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ABSTRACT 

How Exemplary Directors of Special Education use the Five Principles Associated with 

Grit to Accomplish Extraordinary Results: A Phenomenological Study 

by Maria Moore 

Purpose: The purpose of this phenomenological study was to identify and describe how 

exemplary directors of special education use the five principles associated with grit 

(courage, conscientiousness, long-term goals, resilience, and excellence versus 

perfection) to accomplish extraordinary results in their organizations. 

Methodology: This qualitative study was part of a larger thematic research study 

conducted by nine peer researchers under the guidance of three University of 

Massachusetts Global faculty chairs. The qualitative research design encompassed a 

phenomenological model. Data for this study were gathered through a combination of 

eight semistructured interviews of exemplary directors of special education who met the 

predetermined criteria for study participation and through a review of artifacts and 

literature. Transcripts of each interview were coded, allowing me to identify themes that 

emerged among the responses. Data gathered from artifacts and literature were used to 

triangulate the research results. 

Findings: Examination from the qualitative data from the eight exemplary directors of 

special education in this study indicated various findings. Analysis of the data resulted in 

15 major themes and 446 frequency mentions. From those 15 major themes, six major 

finding emerged. 

Conclusions: The study examined the lived experiences of eight exemplary directors of 

special education and how they use the five principles associated with grit to accomplish 

extraordinary results in their organization. Based on the data and supporting literature, 
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four conclusions were drawn: (a) courage makes it possible to stand up and advocate for 

what is best for students, (b) conscientiousness is enhanced by engaging in goals-focused 

leadership, (c) optimism and work-life balance builds resilient leaders, and (d) growth-

minded leaders believe in the power of continuous improvement. 

Recommendations: Based on the findings of this study, six recommendations emerged. 

Some of the recommendations include research to target a larger population of directors 

of special education across the United States, research to analyze the role prior 

experience plays in the development of grit, and a mixed method study investigating the 

effects of different self-care strategies on the success of directors of special education.  
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PREFACE 

A significant body of research is emerging in support of the belief that grit is key 

to obtaining extraordinary results (Schimschal & Lomas, 2009). Three faculty and nine 

doctoral students from the University of Massachusetts Global identified a common 

interest in studying the relationship between grit and power of passion and perseverance 

in professionals who accomplish extraordinary results. Through their shared interest, a 

thematic study was conducted by the nine doctoral students to identify and describe how 

exemplary leaders utilize the five principles associated with grit seen through personal 

courage, personal conscientiousness, long-term goals, personal resilience, and excellence 

versus perfection, to accomplish these extraordinary results within their areas of 

expertise. A phenomenological study design was utilized based on the framework of the 

five theoretical principles of grit. Specifically, the researchers sought to understand how 

study participants were able to persevere through adversity and achieve personal and 

professional goals, thus demonstrating grit (Duckworth, et al., 2007). The concept of grit 

as a predictor of success has continued to gain attention from the research community 

since its wide release in 2007 (Perlis, 2013). More research is needed to explore the 

relationship between an exemplary leader’s passion to persevere, the five principles of 

grit and how they deliver  extraordinary results (Mueller et al., 2017). Findings from this 

study will contribute to the emerging body of knowledge. 

To develop consistency and reliability, the nine doctoral students worked in 

collaboration with the three faculty leads to develop the purpose statement and research 

questions. The term peer researcher was used throughout the dissertation to refer to the 

thematic researchers involved in conducting this study. The peer researchers studied 
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exemplary leaders in the following fields: Gabriela Aldana, middle school principals in 

Los Angeles and Orange County, Nicholas Barron, Directors of Special Education 

working in districts with less than 5000 ADA, Arah Broadnax, African American female 

entrepreneurs, Gurprit Dhillon, elementary school principals, Cache Hapner, senior Navy 

female leaders (commissioned and NCO), Denise Jaramillo, public school 

superintendents, Maria Moore, directors of special education, Julie Pettitt, women who 

hold chief executive roles in higher education , and Michelle Stoker, elementary school 

principals. 
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CHAPTER I: INTRODUCTION 

Educational leadership has undergone significant change over the last decade 

(Fullan, 2020a). Since their inception, school districts have faced increasing challenges 

that go beyond the initial reasons for which they were developed. Along with preparing 

individuals for citizenship, today’s school districts must unify an increasingly diverse 

population, promote equity, operate in the face of financial uncertainty, and set high 

standards for accountability to improve student achievement for all (Kober & Rentner, 

2020; Thompson & France, 2015). Given these increased responsibilities, school 

leadership plays an important role in producing results for school districts. 

In today’s public schools, district and school leaders must engage in complex 

relationships focused on helping schools meet accountability targets by increasing the 

performance of students in both general and special education (Bakken et al., 2006; 

Crockett, 2019; Thurlow et al., 2019). According to the Wallace Foundation (n.d.), 

improving school and student performance requires the participation of central office 

administration and school site leaders to ensure all students are successful. Therefore, 

leaders are tasked with the responsibility to ensure students with disabilities are no longer 

placed in silos but rather have access to the general education curriculum (Thurlow et al., 

2019). Thus, increased accountability for student achievement, coupled with the need to 

develop effective learning environments that serve students with and without disabilities, 

requires strong leadership skills and a desire to set and achieve long-term goals (M. 

Anderson, 2017; Fullan, 2014). 

In the midst of the challenges K-12 public schools face, the United States has seen 

an increase in the number of students with disabilities enrolled in public education. In 
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2019-2020, there were 7.3 million students, or 14% of the total public school enrollment, 

who received special education services in the United States (National Center for 

Education Statistics, 2022). In 2018–2019, California served 795,047 individuals from 

birth through 22 years of age in public school settings (California Department of 

Education [CDE], 2021). Of these students, 60% spent more than 80% of their time in 

general education classes (National Center for Education Statistics, 2022). Given these 

statistics, there is little argument that California contributes significantly to the education 

of students with disabilities in preschool through adult transition classes within public 

school settings. Therefore, educational leaders, specifically those in special education, 

have an opportunity to contribute to the development of effective learning environments 

to ensure students with special needs have access to high quality instruction (Isaac et al., 

2016; Lemons et al., 2019; Thurlow et al., 2019). 

Each California public school has a special education department that is overseen 

by a special education administrator, also known as the special education director (CDE, 

2021). Over the years, the responsibilities of the special education administrator have 

expanded and evolved (Isaac et al., 2016; Pazey & Yates, 2018). Special education 

directors are no longer solely responsible for ensuring schools stay in compliance with 

special education laws, policies, and procedures. Rather, today’s special education 

directors must also serve students and families from diverse backgrounds by 

communicating the educational goals for special education programs while working 

collaboratively with general education administration to ensure students with special 

needs receive a free and appropriate public education (Pazy & Yates, 2019; Tudyrn et al., 

2016). This multifaceted role demands good communication skills, the clear articulation 
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of program goals, the ability to work with a variety of individuals, knowledge of special 

education law, and familiarity with current special education instructional practices 

(Bakken et al., 2006). 

 Despite the need for highly qualified special education administrators, Boscardin 

et al. (2010) reported a shortage in personnel willing to take on this position, and several 

states allow the director of special education to be filled with an administrator with little 

training in special education. According to Crockett (2019), since 2010 there has been a 

change in the system that prepares aspiring general and special education administrators; 

individuals interested in special education administration are prepared in the same 

program as other leadership positions that encompass different responsibilities. Despite 

the lack of adequate preparation, the complex and continually changing roles and 

responsibilities directors of special education hold calls for effective leadership from 

individuals who are highly qualified and fully licensed to provide students with 

disabilities access to a free and appropriate public education (Boscardin et al., 2010; Fan 

et al., 2019; Hussey et al. 2019). 

Duckworth, a psychologist and educational researcher, proposed a theory of grit, 

which combines the facets of passion and perseverance to achieve success (Duckworth, 

2016; Duckworth et al., 2007). Much of the research on grit has examined closely why 

individuals of comparable talent and intelligence succeed, and some do not. It has been 

documented that gritty individuals set and work toward long-term goals despite setbacks 

and in the absence of feedback (Duckworth et al., 2007; Schimschal & Lomas, 2018). T. 

H. Lee and Duckworth (2018) reported that grit is believed to be what propels individuals 

to higher levels of leadership in demanding fields such as education and medicine. 
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Furthermore, additional bodies of research have begun to look closely at the relationship 

between other personality attributes associated with grit and the success of leaders in the 

workplace (Eskreis-Winkler et al., 2014, Perlis, 2013; Southwick et al., 2019). When 

faced with challenges, however, individuals who embody passion and perseverance have 

been found to demonstrate higher levels of achievement and goal attainment (Duckworth 

& Quinn, 2009; Schimschal et al., 2018; Southwick et al., 2019).  

Background 

History of Special Education 

The door for special education in the United States was opened in 1954 with 

Brown v. Board of Education, in which the conversation about equal opportunity and 

access for all began (Esteves & Rao, 2008; Pazey & Yates, 2018). The passage of the 

Elementary and Secondary Education Act in 1965 and its amendment in 1966 continued 

to pave the way for special education in the United States (Esteves & Rao, 2008). Change 

continued to take place with Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act in 1973 and the 

Americans with Disabilities Act in 1990. Passage of the Education for all Handicapped 

Children Act in 1975, also known as the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act 

(IDEA), made education in the least restrictive environment (LRE) a right for all students 

in the United States (Esteves & Rao, 2008; Pazey & Yates, 2018; U.S. Department of 

Education, 2022). 

The provision of special education services to students with disabilities (SWD) in 

California has evolved since1860 (Legislative Analyst’s Office, 2018). Gradually, 

California created a patchwork of optional and mandatory special education programs. In 

1975, California created the Master Plan for Special Education, expanding the services 
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provided by California schools, requiring all California school districts to join Special 

Education Local Plan Areas (SELPAs), and introducing a simplified funding system 

(CDE, 2022; Legislative Analyst’s Office, 2018;). Today, California has 132 SELPAs 

and provides funding for special education through three different sources (Legislative 

Analyst’s Office, 2019). 

Federal law requires public schools to provide a free and appropriate public 

education (FAPE) to SWD in the LRE. With the development of the California Master 

Plan for Special Education, SELPAs and K-12 public school districts hold several 

responsibilities to ensure SWD have access to the same educational opportunities as 

typically developing peers (CDE, 2022). A main role of K-12 public schools is the 

provision of FAPE in the LRE for SWD. Acknowledging that SWD can be educated with 

nondisabled peers requires K-12 public schools to share resources among other public 

schools as well as with nonpublic and noneducational agencies. Therefore, today’s K-12 

public schools face mounting challenges with respect to the delivery of special education 

services. These challenges place an additional stress on special education administrators 

to find ways to build the capacity of special education teachers, meet the unique needs of 

all students, and improve school and student performance (Thurlow et al., 2019). 

Special Education Administrator 

Just as the history of special education in the United States is relatively new, so is 

the history of the special education administrator. It was not until mid-1960 that federal 

and state authorities began to look closely at the training and preparation needed for 

administrators to guide and oversee special education programs within public schools 

(Boscardin et al. 2010; Pazey & Yates, 2018;). Since then, the process of developing 
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adequate and comprehensive preparation programs for special education administrators 

has been slow; research in the early to mid-2000s showed that some states still did not 

have well-defined competencies for special education administrators and often filled the 

role with individuals with no training in special education (Boscardin et al., 2010).  

The highest level of administration within special education departments in public 

schools is the director of special education (Fan et al., 2019). Effective leadership from 

the director of special education is critical to the provision of services to SWD (Hussey et 

al., 2019). The role of the director of special education is multifaceted and includes a 

focus on compliance with the law, budget, management, implementation of evidence-

based practices, and knowledge of special education policies and procedures (Bakken et 

al., 2006; Hussey et al., 2019). 

Organizational Leadership 

Effective leadership has been considered one of the most important components 

of successful organizations (Landis et al., 2014). The study of leadership has an extensive 

history dating back to the turn of the 20th century (Kovach, 2018). There have been 

numerous paradigm shifts in leadership theory and a wealth of knowledge gained about 

what makes a great leader (Day & Antonakis, 2018). Regardless, the concept of effective 

leadership remains elusive, and no one theory has yet to be universally adopted 

(Amanchukwu et al., 2015). 

Research specifically on leadership in K-12 education has grown over the last 

decade (Tudryn et al., 2016). According to Fullan (2020a), the goals of K-12 public 

schools are shifting, becoming more complex, and thus requiring leaders to be more 

dynamic and interactive. Increased expectations for student and school achievement, 
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along with a push to develop inclusive classrooms, require strong leadership (McCleskey 

& Waldron, 2015). Since the 1970s, leadership theories such as servant, distributed, 

transactional, and transformational theory have influenced the way in which educational 

leaders guide followers to realize long-term goals. 

Theoretical Foundation 

In 1907, William James questioned why some individuals of equal ability succeed 

and others do not (Duckworth et al., 2007). It was this question that led psychologist and 

educational researcher Duckworth to investigate grit, a trait successful individuals use to 

achieve results. Duckworth et al. based the idea of grit largely on the seminal works of 

Galton and Cox. Galton concluded ability alone was not the sole determinant of success, 

but rather, success was a combination of ability coupled with perseverance and hard work 

(Duckworth, 2016; Duckworth et al., 2007). Cox supported Galton’s findings indicating 

motive, hard work, confidence, and strong character, along with intelligence, were 

predictors of achievement (Duckworth et al., 2007). 

Grit 

To further understand and explain the traits associated with grit, Duckworth et al. 

(2007) looked closely at intelligence and personality. From this research, Duckworth et 

al. found that intelligence was positively correlated with achievement, indicating traits 

other than intelligence also predict success. By looking closely at the big five model, 

Duckworth et al. explained the relationship between personality and achievement. 

Finally, based on research and interviews with some of the most successful people in a 

variety of domains, Duckworth concluded grit was a combination of passion and 
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perseverance for long-term goals (Disabato et al., 2018; Duckworth, 2016 Duckworth et 

al., 2007). 

Growing Grit 

In the book Grit: Passion and Perseverance, Duckworth (2016) described four 

assets that help individuals grow grit: interest, practice, purpose, and hope. According to 

Duckworth, these four assets do not just exist but develop over time. The development of 

grit starts with an interest in an endeavor that an individual enjoys leading to a desire to 

practice the skill as a means of improvement. Next comes the cultivation of a sense of 

purpose, and finally the development of hope, which helps the individual keep going 

even in the face of difficulty. 

Grit and Leadership 

The correlation between leadership and grit has not yet been studied in depth 

(Caza & Posner, 2018; Danner et al., 2019). Researchers have found that grit may be a 

predictor of job-related success (Duckworth & Quinn, 2009). Schimschal and Lomas 

(2018) found a positive relationship between grit and positive leadership capacity, 

indicating individuals high in grit create a workplace climate focused on relationships, 

communication, and meaning. Southwick et al. (2019) found gritty individuals 

outperformed peers of equal ability within the workplace and noted that when individuals 

expressed a passion for work, grit was more likely to predict success. 

Theoretical Framework 

A review of the literature on grit found that multiple authors support the 

principles associated with the theory of grit as outlined by Duckworth (2016). Therefore, 

the theory of grit served as the theoretical framework for this study. Perlis (2013) noted 
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that although grit has been defined as passion and perseverance toward long-term goals, it 

has a number of different anomalies. Five principles of grit that stand out in the literature 

include courage, conscientiousness, use of long-term goals, resilience, and excellence 

versus perfection.  

Statement of the Research Problem 

Following World War II there was a greater acceptance of individuals who 

deviated from the norm, prompting the expansion of the field of special education (Pazey 

& Yates, 2018). Although the 1954 case of Brown v. Board of Education provided a legal 

foundation for public schools to provide an education to all students, it was IDEA that 

made it possible for students with disabilities to be educated in the LRE with typically 

developing peers (Esteves & Rao, 2008; Pazey & Yates, 2018). Today, 7.3 million 

students receive special education services in public schools in the United States in a 

variety of settings (Institute for Educational Services, 2021). 

The development of special education programs in public schools, however, 

requires effective leadership from individuals trained in special education policies and 

procedures (Crockett, 2019; Hussey et al., 2019). In the public school system, this 

individual is known as the director of special education (Fan et al., 2019). The role of the 

director of special education is multifaceted with the goal to work collaboratively with 

other district personnel to bridge the gap between special and general education (Bakken 

et al., 2006). Thus, effective leadership by the director of special education is critical to 

ensuring students with disabilities receive FAPE in the LRE as outlined by IDEA (Fan et 

al., 2019; Hussey et al., 2019). 
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Duckworth’s theory of grit has been well studied in the literature, and much of the 

research has focused on the components of passion and perseverance for long-term goals 

and what makes an individual gritty. Many studies have found a positive association 

between grit and success in school, sports, military, and marriage (Eskeris-Winkler 2014; 

Duckworth, 2016; Kelly et al., 2014). The study of grit and its correlation with leadership 

success, however, is just beginning to emerge (Danner et al., 2019; Southwick et al., 

2019). Studies on grit and leadership success have found that successful leaders in a 

variety of domains use grit to achieve results, create grittier work cultures, and improve 

employee engagement (Schimschal & Lomas, 2018; Southwick et al., 2019). 

Additionally, gritty leaders are more likely to engage in positive leadership strategies 

(Schimschal & Lomas, 2018). Finally, T. H. Lee and Duckworth (2018) stated it is grit 

that often propels individuals into leadership in a variety of fields. 

Although the theory of grit stands on the pillars of passion and perseverance for 

long-term goals, Perlis (2013) suggested there are a number of different anomalies 

associated with grit, including the principles of courage, conscientiousness, use of long-

term goals, resilience, and excellence versus perfection. Although the relationship 

between grit and leadership success is beginning to emerge in the literature, the 

association between the principles associated with grit and the success of directors of 

special education remains largely unexplored. This research aims to address the literature 

on grit, looking closely at how directors of special education use the five principles 

associated with grit to achieve extraordinary results. 



11 

Purpose Statement 

The purpose of this phenomenological study was to identify and describe how 

exemplary directors of special education use five principles associated with grit (courage, 

conscientiousness, long-term goals, resilience, and excellence versus perfection) to 

accomplish extraordinary results in their organization. 

Research Questions 

1. How do exemplary directors of special education use courage to accomplish 

extraordinary results? 

2. How do exemplary directors of special education use conscientiousness to 

accomplish extraordinary results? 

3. How do exemplary directors of special education use long-term goals to 

accomplish extraordinary results? 

4. How do exemplary directors of special education use resilience to accomplish 

extraordinary results? 

5. How do exemplary directors of special education use excellence versus perfection 

to accomplish extraordinary results? 

Significance of the Study 

Research has shown effective leadership is vital to the success of teaching and 

learning and thus critical for improving school and student outcomes (Hussey et al., 

2019; Kouzes & Posner, 2016; Leithwood et al., 2019; Pont, 2020). IDEA mandates 

students with disabilities have the opportunity to access grade-level content standards and 

the general education setting to the maximum extent possible (Yell et al., 2018). 

Consequently, today’s K-12 special education administrators are tasked with working in 
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tandem with general education to find innovative ways to educate students of all abilities 

(Hussey et al., 2019; Reed, 2019). 

According to the CDE (2021), California serves 795,047 students with 

disabilities; therefore, effective leadership from the director of special education is vital 

to ensure equitable instruction for all (Hussey et al., 2019). Increased accountability for 

student and school achievement, coupled with the expanding roles and responsibilities 

placed on directors of special education, present unprecedented challenges for producing 

extraordinary results (Crockett, 2019; Pazey & Yates, 2018; Reed, 2019). Therefore, the 

increased demands require grit, a high level of passion and perseverance, to stay focused 

on meeting long-term goals (Caza & Posner, 2018; Duckworth, 2016). 

The study of grit and its relationship to leadership success is in the early stages 

(Caza & Posner, 2018). Much of the research on grit and education has examined its 

influence on the success of students (Kearns, 2015) with little focus on how grit 

influences the success of leaders, specifically directors of special education. Therefore, 

this area remains largely unexplored, and this research provides an opportunity to identify 

how directors of special education use the principles associated with grit to achieve 

extraordinary results. 

This research is significant because it adds to the literature on organizational and 

educational leadership, special education administration, and grit theory. Given the 

complex demands on directors of special education, Hussey et al. (2019) suggested there 

will be a shortage of special education administrators within the next 10 years, making 

school improvement reforms difficult. Research on the principles associated with grit and 

the success of directors of special education will help to identify ways in which special 
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education preparation programs can better prepare individuals for the demands of special 

education administration. Additionally, research on grit and leadership success may help 

to identify resources that can be used by directors of special education, as well as other 

school leaders, to achieve results while balancing the complex demands of the job. 

Finally, this research will help identify professional development opportunities for school 

leaders focused on strategies aimed at building personal and organizational grit within 

schools and departments to help improve student and school performance. 

Operational Definitions 

 For this research, this section provides definitions to clarify the terms relevant to 

the study. Operational definitions were derived from the collaborative work of nine 

thematic doctoral students and three faculty members. 

Conscientiousness: A fundamental personality trait that drives the desire and 

ability to be diligent, organized, achievement-oriented, self-disciplined, and reliable 

(Jackson et al., 2010; Perlis, 2013). 

Courage: The mental, physical, and moral strength to pursue and accomplish a 

worthy goal despite the presence of danger or fear (G. Lee & Elliot-Lee, 2006; 

Schilpzand et al., 2015). 

Excellence versus perfection: A mindset toward fulfilling one’s purpose and 

prioritizing improvement over a lofty ideal that may or may not be attainable (Arias, 

2017; Duckworth et al., 2007; Perlis, 2013). 

Exemplary directors of special education: Meet at least three of the four criteria 

 Recognition by peers 

 Recommended by one or more recognized executive leaders 
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 Memberships in professional organizations in their field 

 Articles, papers, or published materials presented at conferences 

Extraordinary results: Extraordinary results are those accomplishments that are 

remarkable, surprising, exceptional, and go beyond what is usually expected (O’Reilly & 

Pfeffer, 2000). 

Resilience: An individual’s ability to adapt and recover from stress and adversity 

while maintaining or returning to a positive mental state of wellbeing despite hardship 

(Grafton et al., 2010; Rice & Liu, 2016). 

Use of long-term goals: Utilizing a top-level future outcome that serves as a 

compass for sustained action, inspiring passion, and consistent focus over long stretches 

of time (Duckworth, 2007; Jachimowicz et al., 2018). 

Delimitations 

This phenomenological study was limited to directors of special education in the 

state of California who are working in public kindergarten through 12th-grade school 

districts. The study was also limited to directors of special education who have been 

employed in the position for at least 3 years and meet three of the following criteria:     

(a) have been recognized by their peers; (b) have been recommended by one or more 

regional executive leaders; (c) hold membership in professional organizations in their 

field; and (d) have published articles, papers, or written materials on leadership or have 

presented on leadership at local or state conferences. 

Organization of the Study 

 This study consists of five chapters. Chapter I introduced the study with a 

description of the background, problem statement, research questions, significance of the 
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problem, and limitations. Chapter II gives an extensive review of the literature that has 

been conducted regarding grit and directors of special education. Chapter III covers the 

methodological approach that was used to collect and analyze the data required to 

complete this study. Chapter IV presents the findings of the study. Finally, Chapter V 

provides findings and conclusions, implications for action, and recommendations for 

future research.  
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CHAPTER II: LITERATURE REVIEW 

 Chapter II presents a review of the literature related to the five principles 

associated with grit and how exemplary directors of special education use these principles 

to achieve extraordinary results within their organization. The five principles of grit 

consist of courage, long-term goals, conscientiousness, resilience, and excellence versus 

perfection. These five principles serve as the theoretical framework for this study. 

 This literature review is organized into five sections beginning with a look at the 

historical foundations of special education in the United States. The review continues by 

examining the role of the special education administrator, including the challenges 

directors of special education face in today’s K-12 public school settings. The next 

section reviews the history of organizational leadership. Specifically, this section 

examines leadership within K-12 public education and leadership theories used by 

administrators to achieve results within their organizations. The chapter then explores the 

concept of grit as defined by Duckworth, which served as the theoretical foundation for 

the study. This section delves into a definition of grit, how individuals can grow grit, and 

the relationship between grit and leadership success. The chapter concludes with the 

theoretical framework by examining in detail the five principles of grit that stand out in 

the literature.  

History of Special Education 

The Jewish Talmud, Muslim Koran, and the Christian Bible provide historical 

documentation that individuals with disabilities have long lived, functioned, and 

participated in society (Obiakor, 2011). Consequently, the history of special education 

has been greatly influenced by the societal and philosophical beliefs about individuals 
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with disabilities. Prior to the 16th and 17th centuries, individuals with disabilities faced 

unmitigated hardships including isolation, exclusion, inhumane treatment, and sometimes 

death (Salend & Duhaney, 2011; Spaulding & Pratt, 2015). A century after the 

Declaration of Independence, individuals with disabilities continued to receive unequal 

treatment and held few rights as citizens (Ashbaker, 2011). Families were often advised 

to hide children with disabilities from public view or place them in institutions or 

hospitals (Ashbaker, 2011; Spaulding & Pratt, 2015). For many years, education and 

attendance in public schools for individuals with disabilities were not allowed (Ashbaker, 

2011). The right to a free and appropriate education for all children in the United States is 

a relatively new concept, made possible by the passage of the Education for All 

Handicapped Children Act of 1975, also known as IDEA. 

