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ABSTRACT 

Author: Tommy N. Tucker 

Title: Virtual K-12 Leadership: A Postmodern Paradigm 

Institution: Florida Atlantic University 

Dissertation Advisor: Dr. Ira Bogotch 

Degree: Doctor of Philosophy 

Year: 2014 

This phenomenological, mixed-method study compared and contrasted virtual K-

12 school leadership with traditional face-to-face leadership. All 106 participants served 

for a minimum of two years in each setting. The study was conducted in two phases in 

order to reveal consensus and dissensus points of view. Conceptually, a postmodern 

framework was used to deliberately create spaces for new leadership ideas to emerge 

through surveys and interviews. The data included teachers and leaders from charter, 

district, and state virtual K-12 schools. Phase one of the study used a modified Delphi 

methodology, consisting of an Internet-based survey and semantic differential survey. 

The second phase was a round of interviews, seeking similarities and differences between 

leadership in the two domains. Using the lens of postmodernism, the nuances of 

difference arising from contextual factors were examined, along with the often-unheard 

voices of dissensus within the ranks of virtual K-12 leaders and teachers.
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Among the major findings, the study revealed no significant differences in 

leadership between traditional and virtual K-12 leaders. A new paradigm of “leadership 

by design” was uncovered as one possible means of innovating through virtual K-12 

leadership. 
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Chapter 1 

Introduction 

If we accept the notion that there is an established body of knowledge, the 

question of its transmission, from a pragmatic point of view, can be subdivided 

into a series of questions: Who transmits learning? What is transmitted? To 

whom? Through what medium? In what form? With what effect? (Lyotard, 1979, 

p. 48) 

In posing this series of questions, Lyotard captured the essence of most modern 

research in the area of education. Numerous researchers have dealt with some of these 

questions in the K-12 arena, such as who transmits learning (Darling-Hammond, 2000), 

what is transmitted (Hirsch, 1987), to whom (Jensen, 2005; Kozol, 1991; Miller, 1999), 

and with what effect (Ladson-Billings, 1994).  These questions, however, all have an 

underlying assumption that what we know today can become the building blocks of 

knowledge tomorrow. The legitimacy of this epistemological assumption is unproven 

regarding virtual leadership. 

Virtual teams and virtual leadership have become an integral part of business 

operations in the current global economy, as multinational corporations reposition 

themselves across national boundaries (King, 2007). There are various researchers that 

have explored virtual leadership in this domain (Balthazard, Waldman, & Warren, 2009; 

Bell & Kozlowski, 2002; Cascio & Shurygailo, 2003; Howell, Neufeld, & Avolio, 2005; 
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Malhotra, Majchrzak, & Rosen, 2007; Zigurs, 2003), and some findings about virtual 

leadership from which we might learn. 

On the other hand, there is very little research that has been conducted on 

leadership in the virtual K-12 domain. As of February 19, 2014, a Google search for 

“virtual K-12 educational leadership” or “virtual K-12 leadership” returns zero results. A 

search for “virtual educational leadership” returns 43,100 results, displays 29 “relevant” 

results, and includes only one research study of distributed leadership among online 

teachers in post-secondary education in Spain (Gallego-Arrufat, Gutierrez-Santiuste, & 

Campana-Jimenez, 2013). Likewise, a search through the FAU academic online search 

yielded zero results for either term. On the other hand, a Google search for “virtual team 

leadership” returns 284,000 results. Similarly, the FAU academic online search yielded 

591 results for “virtual leadership” and 300 results for “virtual team leadership.” 

Though there are researchers like Scott McLeod (2011) at the UCEA Center for 

the Advanced Study of Technology Leadership in Education (Castle), whose research 

focuses on the use of technology in education, there is currently no focus on the role of 

virtual leadership. These “technologists” make an important contribution in advancing 

the use of technology in education, but fail to advance our understanding of leadership in 

the virtual K-12 domain.  

Diamond (2007) has studied the role of virtual high school leadership in scaling 

up their programs as a means of educational reform. The first nationwide study to 

examine the leaders of virtual schools and their beliefs about virtual education was 
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recently completed by Brown in 2009.  In her dissertation, Brown suggested three areas 

for further research (Brown, 2009, p. 126): 

 What does leadership look like in virtual schools, and how is it similar or different 

to leadership in the traditional school setting?  

 What types of leadership issues arise when curriculum and instruction are 

delivered online? 

 What communication technologies and strategies are used in virtual schools?   

Brown further suggested that these phenomena be compared across the traditional 

and virtual settings, and that research-based theories and relationships established in 

traditional educational settings be tested and evaluated to determine their applicability to 

the virtual school environment. It is this modernist, underlying assumption that there is 

correspondence between the two environments, face-to-face traditional leadership and 

virtual leadership, which has yet to be established. 

Lyotard (1979) defines postmodernism as “incredulity toward metanarratives” (p. 

xxiv). The implication of this definition is that postmodern thought involves smaller, 

more localized explanatory narratives rather than grand unifying narratives that attempt 

to universalize our experiences. Postmodernism promotes smaller, more localized 

contexts as the basis for analysis and action. One implication of postmodernism is the 

idea that leadership in the very different domains of traditional, site-based education and 

virtual education might be very different phenomena, with very different implementation 

strategies and very different underlying principles. Perhaps leadership is not a singular 

concept, guided by universal principles and techniques across widely varied contexts. 
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The relevance of postmodern assumptions to the study of virtual education comes 

directly from the theoretical ideas of Lyotard (1979), specifically what he called the 

“hegemony of computers” (p. 4) and the “exteriorization of knowledge with respect to the 

‘knower’”, and what Baudrillard (1994) called the “precession of simulacra.” Baudrillard 

(1994) argued that simulation no longer requires a referential source, but consists of a 

real without origin or reality (a “hyperreal”). As a “simulated” reality within the digital 

domain, virtual education, and its constitutive aspect of virtual educational leadership, 

has no parallel in the real world. It may not subscribe to the same theories or modes of 

operation of leadership that have driven our understandings of leadership in the 

traditional K-12 environment. It is this break in the continuum of modernity 

(postmodernism) and leadership theoretical constructs that both posit and question the 

correlation between the virtual and traditional K-12 contexts that will be the topic of this 

research study. Cordes and Malling (2009) define virtual leadership as “How leaders 

secure performance when outside immediate proximity of their employees” (p. 4). If 

virtual leadership is a new beginning or a discontinuity of existing theory then it suggests 

the need for new theories of leadership for virtual education rather than attempting to 

force the old theories of traditional K-12 to explain new and different phenomena.  

As Lyotard (1979) noted, decision makers in the traditional (modern) system of 

education attempt to manage educational systems in a manner that consolidates their 

power, optimizing the overall system’s performance, supporting the familiar “grand 

narratives”, while marginalizing local differences and peculiarities. This is the antithesis 

of Lyotard’s definition of postmodernity, which he defines as “incredulity toward 
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metanarratives” (Lyotard, 1979, p. xxiv). In Lyotard’s vision of the future, these 

metanarratives are broken into smaller narratives, giving rise to smaller institutions and 

local determinism (Lyotard, 1979, p. xxiv). 

Lyotard (1979) goes even further, noting that the functions of regulation and 

reproduction (of knowledge) are being increasingly withdrawn from administrators and 

entrusted to machines. This phenomenon, he suggests, means that access to the machines 

and the data stored within them is a central issue for the future (Lyotard, 1979, p. 14). 

Lyotard (1979) further posits that the very nature of knowledge and its transformation for 

purposes of learning will be impacted by this new hegemony of computers/machine-

knowledge.  

The significant impact of computers on the learning landscape is already being 

felt within the higher education community (Allen & Seaman, 2010) with 25.3% of all 

higher education students taking at least one online course in Fall, 2008, as double-digit 

growth rates in online enrollment continue (Allen & Seaman, 2010, p. 5). Although the 

impact of computers and virtual education methods is currently less significant in the 

formal and traditional K-12 education context, virtual K-12 education is poised to 

become substantially more significant over the next few years (Barbour & Reeves, 2009; 

Christensen, Horn, & Johnson, 2008).  

The virtual world is already having a significant impact on learning of K-12 

learners informally. Social media, such as Facebook, Twitter, and LinkedIn, as well as 

the newer generation of online multiplayer games supporting large numbers of players in 

a virtual game world, all provide extensive opportunities for young learners to share 
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knowledge in narrative forms. Lyotard (1979) states “Narration is the quintessential form 

of customary knowledge, in more ways than one” (p. 19). This is a thoroughly 

postmodern development, as smaller local narratives displace grand narratives. The 

interconnectedness and exponentially increasing number of communication channels 

available to the postmodern learner creates a rich virtual world in which old and new 

ideas are developed and disseminated within moments, in a near instantaneous fashion.  

Today’s online courses are a form of virtual education utilizing the Internet as the 

primary mode of delivery. Virtual education refers to instruction in a learning 

environment where teacher and student are separated by time or space, or both, and the 

teacher provides course content through course management applications, multimedia 

resources, the Internet, videoconferencing, etc. (“Virtual education,” n.d.). In a “real” 

sense, this computer-based educational context is the pedagogy and curriculum for the 

postmodern age, without regard to the specific curricular content of the particular subject 

being taught. This is because the mode of learning in the virtual context requires, teaches, 

and promotes effective use of the computer, described by Lyotard (1979, p. 50) as 

fluency in the language of interrogation and learning to efficiently locate information in 

the digital domain. These are among the more useful skills available to the postmodern 

learner and citizen. This also becomes the new curriculum, knowledge, skills, and 

dispositions for virtual educational leaders. 

Lyotard’s (1979) vision of education in the postmodern world calls into question 

much about what is taught and how it is taught in the current traditional context. It also 

raises many questions about whether the curricula, pedagogies, and leadership paradigms 
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from traditional K-12 education have any relevance to the conduct of virtual K-12 

education in the postmodern era. Lyotard’s (1979) skepticism of metanarratives calls into 

question whether there is a single set of unifying principles that apply equally to 

illuminate the practice of leadership in both the traditional face-to-face and digitally–

mediated (virtual) contexts. 

Leadership 

Leadership is “the reciprocal process of mobilizing by persons with certain 

motives and values, various economic, political and other resources in a context of 

competition and conflict, in order to realize goals independently or mutually held by both 

leaders and followers” (Burns, 1978, p. 425). Northouse (2007) defines leadership as “a 

process whereby an individual influences a group of individuals to achieve a common 

goal” (p. 3). According to Printy, Marks, and Bowers (2009) “Leadership, as we 

understand it, is a relationship that influences organizational members to work toward 

achieving organizational goals” (p. 507). Philip Hallinger (2003) notes “Leadership must 

be conceptualized as a mutual influence process rather than a one-way process in which 

leaders influence others. Effective leaders respond to the changing needs of their context” 

(p. 346). Leithwood (1994) suggests “Leadership only manifests itself in the context of 

change, and the nature of that change is a crucial determinant of the forms of leadership 

that will prove to be helpful” (p. 499). 

This study addresses the first of Brown’s (2009) suggestions, that is, seeking to 

define virtual school leadership by first identifying the differences and similarities 

between virtual school leadership and traditional school leadership in the K-12 context. 
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With few exceptions (Brown, 2009; Diamond, 2007), most studies of pedagogies and 

leadership have been conducted in the traditional K-12 contexts. This study will explore 

the nature of leadership in virtual K-12 settings, moving away from the assumptions of 

modernity to the study of virtual leaders in terms of design, implementation, and practice 

within virtual realities. Understanding the driving theoretical constructs of virtual 

leadership from a postmodern perspective may provide additional insight into more 

effective leadership in this domain. 

Statement of the Problem 

The nature of teaching in the virtual environment confers a different context in 

which instruction occurs (Davis & Rose, 2007). A number of researchers have posited 

that a different set of skills is required for successful instruction in this virtual setting 

(Davis & Rose, 2007; Ferdig, DiPietro, & Papanastasiou, 2005; Vrasidas, Zembylas, & 

Chamberlain, 2003), such as specific technical and organizational skills. Providing 

effective instruction via computer-based medium to unseen students in unrelated 

locations is significantly different than traditional classroom instruction (Davis & Rose, 

2007). With only 19 years of history since its inception, virtual K-12 education lacks the 

depth and breadth of research of relevant instructional practices that has been conducted 

for traditional K-12 education. Best practices data have yet to emerge from the limited 

research available (Russell, 2004). Virtual leadership practices in the K-12 domain have 

only begun to be addressed by researchers (Brown, 2009; Diamond, 2007; McLeod & 

Richardson, 2011). The shortage of research-based data on effective instructional practice 

for virtual K-12 educators is made more critical by the rapid growth of virtual schools 
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and the increasing percentage of students receiving instruction in this environment 

(Christensen et al., 2008).  

Most of the current theories of distance education are based on adult learners 

engaged in independent study rather than on K-12 students (Barbour & Reeves, 2009). 

Virtual education in higher education has a 5 to 7 year head start on K-12 virtual 

education, and much of the research on virtual education is based on higher education 

virtual programs (Freedman, 2005). Vygotsky (1962) and others (Knowles, 1970; Moore, 

1973) note that adult learners learn very differently than children and adolescent learners. 

The experiences of universities with their own virtual education programs may be 

somewhat informative at the technical level, but are not likely to address the issues of 

effectively promoting student achievement in virtual K-12 settings.   

While there is currently little available research on effective instructional practice 

in the virtual K-12 environment, there is even less research on virtual K-12 leadership 

practice. Exhaustive searches of the available literature have uncovered one study of 

leadership practice in the virtual K-12 environment (Diamond, 2007), and one study 

(Adams & Seagren, 2007) addressing leadership in virtual higher education. Given the 

sparse amount of relevant research on virtual K-12 leadership, studies of virtual 

leadership in the business environment serve to enhance our understanding of how 

leadership is accomplished virtually. The lack of research concerning leadership practice 

in virtual K-12 education leaves a potentially important gap in our understanding of how 

to maximize student achievement in this environment.  This study is an original attempt 
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to address the lack of research concerning effective leadership practice in the virtual K-12 

environment. 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this mixed method study is to answer the question, “Is virtual K-

12 school leadership the same as traditional K-12 leadership?” within the context of K-12 

virtual education, examining the degree to which virtual leadership aligns with, is 

different from, and/or represents a discontinuity from traditional K-12 leadership, from 

the perspectives of practicing virtual leaders, virtual teachers, and researchers. Just as 

extant literature on leadership has not been established as a valid path for understanding 

virtual leadership, research methods grounded in modernity may not provide the best or 

most relevant analysis of virtual leadership. Therefore, this study will utilize the methods 

of reflexivity and critical theory to deconstruct the empirical findings as relevant for 

leadership in the uncharted waters of virtual K-12 education. Postmodern approaches to 

research, seeking unique and varied perspectives on virtual K-12 leadership, including 

views that dissent from the majority view, may allow greater insight into the phenomenon 

of virtual leadership due to the emergent nature of the subject.  

Significance of the Study 

The significance of this study lies in the rapid continuing growth of the virtual K-

12 education sector and the corresponding new strategies and modalities of leadership 

that might be needed to accommodate this emerging sector. In 2000, students enrolled at 

an estimated 40,000 – 50,000 in K-12 online education. This number rose to 300,000 in 

the United States in 2002-2003. By 2007-2008, there were an estimated 1,030,000 
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students engaged in online courses. In 2009, 1,500,000 K-12 students were enrolled in 

online courses. By 2010, that number had risen to more than 4,000,000 students 

(iNACOL, 2011). Christenson et al. (2008) have estimated that 50% of all high school 

courses could be delivered through virtual courses by 2019. 

McLuhan and Fiore (1967, p. 18) observed that today’s children are very much 

attuned to the modern home environment of electric information and up-to-the-minute 

“adult” news, which they conclude is very different from the nineteenth century factory 

environment that characterizes the educational establishment - a factory-like environment 

with inventories and assembly lines. They suggest that this has children “growing up 

absurd” (McLuhan & Fiore, 1967, p. 18), living in two worlds, with neither inclining 

them to grow up. McLuhan and Fiore (1967) conclude that growing up is our new work – 

mere instruction will not suffice. They go so far as to say that educational institutions 

must realize that we have a civil war among those environments created by media other 

than the printed word (McLuhan & Fiore, 1967, p. 100).  McLuhan (1964) believed that a 

continuation of school curricula in its present fragmented and unrelated patterns would 

lead to a citizenry unable to understand the cybernated world in which they live.  

Weisband (2008) refers to the complex phenomenon of leadership in distributed 

work settings as “leadership at a distance” (p. 5). She notes that this leadership is made 

complex by the ubiquity of the leaders’ roles, the scale of the work in which they are 

involved, and the range of technologies available to them in the course of leading 

(Weisband, 2008, p. xi). Avolio and Kahai (2003a, p. 331) suggest it is important to 
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explore those aspects of leadership that work face-to-face but may not work in computer-

mediated settings, and vice versa.  

Levy (1997, p. 154) notes that the emergence of a virtual reality centered on 

knowledge can provoke a profound identity crisis where the old principles of self-

orientation and identification with respect to a community lose their effectiveness. 

Humans inhabit many different spaces simultaneously. These spaces are emotional, 

aesthetic, historical, social, and others. Each of these spaces has its own signification and 

system of proximity (temporal, emotional, linguistic, etc.). This identity crisis poses a 

significant challenge for leaders that would lead those engaged in virtual K-12 education. 

As Poster (2006) observes, “dominant institutions… do not easily give up their privileges 

or cede their positions to the promises of new technologies” (p. 267). He sees nation-

states and corporations deploying networked computing “to extend their reach and 

elaborate their existing practices” (Poster, 2006, p. 267). 

China is an example of a nation-state engaged in re-imagining education as a 

postmodern endeavor. In a recent national curriculum reform, Chinese educational 

leaders have intentionally sought to adopt a postmodern approach to the reforms (Jin & 

Li, 2011). The Chinese authorities believe that postmodern ideas of difference and 

pluralism as well as others that shape the postmodern social environment dictate a 

postmodern response in their curriculum reform efforts (Jin & Li, 2011). 

From the perspective of an Information Systems and Technology professor, 

Zigurs (2003, p. 347) observes that the physical presence of a leader in the traditional 

setting allows the leader to provide feedback, encouragement, rewards, motivation, 
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comments, and the traditional slap on the back. All of these are important to relational 

development within teams, and must be engaged in different ways in the virtual 

environment. Zigurs (2003) notes that relational development is often neglected in 

computer-mediated contexts. Virtual team members are typically heavily focused on their 

task, rather than spending time on getting to know each other or socializing 

electronically. Zigurs (2003) suggests that virtual teams need to spend more time and 

effort on relational development than traditional teams to make up for the missing 

physical context and cues. Cummings (2008, p. 48) suggests that virtual leaders should 

encourage norms early in the life of the group that promote frequent communication as 

part of the team norms, including frequent communications from the leader to all team 

members.  

