both the leadership and
the staff, which can be met with resistance. Teachers and
administrators accustomed to top-down decision-making
may find it difficult to adapt to a culture where leadership is
shared and collaborative.

Clarity and Role Ambiguity: Implementing distributed
leadership can lead to ambiguity regarding roles and
responsibilities. As Gronn (2002) points out, without clear
definitions and understandings of each member's role in the
leadership process, there can be confusion, overlap, or gaps
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in responsibilities. This lack of clarity can hinder effective
decision-making and slow down the implementation of
innovative practices.

Professional Development and Training: For distributed
leadership to be successful there is a need for substantial
professional development and training, as noted by
Timperley (2008). School staff must be equipped with the
necessary skills and knowledge to take on leadership roles,
which requires time and resources. However, schools often
face constraints in terms of funding and time, making it
challenging to provide adequate training.

Maintaining  Accountability and Standards: Another
challenge, as highlighted by Bush and Glover (2014), is
maintaining accountability and high standards within a
distributed leadership framework. The dispersion of
leadership roles can sometimes lead to diluted
accountability, making it difficult to pinpoint responsibility
for decision-making and outcomes.

Balancing Autonomy and Consistency: Distributed
leadership requires a balance between granting autonomy to
individuals and ensuring consistency in practices across the
school. As Elmore (2000) argues, too much autonomy can
lead to a lack of cohesion in implementing school-wide
initiatives, while too little can stifle innovation and
creativity.

Effective Communication and Collaboration: Effective
communication is crucial in a distributed leadership model,
as noted by Leithwood and Jantzi (2006). However, ensuring
consistent and clear communication among all stakeholders
can be challenging, especially in larger schools with more
complex organizational structures.

Resistance to Change: Lastly, resistance to change is a
common obstacle in implementing any new leadership
model, including distributed leadership. As Fullan (2001)
discusses, change can be uncomfortable, and some staff
members may prefer the familiarity of traditional leadership
structures over the uncertainties of a new approach.

Overall, while distributed leadership holds great potential for
fostering innovative practices in schools, its implementation
is fraught with challenges. These include cultural shifts, role
clarity, the need for professional development, maintaining
accountability, balancing autonomy with consistency,
effective communication, and overcoming resistance to
change. Addressing these challenges requires strategic
planning, ongoing support, and a commitment to continuous
improvement.

Practical recommendations for school leaders and
policymakers

Innovative practices in distributed leadership, particularly in
educational settings, can encompass a range of strategies and
approaches that encourage collaboration, empowerment, and
shared decision-making.

Teacher-Led Professional Development: In a distributed
leadership model, professional development often shifts
from being top-down to being led by teachers themselves.

Teachers take the initiative to organize workshops, training
sessions, or peer-to-peer coaching based on their expertise
and the needs of their colleagues.

Cross-Functional Teams for School Improvement:
Schools may create cross-functional teams comprising
teachers, administrators, and sometimes students or parents,
tasked with addressing specific areas of school
improvement. These teams work collaboratively to develop
and implement innovative solutions.

Shared Decision-Making Committees: Decision-making in
schools practicing distributed leadership often involves
committees or boards that include a diverse group of
stakeholders. These committees might be involved in policy-
making, curriculum development, or resource allocation,
ensuring that decisions are informed by a wide range of
perspectives.

Student Leadership Roles: Distributed leadership can
extend to students, where they are given meaningful roles in
the governance of the school. This might include student
representation on committees, student-led initiatives, or peer
mentoring programs.

Flexible Role Assignments: Innovation in distributed
leadership also manifests in more flexible and dynamic role
assignments for staff. Teachers might rotate through various
leadership roles, or take on responsibilities that align with
their strengths and interests, such as leading a technology
integration  initiative  or  coordinating  community
partnerships.

Data Teams for Instructional Improvement: Formation of
data teams that analyze student performance data to inform
teaching and learning strategies. These teams, consisting of
teachers from different departments or grades, use data to
identify areas for improvement and develop targeted
interventions.

Innovation Labs or Incubators: Some schools establish
innovation labs or incubators where teachers and students
collaboratively explore new teaching methods, technologies,
or learning projects. These spaces act as testing grounds for
new ideas before they are implemented school-wide.

Community Partnership Programs: Innovative distributed
leadership often involves extending leadership beyond the
school walls by forming partnerships with community
organizations, businesses, or local government. These
partnerships can enhance learning opportunities for students
and bring real-world experiences into the classroom.

Teacher Research Groups: Establishing teacher research
groups where educators conduct action research on
educational practices. This not only contributes to
professional development but also fosters a culture of
inquiry and continuous improvement.

Flipped Leadership Models: Some schools experiment
with "flipped" leadership models where the traditional top-
down hierarchy is inverted to prioritize frontline educators'
input in decision-making processes.
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These examples reflect the versatility and adaptability of
distributed leadership in fostering innovative practices in
educational settings. By leveraging the collective skills,
experiences, and insights of the entire school community,
distributed leadership can lead to more effective and creative
approaches to education.

5. Conclusion
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