Social Advocacy Movement 

Although reform for individuals with disabilities is new, the development of 

special education in the United States began much earlier (Spaulding & Pratt, 2015). The 

French Enlightenment paved the way for medical and scientific advancement and 

economic reform prompting interest in individuals with disabilities (Spaulding & Keith, 

2010; Spaulding & Pratt, 2015). Initial efforts to deliver special education services began 

with the deaf because this disability was more easily detected than intellectual disability 

(Salend & Duhaney, 2011; Spaulding & Keith, 2010; Spaulding & Pratt, 2015). The 

educational success of individuals such as Helen Keller sparked public awareness about 

disabilities and prompted the beginning of the special education advocacy movement 

(Ashbaker, 2011). As a result, the development of institutions focused on the training and 

teaching of individuals with disabilities was established. 
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The works of Jean-Marc-Gaspard Itard and Edouard Seguin also showed that 

individuals with disabilities could learn, helping to change societal viewpoints about the 

disabled and giving rise to laws to educate these individuals in specialized schools 

(Salend & Duhaney, 2011). Eventually, the successes of European educators began to 

spread to other countries, including the United States, with a push for more nurturing 

educational environments along with more individualized learning (Pazey & Yates, 

2018). As a result, social advocacy groups began to form, pushing for the inclusion of 

individuals with disabilities in all facets of society (Salend & Duhaney, 2011). In the 

1900s, the development of the Council for Exceptional Children, coupled with the 

support of the Kennedy family in the 1940s, helped the advocacy movement to gain 

much needed momentum (Ashbaker, 2011; Spaulding & Pratt, 2015). 

Special Education in the United States 

 The history of special education in the United States has evolved over time, facing 

many challenges, debates, and successes (Salend & Duhaney, 2015). Despite the 

Declaration of Independence, which affirmed that all men were created equal, the United 

States was slow in recognizing the rights of individuals with disabilities (Ashbaker, 2011; 

Cornett & Knackstedt, 2020). The disabled were often viewed as welfare recipients with 

few governmental programs aimed at addressing their plight. 

The revolution in how people with disabilities were treated in the United States, 

however, began with Dorthea Dix, a social reformer, who was “appalled by her first 

observations of ‘criminals, retarded individuals, and the mentally ill’ being housed 

together” (Spaulding & Pratt, 2015, p. 95). As a result of Dix’s observations, the 

Massachusetts legislature revisited laws and standards regarding people with disabilities 



19 

and provided appropriate funding for institutions (Spaulding & Keith, 2010; Spaulding & 

Pratt, 2015). During this time, Massachusetts also saw the rise of compulsory education; 

however, individuals with disabilities were not included (Pazey & Yates, 2018). Rather, 

specific provisions were made to protect the disabled from the cruelty of society and to 

protect normal people from the negative effects of association with crippled, 

feebleminded, and incorrigible children. 

The end of the 19th century, however, saw a swift regression in the progress made 

toward individuals with disabilities (Spaulding & Keith, 2010). The introduction of 

intelligence testing and the eugenics movement further cultivated the perception that 

individuals with disabilities were deviant and unfit for reproduction (Salend & Duhaney, 

2010; Spaulding & Keith, 2011; Spaulding & Pratt, 2015). Furthermore, this era saw a 

rise in the institutionalization of individuals with disabilities and the implementation of 

marriage restrictions (Spaulding & Pratt, 2015). As a result, the special education 

movement lost much of the momentum it had gained. 

 The perception of individuals with disabilities, however, changed following 

World War II. The United States turned toward equality in education, and attention was 

placed on educating the whole child including children with mental and physical 

disabilities (Pazey & Yates, 2018). As Americans sought to distance themselves from 

eugenic practices and new theories in developmental psychology emerged, marginalized 

individuals began to fight for equal rights (Spaulding & Pratt, 2015). In the 1950s, the 

United States found itself amid a Civil Rights movement. It was during this time that the 

rights and education of individuals with disabilities began to receive recognition through 
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the three landmark court cases and three laws that would change the face of special 

education in the United States (Cornett & Knackstedt, 2020). 

Brown v. Board of Education 

The legal and philosophical foundation for special education in the United States 

was established with the landmark Supreme Court decision in Brown v. Topeka Board of 

Education in 1954, hailed by Blanchett et al. (2005) as “the single most important court 

decision in American education” (p. 70). While the civil rights movement opened the 

door for African Americans, it also paved the way for people with disabilities, knocking 

down the doctrine of separate but equal, the foundation for segregation (Lengyel & 

Vanberguijk, 2021; Pazey & Yates, 2018). The Supreme Court decision in Brown v. 

Topeka Board of Education also provided parents with the legal footing to challenge 

discriminatory practices and the ability to petition the courts to allow students with 

disabilities to have access to public education (Obiakor, 2011). Furthermore, the impact 

of Brown v. Topeka Board of Education paved the way for advocacy groups to establish 

and promote federal legislation that would mandate a free education for all children 

(Cornett & Knackstedt, 2020; Spaulding & Pratt, 2015). 

Special Education Court Cases 

 Following Brown v. Topeka Board of Education, several court cases challenged 

school districts and states that denied the rights of children with disabilities to receive a 

free and appropriate education in the LRE (Ashbaker, 2011). The Pennsylvania 

Association for Retarded Citizens or PARC v. Commonwealth of Pennsylvania 

challenged a state law prohibiting children considered unable to profit from attendance in 

public schools the right to access education. The court decreed the state of Pennsylvania 
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must provide education to students with intellectual disabilities, stating these children 

“were entitled to receive free public education” (Ashbaker, 2011, p. 29). Furthermore, the 

court decreed parents of children with disabilities have the right to be fully informed of 

any changes made to their child’s educational program. 

At the same time as PARC v. Commonwealth of Pennsylvania, a class action 

lawsuit was filed on behalf of 18,000 children with exceptionalities in Washington D.C. 

(Obiakor, 2011). In Mills v. Board of Education, the court declared that “lack of funds 

was no excuse for failing to educate children” (Ashbaker, 2011, p. 29). Furthermore, the 

court stated that districts must put specific procedures in place to determine whether a 

student should receive special education services (Obiakor, 2011). 

Special Education Legislation 

Following the rulings in PARC v. Commonwealth of Pennsylvania and Mills v. 

Board of Education, 36 additional court decisions in 27 states affirmed the right for 

students with disabilities to have access to public education (Ashbaker, 2011). The 

movement to change the educational system eventually led to the passage of the 

Vocational Rehabilitation Act of 1973 (Lengyel & Vanbergeijk, 2021). Specifically, 

section 504 of the Vocational Rehabilitation Act made it illegal for any institution 

receiving federal funds to discriminate against individuals with disabilities. 

Following the passage of the Vocational Rehabilitation Act, Public Law 94-142 

(PL 94-142), also known as the Education for All Handicapped Children Act (EAHCA) 

of 1975, was signed into law (Lengyel & Vanbergeijk, 2021). With the passage of 

EAHCA, federal law finally supported the inclusion of individuals with disabilities into 

school and society (Pazey & Yates, 2018). EAHCA has been reauthorized since 1975, 
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and in 1990 was renamed the Individuals with Disabilities Education Improvement Act 

(IDEIA), shortened to IDEA in 2004 (Ashbaker, 2011). 

In 2001, the United States ushered in the era of standard-based accountability 

with the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB), raising expectations for student and teacher 

performance (Boscardin & Lashley, 2018). In 2004, IDEA built upon NCLB and 

included increased qualifications for special education personnel and the use of 

instructional methods grounded in scientifically based research. In 2009, Race to the Top 

encouraged states to move away from standards-based accountability to progress 

demonstrated by annual assessments. Finally, the reauthorization of the Elementary and 

Secondary Education Act in 2015, today known as the Every Student Succeeds Act, 

shifted the educational responsibility of students to the states and leaving many of the 

principles of NCLB for students with disabilities unchanged. 

Special Education in California 

 The concept of state supported education in California was created at the onset of 

the state’s formation and incorporated into the state’s constitution (Noel, 2020). At the 

outset, public education in California promoted Americanization and legalized the 

segregation of children into separate schools, restricting education to White children 

only. In the 1860s, schools were established for students of color along with the 

establishment of a patchwork of special education programs for students with disabilities 

(Legislative Analyst’s Office, 2018; Noel, 2020). Between 1920 and 1975, California 

created a dozen special categorical programs for students with disabilities, ultimately 

creating the Master Plan for Special Education in 1980 (CDE, n.d.; Legislative Analyst’s 

Office, 2018). For the first time, students with disabilities living in California were 
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guaranteed an Individual Education Plan (IEP) and access to a free and appropriate public 

education in the LRE (CDE, n.d.; Legislative Analyst’s Office, 2018).  

Today, all school districts in California are required to join a SELPA responsible 

for organizing special education programs and services among its member districts 

(Legislative Analyst’s Office, 2018). The goal of SELPAs in California is to facilitate 

high quality special education programming for students along with providing training 

for parents and educators (CDE, n.d.). Today there are 132 SELPAs in California, each 

tasked with designing and implementing a plan for the delivery of services to students 

with disabilities (Legislative Analyst’s Office, 2019). 

In the 2018-2019 academic year, California provided special education services to 

795,047 students, newborn through 22 years of age in a variety of settings (CDE, n.d.). 

According to the Legislative Analyst’s Office (2019), 12.5% of California public school 

students receive special education services, an increase from the early 2000s. African 

American and low-income students make up a disproportionate number of children 

enrolled in special education programs, representing 6% of the student population but 9% 

of students with disabilities (Legislative Analyst’s Office, 2019). Overall, students with 

disabilities in California are served in mainstream classrooms alongside typical peers; 

however, students with disabilities have been found to have lower academic outcomes 

and lower standardized test results compared to students in general education (Legislative 

Analyst’s Office, 2019). 

Funding for special education programs in California has also undergone changes 

since the formation of public education. Between 1860 and 1980, California funded 

districts to serve students with disabilities locally and provided funds for state residential 
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schools such as the California School for the Deaf and California School for the Blind 

(Legislative Analyst’s Office, 2018). Distinct funding rates were developed based on 

eligibility and program requirements. This system of funding posed three weaknesses:  

(a) it did not cover some disabilities leaving students without access to special education 

services, (b) it was difficult for administrators to navigate, and (c) it encouraged schools 

to identify students with the disability that generated the most funding. 

With the adoption of the California Master Plan for Special Education, funding 

for special education was simplified and based on three different types of special 

education services: special day class, resource, and designated instruction and services 

(Legislative Analyst’s Office, 2018). Although simple, this system of funding resulted in 

inequities and encouraged school districts to serve students with disabilities in special day 

classes. In 1998, the funding system for special education in California was revised yet 

again. The new system funded SELPAs based on overall attendance regardless of the 

number of students enrolled in special education or the specific disabilities of those 

students. Although California has made efforts to equalize funding, it continues to remain 

unequal, and California has made no additional adjustments to its funding system since 

2000. 

Special Education in K-12 Public Schools 

 Special education in the United States is provided to students whose disabilities 

adversely affect their educational performance, specifically academic achievement 

(Farkas et al., 2020). The delivery of special education services in K-12 public schools is 

based on a delicate balance between national, state, and local policies (Noel, 2020). In the 

past, special education services were marked by exclusion and lack of access to 



25 

educational opportunities (Dudley-Marling & Burns, 2014). Today, however, 7.3 million 

students receive special education services in K-12 public school settings (National 

Center for Education Statistics, 2022). 

 Overall, special education in public schools is designed to improve the 

educational outcomes of students with disabilities by reducing the gap between general 

and special education (Cook et al., 2018; Cook & Schirmer, 2003). Since the inception of 

EAHCA, now IDEA, the delivery of special education services has shifted to ensure 

current practices are aligned with social justice, educational equality, and human rights 

(Francisco et al., 2020). As a result, special education services have moved from focusing 

on the rights of individuals with disabilities to focusing on the specific learning needs of 

each student through the provision of a continuum of program options and use of 

evidence-based practices (Cook et al., 2018; Francisco et al., 2020; Lemons et al., 2018). 

 The intent of IDEA is to provide students with disabilities a free and appropriate 

education that meets their unique needs while incorporating high expectations using the 

general education curriculum and ensuring participation in general education testing 

(Skrtic & Knackstedt, 2018). The overarching goal is to equip students with the skills 

necessary to function normally to the maximum extent possible in normal environments 

(Dudley-Marling & Burns, 2014). Special education instructors have offered several 

models for effectively achieving this goal including identifying and remediating skill 

deficits, providing compensatory training, or making necessary modifications and 

accommodations (Dudley-Marling & Burns, 2014; Lemons et al., 2018). Traditional 

instructional approaches in special education in public schools have also aimed at 
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providing extra services to students with disabilities by placing them in separate settings 

(Lemons et al., 2018). 

 For students in special education, the IEP is a critical document and serves as the 

blueprint for ensuring meaningful participation in the LRE with a curriculum that meets 

each child’s specific needs (Francisco et al., 2020; Skrtic & Knackstedt, 2018; Yell et al., 

2022). For many children with disabilities in public school today, this means education in 

the general education setting to help them achieve higher levels of learning and long-term 

success (Billingsley et al., 2018; Francisco et al., 2020). The move toward inclusion, 

however, requires the collaboration between general and special education to ensure the 

use of instructional practices that support a variety of student needs (Billingsley et al., 

2018; Cornett & Knackstedt, 2020). 

Challenges of Special Education in the 21st Century 

The role of special education in K-12 public schools has been greatly influenced 

by the events of the Civil Rights movement, related legislation, shifting national and 

community concerns, and federal and state lawsuits that continue to direct its 

development (Kim et al., 2019; Lemons et al., 2018; Noel, 2020). Special education, 

however, has continually operated on the periphery of the K-12 educational system 

(McLaughlin & Burho, 2018). Educational reforms have strived to reduce segregation, 

eliminate discrimination, and provide all children with specialized services in public 

school settings; however, the services children with disabilities receive are often 

determined largely by the resources available to them. Although educational equality has 

been at the core of the U.S. educational reform movement, equal access to education is 
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largely determined by where a child lives and attends school (Mason-Williams et al., 

2020; McLaughlin & Burho, 2018). 

In the United States, children of color have been reported to be disproportionately 

overrepresented in special education programs (Morgan et al., 2018). As a result, federal 

legislation mandates school districts monitor for significant disproportionality and those 

above the risk ratio to take corrective action (Farkas et al., 2020). Studies examining 

disproportionality in special education have shown that White children are far more likely 

to receive special education services than children of color, leaving minority children 

underidentified as having a disability (Farkas et al., 2020; Morgan et al., 2018).  

Funding for special education also provides a challenge for school districts. 

States, individual districts, and schools are mandated by IDEA to ensure students with 

disabilities receive FAPE and a high-quality education without regard to the cost of 

delivering such services (Hutchinson, 2021). Consequently, this creates a burden on both 

federal, state, and local educational entities (Baker et al., 2018; Hutchinson, 2021; 

McLaughlin & Burho, 2018). According to McLaughlin and Burho, the cost of 

implementing special education has risen at the state level while federal funding has 

remained relatively unchanged. This challenge has prompted states to find ways to 

support special education programs to ensure funds are equitably distributed between 

both general and special education programs (Baker et al., 2018; McLaughlin & Burho, 

2018). 

Finally, public schools have seen a significant rise in the inclusion of students 

with disabilities in the general education setting, sparking increased discourse on 

diversity (Cook & Schirmer, 2003; Parmar, 2021; Sun & Xin, 2020). Age-graded 
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curriculum, normative testing, tracking, and ability grouping within the public school 

system do not reflect the diversity of students that make up public school classrooms 

(Dudley-Marling & Burns, 2014). Current classroom designs, interpretation of the law 

relating to the inclusion of students with disabilities, and resistance to change have also 

provided a challenge to school districts when implementing IDEA and ensuring 

accountability targets are being met (Skrtic & Knackstedt, 2018; Thurlow et al., 2018).  

Special Education Administrator 

 Like the history of special education in the United States, the history of the 

special education administrator is also new. For many years, the education of students 

with disabilities was delegated by principals to separate facilities, challenging special 

education administrators and instructors to find a way to provide services to students with 

disabilities (Pazey & Yates, 2018). The Civil Rights movement, subsequent legislation, 

and the increase in federal funding and policies for students with disabilities, however, 

brought about the need for a more informed type of leadership with a unique set of skills, 

abilities, and experience. 

Until the passage of PL 94-142 in 1975, the role of the special education 

administrator was one focused on the diagnosis, identification, and creation of programs 

that would serve students with disabilities (Pazey & Yates, 2018). With the passage of PL 

94-142, that role changed, calling for a more collaborative type of leadership focused on 

compliance with the law, delivery of equitable, high-quality instruction, and collaboration 

across district departments to improve instruction and demonstrate program quality and 

effectiveness (Bettini et al., 2017; Crockett, 2019; Hussey et al., 2019; Pazey & Yates, 

2018; Valesky & Hirth, 1992). As a result, the special education administrator was called 
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upon to have a unique set of knowledge and skills to create systems that improved the 

teaching and learning of all students (Bettini et al., 2017; Luckner & 

Movahedazarhouligh, 2019). 

Director of Special Education 

 The highest special education administrator in today’s K-12 public school system 

is often called the director of special education (Fan et al., 2019). The job of the director 

of special education is multifaceted, complex, and continually changing (Hussey et al., 

2019; Luckner & Movahedazarhouligh, 2019). Directors of special education are 

responsible for a myriad of tasks including leading, supervising, and managing the 

delivery of special education and its related services to students with disabilities (Tudryn 

et al., 2016). Therefore, directors of special education must have thorough knowledge of 

special education law and the ability to implement programs for students with disabilities 

in a manner consistent with those laws (Yell et al., 2018). Furthermore, directors of 

special education must work closely with a variety of stakeholders, each with his or her 

own unique goals and intentions related to the education of students with disabilities 

(Burello & Zadnik, 1986). 

Roles and Responsibilities 

The roles and responsibilities of the director of special education have grown in 

recent years because of increased expectations from the educational system, changing 

demographics across the country, and shifting requirements of IDEA (Luckner & 

Movahedazarhouligh, 2019). As a result, the director of special education must hold a 

unique set of skills and have experience in special education.  
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Among many of the roles and responsibilities, the director of special education 

supports school-based special education personnel to ensure the effective implementation 

of services to students with disabilities using evidence-based practices (Fan et al., 2019; 

Isaac et al., 2016). Additionally, the director of special education works collaboratively 

with other educational administrators, such as superintendents, other departmental 

directors, and school-site principals, to improve instructional outcomes for all students 

(Hussey et al., 2019). Directors of special education must also make critical decisions 

about the hiring and retention of special education personnel (Luckner & 

Movahedazarhouligh, 2019). Finally, directors of special education must work closely 

with educators, families, and community members regarding the academic and social 

achievement of every student with a disability within their organization. 

Challenges 

Today, significant changes in the diverse makeup of students receiving special 

education services have put additional pressure on directors of special education to find 

creative ways to address the academic achievement of cultural and linguistic minorities 

(Pazey & Yates, 2018). Consequently, the responsibilities of today’s directors of special 

education have broadened even further to include a deeper understanding of a variety of 

complimentary educational disciplines and a more enhanced partnership with general 

education to provide intervention and instruction to a larger number of struggling 

learners. 

Today’s directors of special education also face many challenges including 

decreased funding and resources; shortage of qualified personnel; increased emphasis on 

student accountability and data-driven decision making; use of inclusive practices; 
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mounting legal issues and costs; evaluation of special education personnel; 

implementation of professional development; and collaboration with parents, families and 

community stakeholders (Isaac et al., 2016; Luckner & Movahedazarhouligh, 2019; 

Zaretsky et al., 2008). Each of these challenges requires directors of special education to 

juggle a variety of competing demands that become time-consuming and add to an 

already emotion-laden field (Luckner & Movahedazarhouligh, 2019). These challenges 

are further magnified when directors of special education feel ill prepared for special 

education leadership. Additionally, many of today’s reform movements are silent on the 

expectation of special education leadership when it comes to interpreting and 

implementing reform efforts for students with disabilities. Thus, when schools do not 

meet high expectations, special education and special education leadership are often the 

first to be scrutinized (Boscardian & Lashley, 2018). 

Leadership 

 The concept of leadership dates back thousands of years and can be found in the 

works of Plato, Caesar, and Plutarch (Marzano et al., 2005). Leadership can be found in 

all cultures and among all people. Great leadership can shape an organization; therefore, 

the development of great leaders has received substantial attention for many years 

(Landis et al., 2014). Effective leadership is crucial to the success of any organization 

(Day & Antonakis, 2018; Landis et al., 2014; Valldeneu et al., 2021). The theory of 

leadership, however, is complex and diverse and is one of the most researched and yet 

least understood phenomena (Amanchukwu et al., 2015; Day & Antonakis, 2018; Stein, 

2016; Valldeneu et al., 2021). To date, there is no one leadership theory or style that can 
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be considered universal, and research on leadership theory continues to grow and evolve 

(Amanchukwu et al., 2015; Day & Antonakis, 2018; Kovach, 2018; Landis et al., 2014).  

 There are many different views of leadership that distinguish effective leaders 

from noneffective leaders (Amanchukwu et al., 2015). Given the complexity of 

leadership, however, there is still no widely accepted definition of leadership (Day & 

Antonakis, 2018). Despite the lack of an agreed upon definition, researchers have agreed 

that leadership can be broadly defined as a process that involves influencing and 

motivating others toward the realization of common goals (Amanchukwu et al., 2015; 

Day & Antonakis, 2018; Southwick et al., 2019; Valldeneu et al., 2021; Yukl, 2012). 

Hence, a leader is responsible for the coordinated functioning of an organization by using 

available resources to inspire and motivate others to succeed (Amanchukwu et al., 2015; 

Day & Antonakis, 2018; Hersey et al., 1979; Stein, 2016).  

Leadership is also rooted in context because it is the context that affects the type 

of leadership used and determines whether that leadership will be effective (Connolly et 

al., 2017; Day & Antonakis, 2018; Leithwood et al., 2019). Therefore, effective leaders 

must monitor both internal and external environments, develop strategies based on the 

organization’s strengths and weaknesses, and monitor outcomes to ensure the 

organization’s goals are being met (Day & Antonakis, 2018). 

Furthermore, today’s world brings with it problems that do not prescribe to one 

leadership theory (Heifetz & Linsky, 2017; Fullan, 2020a). Therefore, organizations must 

change and develop, and so must leadership (Van Wart, 2013). Consequently, great 

leaders are consistently searching for the most effective method by which to improve 

their organization’s outcomes and achieve their goals (Valldeneu et al., 2021). According 
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to Fullan (2020b), change within organizations presents leaders with more opportunities 

to fail and succeed. Therefore, leadership itself must also change, becoming more 

adaptive, requiring leaders to develop the skills necessary to lead in unpredictable 

situations with no one prescribed solution (Fullan, 2020b; Heifetz & Linsky, 2017). 

When organizations experience change, it is critical that leaders are prepared to meet the 

challenge, thus making today’s leadership more ambiguous and difficult (Brazer et al., 

2014; Landis et al. 2014). 

Leadership in K-12 Public Education 

 The concept of leadership in schools is no different than the concept of leadership 

found in many other institutions (Marzano et al., 2005). Research on leadership in public 

education has indicated that effective leadership contributes to high-quality learning and 

better student outcomes (Grissom & Loeb, 2011; Leithwood et al., 2019; Marzano et al., 

2005; Pont, 2020). Aspects of effective schools, such as a clear mission and vision, 

positive climate, the attitudes of teachers, effective instructional practices, and the 

organization of the curriculum, are linked to effective leadership practices (Marzano et 

al., 2005). According to Stein (2016), research has not found “a single case of a school 

improving its student achievement record in the absence of talented leadership” (p. 21). 

Over the last 20 years, school leadership has shifted from an administrative and 

bureaucratic role to one that is more interactive and focused on accountability and results 

(Pont, 2020). Therefore, school leaders must move beyond management principles and 

develop a firm understanding of what leadership style works best under which 

circumstances (Stein, 2016). Today’s school leaders often engage in multiple tasks to 

fulfill an increasing expectation of school and student achievement (Daniëls et al., 2019). 
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As a result, effective school leaders must bring people together by providing 

opportunities for collective participation and shared decision making with hands-on 

leadership (Stein, 2016). Consequently, many theories of leadership have served to guide 

the actions of effective school leaders. However, the increased expectations for student 

and school achievement have resulted in a closer examination of the usefulness of 

classical leadership theories and a deeper exploration of theories that support a more 

collegial and collaborative approach to leadership in schools. Rather than viewing school 

leadership through a narrow perspective of a single lens, more attention is being paid to 

leadership theories pertinent to successful educational leadership such as instructional, 

situational, distributed, and transformational leadership practices (Daniëls et al., 2019). 

Instructional Leadership 

 The idea of instructional leadership dates back more than 30 years ago when 

researchers began investigating what made schools effective (Hallinger, 2010; Sebastian 

et al., 2018). During this time, instructional leaders were seen as culture builders who 

were goal oriented with a focus on improving instructional outcomes for students 

(Hallinger, 2010). As such, these school leaders worked directly with teachers to improve 

instruction and learning. 