The dominant discourse within educational research centers on “the classroom” 

and its pedagogical practices (Leander, Phillips, & Taylor, 2010, p. 333). This mindset 

permeates researchers’ views of learning in settings beyond the classroom, organizing 

and informing contemporary understanding of learning (Leander et al., 2010, p. 335). It is 

important to understand how discourse and pedagogical practice is changed as learners, 

teachers, and educational leaders interact in virtual space, co-constructing experience 

over distance and time.  

Melnick (2002) states "School boards need to recognize that learning online is 

distinctly different from learning in the traditional classroom” (p. 86). Some of these 

differences include the lack of a defined workday, the critical role of technology in all 

interactions, and the need for technical expertise on the part of teachers, administrators, 
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and students. Melnick (2002) points out that virtual school is not about teaching the use 

of technology - it is about using technology to enhance learning outcomes. 

The growth of online classes in higher education suggests the need for adults as 

well as students in K-12 to become familiar and comfortable with working in this new 

environment to promote success in higher education. As the resolution of the virtual 

media improves and the number of channels (audio, video, text, and others not yet 

envisioned) used for communication increases, the distinctions made between face-to-

face and virtual education will become less and less. The prediction that half of all high 

school courses will be delivered virtually (Christenson et al., 2008) may or may not 

happen. Nevertheless, virtual delivery of course content will certainly become an 

important part of every teacher's and student’s educational experience in the future. 

The trend data suggesting continued growth in K-12 virtual educational practices 

demands a response from the educational leadership research community. McLeod and 

Richardson (2011) note, "our nation’s laws and policies regarding school technology 

continue to be informed primarily by corporate vendors, fearmongerers, and a bevy of 

other self-interested parties" (p. 3). The prevalence of corporate providers of these 

services (K-12, Inc., etc.) and current political trends supporting privatization of many 

public services suggests that corporate leadership and the profit motive may take 

precedence over educational leadership and the education of children, particularly if those 

in the education community with vested interests are not more proactive in defining 

virtual education. 
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One thing seems clear about leadership and virtual education (especially, but not 

exclusively, K-12). It is entirely up to those in positions of leadership to determine 

whether virtual education becomes a corporate shill, providing education as a commodity 

that serves only the narrow interests of the corporate workplace hiring those educated, or 

whether some larger holistic view of education, serving a larger societal interest in a 

well-educated populace prevails.  

As corporations in the "business of education" (Capella University, K-12, Inc., 

Phoenix University, etc.) compete in the virtual marketplace with public school districts 

and universities, will those in the public sector succumb to the pressure to "race to the 

bottom” (Versluis, 2004, p. 43), abandoning the legacy of concern for equity, social 

justice, and delivering the highest possible quality of education to each student?  Will 

economic efficiency, profits, and market share become the standards by which success is 

measured in the virtual arena? 

Research Questions 

Much research has been conducted on effective leadership practice in the 

traditional (brick-and-mortar) K-12 school setting. This is in stark contrast to the paucity 

of available research on effective leadership practice in the virtual K-12 setting. This 

research will examine virtual K-12 leadership from both theoretical positions of 

postmodern and critical theorists grounded in the empirical viewpoints of instructional 

leaders, and from the viewpoint of researchers in this field. Utilizing methods of critical 

postmodernism and empiricism, the dialogical information from interviews and a Delphi 

panel; that is, with those engaged in virtual K-12 education, is used to create a simulacra 
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of how leadership in the virtual K-12 setting is currently practiced and how it is evolving. 

Baudrillard (1994) refers to “the generation by models of a real without origin or reality” 

(p.1). This “precession of simulacra” is considered by Baudrillard (1994) to be a negative 

consequence of postmodern life, as the “real” is displaced by the “hyperreal.” Deleuze 

(1994) takes a more positive view of simulacra, seeing it as more than a simple imitation, 

but rather “the act by which the very idea of a model or privileged position is challenged 

and overturned” (p. 69). Deleuze (1994, p. 299) further notes that it is the difference 

itself, and the lack of prior identity, which distinguishes the simulacra. 

To answer the overarching research question - Is virtual K-12 school leadership 

the same as traditional K-12 leadership? - a series of specific questions were asked: 

 What is the role of virtual K-12 leadership? 

 How is virtual K-12 leadership the same as or different from traditional K-12 

leadership? 

 How does virtual K-12 leadership practice or promote instructional leadership? 

 How does virtual K-12 leadership promote student achievement? 

 How is virtual K-12 leadership held accountable? 

 How does context affect the practice of virtual K-12 leadership? 

 Is virtual K-12 leadership the same as traditional K-12 leadership? 

 What would practicing teachers/K-12 administrators in the virtual domain like to 

see changed in the practice of virtual K-12 leadership?  

Definitions 

Digitally mediated communication: Predominantly text-based human to human 
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communication mediated through the Internet, computer networks, or mobile telephone 

networks. These communications may be one to one, one to many, or many to many. 

They may also include graphic and/or video content. This is also referred to as computer 

mediated communications or electronically mediated communications. 

Dominant discourse: A Foucaultian term that indicates a certain way of thinking 

and talking is the most accepted way. Often it implies an institutionalized way of thinking 

about things (Dominant discourse, n.d.). The concept of a dominant discourse is 

analagous to the meta-narratives or grand narratives, which Lyotard (1979) suggests are 

replaced by smaller, local narratives within postmodernism. There is a dominant 

discourse of public education that is influenced largely by teachers’ unions, large 

corporate publishers (Pearson, etc.), political forces aligned with the unions and 

corporations, and longstanding bureaucratic interests within state and district 

administrations. This “way of educating” has evolved over more than 130 years, and is 

firmly entrenched in the current model of public education. Postmodern discourse seeks 

to break down the old patterns, allowing new ideas and paradigms to flourish. 

Instructional leadership: A leadership theory that focuses on the manner in which 

leadership improves educational outcomes, outlining the principal’s role as focusing on 

teachers as the teachers focus on students (Stewart, 2006). Its early codification is often 

credited to Edmonds (1979). He identified strong administrative leadership, a climate of 

expectation, an orderly school atmosphere, precedence given to student acquisition of 

basic skills, diversion of school resources to fundamental objectives, and frequent 

monitoring of pupil progress as the most tangible characteristics of effective schools 
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(Edmonds, 1979, p. 22). 

Leadership: Northouse (2007) defines leadership as “a process whereby an 

individual influences a group of individuals to achieve a common goal” (p. 3). 

“Leadership, as we understand it, is a relationship that influences organizational members 

to work toward achieving organizational goals” (Printy et al., 2009, p. 507).  

Modernity: A post-traditional, post-medieval historical period, one marked by the 

move from feudalism (or agrarianism) toward capitalism, industrialization, 

secularization, rationalization, the nation-state, and its constituent institutions and forms 

(Barker, 2005, p. 444). 

Postmodern condition: Lyotard (1979) coined this term in his book “The 

Postmodern Condition: A Report on Knowledge.” Lyotard suggests that knowledge “is 

not simply a tool of the authorities; it refines our sensitivity to differences and reinforces 

our ability to tolerate the incommensurable” (p. xxv). This notion of the democratization 

of knowledge, along with the delegitimization of “grand narratives” which have 

historically provided the basis for understanding and “sense making” in many disciplines, 

has given rise to this “postmodern condition.” It is precisely our current “technological 

way of being” that causes and allows us to question the “conventional wisdom” of what 

we “know.” Knowledge is found to be a fluid concept with fewer absolutes than was once 

imagined. This is the postmodern condition. 

Postmodernism: Lyotard (1979) states that, reduced to its simplest form, 

postmodernism is “incredulity toward metanarratives” (p. xxiv). In an essay at the end of 

“The Postmodern Condition: A Report on Knowledge”, Lyotard (1979) attempts to 
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answer the question “What is Postmodernism?” In this essay, he makes the point that 

postmodernism is NOT “modernism at its end but in the nascent state, and this state is 

constant” (Lyotard, 1979, p. 79). In other words, “A work can become modern only if it 

is first postmodern” (Lyotard, 1979, p. 79). 

Lyotard (1979) likens an artist or writer to a philosopher. The text written or work 

produced “cannot be judged by a determining judgment, by applying familiar categories 

to the text or the work” (Lyotard, 1979, p. 81). This is because the rules and categories 

are what the artist or writer is looking for. In an interesting play on words, Lyotard (1979) 

suggests that “Post modern would have to be understood according to the paradox of the 

future (post) anterior (modo)” (p. 81).  

Aylesworth (2013) suggests that postmodernism can be described as: 

a set of critical, strategic and rhetorical practices employing concepts such as 

difference, repetition, the trace, the simulacrum, and hyperreality to destabilize 

other concepts such as presence, identity, historical progress, epistemic certainty, 

and the univocity of meaning. (para. 1) 

Traditional K-12 leadership: Administrative leadership by the principal in the 

brick and mortar (physical) school setting. 

Transformational leadership: According to Bass (1985), transformational 

leadership is comprised of four behavioral dimensions: idealized influence (charisma), 

inspirational motivation, intellectual stimulation, and individualized consideration. The 

transactional and transactional aspects of leadership are viewed as complimentary, as 

opposite ends of a leadership continuum (Burns, 1978). 
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Virtual education: Education in which instruction and content are delivered 

primarily over the Internet (Watson & Kalmon, 2005). The term does not include printed-

based correspondence education, broadcast television or radio, videocassettes, and stand-

alone educational software programs that do not have a significant Internet-based 

instructional component (U.S. Department of Education Office of Planning, Evaluation, 

and Policy Development Policy and Program Studies Service, 2010). Used 

interchangeably with online learning, cyber learning, and e-learning. 

Virtual K-12 leadership: Administrative leadership of those engaged in the 

conduct of virtual K-12 education. 

Research Design, Procedures, and Methodologies 

The design of this study is mixed methods, qualitative and quantitative, utilizing a 

two-phase approach. Phase 1 employs a Delphi panel of virtual education researchers, 

virtual K-12 instructional leaders with prior experience as traditional K-12 instructional 

leaders, and virtual K-12 teachers with prior experience in the traditional K-12 setting. 

The study seeks to determine whether virtual K-12 leadership is the same as traditional 

K-12 leadership by assessing the degree of consensus concerning best instructional 

leadership practices as well as dissenting voices that might reveal alternate leadership 

practices that are not widely known or practiced in the virtual K-12 domain. Phase 2 

employs interviews (Bogden & Biklen, 2007, p. 103; Creswell, 2007, p. 43) developed 

from an analysis of the Delphi panel findings. Classic qualitative interview coding 

strategies in search of themes (Creswell, 2007, p. 244) within the interview data and 
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analysis of the themes identified was applied to those interviews. The limitations and 

delimitations of this study are enumerated in chapter three. 

Chapter Summary 

This study seeks to determine whether virtual K-12 leadership is the same as 

traditional K-12 leadership by examining leadership in the context of virtual K-12 

education. Through the use of a literature review, a Delphi panel, and interviews, 

leadership in the virtual K-12 context will be examined, noting similarities and 

differences to traditional K-12 leadership. This study follows Lyotard’s suggestion that 

research should entertain plural voices, even within a single subject (Lyotard, 1979). He 

notes that creative “dissensus” is often sacrificed by the modernist desire for consensus 

(Lyotard, 1979). Jencks (1992) goes further, suggesting that tolerance of difference and 

pluralism are core values. In keeping with these postmodern views of research, this study 

seeks to uncover the dissenting voices and opinions, in an effort to contribute information 

and understanding to an area that is currently devoid much needed research. 

The next chapter is a review of the literature, which offers background 

information on the philosophical underpinnings of this research. It also presents a 

historical perspective of virtual K-12 education, and insight into some of the prevailing 

theoretical models currently used to explain K-12 educational leadership. 
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Chapter 2 

Review of the Literature 

Virtual education is an emerging area of K-12 education that reflects a thoroughly 

postmodern perspective. It is something new, something more than an extension of the 

old system into a new environment. It is postmodern because there will be many new 

beginnings, trials and errors, and discontinuous pathways. As the field develops, its 

progress will likely be non-linear and not necessarily rational.  

The structural and organizational aspects of virtual K-12 schools are still works in 

progress, with various operational models adopted by various sponsors. Little research 

has been conducted to guide practitioners in effective conduct of their educative mission. 

Even less research exists to guide those that would lead these endeavors. As a result, the 

little research that may be applicable is also subject to radical questioning. Nevertheless, 

it is in this environment that we must consider leadership. We cannot afford to wait for a 

careful weighing of evidence – we must move forward in our effort to inform those that 

would engage in this endeavor. 

Lacking significant research on virtual leadership practice in education, we turn to 

the world of business, where virtual teams and networks have a longer history and 

research does exist. Here we find evidence that many of the same theoretical constructs 

from traditional leadership have application, yet the contextual differences of leading 

through an electronically mediated environment create new and different issues for 
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leaders in this new virtual world. These contextual differences created by the dispersed 

nature of the virtual work environment create new challenges for these leaders, requiring 

new skills, new tools, and a new mindset to lead in the postmodern world of the virtual. 

Beginning with an examination of the virtual environment from both 

philosophical and researcher perspectives, a brief history of virtual education is offered, 

tracing its roots back to the earliest correspondence schools. Next, an examination is 

made of the various technological elements that converged to make the current digitally 

mediated virtual environment possible. This is followed by an overview of the 

organizational paradigms currently employed in the delivery of virtual K-12 education. 

Next, an overview of three relevant leadership theories is presented. These theories are 

discussed in as possible postmodern perspectives of school leadership, providing a 

perspective for the study. A review of existing research is presented, much of which is 

drawn from the world of virtual teams and global business. The sparseness of research on 

leadership in the virtual K-12 education domain is noted. Finally, a postmodern view of 

three leadership theories is presented, relating each theory to the virtual context, 

establishing the lens through which this study and its results are interpreted.   

The Virtual Environment 

A philosophical perspective. Two terms often used in relation to the virtual 

environment are “cyberspace” and “cyberculture.” Levy (1997) defines cyberspace as 

“the new medium of communications that arose through the global interconnection of 

computers” (p. xvi). Levy (1997) uses the term to denote the digital communications 

infrastructure, the information contained by this infrastructure, and the people who use 
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and maintain that infrastructure. Levy (1997) defines cyberculture as “the set of 

technologies (material and intellectual), practices, attitudes, modes of thought, and values 

that developed along with the growth of cyberspace” (p. xvi).  

Levy (1997) compares cyberspace to an ecological system unable to maintain a 

large number of competing species (representing the various underlying technological 

principles and standards). Levy (1997) notes that as this medium becomes increasingly 

important for communications and collaboration, the trend towards universalization and 

adoption of a smaller number of international standards will become more pronounced. 

This will lead to an increased integration, interconnection, and establishment of 

interdependent systems that are universal and transparent (Levy, 1997, p. 93). According 

to Levy (1997), the ultimate significance and value embodied in cyberculture is its 

universality. It is precisely the generalized interconnection of people, machines, and 

information that gives this medium its universal character. Noting McLuhan’s assertion 

that the “medium is the message” (McLuhan & Fiore, 1967), Levy (1997, p. 94) suggests 

that the message of this medium is the universal, a transparent and unlimited systemacity 

corresponding to its designers’ intentions and its users’ expectations. 

Levy’s (1997) argument for the universality of cyberculture seems to be in 

opposition to Lyotard’s (1979) arguments against grand narratives, but Levy (1997) 

makes an important distinction. Regarding cyberspace, Levy (1997) coins the phrase 

“universal without totality” (p. 91). Levy (1997, p. 98) defines totality or totalization as 

semantic closure, the unity of reason, and the reduction to a common denominator. This 

runs parallel to Lyotard’s (1979) notion of the grand narrative, or all encompassing 
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explanation for a given phenomena. Levy (1997) posits that cyberspace decouples 

universality and totalization.  

According to Levy (1997), the invention of writing conjoined the universal and 

totality by removing the context of place and presence from the communication. The idea 

of the universal springs from the practice of creating messages which can exist out of 

context, containing the keys to their interpretation within themselves. Without further 

contextual clues, written communication can suggest a totalization, creating a self-

sufficient, self-explanatory message (Levy, 1997).  

Cyberspace has changed the pragmatics of communication by creating an 

environment of interconnectedness, where no message is out of context. The medium 

itself promotes uninterrupted, continuous reciprocal communication. In this environment, 

the universal (global interconnectedness) does not totalize through semantic closure and 

decontextualization. It does not offer or promote a grand narrative. Instead, the 

universality of cyberspace represents humanity’s virtual presence to itself (Levy, 1997, p. 

102). This universality, or interconnectedness, makes cyberspace the ideal medium for 

the postmodern era, promoting smaller, individuated narratives. 

A research perspective. There is little relevant research to date on K-12 virtual 

education, and even less on leadership in that domain. Given the sparse amount of virtual 

K-12 research, the world of business may offer relevant research to inform our 

understanding of the virtual environment, which may prove relevant to our understanding 

of virtual K-12 leadership. Zaccaro & Bader (2003) note “given the rapidity of 

technology growth in organizations and their global reach, organizational scientists now 
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suggest that in the near future, e-leadership will be the routine rather than the exception in 

our thinking about what constitutes organizational leadership” (p. 377). 

Degrees of virtuality. Four dimensions characterize the degree of “virtuality” in a 

virtual environment: spatial dispersion (separation of participants in geographical space), 

temporal dispersion (degree to which participants operate at different times), cultural 

dispersion (degree to which participants come from different countries or cultures), and 

organizational dispersion (degree to which participants operate across organizational 

boundaries) (Shin, 2005, p. 331). The degree of dispersion in virtual teams can lead to 

less inhibited communications than those found in face-to-face settings, leading to 

increased conflict among team members (Shin, 2005, p. 332).  Shin (2005, p. 342) also 

notes lack of trust and ineffective communication as factors in creating conflict. Zigurs 

(2003) suggests “it makes sense to think of a team as existing on a continuum of 

virtuality. The more dimensions or aspects on which the team is dispersed, the more 

virtual it is” (p. 339). 

Shin’s research highlights one way in which effective virtual leadership skills 

might differ from those required for effective face-to-face leadership. The research 

indicates that the lack of verbal cues in the virtual setting might result in more 

misunderstandings than face-to-face communications (Shin, 2005, p. 334). Shin (2005, p. 