There are several definitions of instructional leadership in the research. In its most 

basic form, instructional leadership emphasizes the leader’s role in facilitating teaching 

and learning and is viewed as a collective activity (Billingsley et al., 2018; Grissom & 

Loeb, 2011). The most common model proposes three functions of instructional 

leadership: defining the school’s mission, managing the instructional program, and 
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promoting a positive school learning climate (Hallinger, 2010; Hallinger & Murphy, 

1985; Marzano et al., 2005). 

Although instructional leadership in general education has been studied, little 

research has been conducted in the realm of special education. Consequently, knowledge 

about how instructional leadership can be used to support teachers working with students 

with disabilities is beginning to emerge (Billingsley et al., 2018). What is known is that 

today, students with disabilities are expected to have the same opportunities as their peers 

to meet state standards while being provided instruction in inclusive settings. 

Consequently, all educational leaders must find ways to ensure general and special 

education teachers continue to grow their instructional knowledge, develop a curriculum 

that meets the learning goals of all students, and receive ongoing constructive feedback 

about instructional practices (Billingsley et al., 2018). To ensure this is possible, school 

leaders at all levels must work in concert with one another to set achievable goals and 

provide the support, resources, structures, and leadership necessary for all students to 

succeed (Billingsley et al., 2018). When instructional leadership is implemented 

collectively, research has shown it has a stronger impact on student achievement. As a 

result, when school-site and district leaders work together to shape the direction of a 

school or district, relationships are formed which, in turn, strengthen instruction and 

improve student achievement. 

Situational Leadership 

 The concept of situational leadership was developed by Hersey and Blanchard in 

1969 (Marzano et al., 2005). The basic principle behind situational leadership is that 

successful leaders adapt their behavior to meet the needs of each situation 
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(Schermerhorn, 1997). Situational leadership is either task or people oriented and, as 

such, is a behavioral approach to leadership which focuses on the work product or 

outcome (McClesky, 2014). Situational leadership is based on the interplay among three 

variables: (a) the amount of direction provided by the leader, (b) the amount of social-

emotional support provided by the leader, and (c) the maturity level of the follower 

regarding specific tasks (Schermerhorn, 1997). 

Depending on each unique situation and the maturity of the followers, a leader 

chooses the best course of action for each circumstance (Amanchukwu et al., 2015). As a 

result, a leader may choose different styles of leadership for different types of decision-

making processes (Amanchukwu et al., 2015; Marzano et al., 2005). The goal for the 

leader is to provide the appropriate amount of support while helping followers mature 

and assume more of the leadership role (Ireh & Bailey 1999; Hersey et al., 1979). A 

literature review conducted by Sari et al. (2022) found that the use of situational 

leadership in educational settings is positively correlated to teacher performance, 

commitment to the organization, and motivation, once again raising attention to the 

importance of school context and leadership effectiveness (Daniëls et al., 2019). 

Distributed Leadership 

 Distributed leadership was introduced by Peter Gronn in the early 2000s as a way 

of describing leadership from a systemic perspective whereby leadership is viewed as a 

collective process involving the interactions among individuals (Bolden, 2011). 

Distributed leadership is a move away from traditional leadership theories that promote 

the use of attributes and behaviors. Distributed leadership involves collaboration, 

knowledge sharing, and the development of relationships each of which promote the idea 
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that many individuals within the organization will have the opportunity to exercise 

leadership, both formally and informally (A. Harris, 2008; Tudryn et al., 2016). In other 

words, leadership is a dynamic process and one that is shared among all members of the 

organization (A. Harris, 2008). As a process, distributed leadership is thought to emerge 

within organizations as a means of decision making and problem solving. 

Today, schools are pressured to produce results, and Hammershaib (2018) 

suggested that leadership from a single perspective is no longer effective. Rather, 

collaborative leadership that engages all stakeholders is needed to adapt to and produce 

sustainable change within the educational setting. Therefore, the use of distributed 

leadership in schools is intended to support a variety of leaders and followers to meet the 

needs of the organization (Tudryn et al., 2016). When school leaders use the principles of 

distributed leadership, employees lead from a place of passion and experience and show 

greater investment, resulting in a stronger work community, increased work satisfaction, 

and increased self-efficacy (Hammershaib, 2018). 

Within the field of special education, the use of distributed leadership is gaining 

interest as an area of research because it allows for more group problem solving that 

results in effective decision making (Tudryn et al., 2016). Given the multifaceted 

responsibilities of special education leaders, distributed leadership has been useful in the 

implementation of inclusive practices. Distributed leadership also offers a framework 

from which to examine how special education administrators can create educational 

environments that produce positive outcomes while also promoting a collaborative 

culture that values all learners. 
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Transformational Leadership 

 In an era of high-stakes accountability, schools are undergoing tremendous 

change. Fullan (2019) argued that the world is becoming more complex and demanding, 

requiring schools and organizations to develop programs that are relevant, connected, and 

individualized. In a time of change, transformational leadership helps organizations and 

leaders make sense of what is needed and create a framework for action through a shift in 

the organization’s culture, behavior, and mindset (L. A. Anderson & Anderson, 2010; 

Shadraconis, 2013). 

 In education, leaders who engage in transformational leadership prepare followers 

to learn new skills, establish a new way of thinking about change, break free from the 

existing culture, and develop new norms that transform the organization (M. Anderson, 

2017). Transformational leadership requires conscious thinking on the part of the leader, 

viewing the organization as multidimensional, interconnected, and always changing (L. 

A. Anderson & Anderson, 2010). Transformational leadership requires a collaborative 

relationship between teachers, administrators, and the wider school community (M. 

Anderson, 2017). School leaders who use transformational leadership work with 

employees to identify needed change and create a vision and inspiration to execute the 

change through “individual consideration, intellectual stimulation, inspirational 

motivation, and idealized influence” (Marzano et al., 2005, p. 14). Transformational 

leaders delegate challenging work to followers, increase responsibility to help followers 

develop their leadership capacity, encourage followers to take risks, support creativity, 

and serve as a role model (Burns, 1985; Kirby et al., 1992). 
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M. Anderson (2017) suggested that transformational leadership may be the most 

appropriate leadership theory for schools today. Marzano et al. (2005) concurred, stating 

transformational leadership is favored in education as it has been shown to produce 

credible results. Within the field of special education, transformational leadership has 

been positively correlated with successful implementation of inclusive programs 

(Murphy, 2018). Through positivity, passion, and enthusiasm, leaders who use a 

transformational leadership model can motivate followers, ultimately leading to better 

performance and effective results (Murphy, 2018; Oronato, 2013). 

Theoretical Foundation 

The concept of grit has been around for many years; however, it has recently 

reemerged in the literature among educational researchers because of its role as a 

predictor of positive outcomes in a variety of arenas (Credé, 2018; Ris, 2015; Salisu et 

al., 2019). Made popular by Duckworth et al. (2007), the research on grit was propelled 

by a question posed in 1907 by William James, a psychologist and philosopher. William 

James wondered why some individuals realize the full limits of their potential, but others 

make use of only a small part of their resources (Duckworth et al., 2007). It was this 

unanswered question that led Duckworth et al. to investigate how individuals of equal 

intelligence differ in their pursuit of goals. Through interviews with high achievers in a 

variety of fields, Duckworth et al. explored the common traits successful individuals 

shared including charisma, creativity, self-confidence, and emotional stability. It was 

hypothesized that some traits were more important for some vocations, but others were 

essential no matter a person’s career. One trait, however, found to be shared by the most 

successful individuals was grit. 
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Based on the seminal works of Galton and Cox, Duckworth et al. (2007) defined 

grit as “perseverance and passion for long-term goals” (p. 1087). Made up of two 

noncognitive traits, passion and perseverance, grit encompasses the ability to maintain 

interest in a goal over a long period of time despite the presence of setbacks, adversity, or 

plateaus in progress (Duckworth et al., 2007; Schimschal & Lomas, 2018). Both 

variables, passion, and perseverance, are essential to success because perseverance helps 

individuals achieve a goal and passion helps individuals achieve mastery (Christopoulou 

et al., 2018). 

In the literature, grit has been hailed as a predictor of success above and beyond 

cognitive functioning in arenas such as education, the military, and the workplace 

(Duckworth, 2016; Muenks et al., 2016; Southwick et al., 2019). Eskreis-Winkler et al. 

(2014) found that grit predicted persistence across a variety of life events such as 

marriage, military, workplace, and school commitments. Additionally, Kelly et al. (2014) 

conducted research on West Point cadets and found that grit, coupled with hardiness, was 

a predictor of success in the military. Finally, grit was found to improve the retention of 

novice teachers and contribute to engagement and goal achievement in students 

(Robertson-Kraft & Duckworth, 2014; Tang et al., 2019).  

Growing Grit 

 Since 2007, research on the construct of grit has grown tremendously with studies 

confirming its validity and adding to the list of ways in which grit contributes to the 

achievement of individuals. In 2016, Duckworth wrote a book titled Grit: The Power of 

Passion and Perseverance, based on research about what drives success. In the book, 

Duckworth shared that grit is not a fixed construct, but rather, individuals can grow grit 
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over time. By looking at examples of people who embody grit, Duckworth noted four 

traits each gritty person had in common: interest, practice, purpose, and hope. 

Interest 

 Interest is the beginning of passion (Duckworth, 2016). Passion, defined in the 

literature, is a strong feeling toward a preference or activity that is important leading to a 

consistent desire to engage or interact with the preference or activity to achieve a long-

term goal (Jachimowicz et al., 2018; Salisu et al., 2019). Christopoulou et al. (2018) 

suggested consistency of interest in a goal is associated with meaning, and it is this 

meaning that becomes passion. Duckworth (2016) noted that passion starts from within 

when individuals enjoy what they do. When employees expressed passion for their work 

and engaged in a job that fit their personal interests, their job became more than just a job 

and their performance improved (Duckworth, 2016; Jachimowicz et al., 2018). Finally, 

interest has been found to develop when individuals feel supported by those around them 

and receive positive feedback (Duckworth, 2016). 

Practice 

 Interest, Duckworth (2016) stated, leads to practice. Once an individual has 

developed an interest in an activity, mastery only occurs with ongoing and deliberate 

practice. Individuals who engage in deliberate practice seek to improve their skill set. 

Some researchers have connected deliberate practice with the personality trait of mindset. 

Specifically, research has shown that mindset affects individuals’ view of their abilities 

therefore affecting their responses to learning and achievement (Liu, 2021). Furthermore, 

research on mindset and success found that individuals who embody a growth mindset 

view abilities as something that can be improved upon and obstacles as opportunities for 
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growth (Buchanan & Kern, 2017; Dweck, 2016; McClendon et al., 2017). Finally, 

growth-minded leaders who were found to focus more on continual learning increased 

confidence in their leadership capacity (Dweck, 2016). Duckworth (2016) noted that 

individuals who are gritty seek to improve their skills through practice no matter how 

excellent their skills already are. 

Purpose 

 Purpose is the trait that grows passion and is the belief that one’s work matters to 

more than just oneself (Duckworth, 2016). According to Hill et al. (2014), having a 

purpose drives interest and commitment toward long-term goals. For some, purpose 

develops early, but for others purpose may not develop until later in life (Duckworth, 

2016). Hill et al. (2014) stated that adults who have purpose have been found to be more 

conscientious and hardworking. Kempster et al. (2011) suggested purpose is inextricably 

linked to leadership because leadership is “more than a person; it is a sense of purpose, a 

force that gives people a common direction” (p. 323). When individuals have a purpose, 

the desire to help others increases (Duckworth, 2016). 

Hope 

 The final trait found among gritty individuals is hope. Hope can be viewed as an 

extension of perseverance, and Duckworth (2016) stated that hope is a trait that defines 

each stage of grit. Hope is a belief that one’s efforts can create a better future (Dixson, 

2020; Duckworth, 2016). Gritty individuals live life with optimism, believing they can 

attain goals, continually rising in the face of adversity while experiencing growth 

(Duckworth, 2016; Ledesma, 2014). Helland and Winston (2005) stated that hope is a 

dynamic cognitive process, and it plays an important role in leadership, particularly in 
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times of change. Leadership is about creating relationships, engaging in ongoing 

communication, setting goals, and directing the actions to meet those goals. According to 

Helland and Winston, each of these components of leadership match the components of 

hope, and thus, hope lives within leadership. 

Grit and Leadership 

Leadership in any field comes with a myriad of responsibilities. In today’s 

changing world, those responsibilities are becoming increasingly complex and difficult 

(Seguin, 2019). Although grit, and its role in leadership success, has not yet been 

thoroughly studied, there is evidence in the literature to suspect its importance. Caza and 

Posner (2018) surveyed 3,702 leaders from a wide range of fields and found that grit 

propelled leaders to engage in a range of behaviors that led to exceptional leadership. 

Schimschal and Lomas (2018) also investigated the role grit plays in leadership success, 

surveying 100 leaders in education and manufacturing to explore the connection between 

a leader’s level of grit and capacity for positive leadership. Results showed that positive 

leadership capacity was strongly related to a leader’s level of grit, suggesting leadership 

programs focus on developing gritty leaders. Grit was also found to be a predictor of 

workplace outcomes, specifically, employee retention, work engagement, and job 

performance when specific organizational structures (e.g., strong leadership, 

opportunities for advancement, and employee autonomy) were in place (Southwick et al., 

2019). Additionally, Eskreis-Winkler et al. (2014) found that among 677 participants 

studied, grittier individuals showed higher levels of persistence across a range of life 

contexts, including the workplace. Finally, Seguin (2019) conducted a study looking at 

the relationship between grit and nurse leaders and found that grit increases with 
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longevity in leadership positions, ultimately leading to an increased sense of personal 

accomplishment and decreased job burnout. 

Taken together, studies on the relationship between grit and leadership have 

indicated grit plays an important role in leadership success. One of the most important 

challenges facing leaders today, however, is how to motivate followers to exhibit the 

characteristics of passion and perseverance for the long-term goals of the organization 

(Southwick et al., 2019). Therefore, a leader’s ability to maintain a forward-looking 

perspective while developing personal relationships suggests that the embodiment of grit 

is important for success in leadership (Caza & Posner, 2018). 

Theoretical Framework 

 The theory of grit has been explored by many scholars and researchers since its 

introduction in the literature. Since that time, researchers have investigated the 

relationship between grit and traits such as hardiness, motivation for long-term goals, 

success in variety of life commitments, well-being, and leadership (Caza & Posner, 2018; 

Eskreis-Winkler et al., 2014; Kelly et al., 2014; Schimschal & Lomas, 2018; Seguin, 

2019; Southwick et al., 2019; Von Culin et al., 2014). Therefore, the theory of grit served 

as the theoretical framework for this study. Perlis (2013) noted that although Duckworth 

et al. (2007) defined grit as passion and perseverance for long-term goals, grit 

encompasses a number of different anomalies that suggest it is more about an 

individual’s attitude than achieving a long-held goal. The five principles of grit that stand 

out in the literature include courage, conscientiousness, long-term goals, resilience, and 

excellence versus perfection. Perlis (2013) suggested that individuals’ level of grit 

depends largely on their expression of each of these principles and the extent to which 
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individuals can access and use the five principles to achieve extraordinary results in their 

organizations.  

Courage 

 In the book Grit: The Power of Passion and Perseverance, Duckworth (2016) 

compared courage to the Finnish word sisu. To have a sisu spirit means to get up 

repeatedly when knocked down, an inner strength, tenacity, bravado. The word courage 

stems from the Latin word for heart (G. Lee & Elliott-Lee, 2016). The importance of 

courage during times of adversity has been celebrated throughout history and in the 

works of philosophers such as Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle, authors such as 

Hemmingway, and in religious writings (Howard & Cogswell, 2018; Schilpzand et al., 

2015; Rate et al., 2007). The action of courage is often deemed as admirable, a trait most 

admired in others, and “integrity at its highest” (G. Lee & Elliott-Lee, 2016, p. 35). 

Courage calls for individuals to show up in the face of fear and to persevere (Arias, 2017; 

G. Lee & Elliott-Lee, 2016). 

 Courage, temperance, justice, and wisdom serve as ethical principles and 

guideposts to help individuals make the right choice (H. Harris, 1999; White et al., 2016). 

The virtue of courage appears in many books, articles, and respected journals. Topics of 

courage range from courage in history, leadership, and management to courage in 

medicine, sports, and psychology. Cognition has also been connected to courageous 

actions, and there is agreement among philosophers that courage is often “thoughtful and 

well-reasoned” (Schilpzand et al., 2014, p. 72). Courageous individuals survive great 

hardships in the face of adversity and rise victorious in their endeavors (Arias, 2017). 

Rather than giving up, courageous individuals pull from resources within themselves and 
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find the strength to push forward and succeed. Research has hypothesized that the 

foundation of courage is the belief that one does or does not have the ability to do what is 

morally right (Palanski et al., 2014). 

Although the virtues of courage have been studied extensively, and while courage 

has been cited as being a critical aspect of leadership, research examining the relationship 

between courage and effective leadership is just beginning. Studies on the character traits 

of effective leaders suggest both integrity and courage are the two most virtuous 

predictors of performance because leaders who exhibit courage benefit not only 

themselves but the whole organization as well (Palanski et al., 2014). Furthermore, 

studies on leaders who show courage in the face of adversity have found that courageous 

leaders are more capable of achieving long-term success both individually and for their 

organizations. 

Courageous individuals are not afraid of failure but rather view failure as part of 

the process of improvement (Perlis, 2013). G. Lee and Elliott-Lee (2016) outlined three 

types of power that leaders use to motivate followers: authority, reward, and courage. 

According to G. Lee & Elliott-Lee, courageous leaders ethically inspire followers to do 

what is right by accessing power and rewards appropriately to model high core values 

while expecting the same from others. The findings of G. Lee and Elliott-Lee support the 

findings of a study conducted by Palanski et al. (2014) wherein courage was found to 

drive the performance of leaders to model the expected behaviors of the organization in 

the face of challenges. Finally, the results of three exploratory studies conducted by 

Howard and Cogswell (2018) investigating five categories of courage antecedents (grit, 
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social support, humane orientation, and gender) revealed that certain organizational 

factors such as leadership style influence courage in the workplace. 

Conscientiousness 

 The big five model provides a framework to explain the core traits of human 

personalities that predict success (Duckworth et al., 2007; Perlis, 2013). Of the five traits 

in the big five model, conscientiousness has been found to be the most closely associated 

with grit (Duckworth et al., 2007; Perlis, 2013; Schmidt et al., 2018). Conscientious 

individuals have been found to be hardworking, dependable, organized, responsible, 

industrious, and achievement oriented (Barrick & Mount, 1991; Roberts et al., 2012).  

Historically, the construct associated with conscientiousness within the field of 

psychology dates back to Freud and his research on the superego, ego, and conscience 

(Roberts et al., 2012). Conscientiousness has been found to be partly heritable, and 

linkages between conscientiousness and brain networks are believed to be responsible for 

the prioritization of goals (Wilmot & Ones, 2019). Conscientious people are better able to 

plan future actions and persevere for long periods of time (Samfira & Paloș, 2021). 

Conscientiousness also includes a social and organizational component that has been 

found to regulate impulses and discipline for achievement in the workplace (Wilmot & 

Ones, 2019). Of the five traits that comprise the big five model, conscientiousness has 

been consistently found to be the one most associated with positive outcomes (Trautwein 

et al., 2009).  

Research on grit has shown that conscientiousness is more closely related to the 

facet of perseverance as opposed to the facet of passion or consistency of interest 

(Duckworth et al., 2007; Ponnock et al., 2020; Schmidt et al., 2018; Southwick et al., 
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2019). Barrick and Mount (1991) found that individuals who exhibited the traits of 

purpose, obligation, and persistence performed better than those who did not. 

Conscientiousness was also found to be a better predictor of job satisfaction, high 

occupational attainment, and career success, lower mortality rate, and lower divorce rates 

(Trautwein et al., 2009).  

Conscientious individuals show a higher propensity to engage in deliberate 

practice over a long period of time as a means of mastering a skill (Arias, 2017; 

Duckworth, 2007). Furthermore, Duckworth et al. (2007) indicated conscientiousness is 

more nuanced than originally thought, particularly when it comes to dependability versus 

achievement. In a study conducted by Hugh (1992), achievement was found to be the best 

overall predictor of all life outcomes and success. Individuals who set long-term goals 

that are neither too easy nor too hard are more conscientious than individuals who exhibit 

only higher levels of self-control (Duckworth et al., 2007). Thus, goal-focused leadership 

may trigger conscientiousness in employees, resulting in a higher level of job 

performance (Colbert & Witt, 2009). Conscientiousness has also been positively linked to 

ethical leadership behavior and leadership inspiration (Babalola et al., 2017). When 

leaders engage in ethical behavior, they model the principle of courage and inspire 

followers to also act ethically and courageously (G. Lee & Elliot-Lee, 2016). 

Long-Term Goals 

 Long-term goals are representations of future states and provide the context that 

drives passion and meaning, guiding the behavior of individuals (Duckworth, 2016; 

Perlis, 2013; Southwick et al., 2019). Grit, Duckworth (2016) shared, is about holding the 

same long-term goal for an extended period of time despite setbacks and in the absence 
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of feedback. Successful individuals set audacious goals and return to them time and 

again, maintaining the willpower to keep going regardless of the challenges that may 

exist (Georgoulas-Sherry & Kelly, 2019; Southwick et al., 2019). Duckworth et al. 

(2007) noted that gritty individuals endure and keep going on the path to achievement, 

always seeking opportunities to learn and improve. 

 Essential to the ability to keep pursuing long-term goals in the face of setbacks or 

challenges is hardiness. Hardiness includes the dimensions of challenge, commitment, 

and control, all of which act as personal resources for individuals in the face of difficult 

situations (Arias, 2017; Georgoulas-Sherry & Kelly, 2019; Mazzetti et al., 2019). 

Hardiness is believed to develop early in life, remain relatively stable over time, and has 

been viewed as an offshoot of courage (Kelly et al., 2014). Hardy individuals can adapt to 

stress by adopting a mindset that allows them to remain courageous and steadfast, turning 

a difficult situation into a learning experience (Georgoulas-Sherry & Kelly, 2019; 

Mazzetti et al., 2019). 

Research on long-term goals has indicated most goals can be viewed as part of 

hierarchical structure, with the higher order, long-term goal being the why and the lower 

order, short-term goals being the how (Southwick et al., 2019). Individuals who pursue 

goals receive two benefits: immediate or intrinsic reward while pursuing short term goals, 

and delayed or extrinsic reward as a result of achieving a long-term goal (Woolley & 

Fishbach, 2016). Therefore, self-control plays a critical role in the pursuit of long-term 

goals because self-control serves as a motivating factor in the pursuit of activities 

required to reach the end state (Duckworth & Kern, 2011; Woolley & Fishbach, 2016). 

Research has found that increasing attention on immediate rewards of achieving short 
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term goals increases the persistence for long-term goal pursuit (Woolley & Fishbach, 

2016). 

Intensity, duration, and direction of deliberate, ongoing practice are also critical to 

the achievement of long-term goals (Duckworth, 2016; Duckworth et al., 2007; Perlis, 

2013). Gladwell (2008) indicated individuals require 10,000 hr of deliberate practice to 

achieve mastery of a goal, which in turn drives high performance (Schimschal & Lomas 

2018). Deliberate practice, Duckworth and Gross (2014) noted, predicts skill 

improvement, which leads to higher levels of achievement. Gladwell’s (2008) 10,000-hr 

rule, therefore, aligns with Duckworth’s findings that deliberate practice sets apart 

experts from those less proficient (Duckworth et al., 2007; Perlis, 2013). Southwick et al. 

(2019) suggested that individuals who can sustain interest and passion for a long-term 

goal for years do so because the goal is a calling, a part of their identity, and taps into 

“their deepest interests and values” (p. 5). 

Furthermore, research has suggested that self-concept is related to grit and plays a 

role in goal pursuit. An individual’s self-knowledge and ability to remain organized 

enhances goal prioritization and long-term goal pursuit (Wong & Vallacher, 2018). When 

individuals pursue goals that are relevant to themselves, those goals become integrated 

with the individuals’ identity and thus are more meaningful. As a result, individuals with 

a high self-concept are better able to persevere through setbacks and adversity to achieve 

long-term goals because progress toward mastery enhances self-confidence. 

The ability to set high-level goals has been shown to be a feature of gritty 

individuals. Gritty leaders are believed to elicit perseverance for long-term goals not only 

within themselves but within their organization as well, often serving as role models for 
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sustained passion and perseverance (Southwick et al., 2019). Therefore, when leaders set 

high goals that are both meaningful and obtainable for their organizations, followers are 

better able to persevere for longer periods of time to achieve success (Schimschal & 

Lomas, 2018). Additionally, Caza and Posner (2018) found that leaders with higher 

levels of grit were more likely to model the way for followers, leading by example and 

supporting followers to take risks, resulting in exceptional outcomes. 

Resilience 

 The concept of resilience has been studied in varied contexts, and many 

definitions of resilience exist in the literature (Georgoulas-Sherry & Kelly, 2019). 

Resilience is considered a noncognitive trait and is associated with success and 

wellbeing. Resilience has been shown to protect individuals from adversity and assist 

them in maintaining equilibrium during challenging times (Georgoulas-Sherry & Kelly, 

2019; Rice & Liu, 2016). Grafton et al. (2010) noted that resilience is about an 

individual’s response to stress that ultimately affects a person’s wellbeing because 

prolonged stress can have a negative impact on physical and mental health. 

According to Duckworth (2016), resiliency is about getting up and moving 

forward with a sense of purpose and direction despite failure or adversity. Mindset and 

optimistic self-talk, Duckworth noted, are essential to changing the way in which 

individuals think, feel, and act. Individuals with a growth mindset see challenges as 

learning opportunities that ultimately lead to perseverance through difficult times. 

Additionally, research has found that children who engaged in resilience training were 

found to have lower levels of pessimism and depression in future years (Duckworth, 

2016). These findings support research that has shown when individuals demonstrate 
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higher levels of optimism, hope, and a belief in their ability to attain their goals, they 

experience growth in response to stress (Ledesma, 2014). 

The emotional and mental health of individuals in the workplace is important. 

When confronted with adversity, individuals respond by either surviving the adversity, 

recovering from the adversity, or thriving because of living through the adversity 

(Ledesma, 2014). According to Ledesma (2014), individuals who survive adversity may 

continue to live and function in an impaired state, those who recover often return to their 

previous state of functioning, and those who thrive because of enduring adversity change 

the way in which they respond to challenges. 

Related to thriving is the concept of hardiness. Resilience is believed to be a 

combination of hardiness, optimism, adaptability, self-efficacy, and grit (Grafton et al., 

2010; Perlis, 2013). Hardiness is an inner source of strength used by individuals to buffer 

the exposure to difficult situations and minimize levels of stress (Ledesma, 2014; Samfira 

& Paloș, 2021). Hardy individuals can assess stressful situations and trust their ability to 

respond accordingly through the use of coping mechanisms and providing themselves 

with a sense of control (Ledesma, 2014; Samfira & Paloș, 2021). Teachers with high 

levels of self-efficacy have been found to be confident in their ability to use coping 

strategies to respond to stress (Samfira & Paloș, 2021). Research on executives 

experiencing stressful situations showed hardiness as a predictor of a leader’s ability to 

persevere through adversity (Ledesma, 2014; Perlis, 2013).  

Mindfulness has also been found to play a role in resilience. Within sports 

medicine and organizational effectiveness, mindfulness has been used to help decrease 

pain, increase life satisfaction, decrease depression and anxiety, and lower workplace 
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stress (Ihme & Sundstrom, 2021). Leaders who use mindfulness techniques have been 

found to exhibit greater levels of self-control, flexibility, and improved decision making 

and are deemed to be more effective leaders by their followers. Over time, the use of 

mindfulness techniques has been shown to improve resilience, providing a protective 

barrier against prolonged stress. 

Finally, leaders spend a great deal of time at work, and their engagement is 

positively related to job satisfaction and mental and physical health (Wang et al., 2017). 

Healthy and resilient leaders are more effective and positively influence the work 

environment (Ihme & Sundstrom, 2020). Workers who are positively engaged have been 

found to be better able to cope with challenges within the workplace such as conflict, 

failure, change, and increased responsibility (Wang et al., 2017). Continual exposure to 

adversity in the workplace, however, can debilitate leaders (Ledesma, 2014). Therefore, 

adaptability is critical to a leader’s success, not only personally but also for the 

organization. Rice and Liu (2016) stated that resilient individuals are thought to be more 

adaptive within an ever-changing work environment, and this ability to adapt may be a 

contributor to more resilient organizations. 

Excellence Versus Perfection 

 Many individuals strive to be hard working to achieve excellence, but others 

strive to achieve flawlessness by aiming for perfection (Gaudreau et al., 2022). Despite 

excellence and perfection representing two different constructs, to date, researchers have 

yet to formally establish a difference between the two. Excellence can be described using 

words such as very competent, high-quality, and skillful, and are the foundation for the 

pursuit of excellence, or “excellencism.” Perfection, on the other hand, can be described 
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using words such as extreme, exaggerated, flawless, faultless, demanding, and ideal. As 

with excellencism, these words set the foundation for the pursuit of perfection also 

known as perfectionism. 

 According to Perlis (2013), individuals high in grit do not seek perfection because 

striving to be perfect is often inflexible and unforgiving. Perfectionism has been found to 

predispose individuals to a host of physical, psychological, and achievement problems 

such as anxiety, depression, suicide, substance abuse, and low self-esteem (Gaudreau et 

al., 2022; Hewitt et al., 2022; Perlis, 2013). When leaders strive for perfection, 

vulnerability and the quest for improvement are often forgotten and replaced by an 

unrealistic standard of performance and disappointment when success is not achieved 

(Osenk et al., 2020; Perlis, 2013). Rather, individuals high in grit tend to focus on 

improving weakness through the process of deliberate practice while embracing failure 

on the quest for excellence (Duckworth, 2016; Perlis, 2013).  

According to Duckworth (2016), experts strive to improve weaknesses by seeking 

challenges and engaging in deliberate, ongoing practice with the aim of reaching their 

goal. Furthermore, Duckworth noted, individuals striving for excellence look for 

immediate feedback from those around them so they can fix what they have done wrong. 

Leaders in pursuit of excellence often have high standards and lead in ways that make 

improvement a habit for themselves and others (Kiral, 2020). Gaudreau et al. (2022) 

stated that the pursuit of excellence has been found to lead to improved measures of work 

performance and is associated with opportunities that bring about success, which in turn 

lead to more positive and healthy outcomes. 
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Summary 

 Special education in the United States is a relatively new concept and one that has 

faced many challenges and success over the years (Salend & Duhaney, 2015). Not until 

the Civil Rights movement of the 1950s did the door open for individuals with 

disabilities, granting them access to public education (Lengyel & Vanberguijk, 2021; 

Obiakor, 2011; Pazey & Yates, 2018). Since that time, several important court cases and 

critical legislation have sought to protect the rights of individuals with disabilities to 

receive a free and appropriate public education in the LRE (Ashbaker, 2011; Pazey & 

Yates, 2018). 

Today, special education services to students with disabilities are offered in all 

public school systems in the United States. The delivery of special education services in 

the public-school setting, however, is not without its challenges, including where and 

how to provide such services in accordance with changing reform movements, decreased 

funding, increased disproportionality, and a call for a more collaborative style of 

leadership (Bettini et al., 2017; Boscardian & Lashley, 2018; Hussey et al., 2019; Pazey 

& Yates, 2018; Valesky & Hirth, 1992). As a result, the job of the special education 

director was formed to address the complex and continually changing nature of special 

education in public schools (Tudryn et al., 2016). 

Effective leadership is critical to the success of any organization, and directors of 

special education are critical to the success of special education programs and the 

delivery of services to students with disabilities. Consequently, they engage in multiple 

tasks to fulfill an increasing expectation of student and school performance by bringing 

people together to engage in collective decision making (Däniels et al., 2019; Stein, 
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2016). Such leadership requires the ability to set long-term goals and motivate and 

encourage followers to meet them.  

In 2007, Duckworth and colleagues brought the concept of grit to the forefront of 

research, investigating why some individuals succeed and others of comparable talent and 

intelligence do not. Gritty individuals, Duckworth (2016) noted, embody the traits of 

purpose, interest, practice, and hope, which serve to help an individual grow grit. Perlis 

(2013) suggested the concept of grit encompasses a number of different anomalies that 

suggest it is more about an individual’s attitude than achieving a long-held goal. 

According to Perlis, gritty individuals embody the principles of courage, 

conscientiousness, long-term goals, resilience, and excellence versus perfection, and it is 

the interaction among these variables that determines an individual’s ability to succeed. 
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CHAPTER III: METHODOLOGY 

Overview 

 Chapter III details the research methodology and procedures used in this study, 

which examines how exemplary directors of special education used the five principles 

associated with grit to achieve extraordinary results in their organization. According to 

McMillan and Schumacher (2010), methodology describes the research design, 

participants, and instruments used in the study to answer the research questions. A 

research design sets the direction for collecting, analyzing, and reporting the data of a 

study (Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Patton, 2015). This chapter begins with a review of 

the purpose statement, research questions, and research design. The chapter then provides 

an overview of the population, sample, instrumentation, sources of data and how they 

were collected, data analysis procedures, and limitations. This research is part of a 

thematic study. Throughout the study, the term peer researchers refers to the nine 

University of Massachusetts Global doctoral candidates who operated under the guidance 

of three faculty chairs collaborating on the design and implementation of this thematic 

study. 

Purpose Statement 

 The purpose of this phenomenological study was to identify and describe how 

exemplary directors of special education use five principles associated with grit (courage, 

conscientiousness, long-term goals, resilience, and excellence versus perfection) to 

accomplish extraordinary results in their organization. 
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Research Questions 

1. How do exemplary directors of special education use courage to accomplish 

extraordinary results? 

2. How do exemplary directors of special education use conscientiousness to 

accomplish extraordinary results? 

3. How do exemplary directors of special education use long-term goals to 

accomplish extraordinary results? 

4. How do exemplary directors of special education use resilience to accomplish 

extraordinary results? 

5. How do exemplary directors of special education use excellence versus perfection 

to accomplish extraordinary results? 

Research Design 

Research designs are built around the questions asked and set the stage for how 

those questions are answered (Maxwell, 2013; McMillan & Schumacher, 2010; Patton, 

2015). This study employed a qualitative research design. This research design was 

appropriate because it allowed me to ascribe meaning to the lived experiences of 

exemplary directors of special education and the principles of grit they use to achieve 

extraordinary results in their organizations. Qualitative research designs gather data on 

naturally occurring phenomena through the use of observations, interviews, field notes, 

and artifacts to gain a deeper understanding of the experience being studied (McMillan & 

Schumacher, 2010; Patten & Newhart, 2018). Therefore, the data collected are in the 

form of words rather than numbers. 
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The qualitative research design used in this study encompassed a 

phenomenological model. Phenomenology is the study of how individuals make sense of 

a particular experience, including how they perceive and understand the experience 

(McMillan & Schumacher, 2010; Neubauer et al., 2019). According to Neubauer et al. 

(2019), the goal of phenomenology is to ascribe meaning to what individuals experience 

and how they experience it. Similarly, Patton (2015) indicated a phenomenological study 

“aims at gaining a deeper understanding of the nature of the meaning of our everyday 

experience” (p. 115). Phenomenology was chosen because I wanted to study individuals 

and the meaning they ascribe to shared experiences. 

Results gathered from qualitative research are presented through words collected 

from in-depth interviews with individuals, field notes, and the collection of artifacts. 

Maxwell (2013) stated data gathered in qualitative research can include anything that is 

seen, heard, or otherwise communicated during the study. The intent of qualitative 

research is to make sense of the data collected by identifying common themes and 

concepts that explain the phenomena being studied. Additionally, qualitative research 

relies on the interpersonal skills of the researcher, the building of trusting relationships 

with participants, remaining nonjudgemental, and respecting the norms of the situation 

(McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). 

Rationale for Methodology 

 The phenomena of the study included the five principles of grit (courage, long-

term goals, conscientiousness, excellence versus perfection, resilience) outlined by Perlis 

(2013) to achieve extraordinary results in their organizations. I used the 

phenomenological approach to highlight the five principles and how directors of special 
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education use them to bring about success within their organizations. As described by 

Patton (2015), a phenomenological study strives to explore and describe how individuals 

experience a phenomenon, describe it, remember it, perceive it, judge it, and make sense 

of it. 

 The phenomenological approach allowed me to capture the lived experiences of a 

sample of exemplary directors of special education. Creswell and Creswell (2018) 

indicated a qualitative research design includes the collection of data from observation, 

interviews, documents, and visual materials. Therefore, the use of a phenomenological 

approach was the most suitable, allowing me to focus on understanding how the 

participants made sense of the five principles of grit.  

Population 

 The population is a larger group of individuals meeting specific criteria and to 

whom the researcher intends to generalize the results (Casteel & Bridier, 2021; McMillan 

& Schumacher, 2010). A population can be any size and can come from any geographic 

area. The population for this phenomenological study was exemplary directors of special 

education. According to the National Center for Education Statistics (n.d.), there are 

98,507 operating school districts in the United States, each of which employs a director 

of special education. 

Target Population 

Patten and Newhart (2018) indicated that a population may be too large and thus 

impractical to study; therefore, it is necessary to identify a subset of the population 

accessible to the researcher. The target population is a subset of the population of interest 

from whom the researcher wishes to draw conclusions and learn more about. According 
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to McMillan and Schumacher (2010), the target population is the group of participants 

from whom the researcher collects data. The target population for this study is directors 

of special education in California. According to the CDE (2022), there are approximately 

940 school districts in the state of California, each with a director of special education 

who oversees the special education department (see Table 1). 

 

Table 1 

Type and Number of California School Districts: 2021-2022 

District type Number of districts 

Elementary  519 

High school   66 

High school with junior high program   10 

Unified 345 

   Total 940 

 

 

Sampling Frame 

 According to Casteel and Bridier (2021), the sampling frame is a representation of 

the target population and is a group of units, in this case individuals, who are invited to 

participate in the study. McMillan and Schumacher (2010) further defined the sampling 

frame as a subset of the population of the study, emphasizing that researchers need to 

“carefully and completely define both the target population and the sampling frame” (p. 

129). McMillan and Schumacher stated that these elements are often referred to as 

delimiting variables. 

This study’s sample frame included directors of special education in California 

school districts who have been employed in the position for at least 3 years and also met 
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three of the following criteria: (a) have been recognized by their peers; (b) have been 

recommended by one or more regional executive leaders; (c) hold membership in 

professional organizations in their field; and (d) have published articles, papers, or 

written materials on leadership, or have presented on leadership at local or state 

conferences. In 2021, there were 940 school districts in California. The total number of 

school districts is represented by 345 unified school districts, 519 elementary school 

districts, 66 high school districts, and 10 high school districts with a junior high school 

program (CDE, 2022). Therefore, the target population for this study was directors of 

special education from 940 school districts within California. 

Sample 

 Populations are often too large to sample every person; therefore, it is more 

efficient to study a subset of the population of interest (Patten & Newhart,2018). A 

sample is the subset of the population from whom the data are collected and the 

researcher wishes to generalize the results (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). According 

to Patten and Newhart (2018), when determining the sample of a study, researchers infer 

the characteristics of the sample are, most likely, the same characteristics of the 

population (see Figure 1). Qualitative research approaches typically require a smaller 

sample size and depend more on the richness of the information collected (McMillan & 

Schumacher, 2010). According to Patton (2015), there are no rules on sample size in 

qualitative research. Rather, sample size depends on the purpose of the research and what 

the researcher wishes to learn. Patton stated, “In-depth information from a small number 

of people can be very valuable, especially if the cases are information rich” (p. 311). The 
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sample for this study included eight exemplary directors of special education within the 

state of California. 

 

Figure 1 

Population, Sampling Frame, and Sample 

 
 

 

Sample Selection 

 Based on the sampling frame, I implemented criterion sampling for this study. 

According to Patton (2015), criterion sampling is chosen when a researcher wishes to 

study all cases that meet a specific criterion of importance. The criteria for the population 

of this study were individuals who: 

1. Are directors of special education 

2. Are located in California 

3. Have at least 3 years in the current position 

4. Meet at least three of the four criteria: 

a. Recognition by peers 

b. Recommended by one or more recognized regional executive leaders 
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c. Have memberships in professional organizations in their field 

d. Have presented articles, papers, or published materials at conferences 

In addition, purposive selection was used to select interview participants. I worked with 

my committee to identify candidates and secure their participation in the study. 

Instrumentation 

 When conducting qualitative research, the researcher acts as the instrument. 

According to McMillan and Schumacher (2010), qualitative research data are collected 

on a naturally occurring phenomenon. The results of the data are conveyed in narrative 

format as respondents provide answers in their own words and can provide insight into 

topics on which little is known, few theories exist, or the population is hard to reach 

(Patten & Newhart, 2018). In qualitative research, there are five major methods for 

gathering data: interview, observations, questionnaires, document reviews, and the use of 

audio-visual materials. Interviews in qualitative research may take several forms: 

informal conversational interviews, an interview guide approach, and the standardized 

open-ended interview (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). 

 For this phenomenological study, semistructured interview questions were used to 

investigate how directors of special education use the five principles associated with grit 

(courage, long-term goals, conscientiousness, excellence versus perfection, and 

resilience) to achieve extraordinary results in their organizations. Patten and Newhart 

(2018) suggested interviews and observations are the most common form of data 

collection in qualitative research. Interviews are conducted to find out more about what 

cannot be directly observed and to help understand what has been observed as a means of 

entering another’s perspective (Patton, 2015) 
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Interview Questions 

 According to Patton (2015), interview questions should be derived in a manner 

that does not indicate bias or lead a participant to deliver a specific response. Rather, the 

development of interview questions should be completed in a manner that allows the 

participants to answer the questions so the objective of the study can be reached 

(McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). 

 I collaborated with nine peer researchers and three faculty members to develop 

interview questions intended to answer the team’s five research questions. Each member 

of the thematic team played a role in researching the five principles of grit. The interview 

questions developed were open-ended to allow the researcher to gather data on how 

exemplary leaders use the five principles of grit to achieve extraordinary results in their 

organizations. According to McMillan and Schumacher (2010), qualitative interviewing 

begins with asking open-ended questions followed by probing questions to elicit detail or 

further explanation or to clarify responses. 

 Ten questions were developed for this study. Each member of the thematic team 

interviewed eight participants within the members’ chosen leadership field. The interview 

questions were designed to include two questions for each of the five principles of grit 

(see Table 2). For each question, an optional probe was developed to ensure the 

collection of sufficient data in regard to the five principles of grit. I used a synthesis 

matrix (see Appendix A) to organize and review the key variables of grit as found in the 

literature. 
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Table 2 

Interview Question Alignment with Study Variables 

Variables Interview questions 

Courage (G. Lee & Elliot-Lee, 

2006; Schilpzand et al., 

2015) 

Describe a situation in your organization that required 

courage in the face of danger or fear to achieve and 

extraordinary result. 

Leaders often have to choose which challenges to pursue. 

What causes you, as a leader, to take courageous actions, 

and what makes you decide not to take action? 

Conscientiousness (Jackson et 

al., 2010; Perlis, 2013) 

All of us are confronted by a variety of competing demands 

in our jobs. When faced with competing demands, how 

do you stay organized? 

There are times when we must make sure the job gets done. 

Please tell me how you stay self-disciplined to ensure 

you meet your deadlines. 

Use of long-term goals 

(Duckworth et al., 2007; 

Jachimowicz et al., 2018) 

How have you used long-term goal setting to achieve 

extraordinary results in your organization? 

Can you share an example of when you faced challenges 

while working toward a long-term goal? 

Resilience (Grafton et al., 

2010; Rice & Liu, 2016). 

Can you share a story of a time when you had to overcome 

a stressful work situation; how were you able to return to 

a positive mental state of wellbeing? 

How do you continue to cultivate resiliency in your 

professional journey? 

Excellence versus perfection 

(Arias, 2017; Duckworth et 

al., 2007; Perlis, 2013) 

Can you share an example of a time when you prioritized 

improvement over a lofty ideal? 

What steps or strategies do you take that help to prioritize 

continuous improvement? 

 

 

Interview Protocol 

 An interview protocol was piloted through a collaborative thematic approach with 

the nine peer researchers and three faculty members (see Appendix B). The protocol 

consisted of five sections: general information, informed consent, an overview of the 

study’s purpose, definitions, and interview questions. According to McMillan and 
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Schumacher (2010), qualitative research questions are noted more for their probes and 

pauses than for the specific questions asked. Using a semistructured interview format 

guaranteed that each participant was asked questions for which I had little control over 

the response. 

 The thematic team first developed definitions for each variable. Two questions 

and one probe were constructed for each variable based on the definitions. The interview 

questions were evaluated several times with the nine peer researchers and three faculty 

members. Once the thematic team reached consensus on the interview questions, a 

written script was drafted (see Appendix C) by the peer researchers and faculty to initiate 

field-testing with participants who met the criteria. Once the script was finalized, the nine 

peer researchers conducted field tests with the participants who were not part of the final 

study. According to Patten and Newhart (2018), interview questions should be pilot 

tested with a few individuals who will not be a part of the final study, and questions 

revised if necessary. 

Validity and Reliability 

 The creation of a research design that seeks honest, meaningful, and empirically 

supported findings delivers credible results (Patton, 2015). According to McMillan and 

Schumacher (2010), a credible research design is one that delivers accurate, trustworthy, 

and reasonable findings that approximate reality. Careful consideration of the research 

design can eliminate or reduce error and thus enhance a study’s credibility. Creswell and 

Creswell (2018) suggested that researchers convey the steps in the research process as a 

means of checking for the accuracy and credibility of the findings. To ensure the data for 
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this study were accurate and unbiased, the nine peer researchers used several approaches 

to address the threats to validity and reliability. 

Reliability 

 Creswell (2014) stated that in qualitative research, reliability refers to the 

consistency of the researcher’s approach and instrumentation tool among different people 

and settings. For this study, nine peer researchers field-tested the same interview script, 

protocol, and questions to ensure consistency with the variables. Consequently, the 

instrument used in this study is reliable because it was designed with interview questions 

that align to the five principles of grit as identified by Perlis (2013). 

Intercoder Reliability of Data 

 Intercoder is the agreement between more than one researcher regarding how the 

same data are coded, and it provides confidence that the analysis of the data is credible 

(O’Connor & Joffe, 2020). To establish intercoder reliability in this study, an 

independent third-party evaluator coded a transcription of the interview with one of the 

nine participants. To maintain the reliability, the third-party evaluator with doctoral level 

research experience completed intercoder reliability for 10% of the data with the 

requirement of 80% minimum agreement. The interdependent coding results were 

analyzed for the percentage of agreement.  

Validity 

 According to McMillan and Schumacher (2010), validity in qualitative research 

refers to the degree to which the data collected are in agreement with the realities of the 

world. Creswell and Creswell (2018) stated validity in qualitative research is based on 

how accurate the findings are in relation to the viewpoint of the researcher, the 
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participants, and the readers, and validity is one of the strengths of qualitative research. 

Patten and Newhart (2018) stated, “Researchers call a measure valid to the extent that it 

measures what it is designed to measure” (p. 123). For this study, I used multiple validity 

procedures to check the accuracy of the findings as well as convince the reader of that 

accuracy. The combination of strategies used to assess the validity of the study’s findings 

are shown in Table 3. 

 

Table 3 

Strategies Used to Enhance Validity 

Strategy Description 

Participant language; verbatim accounts Researcher collected transcripts from recorded 

interviews. 

Participant review Researcher asked the participant to review 

synthesis of interviews for accuracy of 

representation. 

Multimethod strategies This strategy allows for triangulation in data 

collection and data analysis. 

 

 

Triangulation of Data 

 Triangulation strengthens a study by using two or more data sources or methods 

to provide cross-data validity checks (Patton, 2015). The purpose of triangulation is to 

reduce researcher bias and increase the comprehensiveness of a study to achieve a richer 

and more thorough understanding of the phenomenon being studied (Jonsen & Jehn, 

2009). According to McMillan and Schumacher (2010), the use of multimethod strategies 

may yield different insights about the topic being studied and increase the credibility of 

the study’s findings. For this study, triangulation of data included the use of interviews, 

artifacts, and literature. For this phenomenological study, I recorded the interviews with 
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participants for an in-depth review of participant responses. To ensure the validity of the 

data collected, I used as many strategies as possible including the triangulation of 

interviews and artifacts. 

Artifacts 

According to McMillan and Schumacher (2010), artifacts are tangible items that 

describe the experiences of the participants in a researcher’s study. Artifacts collected 

must align with the purpose statement, research questions, and interview protocol. 

Artifacts can take the form of personal documents, official documents, or objects. 

Field Testing 

Creswell and Creswell (2018) indicated that field testing is important to establish 

credibility. Field-testing allows researchers to improve interview questions, protocol, and 

directions. For this study, nine peers researchers in the thematic team tested the interview 

protocol and questions to evaluate the process and determine any changes that needed to 

be made. Each field test was observed by a researcher experienced in qualitative research 

and recorded. A field-test participant feedback questionnaire (see Appendix D) and field-

test observer feedback questionnaire (see Appendix E) were completed after each 

interview. The completed questionnaires were reviewed by the nine peer researchers and 

three faculty members during a virtual meeting to adjust the interview questions based on 

the feedback provided by the researchers, participants, and observers. 

Data Collection 

 Data collection in qualitative research provides evidence for the experience being 

studied and serves as the foundation from which the findings are based (Polkinghorne, 

2005). Creswell and Creswell (2018) stated data collection consists of several steps 
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including setting the boundary for the study, collecting information, and establishing 

protocols for recording information. Prior to collecting data, I completed the 

Collaborative Institutional Training Initiative (CITI) training on social-behavioral-

educational research to protect the privacy of human subjects (see Appendix F). Next, 

approval was received from the University of Massachusetts Global Institutional Review 

Board to conduct the study (see Appendix G). All data collection practices were carefully 

reviewed and followed during the data collection process. 