341) suggests that strong virtual communications skills are a core competency required 

for effective conflict resolution in the virtual environment. Davis (2004) notes that in 

virtual teams:  
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problems take longer to detect and solutions take longer to implement. This 

means that distance amplifies dysfunction. Moreover, distance dilutes leadership 

because influence wanes across time and distance. Furthermore, distance weakens 

human relationships and team processes that are required to work together 

effectively as a team. (p. 48) 

Kerfoot (2010) notes that much of the communication in virtual environments lacks the 

subtle visual cues that are available in face-to-face environments. Kerfoot (2010) 

suggests that virtual leaders need to create a high level of listening that creates “seeing” 

(p. 115). Kerfoot (2010) also suggests that virtual leaders must use evolving social media 

technology to create a sense of aliveness and virtual community within their organization.  

Kirkman, Rosen, Tesluk, and Gibson (2004) note “when teams experience little 

empowerment, frequent face-to-face meetings appear critical to learning” (p. 187). 

Kirkman et al. (2004) recommend “assessments of virtuality, such as the extent of face-

to-face meetings, as part of the design of any research project on virtual teams” (p. 186). 

The implication of this for managers with little control over frequency of face-to-face 

meetings is a “need to focus their team-building efforts on increasing team-

empowerment” (Kirkman et al., 2004, p. 187). 

The need for communication skills. Germonprez and Zigurs (2009) state 

“communication is the essence of organizations, and technology is part and parcel of that 

communication” (p. 42). Zigurs (2003) notes that “frequent communication is even more 

important in virtual than traditional teams” (p. 344). An important skill for virtual leaders 

is the ability to communicate effectively by email (Kerfoot, 2010). This is supported by 
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Balthazard, Waldman, and Warren (2009), who note “If an individual is able to express 

written ideas in a thoughtful, clear, articulate manner, the other group members are likely 

to view such behavior positively and inline with the perceived behavioral qualities of a 

prototypical transformational leader” (p. 655). 

Balthazard et al. (2009) conclude that:  

The selection or development of leaders of VTs (virtual teams) should take into 

account tendencies toward such qualities as grammatical complexity when 

communicating in VT context. Individuals lacking such qualities may find it 

difficult to take on the leadership role and may not be recognized as 

transformational leaders by potential followers. (p. 662) 

Townsend, DeMarie, and Hendrickson (1998) observe “In the virtual work 

environment, traditional social mechanisms that facilitate communication and decision 

making are effectively lost and participants must find new ways to communicate and 

interact, enabling effective teamwork within the new technical context” (p.23). Townsend 

et al. (1998, p. 23) also note that the diminished sense of presence necessitates learning 

new ways of self-expression and understanding others. Finally, Townsend et al. (1998) 

note the implications of geographic dispersion among virtual team members, and the 

inherent differences created by multiple nationalities and differing cultural backgrounds. 

These differences complicate communications, requiring “additional team member 

development in the areas of communication and cultural diversity” (Townsend et al., 

1998, p. 23). 
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Howell et al. (2005) suggest that the efficacy of transformational leaders may well 

be diminished by the difficulties of effectively communicating at a distance. This may be 

the result of misunderstood communications and the degree of follow-up needed to insure 

that leader communications were received and understood. Howell et al. (2005, p. 283) 

pose that these factors may require more effort from leaders to mitigate the negative 

impact of physical distance on effective communications. 

The critical role of trust. A number of researchers (Avolio, Sosik, Kahai, & 

Baker, 2014; Cascio & Shurygailo, 2003; Erez et al., 2013; Greenberg, Greenberg, & 

Antonucci, 2007; Malhotra et al., 2007; Townsend et al., 1998; Zaccaro & Bader, 2003) 

have noted the importance of trust in virtual teams. One concern noted by Townsend et 

al. (1998) is organizational trust: 

In an environment where one’s primary interaction with others takes place 

through an electronic medium, it is only natural to expect that participants will 

wonder whether the system is being used to monitor and evaluate them. The free 

flow of team members’ communication, which once might have taken place away 

from the office, may now be inhibited by concerns about privacy and system 

security. To counter this problem, organizations must establish clear policy 

regarding communications privacy, and must then strictly adhere to that policy. 

(p. 27) 

Cascio & Shurygailo (2003) address the need for trust within virtual teams. This 

is made more difficult by the challenges of setting accurate expectations within virtual 

teams. They find teams with the highest levels of trust share three characteristics: 
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- They begin their interactions with a series of social messages before 

focusing on the work at hand 

- They set clear roles for each team member, enabling all team members to 

identify with one another, and 

- All team members demonstrate positive attitudes by displaying 

eagerness, enthusiasm, and an intense action orientation in all their 

messages. (Cascio & Shurygailo, 2003, p.373) 

Zigurs (2003, p. 341) also notes the importance of trust in virtual teams to 

facilitating the sharing of ideas and perspectives early in their development. Zigurs 

(2003) stresses the importance of initial impressions, which “are formed quickly” (p. 343) 

and “persist in the face of new evidence, making it difficult for members to develop a real 

understanding of one another, potentially eroding levels of trust” (p. 343). Greenberg et 

al. (2007) note that “high levels of trust have been found in the early stages of temporary 

teams, which are typically formed to accomplish a given task in a finite period of time” 

(p. 327). This “swift trust” phenomenon was first noted by Meyerson, Weick, and 

Kramer (1996) and has been observed by a number of other researchers (Avolio et al., 

2014; Driskell, Radke, & Salas, 2003; Erez et al., 2013; Hart & Mcleod, 2002; Hunsaker 

& Hunsaker, 2008; Zigurs, 2003). Though high initial levels of trust are often found to 

exist, it is known to be fragile and dissipates easily (Greenberg et al., 2007). 

The need for specialized training for virtual leaders. Geister, Hertel, & Konradt 

(2005) suggest that although virtual teams need guidance, structure, and management, 

leaders may not be adequately prepared for this task because the specific demands of 
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virtual leadership are unclear. Malhotra et al. (2007) note “When firms become virtual, 

the need to change work and leadership practices is imperative. In the years ahead, we 

would expect greater organizational efforts to prepare future leaders of virtual teams” (p. 

68). Bell and Kozlowski (2002) also advocate leader preparation – “We can and ought to 

develop training programs and structured supports to inculcate key functional leadership 

skills” (p.45). This view is buttressed by Zaccaro and Bader (2003): 

In sum there are many effective leader training and development programs that 

target these (team management) skills, but few that explore their utility in 

electronically-mediated teams. We would argue that future leader training and 

development efforts need to focus more specifically on addressing the unique 

challenges of e-leadership, and use training design tools that actively reflect these 

challenges. (p. 387) 

Erez et al. (2013) advocate applying a constructivist approach of experiential 

learning to the education of global managers and professionals. Their research suggests 

that the experiential learning of working in virtual multicultural teams is important “for 

the development of individuals’ global competences” (Erez et al., 2013, p. 346). Their 

research also suggests that virtual on-line training, particularly hands-on project-based 

learning, is an effective method for developing the multi-cultural global competences 

necessary for managers of virtual multicultural teams (Erez et al., 2013). 

The role of technology. Bell and Kozlowski (2002) observe that virtual teams are 

different than conventional, face-to-face teams, primarily due to their lack of physical 

proximity. Though their tasks, goals, or missions are often the same, the way they 
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accomplish those tasks, and the unique constraints they face, create a different 

circumstance for those leading virtual teams. Though electronically-mediated 

communication is used in both virtual and conventional teams, it is the primary means of 

communication for virtual teams and supplemental for conventional teams. It is the 

distance between members and reliance on technological communication that impedes 

two primary leadership functions – performance management and team development 

(Bell & Kozlowski, 2002). 

The temporal distribution of many global teams (members working at different 

times) may require reliance on asynchronous communication media for much of their 

communications. Delay and decoupling information from events often forces leaders into 

a reactive mode. This necessitates a more proactive approach in leading the team and 

indicates the need for delegation and facilitation skills (Bell & Kozlowski, 2002).  

Avolio et al. (2014) note:  

to the extent that information generation and distribution in organizations is 

changing as a function of advances in information technology, we suggest that 

what actually constitutes an organization is also transforming, which then 

centrally affects how we view leadership in current and future organizations. (pp. 

105-106) 

Avolio et al. (2014) make the case that advances in Advanced Information Technology 

(AIT) has “far outpaced the practice and science of leadership” (p. 106) and is 

transforming organizations and the nature of leadership in ways that researchers are 

examining in a mostly anthropological fashion (Avolio et al., 2014, p. 106). Avolio, 
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Kahai, and Dodge (2001) observe that “the repeated appropriation of information 

technology generates or transforms social structures, which over time become 

institutionalized” (p.15). AIT plays a pivotal role in contextualizing virtual teams and 

virtual leaders (Avolio et al., 2001; Avolio et al., 2014; Avolio & Kahai, 2003b; Bell & 

Kozlowski, 2002; Erez et al., 2013; Malhotra et al., 2007; Zaccaro & Bader, 2003; 

Zigurs, 2003). 

The expression “context matters” is used so commonly that it has become a 

colloquialism. However, with respect to the study of leadership in a virtual context, 

Avolio and Kahai (2003b) suggest “context not only matters but also is a part of the 

construct being studied” (p. 53). AIT plays a central structural role in the context of 

virtual teams, particularly its role in team communications. The impact of this technology 

“is transforming the way leaders (teams) scan, interpret, and disseminate information” 

(Avolio & Kahai, 2003b, p. 64), making it “integral to what constitutes leadership 

processes and systems in organizations” (Avolio & Kahai, 2003b, p. 64). 

The Short History of Virtual Education 

Schools have existed in one form or another since 397 BC, when Plato founded 

the Academy in Athens, Greece (Academy, 2009). In the nearly 2400 years since the 

Academy, school has been conducted in much the same fashion: students (learners) 

assemble in the presence of a teacher (instructor) to acquire domain-specific knowledge. 

This methodology remained relatively unchanged for more than 2200 years, until the 

advent of the correspondence school.  
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Correspondence schools. The first correspondence school may have been 

founded as early as 1728, based on an advertisement appearing in the Boston Gazette that 

year by Caleb Phillips, offering weekly lessons in shorthand by mail (Holmberg, 1995). 

The credit for establishing the first correspondence school in 1840 is often given to 

English educator Sir Isaac Pitman, who taught shorthand by mail (Pitman, 1897). In 

1873, Anna Elliot Ticknor founded the Society to Encourage Studies at Home in Boston 

to provide a liberal education to women. Personalized, distance education was provided 

via correspondence to women in six program areas in a self-paced program 

(Larreamendy-Joerns & Leinhardt, 2006). In 1883, the Chautauqua University was 

organized with correspondence work as the basis of instruction (Dexter, 1906). Other 

established universities, most notably the University of Chicago, began to offer 

correspondence courses in addition to their regular campus coursework in 1892 (Dexter, 

1906). 

The National Home Study Council was founded in 1926, recognized by the U.S. 

Secretary of Education in 1959, and recognized by the Council for Higher Education 

Accreditation (or it predecessors) since 1975 (DETC, 2009). It was renamed the Distance 

Education and Training Council (DETC) in 1994. This organization notes that more than 

135 million Americans have been enrolled in DETC institutions since 1890 (DETC, 

2009).  

Technology enables virtuality. In a somewhat prescient journal article Paulsen, a 

Norwegian professor of computer science, coined the term “virtual school”, suggesting 

that it would dominate future distance education (Paulsen, 1988). He noted that a key 
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requirement for the success of virtual school would be the development of systems and 

protocols supporting a large measure of interpersonal communication (Paulsen, 1988). 

Ivan Illich (1970) used the term “learning webs” (p, 73) to describe a system of education 

that depends on self-motivated learning instead of employing teachers to bribe or compel 

the student to find the time and the will to learn; that we can provide the learner with new 

links to the world instead of continuing to funnel all educational programs through the 

teacher. 

The DETC notes the first use of online learning by a member institution in 1986, 

when the Gemological Institute of America created GIA NET, combining the use of 

telephone links and personal computers (DETC, 2009). The advent of GIA NET, and 

other online education initiatives, was the result of a sequence of events beginning in 

1975 with the first microcomputer available to the public, the Altair. This was the first 

computer available for use at a price affordable for personal home use. Other significant 

events include the first Apple computer, the Apple II, in 1976, Microsoft’s development 

of MS-DOS for the IBM personal computer in 1980, followed by the release of the IBM 

PC in 1981, and the Hayes 300 bps smart modem in 1982. In 1989, Tim Berners-Lee 

invented the hypermedia protocol for information sharing that he named “the World 

Wide Web”, and the Internet revolution began (Shelly, Cashman, Gunter, & Gunter, 

2006, p. 50). In 1993, Marc Andreesen created the first graphical Web browser called 

Mosaic, leading to the founding of NetScape (Shelly et al., 2006). This was the final 

technological piece necessary for the explosion of the Internet, enabling the first K-12 
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virtual school, founded by teachers in Eugene, Oregon in 1995 (Greenway & Vanourek, 

2006). 

Virtual K-12 schools emerge. From this modest beginning, the number of K-12 

virtual schools grew from four schools serving less than a thousand students in 1997 

(Greenway & Vanourek, 2006) to hundreds of schools serving more than one million 

students in 2011 (iNACOL, 2011). Technology is the engine driving this change. 

Considering education as a continuum (K-20), it is reasonable to assume that this virtual 

delivery of instruction will play an increasingly larger role in K-12 over time (Berge & 

Clark, 2005).  

Virtual K-12 education, utilizing all forms of digital media and Web 2.0 

technologies, is uniquely suited to provide the current generation of students with the 

postmodern education demanded by their postmodernist lives. Lyotard (1979) defines 

postmodern as “incredulity towards metanarratives”( p. xxiv). Postmodernism eschews 

the modernist tendency to seek grand all-encompassing theories that offer universally 

applicable explanations for various phenomena. The postmodernist sees truth in a multi-

faceted way, rejecting the notion that there is only one truth. The postmodernist allows 

for the possibility that truth is a dynamic concept that can change with time and changing 

perspectives. The one-size-fits-all pattern of traditional education is unlikely to satisfy the 

needs of postmodern students. Virtual K-12 education can address the numerous smaller, 

local narratives and concerns that characterize postmodern learners. The “learning webs” 

envisioned by Illich (1970), with their emphasis on self-direction and greater access to 

the world’s knowledge resources are finally made possible by the current generation of 
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digital media and Internet technologies. McLeod (2011) confirms the realization of 

Illich's vision, stating "we now have the ability to learn about whatever we want, from 

whomever we want, whenever and wherever we want, and we also can contribute to this 

learning environment for the benefit of others" (p. 3). In this way, virtual K-12 education 

is uniquely positioned to satisfy the postmodern imperative of K-12 education in the 21st 

century. 

Virtual K-12 Organizational Paradigms 

There is no single structural model for virtual K-12 schools. These structural 

variations result from differences in the intended purpose for the school, and the size and 

scope of the sponsoring entity, as well as the intended student population to be served. 

The common element for all of these schools is the use of computer technology over the 

Internet to provide instruction to students in one or more subject areas, as well as the 

ethical mandate to provide a quality educational experience to those students served. The 

characteristics of virtual K-12 schools in the U.S. vary by type, based on a set of shared 

attributes (Keeping Pace, 2010, p. 12). These structural models include: 

 State virtual schools  

 Multi-district full-time schools  

 Single-district programs  

 Consortium programs; and 

 Programs run by post-secondary institutions 

Table 2.1 (Keeping Pace, 2010) gives the distinguishing structural and governing 

attributes and examples of each of these types of virtual K-12 schools. Note that the 
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descriptors in each category are the most common in each category, and exceptions exist 

for each. 
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Table 2.1 

Categories of online programs and their usual attributes. 

 
As state programs have evolved, the number of states that currently have state-

wide virtual programs has dropped to 26 states. These schools served 740,000 course 

Category Organization 
Type /  
Governance 

Full-time /  
Supplemental 

Funding 
Source 

Geographi
c 
Reach 

Examples 

State virtual  
School 

State education 
agency 

Supplemental State 
appropriation, 
course fees, 
funding 
formula 

Statewide Florida Virtual 
School, 
Michigan 
Virtual School, 
Idaho Digital 
Learning 
Academy 

Multi-district Charter or 
district 

Full-time Public 
education 
funding 
formula 

Statewide Oregon 
Connections 
Academy, 
Insight School 
of Washington, 
Georgia Virtual 
Academy, 
Minnesota 
Virtual High 
School 

Single-district District Either or both District funds Single-
district 

Riverside(CA), 
Broward(FL), 
Plano(TX), Los 
Angeles, 
JeffCo(CO), 
WOLF(NV) 

Consortium Variable Supplemental Course fees, 
consortium 
member fees 

Statewide, 
national or 
global 

Virtual High 
School Global 
Consortium, 
Wisconsin 
eSchool 
Network 

Post-
secondary 
 

University or 
college 

Either or both Course fees National University of 
Nebraska 
Independent 
Study HS, 
Brigham 
Young 
University – 
Independent 
Study 
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enrollments (one student taking one semester-long course) in 2012-2013 (Keeping Pace, 

2013, p. 5), up from 619,847 in 28 states in 2011-2012 (Keeping Pace, 2012, p. 5). State 

virtual schools served 40 states, accounting for 536,000 course enrollments in 2010-11 

(Keeping Pace, 2011, p. 5). These numbers represent 16% growth in enrollments from 

FY11 to FY12 and 19% growth from FY12 to FY13. In 2009-2010, 96% of the growth in 

this sector occurred in only two state virtual schools – Florida and North Carolina 

(Keeping Pace, 2010, p. 21). Only one other state virtual school, Louisiana, saw 

significant enrollment increase. Enrollments in the other 37 state virtual schools were flat 

or declining, based on funding cuts or other restrictions imposed by state legislatures, as 

well as a shift to district-based virtual schools. The role of state virtual schools is shifting 

to that of course development, service provider, and change agent. 

Florida Virtual School (FLVS) is exceptional in several respects within this 

category. It is 3 times larger than North Carolina, and 10 to 25 times larger than the other 

schools. Florida Virtual offers elementary school courses to full-time students, while 

most others offer only high school courses. Florida Virtual has a unique funding model, 

funded via the same formula as Florida’s traditional public schools. Any high school 

student is allowed to choose an FLVS course without restriction and the funding for that 

course and student goes to FLVS. This funding formula is given credit for the rapid 

growth of FLVS (Keeping Pace, 2010). Recent changes to the funding formula require 

Florida school districts to share funding for students taking FLVS courses on a pro-rated 

basis. This has led to a 32% drop in 2013 course enrollments at FLVS (Gartner, 2013).  
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The multi-district virtual schools are typically organized as charter schools, and 

typically are supported by national companies such as K12, Inc. for courses, software, 

and logistical support. They are often financed through student-based, public education 

funds and grants, and primarily serve full-time students. These schools are accountable 

for student achievement in the same way as their traditional public school counterparts 

(Keeping Pace, 2010). 