 To protect participant privacy, identification numbers were assigned to all 

participants. All interviews were conducted, recorded, and transcribed via Google Meet. 

Transcriptions were stored electronically and password protected. Following the 

interview, participants were provided with a draft transcript to confirm the accuracy, 

provide feedback, make edits, or provide elaboration. Once verified, corrected, and 

finalized, the transcripts, recordings, and hardcopies were kept for 3 years from the 

conclusion of the study and then permanently shredded and destroyed.  

 The nine peer researchers and three faculty members developed the qualitative 

interview questions and interview protocol. Interviews were conducted via Google Meet. 

The interviews were semistructured and open-ended, which enabled me to probe for 

clarification and deeper understanding. The steps for data collection were as follows: 

1. The participants who agreed to interview were contacted via email to schedule a 

date and time for the interview. Participants were also sent a copy of the interview 

questions, informed consent and bill of rights, and a statement about artifact 

collection for each question and example. 
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2. At the beginning of the interview, verbal consent was requested verifying 

participation in the study. 

3. Each participant was asked permission to record the interview through an 

informed consent and during the introduction. 

4. Individual interviews were conducted via Google Meet. 

5. Throughout the interview, I asked each participant the same questions in the same 

order, using probing questions as needed to gain a deeper understanding and 

ensure rich, detailed responses. 

6. During the interview, I made observations and took notes in addition to recording 

the interview. 

7. Following the interview, the recording was transcribed and sent to each 

participant for review, feedback, and elaboration before finalizing the transcript 

and beginning the coding process. 

8. I also collected artifacts that supported and aligned with the research purpose and 

questions. 

Data Analysis 

 Analysis of data transforms the information gathered into findings that align with 

the research purpose and questions (Patton, 2015). In qualitative research, data analysis 

involves making sense of the data collected by categorizing, coding, and identifying 

patterns to communicate the essence of the data gathered. A researcher must provide a 

retrospective account of how data are gathered and the analytical strategies used 

(McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). For this study, I used Google Meet to conduct the 
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interviews and record them. Following the interviews, participants were sent the 

transcripts to verify their responses for accuracy. 

The study used authentic narratives to capture the participants’ lived experiences. 

McMillan and Schumacher (2010) stated that authentic narratives “contain thick 

description in the narrative, interspersed with brief quotations representing participants’ 

language” (p. 337). Technology-based software, such as NVivo, was used to input 

transcribed interviews that were then coded to look for themes and patterns among the 

participants’ responses. Coding is the process of analyzing the narrative data gathered, 

breaking the data apart, and then putting it back together in meaningful ways (Elliot, 

2018). Once major themes and patterns were identified, they were linked back to the 

research questions. The themes and patterns were then represented in narrative form to 

convey the findings and alignment with the research questions. 

Limitations 

 Limitations in research are the biases that the researcher could or could not 

control that may affect the results (Price & Murnan, 2004). The limitations of this study 

included only a few data triangulation strategies to ensure validity. A second limitation 

was the use of virtual interviews as participants may have responded differently if 

interviewed in person. Finally, the study was conducted with a small sample size, which 

may not reflect the overall beliefs of all directors of special education in California. 

Researcher as an Instrument 

 The researcher serves as the data collection instrument in qualitative studies 

through the process of examining behaviors or documents and interviews with 

participants (Patton, 2015). Researchers can bring biased views to a study, such as 
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background and personal views, which may affect the research (Creswell & Creswell, 

2018). Therefore, the researcher should document how the interpretation of the study’s 

findings is shaped by any bias. 

 I have over 9 years of experience in organizational leadership. Six of these years 

have been spent as a leader of a school site working closely with directors of special 

education. I have provided training and coaching in special education instruction and IEP 

compliance under the direction of the director of special education for staff in both 

general and special education. As a result, I have developed insight into, and potential 

bias toward, the role of special education directors. The nine thematic peer researchers 

and three faculty members worked collaboratively to develop the interview protocol and 

rehearsed a standardized interview method as means of mitigating bias. 

 For this phenomenological study, I conducted all interviews, including a field test, 

to collect data. I provided each participant with an interview guide that outlined the 

purpose of the study and the definition of the variables (see Appendix H) before 

conducting the scheduled interviews. All interviews were conducted via Google Meet, 

which allowed me to record each meeting.  

Virtual Interviews 

 All interviews were conducted via Google Meet, which may have influenced how 

participants responded to the interview questions compared to in-person interviews. 

Conducting the study using virtual interviews also allowed participants to participate in a 

setting of their choosing, which could create a limitation if the setting were distracting. 

Furthermore, because the interviews were recorded, participants could feel vulnerable 

and reluctant to share important information. 
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Sample Size 

 The sample size was another limitation of this study. The nine peer researchers 

and three faculty members established a sample size of eight exemplary directors of 

special education. As such, this small sample size limits the generalization of the study’s 

findings to a larger population. 

Time and Location 

 Time and location can also be considered a limitation. Participants were 

interviewed for an hour, which may have limited the amount of information shared. 

Additionally, the study’s focus was on directors of special education in California and 

thus excluded participants from across the United States whose information could be 

relevant to the study. 

Summary 

 This chapter provided a review of the phenomenological research design used for 

this study examining how exemplary directors of special education use the principles of 

grit (courage, long-term goals, conscientiousness, excellence versus perfection, and 

resilience) to achieve extraordinary results in their organizations. This chapter contained 

an overview, purpose statement, and research questions. Furthermore, this chapter 

discussed the population and sample, instrumentation, and procedures for data collection 

and analysis.  
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CHAPTER IV: RESEARCH, DATA COLLECTION, AND FINDINGS 

Overview 

Grit is defined as passion and perseverance for long-term goals and serves as the 

theoretical framework for this study. According to Perlis (2013), grit encompasses a 

number of different anomalies including courage, conscientiousness, long-term goals, 

resilience, and excellence versus perfection that assist individuals in achieving long held 

goals. It is these principles that gritty individuals are believed to access and use to 

achieve success. Prior research on grit has examined the role that talent coupled with 

persistence of effort plays in the success of individuals in both personal and career arenas 

including military, marriage, education, and the workplace (Duckworth, 2016; Eskreis-

Winkler et al., 2014; Muenks et al., 2016; Southwick et al., 2019). Less frequently found, 

however, are studies examining how school leaders, specifically directors of special 

education, embody the principles associated with grit to achieve extraordinary results in 

their organizations. Therefore, this study aimed to contribute to the existing body of 

knowledge on grit by exploring how directors of special education use courage, 

conscientiousness, long-term goals, resilience, and excellence versus perfection to 

achieve results. 

Chapter IV presents a review of the study’s purpose statement, research questions, 

population, sample, and methodology. Chapter IV also details the population, sampling 

frame, sample, and demographic data used for the study. Next, the chapter describes the 

qualitative data collected and the analysis of the data, which considers the research 

questions, and a summary of the chapter. 
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Purpose Statement 

 The purpose of this phenomenological study was to identify and describe how 

exemplary directors of special education use five principles associated with grit (courage, 

conscientiousness, long-term goals, resilience, and excellence versus perfection) to 

accomplish extraordinary results in their organization. 

Research Questions 

1. How do exemplary directors of special education use courage to accomplish 

extraordinary results? 

2. How do exemplary directors of special education use conscientiousness to 

accomplish extraordinary results? 

3. How do exemplary directors of special education use long-term goals to 

accomplish extraordinary results? 

4. How do exemplary directors of special education use resilience to accomplish 

extraordinary results? 

5. How do exemplary directors of special education use excellence versus perfection 

to accomplish extraordinary results? 

Research Methods and Data Collection Procedures 

 The researcher used a qualitative research design with a phenomenological model 

to study the lived experiences of exemplary directors of special education and how they 

use the principles of grit to achieve extraordinary results in their organization. Data for 

this study were collected through the use of one-on-one interviews with eight district-

level directors of special education. 
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 The interview protocol consisted of 10 semistructured interview questions, which 

were designed by the peer researchers with the support of three faculty members. 

Participants were provided with a copy of the research questions and definitions of the 

grit principles prior to the interview along with the UMIRB Participant’s Bill of Rights 

(see Appendix I) and informed consent notifying each participant that the interview 

would be recorded (see Appendix B). At the start of each interview, the participant was 

asked to verbally consent to the recording of the interview. 

 Prior to conducting the interviews and collecting data, I completed the 

Collaborative Institutional Training Initiative (CITI) training on social-behavioral 

educational research to protect the privacy of human subjects (see Appendix F). 

Additionally, all guidelines to protect participant confidentiality, as set forth by the 

university, were adhered to by me. 

 I scheduled interviews via the use of Google Calendar, and each participant was 

emailed the preinterview information that included the interview questions and 

definitions of each grit principle, the informed consent form (see Appendix B), and the 

Research Participants Bill of Rights (see Appendix I). Interviews were conducted through 

Google Meet, which included video and audio recording. Interviews were transcribed by 

me following the interview and were used for data analysis and coding for themes. 

Participants were provided copies of their transcribed interview. 

 The interview protocol was used to conduct the interviews, and probing questions 

were used as needed to elicit further information from each participant. Each interview 

lasted between 40 and 60 min. Following each interview, I transcribed each audio 

recording and provided each participant with a transcript of the interview to review for 
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accuracy. To support the data collected through interviews, participants were asked for 

artifacts that would demonstrate their use of the five variables discussed in the interviews. 

For this study, personal documents included calendars and photos. Professional 

documents included district and department goals, local control accountability plans, staff 

communication, copies of board presentations, board agendas, email correspondence, 

copies of organizational systems, and checklists. 

Interrater Reliability 

 Initial reliability of the study was established by the team of nine peer researchers 

through the development of one instrument and the reading of the interview script to each 

participant. According to Patton (2015), it is appropriate to check for reliability through 

the use of interrater reliability. O’Connor and Joffe (2020) noted that intercoder 

agreement provides confidence that the analysis of the data is credible. For this study, a 

peer researcher reviewed the coding of one interview, which was equal to 13% of the 

interview data, and this yielded the standard requirement of 80% minimum agreement. 

Population 

McMillan and Schumacher (2010) indicated the population of a study is the larger 

group of individuals who meet the specific criteria and to whom the researcher intends to 

generalize the results. The population for this study was exemplary directors of special 

education. Based on the data from the National Center for Education Statistics (n.d.), 

there are 98,507 operating school districts in the United States, each of which employs a 

director of special education. 
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Sampling Frame 

 Casteel and Brideir (2021) noted the sampling frame is a representation of the 

target population and is a group of individuals who are invited to participate in the study. 

McMillan and Schumacher (2010) further defined the sampling frame as a subset of the 

population of the study, emphasizing that researchers need to “carefully and completely 

define both the target population and the sampling frame” (p. 129). The sampling frame 

for this study was directors of special education in California school districts who have 

been employed in the position for at least 3 years and also met three of the following 

criteria: (a) have been recognized by their peers; (b) have been recommended by one or 

more regional executive leaders; (c) hold membership in professional organizations in 

their field; and (d) have published articles, papers, or written materials. During the 2021-

2022 academic year, there were 940 school districts in California (CDE, 2022). The total 

number of school districts was represented by 345 unified school districts, 519 

elementary school districts, 66 high school districts, and 10 high school districts with a 

junior high school program. Therefore, the target population for this study was directors 

of special education from 940 school districts within California.  

 According to Patten and Newhart (2018), when determining the sample of a 

study, researchers infer the characteristics of the sample are, most likely, the same 

characteristics of the population. Although there are no rules on sample size in qualitative 

research, sample size depends on the purpose of the research and what the researcher 

wishes to learn (Patton, 2015). The purpose of this research study was to identify and 

describe how exemplary directors of special education use the five principles associated 

with grit (courage, conscientiousness, long-term goals, resilience, and excellence versus 
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perfection) to achieve extraordinary results in their organization. For the purpose of this 

study, the peer researchers and three faculty members determined a sample size of eight 

participants.  

Sampling Procedure 

 I implemented criterion sampling for this study. Patton (2015) noted that criterion 

sampling is chosen when a researcher wishes to study all cases that meet a specific 

criterion of importance. The criteria for the population of this study were individuals 

who: 

1. Are directors of special education  

2. Are located in California 

3. Have at least 3 years in the current position 

4. Meet at least three of the four criteria: 

a. Recognition by peers 

b. Recommended by one or more recognized regional executive leaders 

c. Have memberships in professional organizations in their field 

d. Have presented articles, papers, or published materials at conferences 

Furthermore, purposive sampling was used to select the interview participants. I worked 

with my committee to identify candidates and secure their participation in the study. 

Table 4 delineates how the participants met the established criteria for participation.  
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Table 4 

Study Participant Criteria 

 Participant 

Criteria D1 D2 D3 D4 D5 D6 D7 D8 

Director of special education x x x x x x x x 

Located in California x x x x x x x x 

Has at least 3 years in the current position x x x x x x x x 

Recognized by peers x x x x x x x x 

Recommended by one or more recognized 

regional executive leaders 

x  x x x  x x 

Membership in professional organizations in 

their field 

x x x x x x x x 

Articles, papers, or published materials 

presented at conferences 

 x    x x x 

 

 

Presentation and Analysis of Data 

 My notes and participants’ responses were included in the analysis of the data 

along with key data from the interview transcripts. The data were coded, and the analysis 

and findings are presented in this chapter. Interviews were transcribed using the Google 

application Scribbl and reviewed and edited by me. All interview participants were 

provided a copy of their interview transcript to review for accuracy prior to conducting 

the coding process. 

Data Analysis 

 According to Patton (2015), the analysis of the data transforms the information 

gathered into findings that align with the research purpose and questions. In qualitative 

research, the researcher strives to make sense of the information collected by categorizing 

the data and identifying patterns. The researcher then identifies codes and themes to 
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interpret the data. Elliot (2018) noted that coding is the process of analyzing the narrative 

data gathered, breaking the data apart, and putting it back together in meaningful ways. 

For the purpose of this study, I first read the eight interview transcripts multiple times and 

reviewed the artifacts collected. I also read the notes taken during the interviews to help 

gain a more in-depth understanding of the information shared by each participant. 

Categories were developed for each research question leading to the development of 

codes. 

 The qualitative software NVivo was used to complete the coding process. At the 

end of the coding process, themes were developed based on the frequency they were 

mentioned across the eight participants as well as the number of times they were 

mentioned by each participant. Themes were identified for each research question and 

major themes were identified that were present within each of the five grit principles. 

The research and interview questions were aligned to the five principles of grit as 

identified by Perlis (2013). Data were categorized based on the grit principles of each 

research question. I first coded the data by participant and then by each research question 

to address each of the five research questions. The data were then placed into frequency 

tables so I could identify the frequency of each code based on the participant’s responses. 

The artifacts collected served as an additional form of data and were coded into the 

frequency tables. 

Validity 

 Validity in qualitative research refers to the degree to which the data collected are 

in agreement with the realities of the world (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). Creswell 

and Creswell (2018) noted that validity in qualitative research is based on how accurate 
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the findings are in relation to the viewpoint of the research, participants, and the readers. 

For this study, the research used multiple validity procedures including the collection of 

transcripts from the recorded interviews, asking participants to review the interview 

transcripts for accuracy, and the use of observations and collection of artifacts. In 

addition, the nine thematic group members and three faculty advisors collaborated to 

develop the instrument, complete field studies, and review the field study outcomes to 

improve the research tool, each of which served to strengthen the validity of the study. 

Reliability 

 Reliability refers to the consistency of the researcher’s approach and 

instrumentation tool among different people and settings (Creswell, 2014). The nine peer 

researchers field-tested the interview script, protocol, and questions to ensure consistency 

with the variables and to ensure the interview questions were in alignment with the five 

principles of grit as identified by Perlis (2013). Furthermore, to establish reliability, all 

interview participants were asked the same interview questions, which were presented in 

the same order. 

 Intercoder is the agreement between one or more researchers regarding how the 

data are coded, providing confidence that the analysis of the data is credible (O’Connor 

& Joffe, 2020). To establish intercoder reliability for this study, a third-party evaluator 

with doctoral level research experience reviewed 13% of the data to compare the coding 

and themes developed by me. Creswell and Creswell (2018) noted that “consistency of 

the coding be in agreement at least 80% of the time for good qualitative reliability” (p. 

202). For this study, the intercoder process yielded the required 80% minimum agreement 

among researchers coding the data. 
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General Findings 

 To ensure consistency in the data collection, all eight directors of special 

education were asked the same 10 questions in the same order. Using the qualitative 

software NVivo, I developed a frequency analysis aligned with the research questions. 

For a theme to be included in the findings of the study, the major themes needed to have 

been mentioned by a minimum of six of the eight participants and have a frequency of 

mention of 15 or higher.  

 The data were analyzed and reported by research questions. Each research 

question was aligned to the five principles of grit. From the analysis, a total of 15 themes 

emerged with three themes for each research question. Figure 2 demonstrates the 

frequency of participants mentioning specific practices as they aligned to the five 

principles of grit and the five research questions. 

As Figure 2 demonstrates, the principles of conscientiousness and courage were 

the most frequently mentioned principles representing 27.7% and 22.8% of the total 

responses respectively from all participants. Resilience was the third most frequently 

mentioned principle with 18.8% of the responses from all participants. The remaining 

principles of long-term goals and excellence versus perfection were mentioned equally 

with 14.9% and 15.8% respectively. Figure 3 demonstrates the frequency of each theme 

as spoken by the participants. 
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Figure 2 

Frequency of Responses to Each Principle 

 

 

Data by Research Question 

Research Question 1: Courage 

 The first research question asked, “How do exemplary directors of special 

education use courage to accomplish extraordinary results in their organization?” 

Courage is the mental, physical, and moral strength to pursue and accomplish a worthy 

goal despite the presence of danger or fear (G. Lee & Elliot-Lee, 2006; Schilpzand et al., 

2015). 

 Three themes emerged in the area of courage: knowing the why, engaging in 

strategic leadership, and listening to and learning from others. The theme of knowing the 

why represented 10% frequency for the study and 42% frequency for Research Question 

1, engaging in strategic leadership represented 6% frequency for the study and 24% for 

Research Question 1, and listening to and learning from others represented 8% frequency 
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for the study and 34% of Research Question 1. Table 5 shows the frequency of these 

themes in the interviews and in the artifacts collected. 

 

Figure 3 

Frequency of Each Theme as Spoken by the Participants 

 
 

 

Table 5 

Research Question 1 Frequency of Themes in Interviews and Artifacts 

Theme Interview 

mentions 

Artifact 

references 

Number of 

sources 

% of 

respondents 

Total 

references 

1a. Knowing the why 44   8 8 100 48 

1b. Engaging in 

strategic leadership 

25   3 7   88 28 

1c. Listening to and 

learning from others 

35 10 6   75 45 
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Theme 1a: Knowing the Why 

This theme was represented in all eight participants with 44 frequency mentions 

and found in eight artifacts. Knowing the why, emphasized that exemplary directors of 

special education use courage to make moral and ethical decisions about what is right for 

students and staff. Leaders who have the courage to solve moral problems act in the best 

interest of their organizations (G. Lee & Elliott-Lee, 2006). Kouzes and Posner (2016) 

noted that courageous individuals find meaning in the hard work that is required to enact 

change to move forward. Furthermore, Palanski et al. (2014) stated that effective leaders 

who exhibit courage benefit not only themselves but also their organizations. Participant 

4 shared, “It takes courage to stay committed to that work which you believe is the right 

work. You get challenged and you just have to stay the course because you believe that’s 

the right thing to do for students.” Participant 3 said,It’s really about, is this good for 

kids? It may not be good for adults, it may not be pleasant for me to take, like I could 

have an easier path for not doing something, but if it’s something that makes sense for 

kids, I have to take that step or I need to not do this job. 

Finally, Participant 6 stated, 

If you have your true north, and you know what drives you, and you know what 

your core values are, even if you don’t want to do it, you wake up and you get up 

and you do it anyway because you know it’s the right thing to do. 

During the interviews, participants noted the importance of advocating for kids. 

Palanski et al. (2014) suggested it takes courage to act in a morally upright way when 

facing adversity, by speaking or standing up for what is right in the face of opposition or 

when the idea is unpopular. Participant 7 shared, 
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I bring the voice of students with disabilities, as well as staff of students with 

disabilities who work with parents and those who are related to students with 

disabilities. In representing those voices, I speak about a group that is protected 

but at the time is very needy, expensive, difficult, and has a lot of negative 

connotations. I feel that my feedback or input often comes with these types of 

attributes. It takes a courageous person to be guided by your values and make the 

moral decision of not using the comfortable position of silence, but overcome the 

potential views that people may have of my input or my role. Yet again, here is 

D7 bringing up these expensive issues. I just have to overcome that, and be 

courageous and speak up on behalf of the goals, the causes, and the community 

that I represent. 

When sharing the courage it took to decide to return to in-person learning following the 

pandemic, Participant 8 said, 

I think I landed back on what the purpose of my job is, and that is to advocate for 

kids. When I kept coming back to that, and my belief that we could do it safely 

with the PPE we had, that’s what really gave me the courage to pursue, even in 

the face of a lot of the backlash that I got from teachers and paraeducators. 

Several other participants also shared this same belief. Participant 3 stated, “It’s 

not about necessarily making people happy, it’s about doing what’s good for kids.” 

Participant 6 said, “Sometimes it may not be the popular decision, but you make a 

decision because it’s the best and right decision for the child, not the best and right 

decision for everyone else.” Participant 1 stated, “I like to think I am always going to take 

the courageous action. I really pride myself on saying, how does this benefit kids.” 
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Theme 1b: Engaging in Strategic Leadership 

This theme was mentioned by seven interview participants, had 25 frequency 

mentions, and was found in three of the artifacts. Participants indicated it took courage to 

know when to enact change to ensure it would be both successful for all and sustainable. 

White et al. (2016) stated that creating a political vision that focuses not only on what is 

happening currently but also in the future is critical to leadership effectiveness. When 

asked what causes leaders to take courageous action, Participant 1 stated, 

I think timing’s everything. I think you got to read the situation, read the room. I 

got to get people on board. I’ve got to get people that want to pursue these 

challenges with me not just because they have been told they have to. 

Participant 2 shared, 

In the beginning of anything I am pursuing, if I want it to be successful, I need to 

set it up to be successful. There’s a lot of closeness, a lot of time, energy, 

leadership, all of that given to something in the beginning, with also the idea of 

I’m not creating a system that’s dependent on one person like myself, or anyone 

for that matter. That it’s going to be something, that in the future, should I not 

hold closely, it can sustain itself. 

Participant 3 said, 

Even if I start small, I want to make sure that if I’m doing it with this group of 

kids I am doing it for all. Will they be in middle school and still get the support? 

Will they be in high school and get the support? I don’t want something where 

kids start to experience something and have it be really successful, but we didn’t 

plan far enough ahead with our resources, with our budget, with whatever it is to 
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say, “Oh we can only do that until this period of time.” So, I also need to make 

sure it has some longevity to it. 

When asked if there was ever a time when there was regret as a result of not taking 

action, participants noted that timing was important to ensure that change was successful. 

Participant 1 shared, 

I don’t think I ever regretted not taking an action. I might have reflected and said, 

“hmm, I did that too soon or I should have done that a little bit later.” Ultimately, 

as you know, there’s got to be somebody willing to make the decision and live by 

it. 

Participant 6 said, 

If I don’t take action, it’s because, I map it out, I do an initiative piece, I look and 

see what needs to happen. I say “okay, right now we’re not there yet.” Sometimes 

delaying is the best thing to do. 

When sharing about the process of developing an inclusive preschool program, 

Participant 2 noted the importance of slowing down, communicating better, and 

frontloading the right people when enacting change and setting others up for success: “I 

should have gone slower and communicated better in order to avoid some pitfalls. If I am 

ever going to do something like that again, I am going to take that approach of 

frontloading the right people up front.” 

Theme 1c: Listening to and Learning From Others 

This theme was mentioned by six participants and had 35 frequency mentions and 

10 artifact references. White et al. (2016) shared that effective and politically intelligent 

leaders spend time cultivating networks before they need them. Additionally, effective 
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and politically intelligent leaders convey messages in a straightforward way to ensure 

they are understood by all. Participant 7 shared the value in listening to others and 

working as a team when taking courageous action, stating, 

I do like to work with my team. I do think we are in such complex times and not 

one a person is an expert. This job is so complex it requires team expertise, the 

wisdom of the team. So I do like to bring my team together whenever I can. There 

can be different experts for different areas that need to be discussed or resolved. I 

do bounce ideas off of them and I like to hear different perspectives. 

Participant 1 reiterated the importance of building a network of people when faced with 

taking courageous action stating, “I think it’s developing the relationships with all the 

people in the organization. The relationship with the parents, the relationship with the 

teachers or the students in that case. I think creating an environment that has trust built 

in.” Finally, Participant 5 shared, “I think as leaders having the courage to be able to 

stand there, support the families, hear them out, and then work through the problems.” 

When asked about which challenges to pursue, Participant 5 noted the importance 

of never wasting a good crisis as a means of building relationships and clearing up 

processes stating, 

Everybody freaks out and says “Oh my gosh, they are calling the union.” It’s 

okay. Yes, we’re in a crisis mode, maybe it’s a staffing issue, but I’m going to 

leverage this to build relationships with the union and with the staff. 

Finally, Participant 2 highlighted the importance of effective communication when taking 

courageous action by sharing, 
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I learned that I would need to communicate differently. I should have gone a little 

slower and communicated better in order to avoid some pitfalls. You have to be 

really proactive when setting up systems of communication, systems of 

organization. 

Research Question 2: Conscientiousness 

 The second research question asked was “How do exemplary directors of special 

education use conscientiousness to accomplish extraordinary results in their 

organization?” Conscientiousness is defined as a fundamental personality trait that drives 

the desire and ability to be diligent, organized, achievement-oriented, self-disciplined, 

and reliable (Jackson et al., 2010; Perlis, 2013). 

 Three themes emerged in the area of conscientiousness: doing whatever it takes, 

delegating tasks to others, and scheduling priorities. The theme of doing whatever it takes 

represented 8% frequency for the study and 28% frequency for Research Question 2, 

delegating tasks to others represented 5% frequency for the study and 19% for Research 

Question 2, and scheduling priorities represented 15% frequency for the study and 53% 

of Research Question 2. Table 6 shows the frequency of these themes in the interviews 

and in the artifacts collected. 

 

Table 6 

Research Question 2 Frequency of Themes in Interviews and Artifacts 

Theme Interview 

mentions 

Artifact 

references 

Number of 

sources 

% of 

respondents 

Total 

references 

2a. Doing whatever 

it takes 

35 10 7   88 45 

2b. Delegating tasks 

to others 

24   3 7   88 27 



94 

2c. Scheduling 

priorities 

67 11 8 100 78 

 

 

Theme 2a: Doing Whatever it Takes 

This theme was mentioned by seven interview participants, had 35 frequency 

mentions, and was found in 10 artifacts. Conscientiousness is associated with the ability 

to regulate impulse and discipline to achieve in the workplace (Wilmot & Ones, 2019). 

Trautwein et al., (2009) stated conscientiousness has been consistently linked to positive 

outcomes. Furthermore, Schmidt et al. (2018) noted that industriousness, a facet of 

conscientiousness, has been shown to be closely related to perseverance and the ability to 

be hardworking. Participants noted that although being diligent to ensure the job gets 

done, balancing work and personal life commitments is important as well. Participant 4 

shared, 

If I think back on my university experience, whether it was life, or I was too busy, 

or I procrastinated, or whatever it was, at the end of the day, the reason we 

completed our journey in higher education was we did what it took to get it done. 

Whether it was pulling an all-nighter or whatever it was. I think the same holds 

true for successful leaders. 

Participant 4 also stated, 

At the same time though, you need to balance your personal life with work, 

because the other side of that is that you’re not going to do a good job if you’re 

not a healthy person, whether that is physically, mentally, or emotionally. You 

need to balance those times where you do have to spend some of your personal 
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time getting something done by a certain deadline, and those times when you 

make decisions to shut it down at a certain point in time and take care of yourself. 

Participant 2 stated, “It’s doing whatever it takes. I mean I don’t leave at 4:00 every day. 

I sometimes, and a lot of the time, I work on weekends. I’m willing to sacrifice my own 

personal time to get the job done.” Participant 8 stated, “I do a lot of work at home too. I 

just have to bring stuff home.” Participant 2 said, “It’s doing whatever it takes. I mean I 

don’t leave at 4:00 every day. I sometimes, and a lot of the time, I work on weekends. 

I’m willing to sacrifice my own personal time to get the job done.” Participant 2 also 

shared, 

I still have to hold my meetings. I still keep calendaring to go check in on folks. 

It’s not my favorite part of my job, it’s not anybody’s. It’s a very tedious task. 

This has to be done and I have to honor those moments that are scheduled to make 

it happen in order to have it done and have it done well. It’s like a must do. It’s 

not something I give myself the freedom to say, “it’s not a priority.” 

Finally, Participant 3 shared, “I try to demonstrate or model some boundaries with staff 

because I do want them to have some life work balance, Otherwise, I just don’t think 

they’ll have the longevity.” 

Theme 2b: Delegating Tasks to Others 

This theme was mentioned by seven interview participants and had 24 frequency 

mentions. According to Colbert and Witt (2009), conscientiousness is the best personality 

predictor of job performance. Schmidt et al. (2018) stated that conscientious individuals 

who score high in the area of industriousness have been found to be “hardworking, 

ambitious, confident, resourceful, and persistent in the face of challenges” (p. 707). When 
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faced with competing demands, Participant 8 shared, “I have learned over the years that 

it’s okay to delegate. Like I don’t have to do everything.” Participant 4 shared,  

I am not in isolation, I am not managing myself, so that’s what I’ve found over 

the years that I need to let go of. I am the idea person, I am the thinker, and I need 

to allow my administrative assistant to manage me, and allow a lot of the work 

that I used to take on to be delegated to others that I supervise. That is what I have 

really found to be the most effective to stay on track. 

Participant 3 stated, 

I also ask for help and I delegate more. When I was a beginning director, I did 

feel like I had to be the one with the answers. I had to be the one to put out all the 

fires or respond all the time, and I found that people probably got worse 

information that way. I don’t know everything. So, over time, I shifted my 

thinking into hiring and building a team who was smarter than me and better than 

me and could answer those things really well. 

Participant 5 also shared that delegation was important to remaining organized and 

meeting deadlines stating, “I am not afraid to say ‘I need help.’ It’s better that I am 

monitoring 20 people doing 20 things than 10 people doing 10 things, and me doing 10 

things.” 

When faced with competing demands, participants shared the importance of 

knowing when to say no. Participant 3 said, “Over the years, I have learned to make sure 

I only promise to do what I can do. Not to overpromise. I want to be seen as reliable, and 

so that means I can’t say yes to everything.” Furthermore, Participant 3 shared, 

It takes time to figure out which things you are saying yes to and which ones 
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you’re saying, “Well let me see what I can do about that.” But not, you know, 

guaranteeing anything so that I can follow through on what I say. So that people 

see me as reliable. 

Participant 8 also shared the importance of saying no, stating, “Because of all the 

distractions, I have learned over the years not to overextend myself. I know right now 

what my rhythm and my pace is.”  

Theme 2c: Scheduling Priorities 

This theme was mentioned by eight of the interview participants, had 67 

frequency mentions, and was found in 11 artifacts. Duckworth et al. (2007) stated 

individuals high in conscientiousness are “characteristically thorough, careful, reliable, 

organized, industrious, and self-controlled” (p. 1089). When asked how participants stay 

organized to meet deadlines, participants answered that calendaring events was a critical 

skill. Participant 5 shared, “My calendar drives me, and time is precious. It’s got to be in 

my calendar.” Participant 7 stated, “Calendaring things. Anytime I promise something to 

somebody, I will calendar it. If I don’t calendar it I will forget about that promise and 

people will think that I never follow through.” Finally, Participant 2 said, “So in order to 

stay organized I calendar at the end of each year my department meetings for the 

following year.” 

 Participants also shared that prioritizing was critical to staying organized. 

Participant 4 stated, “You have to be able to prioritize, and obviously whatever 

organizational system you utilize, whether it’s electronic, paper, you have somewhere 

you have a list of all the things that need to be done. You have to prioritize.” Participant 5 

shared, “I think you just have to know your priorities.” Participant 1 said, “You have to 
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be able to prioritize. I try to prioritize what needs to be done.” Finally, Participant 6 

shared, “I think it’s a matter of triage. What’s most important on your calendar on that 

day.” 

 Finally, interview participants shared when prioritizing, putting people at the 

forefront was the most important. Participant 6 stated, “I will tell you for me, people are 

the most important. During the day, people are prioritized, kid situations are prioritized, 

and what’s going on in that classroom takes precedence over everything else.” Participant 

8 shared, 

I feel a very real sense of responsibility to get back to people quickly. As a 

teacher, one of the most frustrating things to me was when I was seeking 

information and I didn’t get it and I had parents like, “What are you going to do, 

what are you going to do?” So, I do sometimes shift my priorities based on that. 

Finally Participant 1 said, 

Well, this is a good question because organization is good, however, I think we 

can’t forget that we are dealing with people and people aren’t programs, you 

know, especially in our special education world, right. I do people, problems, and 

then paper. I spend a lot of time on the people piece, more than I should, but when 

I need to get something done I pretty much can because I’ve already developed 

relationships with folks. 

Research Question 3: Long-Term Goals 

 The third research question asked, “How do exemplary directors of special 

education use long-term goals to accomplish extraordinary results in their organization?” 

Use of long-term goals is defined as using a top-level future outcome that serves as a 
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compass for sustained action, inspiring passion, and consistent focus over long stretches 

of time (Duckworth, 2007; Jachimowicz et al., 2008). 

 Three themes emerged in the area of use of long-term goals: aligning department 

goals with district goals, engaging in backwards mapping, and achieving goals together. 

The theme of aligning department goals with district goals represented 4% frequency for 

the study and 23% frequency for Research Question 3, engaging in backwards mapping 

represented 5% frequency for the study and 30% for Research Question 3, and achieving 

goals together represented 7% frequency for the study and 46% of Research Question 3. 

Table 7 shows the frequency of these themes in the interviews and in the artifacts 

collected. 

Theme 3a: Aligning Department Goals With District Goals 

This theme was mentioned by six of the interview participants, had 16 frequency 

mentions, and was found in 13 artifacts. Colbert and Witt (2009) stated leaders who align 

the organization’s goals with department goals trigger the effort needed in employees to 

accomplish those goals. Interview participants noted the importance of engaging in 

unified messaging and reviewing progress on goals as important to their organizations.  

Table 7 

Research Question 3 Frequency of Themes in Interviews and Artifacts 

Theme Interview 

mentions 

Artifact 

references 

Number of 

sources 

% of 

respondents 

Total 

references 

3a. Aligning 

department goals 

with district goals 

16 13 6 75 29 

3b. Engaging in 

backwards 

mapping 

21 13 7 75 34 
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3c. Achieving goals 

together 

32 14 8 88 46 

 

 

Participant 2 shared, 

At the end of every school year, I have probably attended 10-15 workshops where 

I am working with school site staff or district wide staff on those goals and taking 

those goals back at the start of the new school year and developing department 

goals for special education. I do separate goal setting for special education and 

separate goal setting for pupil services with my teams there. We look at the 

beginning of the year, what the school board’s goals are, which are typically 

aligned to the LCAP goals, and then we create those department goals and align 

them with the board and LCAP goals. 

Participant 1 said,  

The long-term goals for us, I think, have been articulated fairly well. We take the 

board, to the district, to the schools, then to the principals, it’s kind of a vertical, if 

you will, articulation or scaffolding of what needs to happen and where and 

everything kind of leads together. 

Participant 5 said, “So your goals, when people are not aligned, your compass is 

not aligned, there is a misalignment between the two. It’s important that everybody’s 

aligned so we all know where we are going.” Finally, Participant 4 stated, “If we are truly 

an organization that exists for the reasons that we state, we select that vision that we 

developed and connect that to everything we do.” 
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Theme 3b: Engaging in Backwards Mapping 

This theme was mentioned by seven of the interview participants, had 21 

frequency mentions, and was found in 13 artifacts. According to Southwick et al. (2019), 

creating backward plans for how individuals will act on the long-term goal has a positive 

effect on goal attainment. Participant 4 shared, “If you are working toward your vision, 

all your short-term goals, your long-term goals are backwards planned from the end in 

mind to where you want to end up.” Participant 6 emphasized the importance of 

backwards mapping by stating, “You backwards map where you want to get and use that 

long-term goal planning to get you where you want to be.” Participant 7 said, 

The plan that we have, the 6-year plan is probably a great tool for that. What it is, 

is backwards planning where we will describe a desired state for our district in 

certain areas. In the past we have written 1-, 2-, or 3-year plans for LCAP and 

now that we design it backwards. We imagine the desired state in 6 years and we 

go backwards. I have become a fan of backwards design and I started to use it in 

almost every area. 

Finally, Participant 8 shared the importance of backwards mapping to meet the long-term 

goal of improving CAASPP scores stating, 

One of the long-term goals I set this year was improving our CAASPP scores. It 

involves training. Long term, we decided we were going to mandate the CAASPP 

practice test so that we could get the kids familiar with the format and possibly 

the vocabulary. So we are setting those mini project-based goals along the way to 

see if long term it makes any difference. 
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Theme 3c: Achieving Goals Together 

This theme was mentioned by eight of the interview participants, had 32 

frequency mentions, and was found in 14 artifacts. Colbert and Witt (2009) found that 

when leaders engaged in goal-focused leadership by providing strategic direction for 

followers such as aligning goals, defining roles and responsibilities, and highlighting 

priorities, followers responded with higher levels of performance. Participant 1 said, 

“You can’t just jump right in and say ‘I’m gonna have goals and say I’m going there 

come hell or high water.’ You gotta build that culture, and that safety, and that security 

within teachers, administrators, parents, kids.” Participant 2 shared, 

My team members meet weekly. We are constantly reviewing those goals. We 

have them on our agendas. We are looking at how we are monitoring 

implementation and we have robust conversations on that and related systems of 

support to make sure the goals are met. 

Participant 5 said, “I work together with the staff to determine what our long-term goals 

are. I put them in my own evaluation. They embedded it in their goals so everyone is 

working on it and its part of their evaluation.” 

When participants were asked about what they did when faced with challenges 

while working toward a long-term goal, Participant 3 stated, “At some point I said, ‘Let’s 

stop talking about moving that number up and let’s go back and look at a qualitative 

review.’ We shifted how we measured success.” Participant 6 shared, “It’s knowing you 

have to have the courage sometimes to just go a different direction to get those goals 

done. The goal stays the same, improving student achievement, but how you obtain that 

goal, that’s what you change.” Finally, Participant 7 said, “We have effective 
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measurements. Some of the challenges are difficult but they do kind of refine the process 

and you end up having better outcomes. That happens almost all the time.” 

Research Question 4: Resilience 

 The fourth research question asked, “How do exemplary directors of special 

education use resilience to accomplish extraordinary results in their organization?” 

Resilience is defined as an individual’s ability to adapt and recover from stress and 

adversity while maintaining or returning to a positive mental state of wellbeing despite 

hardship (Grafton, et al., 2010; Rice & Liu, 2016). 

 Three themes emerged in the area of resilience: being a reflective practitioner, 

demonstrating hardiness during stressful situations, and making time for self-care. The 

theme of being a reflective practitioner represented 6% frequency for the study and 34% 

frequency for Research Question 4, demonstrating hardiness during stressful situations 

represented .08% frequency for the study and 9% for Research Question 4, and making 

time for self-care represented 7% frequency for the study and 45% of Research Question 

4. Table 8 shows the frequency of these themes in the interviews and in the artifacts 

collected. 
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Table 8 

Research Question 4 Frequency of Themes in Interviews and Artifacts 

Theme Interview 

mentions 

Artifact 

references 

Number of 

sources 

% of 

respondents 

Total 

references 

4a. Being a 

reflective 

practitioner 

25   1 8 100 45 

4b. Demonstrating 

hardiness during 

stressful situations 

16   0 7   88 27 

4c. Finding balance 33 15 8 100 78 

 

 

Theme 4a: Being a Reflective Practitioner 

This theme was mentioned by eight of the interview participants and had 25 

frequency mentions. Duckworth (2016) stated that mindfulness and optimistic self-talk 

are essential to changing the way in which individuals think, feel, and act. Individuals 

who have higher levels of optimism have been found to experience growth in response to 

stress (Ledesma, 2021). When asked how participants overcome stressful work situations 

and cultivate their own resiliency in their professional journey, participants shared the 

importance of gratefulness and positive self-talk. Participant 3 said, 

I think for me being resilient means I have to stop and reflect back on how lucky I 

am and how great my team is, and how I couldn’t do this without pretty much just 

amazing people who almost can think about things before I think about them. 

Participant 2 stated, “I think also, my own personal reflection as a leader, seeing where 

my strengths are, where my weaknesses are, and where I need to grow, and giving myself 

that grace.” Participant 8 said, “I always come back to that center of, it’s not about me. 

That helps me get that center of saying calm, staying professional.” Participant 7 stated, 
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So, in yoga we have a principle. You know you are supposed to accept reality as it 

comes. But, it’s not really what people think. You don’t just accept it. You just 

take it in and you pause, you breathe, and you go “Now what? What do I do 

now?” So I think it’s just really the same thing. Every time a challenge comes in 

or something doesn’t go as planned you just stop and you assess the different 

aspects of the barrier and proceed with the next steps. 

Participant 6 stated, “Always checking my ego at the door. I need to remember that I am 

always learning and maybe I don’t know everything, and I just keep checking that ego at 

the door.” Finally Participant 5 said, “I am not perfect and my wife reminds me of that 

when I am not keeping balance. I have to listen and make changes.” 

Theme 4b: Demonstrating Hardiness During Stressful Situations 

This theme was mentioned by seven of the interview participants, had 16 

frequency mentions, and was found in zero artifacts. Resilience is believed to be a 

combination of hardiness, optimism, adaptability, and self-efficacy (Grafton et al., 2010; 

Perlis, 2013). Hardy individuals have the ability to assess stressful situations and trust 

their ability to respond accordingly and with a sense of self-control (Ledesma, 2014; 

Samfira & Paloș, 2021). Additionally, hardiness has been found to be a predictor of a 

leader’s ability to persevere through adversity (Ledesma, 2021; Perlis, 2013). Participant 

5 shared, “You have to take care of yourself. You have to have balance in your life. You 

have to trust the process.” Participant 3 said, “Knowing that kids have better outcomes 

having left our system, or even where they are now, is really rewarding and makes me 

persist through things that are difficult.” Participant 1 shared,  
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Taking care of yourself. Trying to alleviate those stressors or when you feel that 

stress, what am I going to do to counteract that? I think you have to be able to 

identify it and be able to make some changes so that you can continue to recover 

from that or become more resilient. 

Participant 2 shared, 

I feel very sure that we can still accomplish a fully inclusive preschool program 

across the board. I’m okay now knowing that might take longer. It doesn’t mean 

you give up or you don’t fight the fight, or you don’t advocate. I don’t feel like 

the window of opportunity or the doorway into it has quite opened yet. Until then 

I have to step back and accept the lessons that have been learned, understand that 

timing is everything. 

Participant 7 shared, 

Facing that group was really painful, difficult, embarrassing, shameful. Shame, to 

me, is one of the most difficult things to recover from. It just sits in the back of 

my mind for days on end. When you wake up in the morning, it’s like a bad 

haircut, it’s still there, you know, that type of feeling. I think recovering from it, 

for me, was just going through the deed of being courageous, sitting down with 

the team, and facing the challenge of admitting, and being vulnerable in front of 

them. 

Finally, Participant 4 stated, “I think the resilience piece comes from acceptance while 

things are not in the place you want, or didn’t go the way you want, but acceptance of 

what can be.” 
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Theme 4c: Finding Balance 

This theme was mentioned by eight of the interview participants and had 33 

frequency mentions. According to Wang et al. (2017), individuals high in resilience are 

able to pull from more personal resources and thus are more likely to be engaged at work. 

Rice and Liu (2016) stated resilient individuals are thought to be more adaptive within an 

ever-changing work environment and the ability to adapt may contribute to more resilient 

organizations. Participants noted that taking time for self-care and taking time to 

disconnect were critical to finding balance and being resilient. Participant 2 shared, 

Just taking time away from work is important. I think it’s a struggle for anyone 

who wants to make an impact and change in their role. It’s being willing to say 

this can’t consume me at all times either. So finding ways to step away from it 

makes it a little so you can appreciate it when you come back to it. 

Participant 7 stated, “I have to take care of myself. Physically, I exercise.” Participant 8 

said, 

I shut off. My husband works in the district also. He’s a special ed teacher. We 

have made it a policy that when we come home, we don’t talk shop. We don’t. 

And we don’t. Like we never talk shop. I do shut off and that’s been super helpful 

for me mentally. 

Participant 4 stated, “Being self-aware so that you can engage with others in a healthy 

way and keep yourself healthy while you are doing that.” Participant 1 shared, 

I think you have to acknowledge what’s hard. I think you have to acknowledge 

what’s difficult in the work that we do. I think you have to find the balance in 
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self-care. I try to find those moments of, I don’t know, pleasure, walk on the 

beach, get a massage. Somewhat disconnect. 

Finally, Participant 5 said, “I make sure I take vacations and I make sure I connect with 

friends and family and go to my son’s games and my daughter’s theater performance.” 

Research Question 5: Excellence Versus Perfection 

 The fifth research question asked, “How do exemplary directors of special 

education use excellence versus perfection to accomplish extraordinary results in their 

organization?” Excellence versus perfection is defined as a mindset toward fulfilling 

one’s purpose and prioritizing improvement over a lofty ideal that may or may not be 

attainable (Arias, 207; Duckworth et al., 2007; Perlis, 2013). 

 Three themes emerged in the area of excellence versus perfection: valuing a 

growth mindset, seeking feedback from others, and pausing to reevaluate the current 

reality. Valuing growth represented 9% frequency for the study and 51% frequency for 

Research Question 5, seeking feedback from others represented .03% frequency for the 

study and 21% for Research Question 5, and making time for self-care represented 5% 

frequency for the study and 29% of Research Question 5. Table 9 shows the frequency of 

these themes in the interviews and in the artifacts collected. 

Theme 5a: Valuing a Growth Mindset 

This theme was mentioned by seven interview participants, had 37 frequency 

mentions, and was found in 14 artifacts. According to Perlis (2013), individuals who are 

high in grit do not seek perfection but rather focus on improving weaknesses. Southwick 

et al. (2019) stated organizations that value the idea of a growth mindset believe that 

people can develop their skill sets. Participants noted that improving their skills and the 
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skills of their staff through professional development was important. Additionally, 

participants shared that perfection was not something they personally believed in.  

 

Table 9 

Research Question 5 Frequency of Themes in Interviews and Artifacts 

Theme Interview 

mentions 

Artifact 

references 

Number of 

sources 

% of 

respondents 

Total 

references 

5a. Valuing a 

growth mindset 

37 14 7 88 51 

5b. Seeking 

feedback from 

others 

15   5 7 88 20 

5c. Pausing to 

reevaluate the 

current reality 

21   1 7 88 22 

 

 

When asked to share an example of when continuous improvement was 

prioritized over a lofty ideal, Participant 8 stated, 

Looking at individual teacher’s and setting individual goals for them. So last year, 

you had 15% of your IEPs out of compliance. What can we do, what support can 

we have, to reduce that and then monitoring that. So if they drop it to 5%, that’s 

great. They’ve learned something. 

Participant 5 said, 

I went through an advanced level of the FRISK process and they said that the 

standard is not perfection, the standard is not exceptional. The standard is that 

they are doing a basic level job. I was like, ‘Huh’? When I lowered my bar a little 

bit to that standard, it was hard to do, I am not going to lie, evaluating them, 
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allowing them to improve, still giving them coaching, they actually were able to 

rise to the standard, and then I was able to push them from there. 

Participant 7 shared, “I don’t really believe in perfection. I always believe that you can 

meet somebody who knows more. I always think you can learn more.” Participant 1 said,  

I don’t think there’s ever true perfection to where you will never go back to it. I 

think we want to be excellent at what we do, the programs we offer, the teachers 

we put in front of kids, the organization in which we lead, but I don’t think 

anything’s perfect. 

Participant 2 shared, 

It’s really about that growth each month and how are they going to keep 

increasing? If we take a step back that’s okay. Where do we need to keep 

growing, where are we not hitting the mark so that we can keep moving forward? 

Finally, Participant 1 said, 

I don’t think I am wired to everything has to be perfect, I don’t really identify 

with that. I want to take people where they are, know where they want to go, and 

help them along the way. To me that’s like not so that they’re going to be perfect, 

or they are going to be the best at what they do, but they’re going to be better than 

where they started. 

Theme 5b: Seeking Feedback From Others 

This theme was mentioned by seven interview participants, had 15 frequency 

mentions, and was found in five artifacts. Individuals striving for excellence seek 

immediate feedback from those around them so they can make changes (Duckworth, 

2016). Interview participants shared the importance of getting different perspectives from 
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others and using the knowledge of their team to help move their organizations forward, 

particularly when facing barriers to improvement. Participant 5 shared, “Barriers are 

embarrassing or sometimes they are so challenging that I just freeze and won’t do 

anything about it. So being vulnerable and sharing the barrier with other teams, district 

wide, sharing it out, and getting support with it.” Participant 2 said, “I think you have to 

look at the strengths of people and leaders and you have to build your team around the 

strengths that people give.” Participant 8 stated, 

I do a work around. If I see a barrier that is going to prevent us from getting 

somewhere, what’s another way to get it done? Maybe there is a better goal? Like, 

you know, bringing in a team. I am all about getting different perspectives. I can 

look at other people’s perspectives and say all right, it’s not my idea but it’s just 

as good and I can live with that. 

Participant 6 said, 

I always meet with the teams. I will talk with the teams. I ask open-ended 

questions, I try to feel what they are feeling at that time, and I confer with my 

department. When we meet, I go around that table, have everyone tell me how 

they are feeling, what do you have on your plate that I need to tend to, how can I 

help you, how can I support you, what can we do together for improvement, how 

can we get our tasks done, all of that. How can we support each other? I think our 

biggest resource and asset is our people. 