Single-district virtual schools are an emerging growth segment. Blended 

programs, offering online and face-to-face components, are common in this segment. 

Many of these programs are focused on credit-recovery efforts. Funding for these 

programs is typically from district funds. The data concerning current growth rates in this 

category is incomplete and largely anecdotal at this time, though trends point to this as 

the major growth area in the near-term future (Keeping Pace, 2011). In 2009-2010, there 

were 50 single-district programs operating in various stages of development in 9 states 

(Keeping Pace, 2010, p. 38). Current estimates are that 75% of all districts are making 

online and blended options available in at least 30 states (Keeping Pace, 2013, p. 17). The 

number of students served by these programs is estimated to be slightly more than 5% of 

the student population. Most of these programs offer credit recovery, advanced 

placement, or dual placement courses. They continue to grow steadily, and currently 

serve “several million students” (Keeping pace, 2013, p. 17). 

Consortium programs are often run by a group of school districts, a non-profit 

organization that works with schools, or by some other intermediate school agency. They 

are typically supplemental programs, and are funded by member schools and user fees. 
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They usually work across a state, though some are national and the Virtual High School 

Global Consortium (VHS) operates internationally. The more recent consortiums appear 

to be the next generation of state virtual schools as districts cooperate to provide courses 

and instruction (Keeping Pace, 2010). 

Post-secondary virtual schools are those organized by colleges and universities, 

supported by user fees. These schools offer high school courses to students nationally, 

and include both on-line and print-based versions of coursework. They are a very small 

segment of the current virtual landscape (Keeping Pace, 2010). These schools are no 

longer tracked separately in the current Keeping Pace reports (Keeping Pace, 2013). 

The variations in structure and institutional settings are one source of difference in 

virtual programs. There are a variety of other contextual factors which influence the 

character and specific methods employed by a given program. Full-time teachers staff 

some programs, while others utilize part-time teachers. In some cases, teachers work 

from district-based offices, while many programs allow teachers to work from home. 

Some district-based programs are fully virtual, delivering all instruction via computer 

based delivery, while others use a hybrid model, delivering some content by computer 

and some via classroom instruction. Some programs are operated on a specific calendar-

based timeline, while others offer flexible enrollment, and student determined pacing. 

There are programs that require synchronous instruction (teachers and students working 

together at the same time), while others work asynchronously (students and teachers not 

required to work at the same time). There are programs that develop instructional 

curriculum in-house, others that purchase some or all of their courses from commercial 
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providers. Any of these contextual variables can create a different set of challenges for 

leadership.  

McLeod (2011) suggests:  

We need leaders who are brave enough to create the new paradigm instead of 

simply tweaking the status quo and who have the knowledge and ability to create 

schools that are relevant to the needs of students, families, and society. (p. 4) 

Diamond (2008) notes the difficulties in bringing distance learning programs to scale. 

She finds “a need to identify the appropriate skills underlying technology leadership such 

that they can be incorporated into training programs for teachers and school 

administrators to ensure the success and scalability of distance learning reform efforts” 

(Diamond, 2008, p. 33). 

School Leadership Theories in the Traditional Setting 

Within the K-12 research community, there are a number of leadership theories 

used to explain the efficacy or lack thereof on the part of K-12 leaders. Hallinger (2003) 

notes “Leadership models in education are subject to the same faddism that is apparent in 

other areas of education. Today’s favourite brand is soon replaced by another” (p. 330). 

Though there is no consensus among academics about which theory is most useful in 

predicting successful leadership, the two foremost models within the K-12 research 

community, as measured by the number of empirical studies, are instructional leadership 

and transformational leadership (Hallinger & Heck, 1999). 

This section will examine aspects of each theory in the context of traditional K-12 

education. The K-12 setting has been the subject of much research on these leadership 
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paradigms, and each theory will be examined for its explanatory and predictive potential 

within this context. Recent research (Hallinger, 2003; Leithwood & Sun, 2012; Marks & 

Printy, 2003) suggesting the application of both theories in tandem as an optimal 

integrated approach to school leadership concludes this section. The potential application 

of each approach to the virtual K-12 context will be examined in a later section. 

Instructional leadership theory. Instructional leadership as a model of K-12 

school leadership rose to prominence during the school effectiveness movement in the 

early 1980s (Hallinger, 2003). According to Hallinger (2003, p. 331), this model did not 

emerge from research on instructional leaders. It was inferred from studies examining 

change implementation, school effectiveness, school improvement, and program 

improvement. Scholars consistently found skillful leadership from school principals to be 

a key factor in explaining successful change, school improvement, or school 

effectiveness. Instructional leadership theory focuses on the manner in which leadership 

improves educational outcomes, outlining the principal’s role as focusing on teachers as 

the teachers focus on students (Stewart, 2006).  

This theory’s early codification is often credited to Edmonds (1979). Edmonds 

(1979, p. 22) identified strong administrative leadership, a climate of expectation, an 

orderly school atmosphere, precedence given to student acquisition of basic skills, 

diversion of school resources to fundamental objectives, and frequent monitoring of pupil 

progress as the most tangible characteristics of effective schools. Hallinger and Murphy 

(1985, p. 220) identified three general dimensions of instructionally effective principals’ 

instructional management role: defining the school mission, managing the instructional 
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program, and promoting a positive learning climate. Hallinger and Murphy (1985) 

suggested that effective principals “maintain tighter coupling among the goals, 

technology, and outcomes of schooling” (p. 220). Leithwood and Montgomery (1982) 

note “Whereas the effective principal acts as an instructional leader, leadership provided 

by the typical principal is largely administrative” (p. 322). 

Leithwood (1994) states “Instructional leadership (by definition) focuses attention 

on what school improvement researchers refer to as ‘first-order’ changes, changes in core 

technology. These changes are necessary elements of any reform strategy likely to have 

payoff for students” (p. 500). Leithwood (1994) suggests that instructional leadership was 

aimed primarily at elementary schools, noting “instructional leadership images were not 

developed with secondary schools in mind” (p. 501). He argues that instructional 

leadership is a control-oriented strategy for change that is useful under the school 

effectiveness paradigm, where the purposes and practices required for their 

accomplishment are known and agreed upon (Leithwood, 1994).  

As the school-effectiveness movement of the 1980s was replaced with the school-

restructuring movement of the 1990s, which focused primarily on secondary schools 

(Leithwood, 1994), the goals of the movement – higher order thinking and creating 

schools more responsive to the demands of the 21st century – were less clear (Leithwood, 

1994). Leithwood (1994) suggests that the size and complexity of secondary schools 

“challenges the feasibility of principals exercising the sort of direct influence on 

classroom practice envisioned in early views of instructional leadership” (p. 501). He also 

notes “Under these circumstances, ‘commitment’ rather than ‘control’ strategies are 
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called for” (Leithwood, 1994, p. 500). He advocates for attention to second-order change 

if the first-order changes are to survive (Leithwood, 1994). 

There is evidence that instructional leadership has a positive impact on student 

achievement (Blasé & Blasé, 2000; Hallinger, 2005). In a meta-analysis conducted by 

Marzano, McNulty, & Waters (2003), the effects of 21 specific leadership practices are 

examined and correlated to various measures of student achievement. While the study’s 

data is correlational, without specific cause and effect demonstrated, it does suggest a 10 

percent improvement in student test scores where principals improved their abilities in 

the 21 practices by one standard deviation. Much research by Hallinger and Heck (1996a; 

1996b; 1998; 1999; 2002; 2009) affirms the role of effective instructional leadership on 

student achievement. Hallinger’s Principal Instructional Management Rating Scale 

(PIMRS) (Hallinger1982; 2008) is based on a conceptual framework assuming three 

dimensions of instructional leadership: defining the school mission, managing the 

instructional program, and developing the school learning climate program. Numerous 

studies over 25 years using the PIMRS test and framework have found the effect of 

instructional leadership to be an indirect one, manifesting change through teachers 

(Hallinger, 2008).   

In a meta-analysis of 27 studies conducted in traditional brick-and-mortar schools, 

Robinson, Lloyd, and Rowe (2008) found that instructional leadership practices were 

effective in promoting student achievement. Robinson et al. (2008) further found that 

these studies identified a framework of five leadership dimensions, for which she was 

able to calculate relative mean effect sizes as z-scores (Table 2.2). This study did not 
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address virtual K-12 education, so the question remains whether instructional leadership 

practices in the virtual environment are equally important in raising student achievement. 

Table 2.2 

Mean effect sizes of instructional leadership dimensions 

Leadership Dimension Mean effect size 
Promoting & participation in teacher 
learning & development 

.84 

Planning, coordinating, and evaluating 
teaching & curriculum 

.42 

Establishing goals & expectations .42 
Strategic resourcing .31 
Ensuring orderly & supportive 
environment 
 

.27 

Transformational leadership theory. Transformational leadership theory is 

another theory of leadership that is often applied to the traditional K-12 educational 

setting. The term transformational leadership was first coined by Downton (1973), but 

emerged as a leadership theory with the publication of Leadership (1978) by James 

MacGregor Burns. Burns (1978) identified two types of leadership: transactional and 

transformational. Transactional leadership involves the exchange of one thing for 

another. Leaders arrange transactions with followers to accomplish their goals. 

Transformational leaders look for the potential motives of followers, seeking to satisfy 

their higher needs, and engage them. According to Bass (1985), transformational 

leadership is comprised of four behavioral dimensions: idealized influence (charisma), 

inspirational motivation, intellectual stimulation, and individualized consideration. The 

transactional and transactional aspects of leadership are viewed as complimentary, as 

opposite ends of a leadership continuum (Burns, 1978). 
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Bass (1985), Leithwood (1992), and Avolio (1999) have each contributed to the 

development of this theory, and there are variations in their interpretation and application 

of the theory. Bass (1985) developed the Multifactor Leadership Questionnaire (MLQ), 

identifying three facets of transformational leadership: charismatic leadership (the 

amount of faith, respect, and inspiration engendered by the leader); individualized 

consideration (the degree of attention and support given to individual followers); and 

intellectual stimulation (the extent to which the leader enables followers to rethink the 

ways they do things). Bass (1995) suggests: 

Transforming leaders convert followers to disciples; they develop followers into 

leaders. They elevate the concerns of follower’s on Maslow’s (1954) need 

hierarchy from needs for safety and security to needs for achievement and self-

actualization, increase their awareness and consciousness of what is really 

important, and move them to go beyond their own self-interests for the good of 

the larger entities to which they belong. The transforming leader provides 

followers with a cause around which they can rally. (p. 467) 

Two facets of transactional leadership were also identified: contingent reward (the 

degree to which the leader provides reinforcement in return for appropriate follower 

behavior), and management by exception (the extent to which subordinates hear from the 

leader only when failures or problems occur) (Bass, 1985). Charismatic leadership is the 

most significant facet of transformational leadership in predicting effectiveness, as 

measured by the MLQ (Bass, 1985). 
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Leithwood (1992) states “Transformational leadership evokes a more appropriate 

range of practice; it ought to subsume instructional leadership as the dominant image of 

school administration” (p. 8). Leithwood (1992, p. 9) advocates the need to focus on 

second-order changes in schools, suggesting that transformational leadership provides 

that focus. Leithwood and Jantzi (2000) suggest a model of transformational leadership, 

describing it along six dimensions: building school vision and goals; providing 

intellectual stimulation; offering individualized support; symbolizing professional 

practices and values; demonstrating high performance expectations; and developing 

structures to foster participation in school decisions. In that study, Leithwood and Jantzi 

(2000) found that transformational leadership practices “make a disappointing 

contribution to student engagement” (p. 124). In an alternate explanation of their 

findings, they noted: 

Recent reviews of empirical research on school effectiveness suggest that 

educational factors for which data are available explain, in total, something less 

than 20 per cent of the variation in student cognitive outcomes; very little 

evidence is available concerning such non-cognitive outcomes as the one used in 

this study. (Leithwood & Jantzi, 2000, p. 124) 

An integrated approach. Marks and Printy (2003) conducted a study of 24 

schools - 8 elementary schools, 8 middle schools, and 8 high schools. This study 

examined the roles of transformational leadership and a reconceptualized notion of 

instructional leadership, which Marks and Printy (2003) call “shared instructional 

leadership.” Their version of shared instructional leadership involves the principal 
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collaborating with teachers in matters of curriculum, instruction, and assessment. Unlike 

the standard view of instructional leadership, which views the principal as the primary 

source of educational expertise, shared instructional leadership views the principal as a 

leader soliciting ideas, insights, and expertise from teachers while sharing the 

responsibility for staff development, for a framework of shared leadership, development, 

and supervision of instructional tasks (Marks & Printy, 2003). 

In this study (Marks & Printy, 2003), the underlying model suggests that principal 

efficacy is greatest when the principal works simultaneously on transformational and 

instructional tasks. While noting that these leadership dimensions are analytically 

distinct, they might form a coherent and integrated model of leadership, reflecting "the 

transformational influence of the principal and the shared leadership actions of the 

principal and the teachers” (Marks & Printy, 2003, p. 377). A follow-up study by Printy 

et al., (2009) offers evidence that the integration of transformational and instructional 

leadership approaches by both principals and teacher leaders can have a positive effect on 

student outcomes. They find that principals, as transformational leaders, play their part in 

establishing the school as an intellectual environment, while teachers enhance that 

atmosphere by modeling what it means to be professional educators (Printy et al., 2009). 

Teachers also display transformational leadership by extending concern for colleagues 

and inspiring them to give their best efforts. This integration of transformational and 

instructional leadership by principals and teachers produces high quality instruction and 

achievement. 
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Lambert (2002) has also advocated a framework of shared leadership. She notes 

"Leadership must be a shared, community undertaking. Leadership is the professional 

work of everyone in the school” (Lambert, 2002, p. 37). One element in her proposed 

framework for shared instructional leadership states, "Shared vision results in program 

coherence” (Lambert, 2002, p. 38). Promoting this concept of "shared vision" is the work 

of a transformational principal. Though not stated as explicitly as in the Marks and Printy 

(2003) study, Lambert (2002) is also acknowledging the value of transformational 

principal leadership in an environment of shared instructional leadership.  

Leithwood and Sun (2012) referenced Marks and Printy’s (2003) research on 

integrated leadership and research by Louis, Dretzke, and Wahlstrom (2010), which 

argued for improved working relationships for teachers and greater student achievement 

when leadership was shared between principals and teachers. They suggest:  

Future efforts to conceptualize leadership reflect the practices that seem important 

across most organizational sectors (primarily transformational leadership 

practices) as well as practices that are uniquely designed to improve the “technical 

core” of the organization. In schools, the technical core is instruction. (Louis et 

al., 2010, p. 410) 

Louis et al. (2010) went on to refer to the technical core of schools as “a dimension we 

call ‘improving instruction’(p. 410). 

Leithwood and Sun (2012) also took note of Robinson et al. (2008) and their 

claim of the strong effect of five “instructional” leadership practices. They note that all of 

the practices except direct focus on teaching and curriculum are included in those 
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practices shared by instructional leadership and transformational leadership, as 

enumerated by Hallinger (2003) (Leithwood & Sun, 2012). Leithwood and Sun (2012) 

suggest that this is additional evidence in support of an integrated model of educational 

leadership. They conclude that future research of school leadership and its effect on 

student outcomes should avoid using whole leadership models, focusing instead on more 

specific practices (Leithwood & Sun, 2012). 

A Postmodern Perspective 

In his seminal book, The Postmodern Condition: A Report on Knowledge, 

Lyotard (1979) examines the impact of cybernetics (computers, telecommunication 

systems, and the associated disciplines of language and information processing) on the 

status of knowledge and its legitimization in Western society since World War II. 

Lyotard (1979) notes that this legitimization during the Enlightenment was tied to meta-

narratives, or grand narratives, encompassing total explanatory philosophies of history 

upon which the founding principles of society are based. He claims that we have lost the 

ability to believe in these meta-narratives of the “modern” era, opting instead for smaller, 

local narratives based on paralogical processes, legitimated through principles of 

performativity (Lyotard, 1979). Stated another way, Lyotard (1979) advocated the use of 

paralogy (alternate ways of reasoning) in the search for knowledge. He called this 

abandonment of meta-narratives the postmodern condition (Lyotard, 1979). 

Pisapia (2009) notes:  

The heritage of the previous century was a search for absolute truth and an 

attempt to fashion, in a Newtonian sense, a coherent global view and a focus on 
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efficiency of results… The modern age with its emphasis on rationalization and 

stability has begun to transition to the hyper-rationalized chaos of the postmodern 

condition marked by an emphasis on information and its interpretation, 

deconstruction, webbed relationships, contextual values and interpretation, 

learning organizations, relativism, and an ever-increasing complexity leading to 

chaos. (p. 2) 

The legitimization of knowledge in the postmodern era is based on its 

performativity, its ability to minimize inputs and/or maximize outputs via its application 

(Lyotard, 1979). This view of knowledge as a commodity in service to the capitalist 

system has significantly influenced the direction, content, and conduct of education over 

the past 30 years. McClaren (1999) notes that education’s turn towards 

entrepreneurialism is an indication of how postmodernism can be functionally 

advantageous for global capitalism and the contemporary culture of commerce with its 

shortsighted corporate-backed policies for educational reform. 

In the age of cybernetics, Lyotard (1979)  suggests that students should be taught 

“a more refined ability to handle the language game of interrogation” (p. 50), turning the 

transmission of the organized stock of established knowledge over to computer data 

banks and intelligent terminals placed at the students’ disposal. According to Lyotard 

(1979), it is only the grand narratives of legitimation that intimate any degree of 

inadequacy in the partial replacement of teachers by machines. Lyotard (1979) makes a 

distinction between the production of knowledge (research) and the transmission of 

established knowledge and professional skills, suggesting that the latter might be as 



 

 
 
 
 

 

54 

 

productively accomplished through memory bank networks as through professors. Noting 

that the traditional organization of knowledge jealously guards one field of knowledge 

from another, Lyotard (1979) suggests that an interdisciplinary approach to knowledge, 

emphasizing teamwork approach as the path to improving performance.  

McLuhan (1964) has noted that patterns of personal and political interdependence 

change with any acceleration of information, leaving some to feel impoverished by these 

changes in human patterns of association. He considers the preferences of many for 

earlier patterns of media to be parochial and expected (McLuhan, 1964). McLuhan 

(1964) suggests that it is the lack of literacy in new forms of media that creates the 

resistance often expressed by those proficient in older media forms, which tend to 

classify new media as pseudo, seeking to maintain social continuity and permanence 

amidst change and innovation. McLuhan (1964) finds such resistance to be inevitably 

futile, failing to slow the speed of change in any respect. 

McLuhan and Fiore (1967) suggest that we have a civil war among those 

environments created by media other than the printed word. They find the classroom in a 

struggle for survival with the outside world created by new informational media 

(McLuhan & Fiore, 1967). This struggle has only intensified with the introduction of 

digital media. The goals of education, products of the modernist perspective, have been 

replaced by the postmodern notion of roles. Today’s students are in search of total 

involvement and interdisciplinary understanding rather than fragmented goals, jobs, and 

disciplines as manifested in our current educational establishments (McLuhan & Fiore, 

1967). 
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Lévy (1997) notes “the multiplicity and radical integration of epochs, viewpoints, 

and legitimacies – the distinctive characteristic of the postmodern – are accentuated and 

encouraged in cyberculture” (p. 154). Levy (1997) further suggests, “the emergence of a 

reality organized around knowledge can provoke a profound crisis of identity in which 

the older principles of self-orientation and identification in terms of a community lose 

their effectiveness” (p. 154). Levy (1997) further observes, “the majority of individuals 

have no means of orienting themselves within the knowledge space” (p. 154). According 

to Lévy (1997), the important issue is one of “consciously and deliberately 

accommodating a change in civilization that seriously questions institutional forms, 

attitudes, and culture of traditional education systems, and especially the role played by 

teacher and student” (p. 152). 

Fishman (2010) notes that the structure and conformity within traditional 

educational models are reinforced by the modernist notion of division of labor. He argues 

that current educational theory and practice are founded on the discourse and implicit 

assumptions of modernism, including the enlightenment ideals of critical reason, 

rationality, and self-direction (Fishman, 2010). He finds that these assumptions are 

contradicted by postmodernist notions of de-centered subject constructed by language, 

desire, and the unconscious, highlighting individual choices and initiatives, with relativity 

replacing universally accepted behaviors and attitudes (Fishman, 2010). Acknowledging 

that knowledge and learning are rooted in modernist discourse, Fishman (2010) suggests 

that the manner in which knowledge is conveyed must acknowledge postmodern 

perspectives. 
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Fishman (2010) suggests “the prevailing design of one classroom/one teacher/one 

lesson plan and multiple students had its purpose in the modernist order” (p. 106). This 

structure and conformity was a by-product of the modernist notion of division of labor. 

Fishman (2010) notes “Postmodernism highlights individual choices and initiatives. 

Relativity has replaced universally accepted behaviors and attitudes” (p. 106). Fishman 

(2010) finds that the traditional norms of education fail to acknowledge this postmodern 

reality. Fishman (2010) finds a challenge in relating postmodernism to education. He sees 

postmodernism challenging the “existing concepts, structures, and hierarchies of 

knowledge” (Fishman, 2010, p. 106).  

Postmodern perspectives are reified in new media (Fishman, 2010), particularly in 

the virtual digital media represented by the Internet. The 81 million children born in the 

United States between 1977 and 1997 are the first generation to grow up surrounded by 

computers, the Internet, cell phones, Nintendos, iPods, and other forms of digital media. 

The interactive nature of this new digital media promotes nonhierarchical work habits 

unlike those promoted by the bureaucratic-hierarchical paradigm of the industrial era. 

Postmodern models of production are based on community collaboration and self-

organization rather than hierarchy and control (Fishman, 2010). These values are 

epitomized in the implementation of Web 2.0 technologies (Fishman, 2010), forming the 

basis for the current generation of digital technologies upon which virtual education are 

being built. This brings a completely postmodern perspective to virtual education, leaving 

many teachers and administrators resisting the changes that may be inevitable. 
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The Internet is transforming the way people think, behave, and conceptualize 

themselves. Heidegger (1977) referred to this as a technological way-of-being. In this 

way, the Internet is challenging the world of education. Henry Jenkins (2007) of MIT has 

suggested that the “best thinking is likely to take place outside academic institutions 

through the informal social organizations that are emerging on the Web” (para. 22).  Gur 

and Wiley (2007) characterize teaching in this technological approach to education as 

“communication between senders and receivers; the teacher is seen as mere noise, that is, 

subjective and inefficient” (p. 9). They suggest genuine dialogue as the remedy. While 

many in the educational community lament the lack of depth incumbent in this 

technological way-of-being, education must address it, because of its dominant role in 

everyday life (Walters & Kop, 2009). 

The Missing Research 

The nature of teaching in the virtual environment confers a different context in 

which instruction occurs (Davis & Rose, 2007). A number of researchers posit that a 

different set of skills is required for successful instruction in this virtual setting (Davis & 

Rose, 2007; Ferdig et al., 2005; Vrasidas et al., 2003). Providing effective instruction via 

computer-based medium to unseen students in unrelated locations is significantly 

different from traditional classroom instruction (Davis & Rose, 2007). With only 19 years 

of history since its inception, virtual K-12 education lacks the depth and breadth of 

research into relevant instructional practices that has been conducted for traditional K-12 

education. Best practices data has yet to emerge from the limited research available 

(Russell, 2004). The shortage of research-based data on effective instructional practice 
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for virtual K-12 educators is made more critical by the rapid growth of virtual schools 

and the increasing percentage of students receiving instruction in this environment 

(Christensen et al., 2008).  

Vrasidas and Chamberlain (2005) make the case for collaboration between K-12 

schools and universities in developing K-12 “e-learning” systems. They suggest that 

universities can provide research and evaluation, training and support for teachers, prior 

experience from their work with other partners, and best practices gleaned from past 

projects and collaborations (Vrasidas & Chamberlain, 2005). This begs the question of 

what relevant experiences and prior collaborations universities have to offer K-12 school 

districts in the development of effective virtual K-12 educational institutions and 

practices. Hallinger and Heck (1996b) have argued that it is meaningless to study school 

leadership without reference to the school context. Avolio and Kahai (2003b) have 

observed that in any research of virtual teams “context is part of the construct being 

studied” (p. 53). As virtual education assumes a more prominent role in the educational 

landscape for K-12, it is incumbent upon educators to understand what instructional 

practices are most effective for students and promote the widespread use of those 

practices to ensure the success of all students served by this growing sector. Supporting 

effective instruction is the work of effective instructional leadership.  

Bolman and Deal (2003) have noted that context matters and that good leadership 

is situational. This suggests that the virtual context and its attendant situatedness in the 

virtual domain necessitate leadership that is uniquely qualified for the challenges of 

virtual reality. 
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Most of the current theories of distance education are based on adult learners 

engaged in independent study rather than on K-12 students (Barbour & Reeves, 2009). 

Virtual education in higher education has a 5 to 7 year head start on K-12 virtual 

education, and much of the research on virtual education is based on higher education 

virtual programs (Freedman, 2005). Vygotsky (1962) and others (Knowles, 1970; Moore, 

1973) note that adult learners learn very differently from children and adolescent 

learners. The experiences of universities with their own virtual education programs may 

be somewhat informative at the technical level, but are not likely to address the issues of 

effectively raising student achievement in virtual K-12 settings.   

While there is currently little available research on effective instructional practice 

in the virtual K-12 environment, there is even less research on virtual K-12 instructional 

leadership practice. Exhaustive searches of the available literature have failed to uncover 

a single study of instructional leadership practice in the virtual K-12 environment, and 

only one study (Adams & Seagren, 2007) addressing leadership in virtual higher 

education.  The lack of research concerning instructional leadership practice in virtual K-

12 education leaves a potentially important gap in our understanding of how to maximize 

student achievement in this environment. Mcleod (2011) notes "On the research front, the 

attention that we pay to technology-related leadership issues is nearly nonexistent" (p. 3). 

Melnick (2002) suggests "Administrators need to acquire the expertise to 

anticipate the unique administrative challenges presented by learning in a virtual 

environment. They need to understand firsthand what teachers and students face” (p. 85). 

He also notes "It would be a mistake to have school boards, administrators, or IT 
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specialists make decisions about technology without direct input by teachers” (Melnick, 

2002, p. 87). Melnick (2002) recommends the creation of online communities to 

encourage collective responsibility for the entire learning community. This 

recommendation predated FaceBook and the rise of social media that now provides the 

perfect medium for such collaboration. 

McLeod and Richardson (2011) note the paucity of research around school 

technology leadership in the fields of school leadership and school administration. They 

suggest that "educational leadership faculty are likely behind the general population when 

it comes to understanding the importance of digital technologies” (McLeod & 

Richardson, 2011, p. 236). They insist that educational leadership faculty in higher 

education must stop "marginalizing digital technologies to the fringes of theory and/or 

practice” (McLeod & Richardson, 2011, p. 236). They characterize the digital revolution 

as "a societal shift on the scale of the industrial revolution-only quicker” (McLeod & 

Richardson, 2011, p. 237). They ask an important question: "How are school leaders 

becoming technology leaders if the field of educational leadership has yet to embrace this 

change, as evidenced in its limited discussions on the topic?” (McLeod & Richardson, 

2011, p. 237). 

Zigurs (2003) notes that leadership of virtual teams is expressed through 

technology, requiring leaders and team members to make sense of technology in order to 

make the most capable use of it. She identifies a number of aspects of leadership 

(signaling roles, communicating vision, modeling behavior, influencing opinion, 

communicating norms, motivating, mentoring, building trust, evaluating and rewarding 
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behavior) that will need to be redefined in the transition from traditional teams to virtual 

teams (Zigurs, 2003, p. 347). The virtual expression of these traits and behaviors may 

require substantial adaptation of leaders and team members. 

Postmodern Virtual Leadership 

Leadership theories have evolved from the “great man”, trait-based theories, with 

their emphasis on vertical command-and-control structures (Gulick, 1937; Taylor, 1911; 

Weber, 1922), to shared or distributed leadership models, engaging leaders in more of a 

coaching or cheerleading role (Bennis & Biederman, 1997; Ouchi, 1981). As 

technological advances and global economic forces result in wider geographic dispersion 

of work, there is an increasing need for leadership that is comfortable and effective in this 

highly dispersed environment. This new working environment of physical and temporal 

dispersion is often labeled “virtual” (Weisband, 2008, p. 5). In moving beyond the 

modernist paradigms of factories and rigid divisions of labor, this concept of “virtual” is 

a thoroughly postmodern development in human organization.  

Avolio and Kahai (2003b) point out how the technologies of the virtual workplace 

are changing the nature of leadership. They note that leaders have more access to people 

and information, which changes the way they interact and the content of those 

interactions (Avolio & Kahai, 2003b). They find that leaders are no longer bound by 

hierarchical structures, allowing freer access to all levels of the organization and to 

external networks of customers and suppliers (Avolio & Kahai, 2003b). This new 

leadership creates networks that cut across organizational and communal boundaries, 

blurring physical and social boundaries in the process. The lack of accountability 
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associated with some of these networks enables unethical leaders to have a broader 

negative impact on a larger number of people. Finally, Avolio and Kahai (2003b) note 

that the leader’s ability to function effectively in this environment depends on the 

infrastructure supporting the workplace. 

Virtual leadership manifests itself through virtual presence, sometimes referred to 

as telepresence (Zigurs, 2003). The modes through and means by which this is expressed 

are the conduits of interaction through which all things virtual are expressed - digital 

medium. These (currently) include VOIP, email, text messaging, blogs, chat rooms, video 

chat, virtual reality scenarios (Second Life), social media (Facebook, Twitter, LinkedIn), 

class management systems (BlackBoard, Moodle), and a variety of proprietary software-

based communication platforms that host a variety of users with common interests and 

purposes. Each of these digital media has its own set of norms, protocols, and typical user 

expectations, requiring familiarity and nuance to navigate effectively. 

The lack of visual and audio cues in many of these communication channels 

creates challenges and possible barriers to effective communication, making the leader's 

job more difficult than it might be in the face-to-face environment. It might also be that 

the lack of visual and audio distractors leads to communication that is both more effective 

and more efficient, under the right circumstances. Avolio and Kahai (2003a) suggest 

“leadership mediated by technology can exhibit exactly the same content and style as 

traditional face-to-face leadership” (p. 327). Zigurs (2003) takes a cautionary position, 

noting that the effect of technology on leadership and management is not known. She 
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goes on to suggest "we may not want to totally replicate face-to-face interactions in these 

new, emerging environments” (Zigurs, 2003, p. 345). 

Postmodern virtual instructional leadership. Instructional leadership in the 

virtual context is an unexplored area, with essentially no research available. Virtual 

instruction occurs in at least two modes: teacher-led instruction and computer-mediated 

instruction (CMI). In the case of teacher-led instruction, there are teachers at distant 

locations providing instruction and monitoring student progress in the virtual setting. The 

leadership of these teachers might occur face-to-face, or via alternate communication 

modes (telephone, email, video conference, social media, text messaging, and other 

computer-mediated means of communications).  

While Robinson et al.’s (2008) five dimensions of instructional leadership (Table 

2.2) might be relevant to leading these virtual teachers, the contextual differences 

between the traditional and virtual teaching environments raises questions about the 

applicability of these dimensions in the virtual context. 

The most influential leadership dimension uncovered in Robinson et al.’s (2008) 

study was “promoting and participation in teacher learning and development” (p. 656). 

This dimension had twice the effect on student achievement as the next one in the list. 

For purposes of the research proposed here, this is highly significant. If a similar effect 

applies to this leadership dimension in the domain of virtual K-12 education, then it can 

be argued that the roles of Departments of Educational Leadership and educational 

researchers in the field of virtual K-12 education are a critical component, providing the 
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necessary training to implement and underlying research to substantiate best practices for 

instructional leaders and administrators within virtual K-12 education. 

The second item on Robinson et al.’s (2008) list, “planning, coordinating, and 

evaluating teaching & curriculum” (p. 656), has particular application to virtual K-12 

education. It suggests again that the role of higher education and educational researchers 

is crucial at this early phase in the life of virtual K-12 education. Without pertinent 

research and educational background, it will be difficult or impossible for instructional 

leaders to plan or evaluate virtual curriculum in a meaningful way, with an appropriate 

basis in researched methods and practices. 

The next item on Robinson et al.’s (2008) list, “establishing goals and 

expectations” (p. 656), like the others, requires an in-depth understanding of the context 

of virtual K-12 education if it is to be done well. Establishing appropriate goals and 

expectations in a virtual K-12 education setting might well be a similar process for virtual 

or traditional K-12 settings, but the contextual differences between the two suggest that 

those goals and expectations will be different. 

Another leadership dimension identified by Robinson et al. (2008) that has 

relevance for this research is “strategic resourcing” (p. 656). Robinson et al. (2008) 

defines this as aligning resource selection and allocation to priority teaching goals. It 

includes provision of appropriate expertise through staff recruitment. The ability to 

perform strategic resourcing in the virtual K-12 setting is likely to require a specialized 

knowledge of the technology and techniques used in that environment. This leads to the 
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question of where virtual instructional leaders are to acquire the underlying knowledge 

required to be effective in fulfilling this duty. 

Robinson et al.’s (2008) final leadership dimension, “ensuring an orderly and 

supportive environment” (p. 656), is also likely to require a specialized understanding of 

the virtual K-12 environment, particularly the underlying technology platform and the 

challenges faced by educators working in disparate locations, often physically isolated 

from other educators. 

Though the underlying assumptions made here are not based on direct research of 

leadership practice in the virtual K-12 environment, Robinson et al.’s (2008) leadership 

dimensions do point the way to potentially fruitful areas of research that can begin to fill 

the gaps in our understanding of the role of instructional leadership within the virtual K-

12 educational setting. In the absence of significant research on the effectiveness of 

actual instructional leadership practices in the virtual K-12 environment, the insights 

gleaned from research on instructional leadership practices in the traditional K-12 

environment offer a place to start in formulating a research agenda for virtual K-12 

instructional leadership. 

Postmodern virtual transformational leadership. The question of 

transformational leadership effectiveness in a virtual context is the subject of a study by 

Purvanova and Bono (2009). Purvanova and Bono (2009) note that the differences 

between face-to-face and virtual communication, with fewer available visual and auditory 

cues available via electronic communications, suggest that transformational behaviors 

that are emotional in nature (charisma and inspirational motivation) are likely to occur 
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less frequently and with less effectiveness in electronically-mediated settings. Their 

analysis of earlier studies indicate that transformational leadership behaviors are harder to 

display in virtual settings than in corresponding face-to-face settings, and they 

hypothesize that these behaviors are therefore less likely to occur in virtual than in face-

to-face settings (Purvanova & Bono, 2009). 

Purvanova and Bono (2009) examined the effects of transformational leadership 

behaviors in face-to-face and virtual teams for differences. One of their key findings was 

that transformational leadership behaviors are more effective in the virtual setting 

(Purvanova & Bono, 2009). Purvanova and Bono (2009) find that transformational 

leadership behaviors have a greater impact on team performance under the more 

ambiguous communication conditions created by electronic communication media. 

Purvanova and Bono (2009) postulate that transformational leadership behaviors may be 

more effective in overcoming the impersonal environment frequent created by virtual 

media, increasing followers’ sense of being known, while developing a sense of common 

mission, team cohesion, and team identity. This aligns with theoretical work by Shamir 

and Howell (1999), suggesting that conditions of social and psychological uncertainty 

create greater opportunities for effective leadership to influence people and outcomes.  

One of the issues faced by leaders in the virtual environment is that of 

establishing their presence to their followers (Zigurs, 2003). The term telepresence is 

used to refer to the experience or sense of being present in a location different from one’s 

physical location (Zigurs, 2003). The vividness and interactivity of this telepresence are 

an important element of how it is experienced. This is a function of the physical 
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capabilities of the technology as well as the ability of the leader to utilize effectively the 

technology. Hart and McLeod (2003) emphasize the importance of creating relationships 

and shared experience in the virtual setting through frequent communications. Effective 

communications typically involve exchanges of task-oriented information. 

Communications between those with strong personal relationships are typically short, but 

these relationships are strengthened through proactive efforts to solve problems. They 

emphasize the importance of developing strong personal relationships in developing 

effective virtual teams (Hart & McLeod, 2003). 

Weisband (2008) suggests that leadership as traditionally understood by 

researchers has been reinvented by the current practices of leadership at a distance. 

JarvenPaa and Tanriverdi (2003) suggest that an important role of effective leaders in 

virtual organizations and networks is filling in the “voids of trust” (p. 407). Without trust, 

the structure and integrity of virtual networks disintegrate. JarvenPaa and Tanriverdi 

(2003) note that the structures of virtual networks “are typically very weak in building 

and maintaining trust” (p. 407). The way in which leaders resolve conflicts among 

multiple stakeholders might be the most important way they can maintain trust in a 

virtual network. They go on to suggest that leaders must “make their motivations clear” 

(JarvenPaa &Tanriverdi, 2003, p. 407). 