Finally, Participant 7 shared, 

We have to talk about learning and improvement as part of our organization, 

which is usually through a lot of mistakes or new things we have seen. Then in 
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my department, we have a weekly department agenda, and we actually start with 

what we have learned. I feel like we are in the business of learning so we need to 

model that everywhere we go. 

Theme 5c: Pausing to Reevaluate the Current Reality 

This theme was mentioned by seven interview participants, had 21 frequency 

mentions, and was found in one artifact. According to Kiral (2020), leaders who are in 

the pursuit of excellence make improvement a habit for themselves and for others. 

Gaudreau et al. (2020) stated the pursuit of excellence has been found to lead to improved 

measures of work performance. Participants’ shared reflection, data collection, and 

slowing down are important to determining whether the current goals of the organization 

remain appropriate. Participant 3 shared, “I have learned to stop and just take stock. So, I 

need to stop and slow down enough to make sure that I am recalibrating for all our new 

team members, or just checking for understanding.” Participant 4 also emphasized the 

importance of slowing down sharing, “If you are truly about improvement it shouldn’t be 

a surprise that you have to slow down.” 

When sharing the steps toward continuous improvement, Participant 8 stated, 

“Always reevaluating the data, always looking at the data. Always looking at what is 

realistic versus pie in the sky.” Participant 6 also spoke about the importance of data 

sharing, “I will look at the data. Data is important.” Participant 4 stated,  

What is it we are trying to accomplish or what is the specific problem we are 

trying to solve? So just always bring teams back or myself back to that first 

question. What is it that I am trying to impact here? What is it that I am trying to 
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accomplish? What is the specific problem that I am trying to solve and anchoring 

what follows to that. 

Participant 1 reiterated the importance of engaging in continuous improvement stating,  

For me and for anyone, it’s assessing where you are. I meant that honest 

conversation of where a person or an individual is, whether it’s math, English, 

teaching, or leading. It’s being honest with yourself and then being able to say, 

okay here’s where I am and here’s where I want to be. 

Key Findings 

 This qualitative phenomenological study was composed of two major data 

collection methods. The first was eight semistructured interviews that were conducted 

followed by the collection of artifacts from the eight interview participants. The data 

collected were then coded and themes emerged. Major themes emerged along with 

subthemes. The key findings were determined to be the principles of grit that were 

mentioned by six or more of the interview participants with a frequency count of at least 

15 mentions within the interviews. Triangulation of data through the collection of 

artifacts related to the themes identified increased the validity of the study. The eight 

interview participants provided multiple examples of the coded areas within their 

interviews. Table 10 shows the key findings with their corresponding frequency counts. 

Each of the five principles of grit yielded three key findings. 

Key Finding: Courage 

1. Identifying and knowing the why was identified in eight interviews, had eight 

artifacts, and a frequency count of 32. 
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2. Engaging in strategic leadership was identified in seven interviews, had three 

artifacts, and a frequency count of 24. 

3. Listening to and learning from others was identified in six interviews, had 10 

artifacts, and a frequency count of 35. 

 

Table 10 

Key Findings 

Grit principle Theme Participants Frequency Artifacts 

Courage Identifying and knowing the why 
8 32   8 

 Engaging in strategic leadership 
7 24   3 

 Listening to and learning from 

others 6 35 10 

Conscientiousness Doing whatever it takes 
7 35 10 

 Delegating tasks to others 
7 24   3 

 Scheduling priorities 
8 67 11 

Long-term goals Aligning department goals with 

district goals 6 16 13 

 Engaging in backwards mapping 
7 21 13 

 Achieving goals together 
8 32 14 

Resilience Being a reflective practitioner 
8 25   1 

 Demonstrating hardiness during 

stressful situations 7 16   0 

 Finding balance 
8 33 15 

Excellence versus 

perfection 

Valuing a growth mindset 

7 37 14 

 Seeking feedback from others 
7 15   5 

 Pausing to reevaluate the current 

reality 7 21   1 
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Key Finding: Conscientiousness 

1. Doing whatever it takes was identified in seven interviews, had 10 artifacts, and a 

frequency count of 35. 

2. Delegating tasks to others was identified in seven interviews, had three artifacts, 

and a frequency count 24. 

3. Scheduling priorities was identified in eight interviews, had 11 artifacts, and a 

frequency count of 67. 

Key Finding: Long-Term Goals 

1. Aligning department goals with district goals was identified in six interviews, had 

13 artifacts, and a frequency count of 16. 

2. Engaging in backwards mapping was identified in seven interviews, had 13 

artifacts, and a frequency count of 21. 

3. Achieving goals together was identified in eight interviews, had 14 artifacts, and a 

frequency count of 32. 

Key Finding: Resilience 

1. Being a reflective practitioner was identified in eight interviews, had one artifact, 

and a frequency count of 25. 

2. Demonstrating hardiness during stressful situations was identified in seven 

interviews, had zero artifacts, and had a frequency count of 16. 

3. Finding balance was identified in eight interviews, had 15 artifacts, and a 

frequency count of 33. 
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Key Finding: Excellence Versus Perfection 

1. Valuing a growth mindset was identified in seven interviews, had 14 artifacts, and 

a frequency count of 37. 

2. Seeking feedback from others was identified in seven interviews, had five 

artifacts, and a frequency count of 15. 

3. Pausing to reevaluate the current reality was identified in seven interviews, had 

one artifact, and a frequency count of 21. 

Summary 

 The purpose of this qualitative phenomenological study was to identify and 

describe how exemplary directors of special education use five principles associated with 

grit (courage, conscientiousness, long-term goals, resilience, and excellence versus 

perfection) to accomplish extraordinary results in their organization. Eight semistructured 

interviews were conducted with exemplary directors of special education. Artifacts that 

demonstrated the five principles associated with grit were collected and used in the data 

analysis to triangulate the data.  

 Chapter IV addressed the data and the findings as they related to the five research 

questions. Fifteen major themes were identified from the coding of the interviews. The 

themes identified and high frequency counts demonstrated the way in which the eight 

exemplary directors of special education interviewed use the five principles associated 

with grit to achieve extraordinary results in their organizations. Chapter V of this study 

provides a summary of the major findings, conclusions, implications for action, and 

recommendations for further research.  
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CHAPTER V: FINDINGS, CONCLUSIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

Overview 

 The purpose of the phenomenological study was to examine the ways in which 

exemplary directors of special education use the five principles of grit (courage, 

conscientiousness, long-term goals, resilience, and excellence versus perfection) to 

accomplish extraordinary results in their organizations. Chapter V begins with the study’s 

purpose statement and research questions. This is followed by a review of the research 

methodology, data collection procedures, and the population sample. The chapter then 

presents an analysis of the data collected from the semistructured interviews and artifacts 

collected. The analysis revealed 15 major themes from the five research questions. 

Chapter V includes the conclusions, implications for action, and recommendations for 

future action. The chapter concludes with final remarks and reflections. 

Purpose Statement 

The purpose of this phenomenological study was to identify and describe how 

exemplary directors of special education use five principles associated with grit (courage, 

conscientiousness, long-term goals, resilience, and excellence versus perfection) to 

accomplish extraordinary results in their organization. 

Research Questions 

1. How do exemplary directors of special education use courage to accomplish 

extraordinary results? 

2. How do exemplary directors of special education use conscientiousness to 

accomplish extraordinary results? 
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3. How do exemplary directors of special education use long-term goals to 

accomplish extraordinary results? 

4. How do exemplary directors of special education use resilience to accomplish 

extraordinary results? 

5. How do exemplary directors of special education use excellence versus perfection 

to accomplish extraordinary results? 

Methodology 

 The methodology for this study was a qualitative research design studying how 

exemplary directors of special education use the five principles of grit (courage, 

conscientiousness, long-term goals, resilience, and excellence versus perfection) to 

accomplish extraordinary results in their organizations. Qualitative research gathers data 

on naturally occurring phenomena through the use of observations, interviews, field 

notes, and artifacts to gain a deeper understanding of the experiences being studied 

(McMillan & Schumacher, 2010; Patten & Newhart, 2018). The qualitative research 

design used in this study encompassed a phenomenological model. A phenomenological 

model is the study of how individuals make sense of a particular experience, including 

how they perceive and understand the experience (McMillian & Schumacher, 2010; 

Neubauer, et al. 2019). According to Patton (2015), a phenomenological model “aims at 

getting a deeper understanding of the nature of the meaning of our everyday experience” 

(p. 115). Specifically, the researcher studied the lived experiences of exemplary directors 

of special education and how they use the five principles associated with grit (courage, 

conscientiousness, long-term goals, resilience, and excellence versus perfection) to 

accomplish extraordinary results in their organizations. 
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 Data for this study were collected through semistructured interviews conducted 

using Google Meet and through the collection of artifacts provided by the study 

participants. The interview protocol consisted of 10 semistructured open-ended interview 

questions along with two follow-up probes for each question. The interview questions 

and probes were developed by the thematic team of peer researchers under the guidance 

of three faculty members. Interview participants who consented to participate in the study 

were provided with information about the study including an informed consent document 

(see Appendix B), Research Participant’s Bill of Rights (see Appendix I), and a copy of 

the interview questions that included a definition of each grit principle (see Appendix C). 

The interviews were scheduled by providing each participant with a Google calendar 

invite, and the interviews were conducted using the Google Meet platform. All interviews 

were recorded and transcribed using Scribbl. All recorded interviews were stored with an 

account that was password protected.  

 During the interviews, I followed the interview script as designed by the thematic 

research team. Follow-up questions were asked to elicit additional details or to provide 

clarification to a participant’s response. Participants were provided a copy of the 

interview transcript to review for accuracy. In addition to the interview data, artifacts 

were collected from the eight participants to further demonstrate how each uses the five 

grit principles to accomplish extraordinary results in their organizations. For this study, a 

peer researcher reviewed the coding of one interview, which was equal to 13% of the 

interview data. This review yielded a standard 80% minimum agreement. 
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Population 

 The population for this study was exemplary directors of special education 

working in public schools. Based on the data from the National Center for Education 

Statistics (n.d.), there are 98,507 operating school districts in the United States, each of 

which employs a director of special education. 

Sample 

According to Patten and Newhart (2018), populations are often too large to 

sample every person; therefore, it is more efficient to study a subset of the population of 

interest. McMillian and Schumacher (2010) noted that a sample is the subset of the 

population from whom the data are collected and the researcher wishes to generalize the 

results. The sample for this study included eight exemplary directors of special education 

within the state of California employed in the position for at least 3 years. 

Sampling Procedure 

 I implemented criterion sampling for this study. Patton (2015) noted that criterion 

sampling is chosen when a researcher wishes to study all cases that meet a specific 

criterion of importance. The criteria for the population of this study were individuals 

who: 

1. Are directors of special education  

2. Are located in California 

3. Have at least 3 years in the current position 

4. Meet at least three of the four criteria: 

a. Recognition by peers 

b. Recommended by one or more recognized regional executive leaders 
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c. Have memberships in professional organizations in their field 

d. Have presented articles, papers, or published materials at conferences 

Furthermore, purposive sampling was used to select the interview participants. I worked 

with my committee to identify candidates and secure their participation in the study. 

Table 4 (repeated here for ease of reference) delineates how the participants met the 

established criteria for participation. 

 

Table 4 

Study Participant Criteria 

 Participant 

Criteria D1 D2 D3 D4 D5 D6 D7 D8 

Director of special education x x x x x x x x 

Located in California x x x x x x x x 

Has at least 3 years in the current position x x x x x x x x 

Recognized by peers x x x x x x x x 

Recommended by one or more recognized 

regional executive leaders 

x  x x x  x x 

Membership in professional organizations in 

their field 

x x x x x x x x 

Articles, papers, or published materials 

presented at conferences 

 x    x x x 

 

 

Major Findings 

 The purpose of this phenomenological study was to identify and describe how 

exemplary directors of special education use five principles associated with grit (courage, 

conscientiousness, long-term goals, resilience, and excellence versus perfection) to 

accomplish extraordinary results in their organization. From the 15 key findings in 
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Chapter IV, six major findings were identified in relation to the research questions. The 

major findings are directly related to the research questions of how exemplary directors 

of special education use the five principles of grit (courage, conscientiousness, long-term 

goals, resilience, and excellence versus perfection) to accomplish extraordinary results in 

their organizations. The major findings are explored in detail in the following sections. 

Research Question 1 

 The first research question asked, “How do exemplary directors of special 

education use courage to accomplish extraordinary results?” 

Major Finding 1: Knowing One’s Purpose Helps Leaders Do What is Right for 

Students 

Courage serves as an ethical principle and guidepost that helps individuals make 

the right choice (H. Harris, 1999; While et al., 2016). According to Duckworth (2016), 

grit prevails when people have the courage to keep going in the face of difficulty or 

doubt. The courage to make ethical decisions about what is right for students in the face 

of opposition or adversity was demonstrated in the responses of all eight exemplary 

directors of special education with 40 frequency mentions. The directors of special 

education interviewed emphasized the importance of staying committed to the right work, 

advocating for students in the face of opposition, and allowing one’s values to guide the 

decision making process. Participants further emphasized that courage comes from 

knowing one’s purpose when making decisions that may not be accepted by all. 

According to Kempster et al. (2011), purpose is linked to leadership and the ability to 

provide followers with a common direction. When individuals have purpose, the desire to 

help others increases (Duckworth, 2016). 
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Research Question 2 

 The second research question asked, “How do exemplary directors of special 

education use conscientiousness to accomplish extraordinary results?” 

Major Finding 2: Prioritizing Is Critical to Staying Organized, Meeting Deadlines, and 

Building Relationships 

The role of the director of special education is multifaceted, complex, and 

challenging requiring the need to juggle a variety of competing demands that can become 

time-consuming (Hussey et al., 2019; Luckner & Movahedazarhouligh, 2019). All eight 

exemplary directors of special education stated the importance of prioritizing and 

calendaring events as critical to staying organized, meeting deadlines, and being viewed 

as reliable by others. A total of 78 references to prioritizing appointments and deadlines 

was cited in the interviews and artifacts collected. This was the largest frequency of 

themes in Research Question 2 and the highest frequency of themes for the study. 

Individuals high in conscientiousness have been found to be hardworking, dependable, 

organized, responsible, industrious, and achievement oriented (Barrick & Mount, 1991; 

Roberts et al., 2012). Furthermore, participants also emphasized that when prioritizing 

tasks, putting people at the forefront was the most important. According to Heifetz and 

Linksy (2017), successful leaders who get results and move their organizations forward 

place emphasis on connections and personal relationships with others. Leadership is 

about finding common ground with others and developing relationships upon which to 

build the future of an organization (Kouzes & Posner, 2016). 
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Research Question 3 

 The third research question asked, “How do exemplary directors of special 

education use long-term goals to accomplish extraordinary results?” 

Major Finding 3: Goal-Focused Leadership Increases Goal Attainment 

According to Colbert and Witt (2009), effective leaders establish a clear 

understanding of the organization’s goals and “align employee’s efforts with these goals” 

(. 790). Furthermore, gritty leaders who set high-level goals elicit perseverance from 

those within their organization and serve as role models for passion and perseverance 

(Southwick et al., 2019). Working together to achieve goals was mentioned by all eight 

exemplary directors of special education with a frequency of 46 mentions. Scheduling 

weekly meetings to review goals, engaging in robust conversations, and embedding the 

organization and department goals in evaluations were strategies exemplary directors of 

special education used to achieve long-term goals. Directors of special education also 

emphasized the importance of shifting how long-term goal success is both obtained and 

measured, particularly in the face of challenges, thus refining the process and resulting in 

better outcomes. According to Duckworth (2016), grit is about holding the same long-

term goal over an extended period of time in the face of challenges or setbacks. When 

leaders set long-term goals that are both meaningful and obtainable, followers are better 

able to persevere for long periods of time to achieve success (Schimschal & Lomas, 

2018). 

Research Question 4 

 The fourth research question asked, “How do exemplary directors of special 

education use resilience to accomplish extraordinary results?” 
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Major Finding 4: Importance of Reflective Leadership In the Face of Challenge or 

Adversity 

Duckworth (2016) noted that individuals high in grit live life with hope and the 

belief that optimistic self-talk leads to perseverance over adversity, ultimately making 

one stronger. When individuals have a higher level of optimism and hope, they are better 

able to experience growth in response to stress (Ledesma, 2014). The use of personal 

reflection as a strategy for remaining resilient in the face of challenges was mentioned by 

all eight participants with a total of 26 frequency mentions. Specifically, participants 

shared that positive self-talk, gratefulness, and taking time to breathe and assess the 

situation were strategies for remaining resilient. Participants also emphasized the 

importance of checking their ego at the door and maintaining balance as strategies for 

remaining resilient and overcoming challenges in their professional journey. Resilience is 

believed to be a combination of hardiness, optimism, adaptability, and self-efficacy, and 

when experiencing stressful situations, hardy individuals have been found to be better 

able to persevere through adversity (Ledesma, 2014; Perlis, 2013; Samfira & Paloș, 

2021). 

Major Finding 5: Making Time for Self-Care and Disconnecting Helps Leaders 

Balance the Demands of Work and Personal Life 

All eight exemplary directors of special education identified the importance of 

engaging in self-care and taking time to disconnect from the job. Although the forms of 

self-care were subjective for each participant, coping mechanisms such as exercise, 

spending time with family, taking vacations, and connecting with friends were identified 

as critical to maintaining a healthy balance between work and personal life. Rice and Liu 
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(2016) stated when individuals develop the appropriate coping strategies they are more 

likely to have better social emotional functioning and well-being. Additionally, 

participants shared making intentional time to step away from the job and disconnect is 

critical to staying healthy and resilient. According to Ihrme and Sundstrom (2020), 

healthy and resilient leaders are more effective and positively influence the work 

environment. 

Research Question 5 

 The fifth research question asked, “How do exemplary directors of special 

education use excellence versus perfection to accomplish extraordinary results?” 

Major Finding 6: A Growth Mindset Helps Leaders Achieve Excellence in Their 

Organizations 

Gritty individuals focus on the improvement of weaknesses through deliberate 

practice while embracing failure (Duckworth, 2016; Perlis, 2013). According to Kouzes 

and Posner (2016), leaders who embrace and lead with a growth mindset are more likely 

to interpret challenges and setbacks as opportunities to improve their skill set. Duckworth 

(2016) noted a “growth mindset and grit go together” (p.181). Seven exemplary directors 

of special education emphasized the importance of improving their skills and the skills of 

their employees through professional development with a total of 51 frequency mentions 

and represented 55% of the total references. Setting individual goals for employees, 

providing opportunities for improvement, and supporting individuals to make continual 

progress were cited as ways in which exemplary leaders prioritized continuous 

improvement in their organizations as a means of achieving excellence. 
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Unexpected Findings 

 The research shows that exemplary directors of special education rely more 

heavily on the principle of conscientiousness than on the other four principles associated 

with grit. Based on the research, 27.7% of the participants mentioned specific practices as 

they align with the principle of conscientiousness. Specifically, of the 15 major findings 

identified from the research, scheduling priorities had the highest frequency mentions 

with 78 total references. This finding indicates that to achieve extraordinary results in 

their organizations, gritty exemplary directors of special education place a higher value 

on the importance of staying organized to ensure deadlines are met and tasks are 

prioritized. Furthermore, gritty exemplary directors of special education indicated when 

establishing priorities, people are always placed at the forefront of their daily 

commitments. 

Conclusions 

 The major findings of this study, in conjunction with the literature review, yielded 

four conclusions that describe how exemplary directors of special education use the five 

principles associated with grit (courage, conscientiousness, long-term goals, resilience, 

and excellence versus perfection) to accomplish extraordinary results in their 

organization. The findings of the study allude to the importance of using the five 

principles of grit to move organizations forward and help individuals succeed.  

Conclusion 1: Courage Makes it Possible to Stand Up and Advocate for What Is 

Best for Students and the Organization 

 Based on the findings of the study and the supporting literature on directors of 

special education and students with disabilities, it is concluded that courage makes it 
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possible for gritty leaders to stand up and advocate for students to improve the 

educational outcomes for all. Directors of special education are responsible for a myriad 

of tasks, including ensuring the effective implementation of services to students with 

disabilities using evidence-based practices (Fan et al., 2019). Research has hypothesized 

that the foundation of courage is the belief that one does or does not have the ability to do 

what is morally right (Palanski et al., 2014). When sharing how they push past fear to 

take necessary action, the courage to stay committed to one’s values was evident across 

all participants. Courageous leaders ethically inspire followers to do what is right by 

modeling core values (G. Lee & Elliot-Lee, 2016). To engage in tough conversations, 

challenge the status quo, and speak up in the face of push back from others requires 

individuals to understand their why and use that as a guiding compass for making 

difficult decisions. It is this commitment to the why that drives the desire of exemplary 

directors of special education to persevere and engage in the hard work necessary to 

improve systems of teaching and learning within organizations. By focusing on what is 

best for students, exemplary directors of special education are able to implement 

programs that positively support student growth and development while also meeting the 

needs of the school and larger community. Given the changing landscape of education, 

great leaders must be prepared to address the challenges they will face and find the most 

effective way to improve their organization’s outcomes (Brazer et al., 2014; Landis et at., 

2014; Valldeneu et al., 2013). 
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Conclusion 2: Conscientiousness is Enhanced by Engaging in Goal-focused 

Leadership 

 According to Wilmot and Ones (2019), there exists a link between 

conscientiousness and brain networks that is thought to be responsible for the 

prioritization of goals. Thus, it is concluded that when leaders clarify the goals of the 

organization and set the direction for meeting those goals, employee conscientiousness is 

enhanced (Colbert & Witt, 2009). Goal-focused leadership is thought to trigger facets of 

conscientiousness such as dependability, achievement, and meticulousness, which lead to 

enhanced job performance. All eight exemplary directors of special education noted the 

importance of working within teams to identify long-term goals that specifically address 

the needs of students with disabilities, such as the development of inclusive programs, 

implementing coteaching models of instruction, defining the entry and exit criteria for 

special education programs, and improving CAASPP scores.  

Furthermore, the directors of special education emphasized the importance of 

working with teams to align department goals with districtwide goals to ensure a unified 

message among staff, families, and the larger community. In the interviews and 

transcripts, the directors of special education were able to clearly articulate the 

importance of engaging in ongoing, robust, conversations with their teams about systems 

of related support and ways to measure goal attainment. Strategies such as working 

collaboratively with teams to determine the most appropriate goals, setting aside time 

during weekly meetings to discuss goals, embedding goals in daily work tasks and 

evaluations, and shifting the mindset of followers to build capacity were strategies 

exemplary directors of special education emphasized as necessary to enhance 
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perseverance and goal achievement. Perlis (2013) noted that the commitment required to 

meet long-term goals must have a purpose, and it is this purpose that cultivates an 

individual’s drive, passion, sustainability, stamina and grit.  

Conclusion 3: Optimism and Work-Life Balance Builds Resilient Leaders 

 Resilient individuals are able to use optimism and creativity paired with self-

confidence to assess stressful situations and respond accordingly (Perlis, 2013). Based on 

the findings of this study, it is concluded that resilience is important to the work of 

exemplary directors of special education. Directors of special education work in a field 

that requires the ability to juggle many competing demands, which can become time 

consuming. When examining their leadership practices in relation to the principle of 

resilience, all eight directors of special education consistently referred to finding ways to 

remain optimistic while also stressing the importance of engaging in activities outside of 

their work environment.  

Participants emphasized the use of coping strategies such as  gratitude, engaging 

in mindful moments, seeking feedback from others, taking time for reflection, focusing 

on family, getting adequate sleep, and engaging in some form of daily physical activity. 

Of the strategies identified by the participants, the importance of engaging in daily 

physical activity was noted by all eight directors of special education as critical to 

ensuring one was both physically and mentally ready to serve and help others. 

Participants also indicated that their work can be extremely challenging, and being 

willing to be vulnerable and open to learning served as ways to not only embrace the 

lessons learned during stressful times but also recover and make the necessary changes to 

move their organizations forward. Perlis (2013) noted that resilience is equal to hardiness 
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and is the element that helps individuals persevere despite obstacles in their path. Leaders 

who are resilient are more adaptive and are believed to contribute to more resilient 

organizations (Rice & Liu, 2016).  

Conclusion 4: Growth Minded Leaders Believe In the Power of Continuous 

Improvement 

Based on the research findings, seven exemplary directors of special education 

interviewed indicated they do not believe in perfection or seek perfection in themselves 

or in others. Rather, based upon the findings, it is concluded that participants believe in 

the power of a growth mindset as a way to move their organizations forward and meet 

their goals. Participants referenced the importance of making learning a habit and a 

regular part of their organization by embedding the time for learning within their 

departmental activities and encouraging staff to do the same when visiting and supporting 

school sites. According to Kouzes and Posner (2016), the best leaders are those 

individuals who engage in continual learning opportunities. Directors of special 

education also indicated that they view their role as one that supports the ongoing growth 

of school leaders and special education staff through strategies such as professional 

development, training, and coaching. Key to supporting ongoing growth, participants 

noted, is having a plan to measure growth and ensuring staff have what they need to get 

the job done. According to Perlis (2013), individuals high in grit do not seek perfection 

because the quest to be perfect is often unforgiving and inflexible. Rather, gritty leaders 

lead in ways that make improvement a habit for themselves and for their organization 

(Krial, 2020). 
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Implications for Action 

This study provided insights into the lived experiences of eight directors of 

special education as they related to the five principles associated with grit (courage, 

conscientiousness, long-term goals, resilience, and excellence versus perfection) as 

identified by Perlis (2013). The key findings and conclusions resulted in the following 

implications for action to improve the outcomes of directors of special education. 