A postmodern integrated approach. The integrated leadership model as 

described by Marks and Printy (2003), consisting of collaboration between the principal 

and teachers in matters of curriculum, instructional tasks, staff development, and all 

matters pertaining to student achievement, has not been evaluated by any published study 
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in the virtual context. Even so, the elements of this integrated approach, involving 

transformational leadership from the top and shared instructional leadership by teachers, 

would seem to be a good fit for the distributed world of virtual education. 

Purvanova and Bono (2009) have already shown the potential value of 

transformational leadership characteristics in the virtual context. Lustik (2008) used a 

modified version of the Leaders Attributes Inventory (LAI) survey developed by Jerome 

Moss to study the leadership attributes necessary for successful leadership in the virtual 

domain of higher education. The five leading characteristics, self-rated, included: (1) 

Visionary; (2) Adaptable, Open to Change; (3) Communication – Listening, Oral, and 

Written; (4) Problem-Solving; and (5) Tolerant of Ambiguity and Complexity. These 

attributes focus on transformational and relational issues, without specifically addressing 

the instructional leadership component that might be expected in the K-12 virtual 

environment. 

Unfortunately, the value of integrating elements of transformational leadership 

from the top with shared instructional leadership in the K-12 virtual context is currently 

an untested theory. Perhaps future research will provide insight into the applicability of 

this concept for the K-12 virtual context.  

Chapter Conclusions 

In 2001, Global Reach estimated that 6% of the global population had Internet 

access (Pappacharissi, 2002). This number grew 566.4% in the next eleven years to 

34.3% of the world’s population in 2012 (Internetworldstats.com, 2013). As this growth 

rate accelerates with the rapid adoption of smaller hand-held devices for accessing the 
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Internet, the impact of the virtual on every aspect of life becomes more apparent. Lévy 

(1997) notes that “Cyberspace is not disordered; it expresses human diversity” (p. 101). It 

is precisely this expression of diversity and the increasing participation of humans on a 

global level that makes cyberspace and the world of the virtual the primary medium of 

the postmodern condition.  

Virtual education, despite the reservations and opposition of the conservative 

educational establishment, will continue to grow in both size and influence as the 

postmodern alternative to traditional educational practice. This presents both enormous 

challenge and opportunity for those in educational leadership. As an emergent field, 

lacking substantial research in best practices, virtual educational leadership is a prime 

candidate for substantial research. 

In keeping with postmodern practice, research in this area needs to consider the 

context of postmodernity in the research. Rather than search for grand over-arching, one-

size-fits-all solutions, postmodern research should consider smaller, more diverse, and 

out-of-the-box narratives to explain the phenomena and to suggest ways to make it more 

effective. The diversity of organizational and structural paradigms within the virtual K-12 

domain adds additional weight to the argument that there likely are no generic solutions 

or theories of leadership that will best serve every institution within the virtual K-12 

community.  

In the speculative application of extant leadership theories to the virtual K-12 

context, there may well be aspects of these theories that are explanatory in the virtual 

context. It may also be true that the contextual differences between traditional K-12 and 
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virtual K-12 create a chasm that cannot be breached by these theoretical constructs. 

Perhaps leadership is the same phenomenon in any context. Or, given the different factors 

thought to be explanatory within each of the different theories, and the different 

conclusions found by different researchers, it might be the case that context really does 

matter, and the contextual differences between traditional and virtual K-12 education 

require a fresh examination of the nature and practice of leadership in the virtual world. 

As Purvanova and Bono (2009) have suggested, there is evidence that 

transformational leadership has some degree of efficacy in the virtual environment. They 

have gone so far as to suggest that transformational leadership behaviors are more 

effective in the virtual environment than in the face-to-face environment (Purvanova & 

Bono, 2009). This study lends support to the concept of studying existing theories of 

leadership in the virtual domain. Yet, the contextual differences for the virtual 

environment suggest caution in assuming that face-to-face methods and theories can be 

effectively applied to the virtual domain. 

Developing postmodern theories of leadership within the domain of virtual 

education requires postmodern thinking within the context of a diverse and global virtual 

framework that crosses many of the boundaries we face in the physical world. The 

imperative for involvement of the educational research establishment in this effort is 

clear. Virtual education is a fast approaching reality, unlikely to be stopped by resistance 

from the established educational order. Corporate interests have currently seized the 

initiative in this area, and show no signs of abating. If educational scholars hope to 

remain relevant and affect the direction of this movement for the benefit of all, then they 
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must begin to contribute their time and resources to define best practices and models for 

success in virtual education. 

  



 

 
 
 
 

 

72 

 

 

 

Chapter 3 

Methodology 

Virtual leadership falls into an area that is not fully developed (McLeod & 

Richardson, 2011). The virtual knowledge, skills, and relationships of educational 

leadership have yet to be anticipated and articulated. Only pieces of this puzzle are 

present. This study looks at ways to configure and realign the puzzle to gain insights into 

the subject, in an effort to identify those missing pieces. The phenomenological 

qualitative paradigm as described by Bogdan and Biklen (2007) is considered most 

appropriate for understanding leadership in virtual K-12 settings. The phenomenological 

approach acknowledges that how things look and are interpreted by any individual 

depends on “where you are sitting” (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007, p.25). It emphasizes an 

interpretive understanding of human interaction and the subjective aspects of human 

behavior (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007, p.26). This approach meshes well with the “local 

narratives” emphasized by postmodernism.  

An adaptation of Delphi methodology was employed in this study to generate new 

information. Linstone and Turoff (2002) note that Delphi is appropriate when “the 

problem does not lend itself to precise analytical techniques but can benefit from 

subjective judgments on a collective basis” (p. 4). They further describe Delphi as a four-

phase process (Linstone & Turoff, 2002): 
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1. Exploration of the subject under discussion, where panelists contribute 

information pertinent to the issue, 

2. The process of reaching an understanding of how the group views the issue, i.e., 

where the panelists agree or disagree, and what they mean by relative terms such 

as importance, desirability, or feasibility, 

3. Exploration of disagreements to bring out the underlying reasons for the 

differences  

4. A final evaluation is prepared and fed back to panelists for consideration. (p. 5) 

 This study used an adaptation of the Delphi method conducted in a manner 

similar to the traditional Delphi, seeking a different result. Rather than seeking consensus 

among panel members, the goal was simply to identify and report participants' views, 

with an emphasis on identifying areas of dissensus and capturing disparate views. A 

panel of virtual K-12 researchers, instructional leaders, and teachers identified the 

relevant themes, topics, and differentiators, informing the succeeding interviews, 

allowing the study to evolve and delve more deeply, i.e., beyond empirical practices, into 

those themes that are considered to be most relevant by those serving the virtual K-12 

community (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007; Creswell, 2007), while also searching for the 

disruptive counter-narrative of ideas that may not yet be part of mainstream practice, 

virtual or face-to-face. 

Research Questions 

The overarching research question attempts to discover the meaning or meanings 

of virtual leadership – “Is virtual K-12 leadership the same as traditional k-12 
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leadership?” This umbrella question will be answered indirectly through a series of 

specific questions: 

 What is the role of K-12 virtual leadership? 

 How is virtual K-12 leadership the same as or different from traditional K-12 

leadership? 

 How does virtual K-12 leadership promote or practice instructional leadership? 

 How does virtual K-12 leadership promote student achievement? 

 How is virtual K-12 leadership held accountable? 

 How does context affect the practice of virtual K-12 leadership? 

 Is virtual K-12 leadership the same as traditional K-12 leadership? 

 What additional observations or suggestions do you have concerning the practice 

of virtual K-12 leadership? 

These research questions informed the initial round of questions addressed by the Delphi 

panel, as well as the interviews that constituted the remainder of the study. 

Approach 

 Lyotard (1979) suggests that researchers should entertain plural voices, even 

within single subjects. Lyotard (1979) challenges the modernist desire for consensus at 

the expense of creative “dissensus.” Jencks (1992) sees tolerance of difference and 

pluralism as core values. He calls for a new counter-Reformation of complexity to 

challenge what he sees as modernism’s brutal and reductive abstractions (Jencks, 1992). 

Worsfold (2011) suggests “there is no truth out there, just one private statement outputted 

against another” (p. 1). Willis (1991) says “the basic methodology, therefore, is simply to 
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collect as many reports as possible of the phenomenological states of others and let these 

reports speak for themselves" (p. 183). In keeping with Willis’ suggestion, this study 

adopts his postmodern approach to the research and analysis. 

Moreover, this study makes no pretense of eliminating or minimizing researcher 

bias, as in the prevalent grounded theory approach (Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Strauss & 

Corbin, 1990). In the specific instance of this study, the researcher acknowledges a bias 

towards a technological way of being, with definite views about the usefulness and 

desirability of conducting K-12 education within the virtual domain. The researcher also 

acknowledges a degree of skepticism concerning current traditional educational practices 

and a preconception that leadership within the virtual domain must certainly require 

different skills and techniques than those used in more traditional contexts. 

Scheurich (1997) suggests that postmodern research attempts to erase the 

distinctions between research practices and the subjectivity of the researcher. Scheurich 

(1997) notes that both are integrated, and the researcher must be recognized as part of the 

social context. Furthermore, Scheurich (1997) observes that postmodern research 

recognizes the difficulty in representing truths, and understanding what is real. Derrida 

(1966) suggests that truth is conditional, temporary, or makes sense only in a particular 

context; that knowledge is “situated.” In truth, it is unreasonable to posit a postmodern 

future and then test those assumptions using modern research methods. With this premise 

in mind, this study pushes the boundaries of conventional Delphi methodology in order to 

achieve the smaller, local narratives characteristic of postmodern research. Seven targeted 
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interviews of teachers and leaders from charter, district, and state schools, as well as a 

university-based researcher, were used to further explore the results of the Delphi survey.  

In keeping with a postmodern and virtual approach, this study conducted all of its 

research via the medium of the virtual, e.g., the Internet, using the very tools available to 

those conducting education in the virtual domain. By conducting all research exclusively 

in a virtual context (via digitally-mediated forms of communication), a face-validity (i.e. 

authenticity and certain commitment level to virtual constructs) on the part of participants 

was assured. An additional benefit of this mode of communication was the flexibility 

provided in analysis of the data, since the digital medium lends itself to various forms of 

analysis more readily than conventional modes of communication.  

Sampling Plan 

This study used a purposeful sampling plan (Merriam, 1997) for the Delphi panel, 

selecting interviewees from the Delphi panelists to explore further the divergent views 

resulting from the panel’s work. Leaders and teachers of virtual K-12 schools were 

recruited for the Delphi panel from accredited schools in the International Association for 

K-12 Online Learning (iNACOL) clearinghouse list, as well as from K-12 virtual schools 

listed in the AdvancEd database of accredited schools. 

iNACOL, a non-profit 501(c)(3) corporation, was founded in 2003 as the North 

American Council for Online Learning (NACOL), resulting from discussions held at two 

meetings sponsored by the William and Flora Hewlett Foundation in 2001 and 2002 to 

discuss the needs of schools and states involved in virtual school programs. In October, 

2008, NACOL expanded its mission globally and became the International Association 
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for K-12 Online Learning (iNACOL) (iNACOL, 2011). In keeping with its mission, 

iNACOL sponsors annual conferences that are among the most widely attended in the 

virtual K-12 arena. Their website (iNACOL.org) serves as a clearinghouse for one of the 

most comprehensive bodies of information on K-12 virtual education currently available. 

They sponsor a number of research committees that have produced a large body of 

reports, policy guides, and suggested frameworks informing the practice of K-12 virtual 

educators across the globe. They are perhaps the most influential organization within the 

K-12 virtual education community, providing the most comprehensive information on the 

subject at this time. Their clearinghouse list contains a listing of K-12 virtual school 

programs maintained and updated by the virtual school administrators. This list has been 

used in several prior research studies to identify programs. However, a cursory 

examination of 104 accredited virtual K-12 programs from this list found 46 of the 

listings to be outdated, with incorrect website addresses. This could be the result of 

changed web addresses not updated in the database, or the result of programs that are no 

longer in business.  

Given the defects noted in the current iNACOL clearinghouse list, another source 

of accredited virtual K-12 schools had to be found. Fortunately, the largest accrediting 

organization for schools has a searchable database. This organization, AdvancEd, is the 

umbrella accreditation organization for three U.S. accreditation agencies – the North 

Central Association Commission on Accreditation and School Improvement (NCA 

CASI), Northwest Accreditation Commission (NWAC), and the Southern Association of 

Colleges and Schools Council on Accreditation and School Improvement (SACS CASI). 
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It also includes the Commission on International and Trans-Regional Accreditation 

(CITA), extending its reach to 50 states and 65 countries. It is the largest school 

accreditation organization in the world.  

The leaders selected from these databases were those with at least two years of 

experience in virtual K-12 leadership, as well as prior leadership experience in the 

traditional K-12 setting. Teachers selected have at least two years of teaching experience 

in the K-12 virtual context, as well as prior experience teaching in the traditional K-12 

setting (Appendix A). The experiential prerequisites of both virtual K-12 and traditional 

K-12 experience are necessary to enable the respondents to more adequately address the 

research questions of the study (Creswell, 2007, p. 128). The initial invitation to 

participate in the study (Appendix B) enumerated the experiential qualifications sought 

for the study. All potential research subjects were then directed to the informed consent 

for the study (Appendix C). A demographic survey component (Appendix D) at the 

beginning of the study provided additional verification of participants’ prerequisite 

experiences. Only those teachers and leaders with the prerequisite experience were 

included in the study. 

Other candidates for this panel included those engaged in significant research in 

the field of virtual K-12 education, as evidenced by their authorship of reports and 

articles on the subject. These researcher participants were selected and recruited based on 

a subjective evaluation of their ability to answer the research questions. 

As the research progressed, it was necessary to amend the IRB that sanctioned the 

research. The number of consenting participants was increased to allow an adequate 
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sample of completed surveys for the study. This resulted from an unanticipated high rate 

of respondents failing to complete the initial survey. 

Seven participants for the interview phase of the study were recruited from the 45 

round two Delphi panel participants. One teacher and one leader from each school 

sponsor-type (charter, district, and state) were interviewed, along with one university-

based researcher participant, with a preference towards those panelists expressing 

divergent views within the Delphi panel. The purpose of these interviews was to mine for 

data, searching for those outlying views and concepts that might better inform the 

findings of this study. 

Since this study is focused on virtual leadership, it was important to have 

participants that are knowledgeable and comfortable within the virtual domain. 

Therefore, one criterion for participation in the study was a willingness to engage in the 

study within a completely virtual setting. All correspondence, interviews, and other 

research activities were conducted virtually, via various forms of Internet-based 

communications, including email, Skype, Google+, and Internet-based surveys.  

Phase I - Virtual Delphi Study Panel 

The methodology employed for phase 1 of this research was a postmodern 

variation of the Delphi study, pioneered by Olaf Helmer and others at the RAND 

Corporation in the 1950’s (Helmer & Rescher, 1958). In its original form, Delphi is a 

method designed for building consensus by using a series of questionnaires to collect data 

from a panel of selected subjects (Linstone & Turoff, 1975). This technique employs 

multiple iterations to develop a consensus of opinion concerning a specific topic (Hsu & 



 

 
 
 
 

 

80 

 

Sandford, 2007). It attempts to elicit a group response from a panel of experts (Brown, 

1968). Debate and committee activity are replaced by a carefully designed program of 

sequential individual interrogations, providing information and opinion feedback derived 

from the computed consensus of prior iterations (Brown, 1968). The views of individual 

experts are subjected to each other’s criticism in ways that avoid face-to-face 

confrontation and provide anonymity of opinions and of the arguments proffered in 

defense of those opinions (Brown, 1968). 

The postmodern variation of Delphi employed in this study sought a different 

outcome. Rather than attempting to determine simply a consensus of opinion, this study 

is equally interested in the dissenting views, or outlying views. Rather than dwelling on 

the meta-narratives, or “common wisdom” of the group, resulting from a convergence of 

disparate views, this study seeks to explore divergent views.  

The selection of expert panelists is a critical aspect of any Delphi study, since it 

determines the quality of the results (Judd, 1972). The selection process for the panel in 

this study was designed to include a diverse group of panelists with the highest levels of 

expertise, evidenced by length of relevant experience and demonstrable success during 

that experience, as indicated by the subjectively determined factors of success relevant to 

each group of respondents enumerated in Appendix A. Panel size for round one was 85 

panelists, with leaders, teachers, and researchers from a variety of virtual programs, as 

reported in table 3.1. 
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Table 3.1 

Round one participants (n=85) 

School 
Type 

Role Males Females Leaders Teachers Total 
Participants 

Charter Leader 4 5 9  31 
 Teacher 2 20  22  
District Leader 3 5 8  26 
 Teacher 6 12  18  
State Leader 2 4 6  25 
 Teacher 5 14  19  
University Researcher 2 1   3 
Totals  24 61 23 59 85 
 

The panel was conducted as a modified Delphi study, consisting of two iterative 

rounds. The panel was done via online survey, with the anonymity of all panelists 

maintained in all reports and communication to the panelists. The round one questions for 

the panel are found in Appendix E.  

Round one Delphi survey. The questions for the round one survey sought to do 

two things. First, to hear the voices of teachers, leaders, and researchers engaged with 

virtual K-12 education as they describe their experiences with virtual K-12 leadership. By 

engaging both leaders and teachers in this study, a more accurate picture of how this 

leadership is practiced should emerge. The second purpose of this survey was to explore 

instructional leadership, promoting student achievement, and accountability of virtual 

leaders. Much research has been done on these topics in the traditional domain, and 

exploring these practices within the virtual domain will further inform this study 

regarding similarities and differences between the domains. 

The first round survey asked respondents to provide basic demographic 
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information. This information allowed analysis of the data by subgroups, such as role, 

gender, or type of school, allowing a deeper analysis of the responses and possible 

differences in the subgroups. Since this is a very linear analysis, the decision was made to 

present the analysis in a question-by-question manner. 

  The respondents were presented with 10 extended response questions. These 

questions and their rationale for inclusion are: 

1. What is your idealized conception of virtual K-12 leadership? (Discuss what you 

think “it should be,” not “what it is.”  

Rationale: This question seeks to have respondents give their vision for virtual K-

12 leadership at its best, going beyond their actual experience. It addresses the 

first research question – what is the role of virtual K-12 leadership?  