Implication for Action 1: Professional Development Training Targeting the 

Development of Grit 

 The role of the director of special education is unique. Directors of special 

education are typically the only district administrators with the specific knowledge and 

skills needed to ensure special education programs are in compliance with the law, are 

equitable, and provide students with disabilities high quality instruction in the least 

restrictive environment. Their role also includes the skills necessary to successfully 

collaborate across disciplines with other educational departments to ensure academic 

achievement for all. To accomplish these tasks successfully requires directors of special 

education to utilize the principles associated with grit identified by Perlis (2013). 

Therefore, it is recommended that districts set aside funding to provide directors of 

special education ongoing professional development opportunities focused on growing 

their grit. Specifically, training should focus on helping directors of special education 

learn how to: 

● Identify their why and their passions involving special education, 
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● Find ways to create shared meaning and deepen ties with their staff by engaging 

them in activities that help them identify their passions involving special 

education, 

● Work within teams to establish goals that not only target areas of need but also 

engage the interest and passion of staff to encourage perseverance, 

● Schedule protected times for teams to come together to engage in frequent, robust 

conversations about systems of support and goal measurement to ensure goals are 

met or adjusted accordingly, and 

● Create opportunities of ongoing learning for themselves and their teams. 

Implication for Action 2: Professional Development and Training for Directors of 

Special Education with a Focus on Advocating for Students 

 Today’s directors of special education are faced with a myriad of responsibilities 

for ensuring the effective implementation of services to students with disabilities, 

requiring them to demonstrate a high degree of ethical decision-making. Research shows 

that the demonstration of ethical decision-making was rated as one of the most important 

skills for directors of special education (Fan et al., 2019). At times, ethical decision-

making may require directors of special education to advocate for students and special 

education programs, challenging the status quo in the face of push back from peers and 

colleagues. Directors of special education must know their purpose and have the courage 

to act on their values to do what they believe is right for students. It is this why and sense 

of purpose that directors of special education can use as a compass for making ethical 

decisions as they advocated for students and programs. Therefore, it is recommended that 

districts provide directors of special education, and other district leaders, professional 
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development and training on how to identify their why and give them time to practice 

implementing their values and receive feedback. Programs such as Giving Voice to 

Values, developed by the Virginia Darden School of Business, offer online courses that 

focus on teaching individuals how to be more ethical. The program provides 

opportunities for individuals to identify situations in which ethics may be tested, learn 

how to anticipate their responses, and provide opportunities for them to practice engaging 

in implementing values with peers. This type of professional development and training 

would help directors of special education develop their grittiness by giving them the 

skills necessary to make courageous decisions about what is right for students and feel 

confident in acting upon those decisions to move their organization’s forward. 

Implication for Action 3: Course Work on Stress and Time Management That Is 

Built Into Leadership Preparation Programs 

 Given the complex roles and responsibilities that directors of special education 

are tasked with, their role can be time consuming, involving working long hours to ensure 

the job gets done. The prioritization of tasks and leaving time for self-care is important to 

ensure directors of special education are able to complete their job while giving the best 

of themselves to others. Current administrative leadership preparation programs focus on 

courses such developing and supporting instructional programs and teachers, supervision, 

and fiscal and safety management. Courses on how to manage competing demands and 

making time for engagement in self-care activities are noticeably absent. Therefore, it is 

recommended that administrative leadership programs build in content on stress and time 

management into current coursework. Online programs such as the Niroga Institute offer 

self-paced courses, personalized tools, and virtual applications with resources on how to 
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develop greater stress resilience, emotional regulation, and engage in mindful leadership. 

Embedding content specifically addressing stress and time management would ensure 

directors of special education are equipped with the skills necessary to make sure they 

know how to prioritize tasks and take care of themselves so they can support and care for 

those they lead. 

Implication for Action 4: Publication of Findings 

 To increase the breadth and depth of knowledge about how leaders use the five 

principles associated with grit, it is recommended that the findings of this research in 

conjunction with the findings from the other nine peer researchers be used to create 

articles for publication. Additionally, the research findings from the thematic team can be 

used to develop presentations for conferences and incorporated into leadership 

professional development training programs. Specifically, the information developed for 

leadership training programs can be presented at induction programs that target new 

administrators with the goal of providing them with strategies to develop and grow their 

grit. 

Recommendations for Further Research 

 The phenomenological study explored how exemplary directors of special 

education used the five principles associated with grit (courage, conscientiousness, long-

term goals, resilience, and excellence versus perfection) to accomplish extraordinary 

results in their organization. Based on the findings of this study and the limited research 

on directors of special education, further research is recommended.  
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Recommendation 1 

 This study was limited to eight directors of special education working in public 

schools in California. It is recommended that this study be replicated to target a larger 

population of directors of special education across the United States. Additional research 

into how directors of special education use the principles of grit will provide valuable 

information and insight into effective leadership practices. 

Recommendation 2 

 This study focused specifically on the lived experiences of directors of special 

education. Research should be conducted examining the lived experiences of other 

district leaders working in special education, including program specialists, coordinators, 

and assistant superintendents, each of whom affects the delivery of instruction to students 

with disabilities. Results could be compared to see how each type of special education 

administrator uses the principles of grit to accomplish extraordinary results. 

Recommendation 3 

 It is recommended that this study be replicated with directors of special education 

with 5 or more years of experience in the field. The criteria for this study was a minimum 

of 3 years of experience. Because of the high demands of the job, the tenure for many 

directors of special education is 5 years or fewer. Therefore, exploring the experiences of 

directors of special education who have worked in the field for a longer period of time 

will help researchers identify whether the length of tenure is associated with the ability to 

access and use the principles associated with grit. Additionally, the information gathered 

will provide insight into what is needed to help retain exemplary special education 

leadership personnel for longer periods of time. 
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Recommendation 4 

 The findings of this study indicated that self-care plays a role in the success of 

exemplary directors of special education. It is recommended that a mixed methods study 

be conducted to analyze the effects of different self-care strategies on the success of 

directors of special education. Further research can provide insight into the types of self-

care strategies that are the most effective for helping individuals improve their mental, 

emotional, and physical health and the impact these strategies have on their success. 

Recommendation 5 

This study did not control for the gender of the directors of special education 

interviewed. Research should be conducted on the lived experiences of male, female, and 

nonbinary directors of special education. The findings from this research could be 

compared to each other to determine whether gender has any implication on the use of 

the five principles associated with grit to accomplish extraordinary results. 

Recommendation 6 

 Considering how gritty the participants were, another area of focus for future 

research could include an investigation into how grit is developed. Research exploring 

the experiences of directors of special education leading up to their directorship that 

allowed them to develop grit could serve to guide training or mentoring programs. 

Furthermore, the information gathered from this research could help inform districts 

about what is needed to recruit, support, and retain expert directors of special education. 

Recommendation 7 

 The findings of this study focused specifically on directors of special education. 

This study should be replicated to investigate how public school principals use the 
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principles associated with grit as they relate to working with students with disabilities and 

their English Language learner population. The findings from this research could help to 

identify the specific supports needed to design high-quality instructional programs. 

Concluding Remarks and Reflection 

 The study of how directors of special education use the principles associated with 

grit to accomplish extraordinary results in their organizations was not only fascinating, 

but also a joy for me to complete. The stories, ideas, and strategies that were shared by 

each of the participants who were interviewed provided a deeper insight into the 

challenges they face in their role serving students with disabilities as well as their joys 

and successes. Serving in the educational field for over 20 years, my opinion is that 

directors of special education have one of the most difficult, important, complex, and 

time consuming jobs in K-12 education. Learning more about how they accomplish 

results in their districts will help to inform my role as a school site leader and serve as a 

guiding compass when I move forward in my career. 

The position of director of special education is not for the faint of heart. For many 

years, their responsibilities have focused on identifying students with disabilities and 

ensuring programs and services complied with the law. Much about their role, however, 

has changed. This study indicated that using the principles associated with grit is 

important to becoming a transformational leader and important in leading teams 

successfully. Although the exemplary directors of special education in this study clearly 

communicated that the job was challenging and oftentimes exhausting, they also reflected 

on the satisfaction they receive in seeing students and staff succeed. This satisfaction is 

what continues to propel them in the face of challenges to persevere. Furthermore, they 
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unanimously shared that passion for the job, purposeful long-term goal planning, self-

care, and ongoing learning were essential to their success. 

The five principles associated with grit discussed in this study lay the foundation 

for helping directors of special education move their organizations forward and engage in 

work that is both purposeful and meaningful to themselves and others. Throughout this 

dissertation process, and in my role as a school site leader, I am continually reminded 

how grit can help me to stay true to my passions and persevere when the things are 

difficult. As a leader, I am learning how to model these skills for my staff in the hope that 

they too can grow their grit. As I look toward the future and advancing my career within 

the field of special education, engaging in reflection about what I have learned from this 

study will be critical to maintaining my passion for students with disabilities and will 

drive my desire and determination to improve my skills as a transformational leader. 

Successful leadership takes grit. Grit, however, is more than just passion and 

perseverance for long-term goals. Grit is the courage to follow your why and do it with 

conviction and courage because it is what is right for students. Grit is maintaining 

balance between work and home, taking care of yourself so you have what it takes to 

serve others. Grit is modeling a growth mindset and encouraging others to engage in 

continuous improvement. Finally, grit is that desire and ability to build and cultivate 

relationships through the development of shared meaning. Each of these principles 

associated with grit was found to help directors of special education set, work towards, 

and meet the goals they set for themselves and their organizations. The directors of 

special education who participated in this study exemplify the five principles associated 
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with grit and in doing so, they have and, I anticipate, will continue to achieve 

extraordinary results in their organization. 
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APPENDIX B 

Interview Protocol 

 

Informed Consent 

 

Based on your experience as a DIRECTOR OF SPECIAL EDUCATION, you are 

being asked to participate in a thematic research study conducted by Maria Moore, a 

doctoral candidate from UMASS Global, a nonprofit affiliate of the University of 

Massachusetts. This Informed Consent document provides important information 

regarding the purpose of the study, risks to study participants, participant 

confidentiality, participant consent, benefits to the participant, and important study 

contact information.  

  

Purpose of the Research:  

The purpose of this phenomenological study is to identify and describe how 

exemplary DIRECTORS OF SPECIAL EDUCATION utilize five principles 

associated with grit (courage, conscientiousness, long-term goals, resilience, and 

excellence vs. perfection) to accomplish extraordinary results in their organizations. 

  

Responsible Investigator: Maria Moore 

By signing below, I understand that:  

 

a. There are minimal risks associated with participating in this research.  
 

b. The Researcher(s) will protect my confidentiality by keeping the identifying 

codes and research materials in a locked file drawer, or password protected 

electronic data file that is available only to the researcher(s).  

  
c. The possible benefit of this study to me is that my input may help add to the 

research regarding the strategies that exemplary leaders use to create personal 

resiliency.  

  

d. If I have any questions or concerns about the research, I am free to contact the 

researcher or the dissertation chairperson.  Contact information for both the 

researcher and dissertation chairperson is listed below.  

  
e. My participation in this research study is voluntary. I may decide to not 

participate in the study, and I can withdraw from participation at any time. I 

understand that there will be no negative consequences should I decide not to 
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participate or withdraw my participation at any time throughout the study 

process.  

 

f. I may decide not to answer particular questions during the interview if I so 

choose.   
 

g. The investigator or University may stop the study at any time.  

 

h. No information that identifies me will be released without my separate consent 

and all identifiable information will be protected to the limits allowed by law.  

 

i. If the study design or the use of the data is to be changed, I will be informed, 

and my consent re-obtained.  

j. I understand that if I have any questions, comments, or concerns about the 

study or the informed consent process that cannot be answered by the 

Researcher or Dissertation Chairperson, I may write or call the Office of the 

Vice Chancellor of Academic Affairs, UMASS GLOBAL, at 16355 Laguna 

Canyon Road, Irvine, CA 92618, (949) 341- 7641.  

 

Researcher and Dissertation Chair Contact Information: 
 

Please direct all questions or concerns about this  research to one of the following: 

 

Researcher Contact Information: 

Maria Moore 

xxxxxxx@mail.umassglobal.edu 

(xxx) xxx-xxxx 

 

Dissertation Chairperson Contact Information: 

 

Dr. Jonathan Greenberg 

xxxxxxxx@umassglobal.edu 

 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENT 
  

By signing below, I acknowledge that I have received a copy of this Informed 

Consent document as well as the Research Participant’s Bill of Rights. I have read 

and understand both documents, and hereby consent to participate in the research 

study and agree to the procedure(s) set forth.  

  

             
Study Participant’s Signature    Date 

            
Researcher’s Signature     Date  
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APPENDIX C 

Grit Thematic Interview Script 

I would like to start by thanking you for sharing your valuable experiences with 

me. I know your time is precious and I appreciate your willingness to participate in this 

interview. Making this personal connection with you will be of great benefit to my 

research and I truly appreciate your contribution to this study. 

My name is _________________ and I (brief description of what you do).  I’m a 

doctoral candidate at UMassGlobal (formerly Brandman University) in the area of 

Organizational Leadership. I’m a part of a team conducting research to describe how 

exemplary leaders utilize five principles associated with grit (courage, conscientiousness, 

long-term goals, resilience, and excellence vs. perfection) to accomplish extraordinary 

results in their organizations. 

Our team is conducting approximately 72 interviews with leaders like yourself.  

Our hope is that the information we gather will provide a clearer picture of what grit is, 

and how exemplary leaders use principles of grit to lead their organizations to 

extraordinary accomplishments.  Our work also will add to the body of research currently 

available. 

Informed Consent (START RECORDING to obtain verbal consent) 

Prior to this interview, you received information concerning the purpose of the 

research, a copy of the interview questions, UMassGlobal’s Participant’s Bill of Rights, 

and the Informed Consent form. After reviewing the protocols, you were offered an 

opportunity to ask questions concerning the research and the consent process.  At that 

time, you provided verbal consent to be a participant in the interview.  For purposes of 
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verifying your consent would you again provide a verbal yes as to your consent that will 

be included in the recording of this interview?  Thank you. 

I will now begin the interview. When our interview is complete, I will stop the 

recording and conclude our interview session.  After your interview is transcribed, you 

will receive a copy of the complete transcripts to ensure I have accurately captured your 

thoughts and ideas. Following your review and approval of the transcription, the data will 

be analyzed along with the data I have collected from the other respondents. 

I would like to remind you that any information that is obtained in connection 

with this study will remain confidential. I will be looking for themes that are present 

across all of the interviews. In reporting out the data, I will refer to respondents by 

pseudonyms and not by name, work location, or employer. The digital recording will be 

erased three years after the publication of the dissertation in accordance with the strict 

guidelines set forth by the UMassGlobal Institutional Review Board (IRB) whose major 

function is to protect respondents. 

Please remember that anytime during this process you have the right to stop the 

interview. If you do not understand the questions being asked, please do not hesitate to 

ask for clarification. Is there anything I can clarify before we begin?  

Okay, let’s get started, and again, thanks so much for your time. 

 

 

Purpose Statement and Research Questions  

Before we begin our interview questions, I want to review the purpose of this study and 

the five research questions that will be the focus of our interview today. 
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Purpose Statement: 

The purpose of this phenomenological study was to identify and describe how 

exemplary leaders (superintendents, principals, city managers, police chiefs, 

corporate or nonprofit leaders, military leaders, etc.) utilize five principles associated 

with grit (courage, conscientiousness, long-term goals, resilience, and excellence vs. 

perfection) to accomplish extraordinary results in their organizations.  

Research Questions: 

1. How do exemplary leaders use courage to accomplish extraordinary results? 

2. How do exemplary leaders use conscientiousness to accomplish extraordinary 

results? 

3. How do exemplary leaders use long-term goals to accomplish extraordinary results? 

4. How do exemplary leaders use resilience to accomplish extraordinary results? 

5. How do exemplary leaders use excellence vs. perfection to accomplish extraordinary 

results? 

The interview questions will be preceded by a definition of the grit principle that is 

connected respectively to each of these five research questions. 

Note: The phrase extraordinary results used in the Purpose Statement and Research 

Questions is defined as accomplishments where the outcomes are remarkable, surprising, 

and exceptional; going beyond the standard expectation, not something usual (Hougaard 

& Carter, 2018; O’Reilly & Pfeffer, 2000). 
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Interview Questions  

The first principle related to grit that I would like to talk about, and which is found in 

research question one, is Courage. 

Definition: Courage is the mental, physical, and moral strength to pursue and accomplish 

a worthy goal despite the presence of danger or fear (Lee, & Eliiot-Lee, 2006; Schilpzand, 

Hekman, and Mitchell, 2008).  

Interview Questions #1 and #2 

#1. Describe a situation in your organization that required courage in the face of 

danger or fear to achieve an extraordinary result. 

Probing question: Part of being courageous is pushing past fear, how have you 

personally managed to push past fear to create necessary action? 

#2. Leaders often have to choose which challenges to pursue.  What causes you, as a 

leader, to take courageous actions, and what makes you decide not to take action? 

Probing question: Was there a time when you regretted not taking action? 

 

We now move to our second principle from research question two, Conscientiousness.  

Definition: Conscientiousness is a fundamental personality trait that drives the desire 

and ability to be diligent, organized, achievement-oriented, self-disciplined, and reliable 

(Perlis, 2013; Jackson et al., 2010). 

 

Interview Questions #3 and #4 

#3. All of us are confronted by a variety of competing demands in our jobs. When 

faced with competing demands, how do you stay organized? 
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Probing question: How do you minimize distractions during the workday? 

#4. There are times when we must make sure the job gets done. Please tell me how 

you stay self-disciplined to ensure you meet your deadlines. 

Probing question: Can you give an example of when being self-disciplined helped 

you to achieve extraordinary results? 

 

Our third principle from research question three is Use of Long-Term Goals. 

Definition: Use of Long-term goals reflects utilizing a top-level future outcome that 

serves as a compass for sustained action, inspiring passion, and consistent focus over 

long stretches of time (Duckworth, 2007 & Jachimowicz, et. al., 2018). 

Interview Questions #5 and #6 

#5. How have you used long-term goal setting to achieve extraordinary results in 

your organization?  

Probing question: How do you know when you need to adjust your established 

goals?  

#6. Can you share an example of when you faced challenges while working toward a 

long-term goal?  

Probing question: What did you do to stay focused? 

 

Our fourth principle found in research question four is Resilience. 

Definition: Resilience is an individual’s ability to adapt and recover from stress and 

adversity while maintaining or returning to a positive mental state of wellbeing despite 

hardship (Grafton et al., 2010; Rice & Liu, 2016). 
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Interview Questions #7 and #8 

#7. Can you share a story of a time when you had to overcome a stressful work 

situation; how were you able to return to a positive mental state of wellbeing? 

Probing question: What did you learn from this situation? 

#8. How do you continue to cultivate resiliency in your professional journey? 

Probing question: What are some strategies that you use to boost your physical 

and/or mental wellbeing? 

 

Our fifth principle in research question five is Excellence vs. Perfection. 

Definition: Excellence vs. Perfection is a mindset toward fulfilling one’s purpose and 

prioritizing improvement over a lofty ideal that may not be attainable (Duckworth, 2007; 

Perlis, 2013; Arias, 2017). 

Interview Questions #9 and #10 

#9. Can you share an example of a time when you prioritized improvement over a 

lofty ideal? 

Probing question: What shaped your mindset towards improvement compared to 

achieving perfection? 

#10. What steps or strategies do you take that help to prioritize continuous 

improvement? 

Probing question: How do you overcome barriers to your work when pursuing 

improvement or growth? 
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This concludes the interview questions. I would like to again thank you very much for 

your time. If you would like, when the results of our research are known, we will send 

you a copy of our findings. 
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APPENDIX D 

Field-Test Participant Feedback Questionnaire 

1. How long did the interview take? Did the time seem to be appropriate? 

2. Were the questions clear or were there places when the interviewee was 

unclear? 

3. Were there any words or terms used during the interview that were unclear or 

confusing? 

4. How did you feel during the interview? Comfortable? Nervous? For the 

observer: how did you perceive the interviewer in regards to the preceding 

descriptors? 

5. Did you feel prepared to conduct the interview? Is there something you could 

have done to be better prepared? For the observer: how did you perceive the 

interviewer in regards to the preceding descriptors? 

6. What parts of the interview went the most smoothly and why do you think that 

was the case? 

7. Are there parts of the interview that seemed to be awkward and why do you 

think that was the case? 

8. If you were to change any part of the interview, what would it be and how would 

you change it? 

9. What suggestions do you have for improving the overall process? 
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APPENDIX E 

Field-Test Observer Feedback Questionnaire 

1.  How long did the interview take?  Did the time seem to be appropriate? 

2. Were the questions clear or were there places when the interviewee was unclear? 

3. Were there any words or terms used during the interview that were unclear or 

confusing? 

4. How did you feel during the interview?  Comfortable?  Nervous?  For the 

observer: how did you perceive the interviewer in regards to the preceding 

descriptors?  

5. Did you feel prepared to conduct the interview? Is there something you could 

have done to be better prepared? For the observer: how did you perceive the 

interviewer in regards to the preceding descriptors?  

6. What parts of the interview went the most smoothly and why do you think that 

was the case? 

7. Are there parts of the interview that seemed to be awkward and why do you think 

that was the case? 

8. If you were to change any part of the interview, what would it be and how would 

you change it? 

9. What suggestions do you have for improving the overall process? 
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APPENDIX F 

Collaborative Institutional Training Initiative (CITI) Training 
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APPENDIX G 

IRB Approval 
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APPENDIX H 

Interview Guide 

Purpose Statement:  

The purpose of this phenomenological study was to identify and describe how 

exemplary leaders (superintendents, principals, city managers, police chiefs, 

corporate or nonprofit leaders, military leaders, etc.) utilize five principles associated 

with grit (courage, conscientiousness, long-term goals, resilience, and excellence vs. 

perfection) to accomplish extraordinary results in their organizations. 

Research Questions:  

1.      How do exemplary leaders use courage to accomplish extraordinary results? 

2.      How do exemplary leaders use conscientiousness to accomplish extraordinary 

results? 

3.      How do exemplary leaders use long-term goals to accomplish extraordinary 

results? 

4.      How do exemplary leaders use resilience to accomplish extraordinary results? 

5.      How do exemplary leaders use excellence vs. perfection to accomplish 

extraordinary results? 

 

Definition: Courage is the mental, physical, and moral strength to pursue and accomplish 

a worthy goal despite the presence of danger or fear (Lee, & Eliiot-Lee, 2006; Schilpzand, 

Hekman, and Mitchell, 2008).  

Interview Questions #1 and #2 

#1. Describe a situation in your organization that required courage in the face of 

danger or fear to achieve an extraordinary result. 

#2. Leaders often have to choose which challenges to pursue.  What causes you, as a 

leader, to take courageous actions, and what makes you decide not to take action? 

 

Definition: Conscientiousness is a fundamental personality trait that drives the desire and 

ability to be diligent, organized, achievement-oriented, self-disciplined, and reliable 

(Perlis, 2013; Jackson et al., 2010). 
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 Interview Questions #3 and #4  

#3. All of us are confronted by a variety of competing demands in our jobs. When 

faced with competing demands, how do you stay organized? 

#4. There are times when we must make sure the job gets done. Please tell me how 

you stay self-disciplined to ensure you meet your deadlines. 

 

Definition: Use of Long-term goals reflects utilizing a top-level future outcome that 

serves as a compass for sustained action, inspiring passion, and consistent focus over long 

stretches of time (Duckworth, 2007 & Jachimowicz, et. al., 2018). 

Interview Questions #5 and #6  

#5. How have you used long-term goal setting to achieve extraordinary results in your 

organization?  

#6. Can you share an example of when you faced challenges while working toward a 

long-term goal?  

 

Definition: Resilience is an individual’s ability to adapt and recover from stress and 

adversity while maintaining or returning to a positive mental state of wellbeing despite 

hardship (Grafton et al., 2010; Rice & Liu, 2016).  

Interview Questions #7 and #8  

#7. Can you share a story of a time when you had to overcome a stressful work 

situation; how were you able to return to a positive mental state of wellbeing? 

#8. How do you continue to cultivate resiliency in your professional journey? 

 

Definition: Excellence vs. Perfection is a mindset toward fulfilling one’s purpose and 

prioritizing improvement over a lofty ideal that may not be attainable (Duckworth, 2007; 

Perlis, 2013; Arias, 2017).  

Interview Questions #9 and #10 

 #9. Can you share an example of a time when you prioritized improvement over a 

lofty ideal? 

#10. What steps or strategies do you take that help to prioritize continuous 

improvement? 
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APPENDIX I 

Participant’s Bill of Rights 
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