2. What is the current role of virtual K-12 leadership in practice? 

Rationale: This question seeks a more realistic appraisal of virtual K-12 

leadership based on the respondent’s personal experience. 

3. In what ways is virtual K-12 leadership the same as or similar to traditional K-12 

school leadership? 

Rationale: This question goes to the heart of this research study, asking virtual 

educators with prior service in traditional K-12 to compare leadership between the 

two domains. It also begins to address the second research question - how is K-12 

virtual leadership the same as or different from traditional K-12 leadership? 
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4. In what ways does virtual leadership differ from traditional K-12 school 

leadership? 

Rationale: The respondents talk about similarities and differences. 

5. Give some concrete examples of how instructional leadership is currently 

promoted or practiced in the virtual K-12 setting. 

Rationale: This question highlights the importance of instructional leadership in 

the virtual setting. It addresses research question number three - How does K-12 

virtual leadership promote or practice instructional leadership? 

6. In what ways do virtual K-12 leaders currently promote student achievement?  

Rationale: This question highlights another area prominent in the leadership 

literature. It also addresses research question number four - How does K-12 

virtual leadership promote student achievement? 

7. What measures of accountability are used to judge the overall effectiveness of 

virtual K-12 leaders? 

Rationale: Like instructional leadership and student achievement, accountability 

is a major theme of school reform. This question addresses research question 

number five - How is K-12 virtual leadership held accountable?  

8. Please identify those applications or other unique aspects of the virtual 

environment that support or enhance effective virtual K-12 leadership. 

Rationale: A major assumption of this study is that context plays an important 

role in the differences between virtual and traditional school leadership. This 
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addresses research question number six – How does context affect the practice of 

K-12 virtual leadership? 

9. Based on your personal experiences and observations, what suggestions do you 

have for improving virtual leadership in the K-12 domain?  

Rationale: This addresses research question number 8 - What additional 

observations or suggestions do you have concerning the practice of K-12 virtual 

leadership? This question attempts to gain insight into whether respondents want 

virtual leadership to be more or less similar to traditional leadership.  

10. Based on your answers to the previous 9 questions do you believe the same 

leadership skills apply equally to virtual K-12 leadership and traditional K-12 

leadership?  

Rationale: This is the central question explored by this study, and provides 

respondents another opportunity for respondents to expand on their thoughts 

concerning the similarities and differences. It also takes a slightly nuanced 

approach to the question, addressing the leadership skills specifically. 

The responses to these questions were gathered using Survey Monkey, an online 

survey system. Reports of the individual responses generated from Survey Monkey were 

captured as text files and loaded into Atlas Ti for coding and further analysis. Atlas Ti is 

a software program that allows multiple documents to be coded for qualitative analysis, 

providing a sophisticated set of reporting options to facilitate the analysis of data.  

The data analysis included an analysis of the responses in the aggregate, as well 

as separately aggregating responses for analysis by school/sponsor type (charter, district, 
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state, and university) and by role (leader or teacher). This was done to search for 

differences in the attitudes and opinions expressed by those in the sub-groups that might 

add to the findings of this study. 

Complete reports of each of the 85 completed individual survey responses were 

imported into Atlas Ti for analysis. The coding was done in an iterative manner, first 

creating and applying codes for the demographic data. Each survey was coded to indicate 

the type of school, gender, age range, current role, and years of experience in traditional 

education. These codes enabled the use of the query functionality of Atlas Ti to extract 

other coded information aggregated by any combination of these demographic factors. 

Responses to questions were separately aggregated and analyzed by role, school type, 

gender, or other factors. The various codes used to code responses are listed in Appendix 

F. 

After coding the demographic data, the surveys were reviewed to characterize 

question responses into short phrases to use as codes. As similar or same answers were 

encountered, the same codes were applied. The codes generated during the initial pass 

through the data were then examined and consolidated where appropriate. Naming 

conventions for some demographic codes (states, roles, and school types) were changed 

to add a prefix, forcing those codes to sort together to make analysis simpler. Codes for 

roles were aggregated into two code families (leaders and teachers) to aid analysis. 

Finally, codes were assigned for each question, allowing question responses across all 

surveys to be aggregated for analysis. 

Memos were attached to responses that contained unique insights or other notable 
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points that merited further review. The memos allowed these insights to be readily 

retrieved as the data was reviewed to synthesize findings from the research. Sophisticated 

query functionality in Atlas Ti simplified the reporting and aggregation of codes to 

facilitate reporting in ways that revealed patterns or trends in the data.  

The codes were analyzed in tandem with the associated research questions with 

which they were associated. For each of the eight research questions, the associated codes 

were tallied and placed in ranked order. The results of this analysis are discussed in the 

next section. 

Round two semantic differential. The semantic differential was introduced by 

Osgood, Suci, and Tannebaum (1957) as a way to identify the basic dimensions of 

connotative meaning underlying responses toward an object (Bynner & Coxhead, 1979). 

Individuals are presented with opposing adjective pairs and asked to rank where on a five 

or seven point scale the object fits relative to the two adjectives (Fabrigar & Norris, 

2007). It is typically used to assess global attitudes toward the object (Fabrigar & Norris, 

2007). 

Round two used a semantic differential format to gauge the relative degree of 

agreement or disagreement between face-to-face leadership and virtual leadership. It is a 

method designed to identify the connotative meaning of objects, words, and concepts. 

The purpose of conducting a second round was to provide confirmation /disconfirmation 

of the data collected and analyzed in round one. The decision was made to use a shorter, 

easier format than long response for the second round. A further decision was made to 

include all 215 consenting round one respondents to capture the widest range of 
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participants.  

In hindsight, the decision to add new panelists was flawed. Delphi methodology 

seeks to allow a group of panel participants to reach a group consensus through multiple 

rounds with feedback from prior rounds. Adding panel members on the second round is 

contrary to that goal. The initial round two semantic differential survey received 59 

completed responses for analysis. After the decision was made to remove the participants 

that had not participated in round one from the data analysis, 14 of the 59 responses were 

removed, leaving 45 respondents participating in both rounds. A second analysis was 

prepared, using only those 45 respondents. This was more in keeping with the spirit and 

methodology of a Delphi panel, and it is this analysis used to report the data for this 

study. It should be noted that a comparison of the initial semantic differential results of 

the 59 respondents with the final results of 45 respondents showed no significant changes 

in the data affecting the results of this study. 

The semantic differential survey for round two was done using a set of 12 

characteristic traits or aspects ascribed to virtual in the first round survey. The semantic 

differential provided a validity check on some of the responses from round one, as well as 

a means of quantifying the responses from the leaders and teachers from each of the 

sponsoring institutions for comparative purposes. After first assigning each item to its 

relevant research question, the response items were paired with negative descriptions of 

those traits or aspects to form bipolar item pairs for the semantic analysis. The 45 

respondents for round two indicated their degree of agreement by marking a seven point 

scale between two the two bipolar terms.  
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The terms used for the bipolar responses in round two were drawn from the 

responses to the questions in round one. Thus, the responses to the round two semantic 

differentiated items served as confirming or disconfirming to the round one responses. 

The terms in Table 3.2 are those selected for the semantic differentiated items in round 

two. 

Table 3.2 

Semantic items for semantic differential survey 

 

Respondents were then presented with two questions. 

1. Select one of these points about virtual leadership that you most agree with. 

Please elaborate on your view. 

2. Select one of these points about virtual leadership that you most disagree with. 

Please elaborate on your view. 

A final question was asked to allow respondents an opportunity to add any 

information they deemed useful. 
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Respondents were grouped in a variety of subgroups for analysis within the 

summary table. Each respondent self identified as a leader or teacher. In addition, the 

respondent self identified as working for a state, district, or charter virtual K-12 school. 

The median of the responses for each particular subgroup was converted to a percentage 

and referred to as a “favorability index.”  This expression was chosen because the 

percentage indicates the relative extent of agreement with the positive item within each 

bipolar pair of terms. It also gives a quantitative dimension to qualitative terms, providing 

a quantitative data point for evaluating the strength or degree of consensus around several 

concepts that emerged from the original round one surveys within the various subgroups. 

Normally, substantial convergence of opinion is the goal of the Delphi panel, 

determining the extent to which further iterations are conducted. In the second round of 

this study, respondents were asked to expand arguments for the positions with which they 

are in the most agreement. They were also asked to explain more fully their position on 

those ideas with which they have the least agreement. The outliers were more likely to 

disagree with the mainstream view. They clarified and expounded on their own logic. 

These dissenting responses were considered in the selection of subjects for the interview 

round.  

The decision was made after the survey was completed to exclude those 

respondents that had not originally participated in round one. This was done in keeping 

with the original design of the Delphi method, allowing respondents to converge over 

succeeding rounds. The 59 completed semantic differential surveys was reduced to 45 by 
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the exclusion of 14 respondents. A secondary analysis of the data both including and 

excluding these respondents revealed no change in the reported significant findings. 

Phase II - Virtual Interviews 

Based on the results of the round one survey and the semantic differential portion 

of round two, interview questions for both leaders and teachers were prepared (Appendix 

H). A review of the semantic differential data revealed several concepts with significantly 

lower F.I. scores. The decision was made by the researcher to use this as one factor in 

creating the interview questions, since these items were subject to less universal 

agreement than other items. The interview questions were designed to explore the issues 

where there was less consensus, as well as certain outlier responses from round one that 

raised issues of interest to the researcher. The interviews were conducted with one leader 

from each type school (charter, district, and state), one teacher from each type school, as 

well as one university-based researcher participant. The interviewees were selected based 

on their general level of dissenting views expressed in the round one survey responses. 

The approach of using the interviews to expound on the divergent, dissenting views 

uncovered in the Delphi panel is in keeping with the postmodern approach of this study. 

In an effort to keep the interviews to approximately 30 minutes, the interview 

questions were limited to those addressing items from the semantic differential survey 

that failed to reach an arbitrary favorability index value (83%). Multiple questions 

addressing context were included in the interviews based on the sense of the researcher 

that context is among the most important factors differentiating leadership between 

virtual and traditional settings. Using the interviews to further explore these items was 
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considered by the researcher to be the best course of action, since each of the research 

questions had been previously addressed in the round one survey. 

A total of 4 hours of interviews were conducted via Skype and Google video chat, 

allowing the researcher and interviewees to use a primary communication medium of 

virtual education. This gave the researcher a more tacit understanding of communications 

within the virtual domain, while authenticating the methods typically used by these 

interviewees. 

The questions for the virtual K-12 leaders and teachers and their rationale for 

inclusion are: 

1. I have received a wealth of information from some of the best teachers and 

leaders in charter, district, and state virtual schools. They have made it clear to me 

that context matters – that there are differences inherent in each of these school 

types that affect how teachers practice their craft and how leadership is 

accomplished. Since I am trying to understand your working context, I need to 

know what you think is relevant or important for me to better understand your 

working environment. With that in mind, Can you describe for me what a 

“typical” day is like for you?   

Rationale: Many first round respondents have mentioned context as a significant 

differentiator for virtual and traditional K-12 leaders. This question seeks to better 

understand those contextual differences, addressing the sixth research question 

concerning context. 
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2. Because one purpose of my research is to understand the differences between 

face-to-face leadership and virtual leadership, please tell me how you see the role 

of collaboration in your professional practice of either teaching or leadership. 

Rationale: The favorability index calculated for the semantic differential item on 

collaboration was less than the 83% threshold established by the researcher, 

suggesting additional follow-up in the interviews. This addresses the second 

research question concerning similarities and differences between virtual and 

traditional K-12 leadership. 

3. What is the best or most interesting aspect of your job?  

- I am looking for what makes your job unique and inspires you to do what you 

do. 

Rationale: This question further explores the impact of context on virtual leaders, 

addressing research question six. 

4. How are relationships among students, faculty, and leaders developed virtually? 

- How can these relationships be sustained? 

Rationale: The favorability index calculated for the semantic differential on 

relationships promoting student achievement was 67%, prompting additional 

inquiry via the interviews. It addresses the fourth research question concerning 

promoting student achievement. 

5. How do school faculty and leadership demonstrate virtually a focus on student 

achievement?  



 

 
 
 
 

 

93 

 

Rationale: This question addressed the matter of promoting student achievement 

in research question four. A 67% F.I. on the “More committed to student 

achievement” item suggested the question’s inclusion. It was more specifically 

designed to solicit information about how the virtual context affects that effort. 

6. What aspects of your job require you to evaluate students virtually? 

- How do these assessments differ from traditional face-to-face practices? 

Rationale: This was another question designed to solicit more detail about how 

the virtual context affects a specific aspect of virtual leadership, addressing 

research question six concerning context. 

7. Please describe any lessons you have learned from working in virtual 

environments to make your school effective. 

Rationale: This question was designed to elicit further contextual information 

about working in the virtual environment, addressing research question six 

concerning context. 

8. What is it that virtual leaders do not (yet) know that would have a positive impact 

on virtual K-12 education? What I am looking for here are any “known” 

unknowns that you can think of. 

Rationale: This question sought to have interviewees reframe their thinking, 

possibly generating previously unmentioned thoughts on the practice of virtual 

leadership. This addresses research question eight, concerning additional 

observations or suggestions concerning the practice of virtual K-12 leadership. 

The questions for the researcher participant in the interview phase and their 
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rationale are: 

1. What differences have you noted in the leadership of virtual vs. traditional K-12 

schools as a result of your research? 

Rationale: This directly addresses the second research question on the differences 

in virtual vs. traditional K-12 leadership. 

2. How do the contextual differences in virtual vs. traditional K-12 affect the 

conduct and effectiveness of leadership in the virtual environment? 

Rationale: This directly addresses the sixth research question concerning the 

effect of context on virtual leadership. It is relevant to the  

3. Collaboration and relationships are often mentioned as important elements of 

educational leadership. How do you think these can be effectively initiated and 

sustained in the virtual environment? 

Rationale: This question seeks to understand the contextual differences created by 

the virtual environment, as addressed in research question six on context. 

4. Many of my survey respondents have suggested that virtual K-12 is “new” and 

they are “inventing it as they go.” I wonder if there are any new or different 

paradigms that you have encountered that should be more widely known to guide 

virtual practitioners, and if so, could you talk about that? 

Rationale: This addresses the eighth research question concerning observations or 

suggestions on virtual K-12 leadership. 
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5. What is it that virtual leaders do not yet know that would have a positive impact 

on virtual K-12 education? What I am looking for here are any “known” 

unknowns that you can think of.  

Rationale: As with the other interviews, this question sought to have the 

respondent reframe his or her thoughts and give an “out of the box” response. 

Interviews were conducted by the researcher via Skype and Google+, with one 

interview completed by phone, due to technical issues. The oral interviews were recorded 

for later transcription. Following the interviews, the recordings were transcribed and the 

transcriptions sent to the interviewee for review, correction, modification, and approval. 

This validation process, known as member checking, was done to allow “feed back from 

informants” (Miles & Huberman, 1994, p. 263). This insured that the interviews were an 

accurate representation of the views held by the interviewees. All of the interviewees 

responded, with minor corrections and small changes made by four of them. The others 

were satisfied with the interviews as transcribed. 

Following this review process, the final approved transcripts were reviewed and 

coded (Appendix I). Coding is the process of assigning a word or a phrase to a portion of 

the language-based data that “symbolically assigns a summative, salient, essence-

capturing, and/or evocative attribute” (Saldaña, 2009, p. 3) to the text. This is the 

researcher’s attempt to represent the essential content and essence of the text in a 

shorthand manner. Using multiple iterations through the text, codes are assigned, revised, 

categorized, and re-categorized, developing subcategories for those codes requiring 

sharper focus (Saldaña, 2009). The coding process was accomplished using Atlas Ti 
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software. This program allows common coding across all of transcripts, enabling 

common themes and ideas to emerge from the interviews. 

After the coding of the text interview data for content and meaning was 

completed, analytic reflection on the codes and coded data was used to develop themes, 

or thematic phrases, to summarize the meaning and content within the coded data, 

allowing thematic analysis of the interview data. Atlas Ti was used to produce a variety 

of reports, summaries, and analyses from the coded transcripts, which were used to 

organize the interview results and answer the research questions. 

Limitations 

The following are considered potential limitations: 

 The rapid pace of development in the area of virtual K-12 education creates a 

greater likelihood that recent innovative research and practices may have been 

omitted and, therefore, not considered. This is likely the most serious limitation. 

 The modified approach to Delphi, seeking outlying views rather than consensus, 

may delimit the scope of emerging ideas in virtual K-12 educational leadership. 

 The varied organizational structures, job responsibilities, and inconsistent titles 

may affect the consistency of the virtual K-12 leader sample. 

 The ability to identify and secure the participation of virtual K-12 leaders at the 

appropriate organizational level might compromise the study’s connection to 

student instructional needs.  

 The subjective responses to the Delphi and interview questions may fail to 

identify areas of dissensus required to meet the goals of the study. 
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 The postmodern approach of seeking areas of dissensus may not prove to be 

effective in addressing the research questions. 

 Limiting the Delphi panels to two rounds may be insufficient to explore fully the 

areas of dissensus among the panel members. This concession is being made as an 

acknowledgement of the likelihood of decreased participation over successive 

rounds and the limited benefit expected from conducting additional rounds. 

 The 85 respondents for the round one survey, 45 respondents for the round two 

semantic differential, and 7 interviews may be an insufficient sample for robust 

findings from the study. 

 21 respondents participated in round two that had did not participate in round one. 

14 of those respondents completed the semantic differential. They were later 

excluded from the final report, in keeping with the original intent of a Delphi 

study. Separate analysis of the data with these respondents included revealed no 

material difference in the semantic differential results. 

Delimitations 

The study is constrained by the following delimitations: 

 The particular constituencies tapped for the Delphi panels - researchers in virtual 

education, virtual K-12 leaders with prior experience in traditional K-12, and 

virtual teachers with prior experience in traditional K-12 – may fail to reflect the 

practices of those who enter virtual K-12 education without the perspectives and 

practices developed in the traditional K-12 environment. It is possible that the 

omission of these leaders and teachers without prior exposure to leading and 
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teaching in the traditional environment might fail to capture innovative practices 

and perspectives that are not influenced by historical practice in the traditional 

domain. 
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Chapter 4 

Exploring Virtual K-12 Leadership  

This research is an attempt to first unmask and then to reveal the roles of 

leadership in the virtual K-12 setting by answering the research question – Is virtual K-12 

school leadership the same as traditional K-12 leadership? The research used a Delphi-

like methodology, via two rounds of surveys and one round of interviews. The initial 

survey solicited responses from 1315 leaders, teachers, and researchers identified through 

an extensive search of virtual K-12 school websites for staff members (leaders and 

teachers) and University websites for researchers engaged in virtual K-12 research. These 

websites were identified and located through a variety of sources, including membership 

lists on the iNACOL website, schools listed on the AdvancEd website, lists of virtual K-

12 schools found on Wikipedia, and extensive searches for virtual K-12 schools via 

Google. Of this group, 215 consented to participate in the study. Of those consenting, 85 

completed the initial round one survey, including 59 teachers, 23 leaders, and 3 

researchers, as reported in table 3.1. The first round survey asked for demographic 

information regarding current and prior experience, type of virtual school, age, gender, 

and 10 open-ended questions addressing the 8 research questions. 

The round two survey was a semantic differential survey, designed to gauge the 

degree of agreement or disagreement with the summarized results of the round one 
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survey. The semantic differential presented respondents with twelve pairs of terms 

constructed from the results of the round one survey. These terms were paired with 

opposites and placed on a 7-point scale, allowing users to indicate their level of 

agreement within that continuum for each of the pairs. Round two received 45 completed 

round two semantic differential surveys for analysis, as shown in table 4.1.  

Table 4.1 

Round two semantic differential participants (n=45) 

School 
Type 

Role Males Females Leaders Teachers Total 
Participants 

Charter Leader 1 3 4  18 
 Teacher 1 13  14  
District Leader 1 3 4  12 
 Teacher 1 7  8  
State Leader 1 3 4  15 
 Teacher 3 8  11  
Totals  8 37 12 33 45 

 

The total number of unique respondents for the study was 106, consisting of 71 

teachers, 32 leaders, and 3 researchers, as shown in table 4.2. 

Table 4.2 

All survey respondents (n=106) 

School 
Type 

Role Males Females Leaders Teachers Total 
Participants 

Charter Leader 5 7 12  38 
 Teacher 3 23  26  
District Leader 5 7 12  35 
 Teacher 7 16  23  
State Leader 3 5 8  30 
 Teacher 5 17  22  
University Researcher 2 1   3 
Totals  30 76 32 71 106 
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The findings are the result of an analysis of responses of 71 teachers and 32 

leaders currently working in virtual K-12 schools, all with prior experience in the 

traditional K-12 setting. Responses from 3 researcher participants also contribute to the 

findings presented here. 

The questions allowed respondents to address these eight research questions: 

1. What is the role of K-12 virtual leadership? 

2. How is virtual K-12 leadership the same as or different from traditional K-12 

leadership? 

3. How does virtual K-12 leadership promote or practice instructional leadership? 

4. How does virtual K-12 leadership promote student achievement? 

5. How is virtual K-12 leadership held accountable? 

6. How does context affect the practice of virtual K-12 leadership? 

7. Is virtual K-12 leadership the same as traditional K-12 leadership? 

8. What additional observations or suggestions do you have concerning the practice 

of virtual K-12 leadership? 

These questions seek to define virtual K-12 leadership in terms of the similarities and 

differences between the practice of leadership in the virtual domain versus the more 

widely researched and understood practice within the traditional domain. The questions 

were posed to both leaders and teachers within K-12 virtual schools in order to get the 

views of both sides of the leadership equation – those leading and those being led. 

University-based researchers were included in the study for their potential contributions 

as outside observers of the phenomena.  
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Round One – Initial Findings 

The responses from round one demonstrated a wide range of views concerning 

virtual K-12 leadership. As with traditional K-12, virtual K-12 leadership has supporters, 

detractors, and agnostics. As might be expected, leaders tended to express more positive 

views of their role within virtual K-12 education than teachers. 

The role of virtual K-12 leadership. Two survey questions addressed the role of 

virtual K-12 leadership. The first question asked “what should it be,” while the second 

question asked “what is it now.” These questions and an analysis of the most frequent 

responses for each appear below. 

What should it be? What is your idealized conception of virtual K-12 leadership? 

(Discuss what you think “it should be,” not “what it is.”) The most frequently cited 

responses are reported in Table 4.3. 

Table 4.3 

What virtual K-12 leadership “should be” (n=85) 

 Code Representative response Count 
1 Support teachers “a guide on the side to support the great teachers 

that you have hired” 
10 

2 Individualize 
instruction 

“individualization of courses so that the needs of 
the students are coordinated with the 
requirements of the class” 

9 

3 Have prior 
experience 

“has taught in both a traditional and a virtual 
classroom” 

8 

4 Provide PD “providing professional development that is 
relevant to the learning environment” 

8 

5 Be tech leader “leaders should ideally have a high degree of 
technological knowledge” 

8 

6 Be communicative “positive and expert communicator with great 
emotional intelligences” 

7 
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Many of the responses reference the unique role of technology in the virtual K-12 

context. One state teacher suggests virtual leaders should be “creating infrastructure that 

facilitates ease of instruction and a reduction in teacher administrative duties.” 

Supporting teachers in the virtual domain takes on different characteristics. The pervasive 

influence of digital infrastructure as context for the exercise of virtual K-12 leadership 

appears throughout the data. One district leader noted: 

The flexibility of the media should allow us to meet the needs of all children, 

especially those that have struggled within the system of traditional public 

education, and from there to lead learning experiences that are highly 

individualized and personal for each child. 

It is the digital media that allows the individuation of instruction for each student. 

Three teachers suggest that virtual K-12 leaders should have experience as virtual 

teachers. Two other teachers go further, suggesting they also need to have experience 

teaching in the traditional K-12 domain. These responses came from all of the school 

types, indicating a perceived correlation between teaching in the virtual and traditional 

domains. Two district teachers, one state leader, and one researcher participant suggest 

that virtual K-12 leaders should have prior leadership experience in traditional K-12 

leadership. This indicates a perceived correlation in the skills and experience needed to 

lead in both domains. 

Eight respondents, including leaders and teachers from each school type, consider 

professional development and training to be key responsibilities for virtual K-12 leaders. 

The ideal leader provides “extensive training in new techniques and technologies.” One 
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respondent notes the impact of the virtual context on professional development. “They 

(virtual K-12 administrators) do not have to deal with the ongoing maintenance of 

physical school or student discipline. Therefore, their time could be spent on teacher 

professional development and curriculum.” This lack of physical proximity between 

students, teachers, and administrators is a contextual variable that is frequently mentioned 

in the response data. 

While teacher support, individualized instruction, and teaching experience are 

traits often mentioned in regard to traditional K-12 leadership as well as virtual K-12 

leadership, the idea of tech leadership appears to be more specifically related to the 

virtual K-12 context. Virtual K-12 leaders “should ideally have a high degree of 

technological knowledge.” They are expected to have “an understanding of and ability to 

use a variety of platforms” as well as to “maintain a position on the cutting edge of 

technology to broaden access and delivery of school.”  These leaders are expected to 

“keep current with school trends that have been proven successful or take risks to develop 

new trends in virtual school education.” 

Communication appears frequently in the data as an important trait of virtual K-

12 leadership. Again, context plays an important role in the importance of this 

characteristic of the ideal virtual K-12 leader. One charter teacher suggests that “leaders 

in virtual K-12 schools should be looking for and/or creating environments where 

teachers and students can effectively communicate.” A charter leader suggests that these 

leaders should be a “positive and expert communicator with great emotional 

intelligences.” Confirming the contextual impact of distance, a state teacher notes “in the 
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virtual world the principal needs to be in constant contact with the teacher, as they do not 

often see the day to day tasks of the online teacher.” Acknowledging the importance of 

technology in the virtual K-12 context, one charter leader notes “technology should be 

used as a way to improve communication, not separate us.”  

What is it now? What is the current role of virtual K-12 leadership in practice? 

The most frequent responses to this question are shown in Table 4.4. 

Table 4.4 

Current role of virtual K-12 leadership (n=85) 

 
There are some parallels between the answers to the first survey question (what 

virtual K-12 leadership “should be”) and the second question (what is virtual K-12 

leadership in practice). Support for teachers and administrators as tech leaders, and the 

importance of professional development are prominent in both sets of answers.  

One difference between “what it should be” and “what it is”, as might be 

expected, is the presence of negative responses related to the profit motive. One charter 

leader notes “to a large extent, the field of virtual learning in the U.S. is publisher-driven. 

 Code Representative response Count 
1 Profit motive “we have leadership on behalf of private 

enterprise” 
8 

2 Support teachers “supporting teachers when situations arise” 6 
3 Support students “helping keep students on track and from 

falling through the cracks” 
6 

4 Promotion/Marketing “to convince the public that virtual schools 
are worth having” 

4 

5 Tech leader “Solving technology issues, guiding program 
upgrades, and encouraging individuals to 
create courses” 

4 

6 Professional 
development 

“providing professional development” 4 
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Rather than leadership on behalf of students, we have leadership on behalf of private 

enterprise.” A charter teacher laments “unfortunately, there is a larger focus on the 

business aspect of a school rather than a true child centered and education focus.” 

Another charter teacher suggests “too often it seems about the organization and financial 

structure of the system.” While profit and financial stability are not bad things, 

respondents object to the priority given to these over educational issues. 

As also noted in the previous question, support of teachers by virtual K-12 leaders 

is frequently cited. One state school principal said “The principals connect with the 

teachers throughout the course as well as providing assistance as needed.” Likewise, 

supporting students is another related trait frequently observed in virtual K-12 leaders. 

One district teacher notes “their role is to make sure other staff or they themselves are 

helping to keep students on track and from falling through the tracks.”  Another district 

teacher suggests their role is “to meet every child at their current level, and take them to 

the next.” 

Promotion and marketing as a trait of virtual K-12 leadership is a somewhat 

ambivalent trait in this study. One charter teacher suggests “leaders are spending time 

promoting virtual school models as viable solutions. This is more out of necessity than 

desire.” According to one district teacher, other program leaders are tasked with 

“recruiting new schools and districts to participate in the program.” Another district 

teacher suggests leaders feel they must “convince the public that virtual schools are worth 

having.” 

The concept of virtual K-12 leader as a technology leader appears in responses for 
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both the first question (“what it should be”) and this second question. A typical response 

from one state teacher suggests that virtual K-12 leaders are “solving technology issues, 

guiding program upgrades, and encouraging individuals to create courses.” One charter 

leader refers to these leaders as “educators who have embraced technology.” One district 

teacher suggests that this is the most prominent trait, saying “it is almost wholly focused 

on technology… and new technology and more new technology.” 

Another prominent aspect of virtual K-12 leadership that appears in the desired 

traits and traits observed is the promoting of professional development. One state teacher 

responded “currently, I have opportunities once a month for professional development. 

During these times I can reflect on my own practices and discuss with my colleagues 

what works and what doesn’t work within the online setting.” Several other responses 

reference the phrase “providing professional development” as a constituent part of virtual 

K-12 leadership. 

The conflation of the traditional and virtual paradigms is the notion that virtual K-

12 leadership still organizes instruction as if there are classrooms. For example, 

(Virtual K-12 education) still tends to be classroom based vs. student based. The structure 

has too much hierarchy and the brick and mortar school improvement methods are 

applied inappropriately to the virtual environment. The virtual classroom is over 

emphasized as a provider of information and is underutilized as just another learning tool. 

But, more importantly, it is a source of community and building relationships. 

At the opposite end of the spectrum is the view that virtual K-12 leadership is so 

new that it is actually a “work in progress.” This was expressed by a charter teacher: 
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Virtual schooling is still a work in progress, and the leadership roles reflect that. 

Most individuals in leadership positions are not familiar with the day-to-day 

difficulties of teaching in this environment and the unique set of obstacles faced 

by those working directly with students and families. 

A comparison of virtual and traditional K-12 leadership. The next two 

questions were designed to explore the similarities and differences between virtual and 

traditional K-12 leadership.  

Similarities. In what ways is virtual K-12 leadership the same as or similar to 

traditional K-12 school leadership? After asking for ideal and realistic descriptions of 

virtual K-12 leadership in the prior questions, this question asks for similarities to 

traditional K-12 school leadership. Since all of respondents have both traditional and 

virtual K-12 experience, they should be able to competently address this question. The 

top six responses to this question are shown in Table 4.5. 

Table 4.5 

Similarities between virtual and traditional K-12 leadership (n=85) 

 Code Representative response Count 
1 Monitoring & 

Evaluating teachers 
“watching to see that assignments are being 
graded and feedback provided” 

8 

2 Support students “ensuring that students are succeeding” 7 
3 Communication “we are still expected to communicate clearly and 

in a timely manner with students and parents” 
5 

4 Relationships “connecting with students and parents” 5 
5 Professional 

development 
“Regular professional development is a part of 
the school year.” 

4 

6 Goals “The student and education goals are the same.” 4 
 

This question is one of two survey questions addressing the second research 
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question - How is virtual K-12 leadership the same as or different from traditional K-12 

leadership? In this case, we sought to find similarities in the roles and practices of leaders 

in the two contexts. The most common response from survey respondents suggests that 

monitoring and evaluating teachers is one skill set that leaders should have in common. 

One charter teacher suggested “leadership needs to keep track of how the teachers are 

performing, students are performing, and making sure the school runs smoothly.” 

Another charter teacher notes:  

From my experiences the leadership is very similar. Teachers that are effective 

and produce results are usually allowed to do their job, which allows the 

administration time to deal with faculty that is not producing desired results. 

A state leader says “Both have principals that evaluate the teacher in the classroom.”  

A second common role of leadership in both domains is supporting students. A 

district teacher notes “They both have to have a love for kids and a genuine concern for 

their well being.” A district leader says “Our main goal is the same, to serve our students 

so they can be successful.” A state teacher suggests “They are there if the students are in 

trouble or failing. They can be the second voice to be sure students are on track in both 

places.”  

The third variable common to leadership in both domains is effective 

communication. Several survey respondents noted communication as a similar skill 

between virtual K-12 and traditional K-12 leadership. A state teacher notes “Clear 

communication is also vital to successful leadership in both arenas.” A charter leader says 

“We are still expected to communicate clearly and in a timely manner with students and 
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parents.” Another charter leader suggests that every leader should be a “great 

communicator” having “strong emotional intelligences.” 

The fourth common variable noted by survey respondents is the importance of 

relationships to leadership in both domains. One district leader noted the importance of 

“connecting with students and parents.” A district teacher finds that “both require a lot of 

work to forge relationships and trust.” Another district teacher suggests “both need to 

have good interpersonal skills because both deal with the public frequently, although in 

different ways much of the time.” One charter teacher summed it up, suggesting “Both, in 

my opinion, should have a large focus on building relationships and building skills in 

finding and using resources, trying new things, and consistent follow through.” 

The fifth common variable identified by respondents is providing adequate 

professional development opportunities for teachers. A charter teacher notes “They are 

similar in how they organize professional development and events in the school.” Several 

other respondents noted that “coordinating professional development” is an important 

function of leadership in both domains. 

The sixth common variable is the educational and institutional goals of leadership 

both domains. Student success is one of the goals shared by leaders in both domains, as 

evidenced by these respondents. One charter teacher notes “Our goal is to educate and 

prepare students to become productive members of society.” A district leader says “Our 

main goal is the same, to serve our students so they can be successful.” One state teacher 

offered a degree of skepticism about virtual leadership, saying:  

There is very little comparison. Virtual leadership is more of a title. There doesn’t 
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seem to be any real function. In a traditional environment, the leadership roles are  

clearly defined and the responsibilities are carried out. 

Another dissenting district teacher put it this way: 

The obvious answer here is that current virtual administrators and teachers (and 

students and parents) came from the old, failing mortar & brick model and 

inadvertently brought losing instructional strategies with them. There were many 

similarities between mortar & brick and virtual leadership a few years ago. 

However, virtual learning environments have made great strides while the non-

virtual environments have stagnated. 

Differences. In what ways does virtual leadership differ from traditional K-12 

school leadership? To what do you attribute these differences? This question is the other 

survey question addressing the second research question, allowing respondents to reveal 

the differences they have noted in the leadership of virtual versus traditional K-12 

environments. The top five responses to this question are shown in Table 4.6. 
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Table 4.6 

Differences between virtual and traditional K-12 leadership (n=85) 

 
The most frequently mentioned difference in leading between the two 

environments is the contextual difference created by distance or lack of physical 

presence. As one state teacher noted, “In a traditional setting, you have the advantage of 

seeing their body reactions, seeing if they’re engaged.” A charter leader notes “We lack 

that ‘in your face’ pressure to get the minimally active student to perform.” Relating this 

to communication, a district teacher suggests “The whole issue centers around the mode 

of communication (physical vs. virtual).” A charter teacher commented on the impact of 

distance on relationships, saying “You simply cannot walk down the hallway, in many 

cases, to address an issue with a teacher or student. In the virtual setting I believe that 

more effort must be given to forge relationships.” Regarding the impact of distance on 

communications, another charter teacher says “In some ways this is better because 

students sometimes open up more like this. In some ways it is harder because intonation 

and body language cannot be seen or heard.”  

 Code Representative response Count 
1 Distance “There are just different options available, 

and necessary because of 
teacher/student/office locations.” 

18 

2 Tech leaders “more focus on technology” 7 
3 Communication “Communication can be misinterpreted due 

to the inability to get subtle clues from 
observation.” 

7 

4 Flexible & 
innovative 

“It has to be more flexible” 7 

5 No discipline “I have very few issues with student 
management and discipline issues.” 

5 



 

 
 
 
 

 

113 

 

A second significant difference between leadership in the two environments is the 

emphasis on technology in the virtual domain. A charter teacher states “Virtual leaders 

must have a vast knowledge of technology issues.” One district teacher notes “Leadership 

seems to be more technologically savvy.” This difference was explained by another 

district teacher: 

A brick and mortar leader must possess technology skills in a limited way, since 

site-based instructors are teaching electives in computer skills. The virtual school 

leader must possess recently produced research awareness and hands-on best 

practices in order to better lead and network the virtual school with potential 

students. 

One factor is cited as both a similarity and difference between the two 

environments - communication. In citing the difference, one state teacher notes “I feel 

like it’s even more crucial that I try to communicate effectively with my students.” A 

district teacher suggests “Communication can be misinterpreted due to the inability to get 

subtle clues from observation.” Another district teacher notes “The whole issue centers 

around the mode of communication (physical vs. virtual).” One district teacher notes the 

role of technology in communication noting “the ability to use technology as your 

number one communication.” Still another state teacher notes “Virtual settings put more 

of a constraint on communication, so finding different means to communicate with peers 

and students becomes a little more challenging than a traditional school.” 

Another factor cited by respondents as a differentiator between virtual and 

traditional K-12 leadership was flexibility & innovation. It should be noted that this is an 
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expectation of all leaders, but these respondents apparently feel it is more evident in the 

virtual domain. A charter teacher notes “Virtual is able to be more flexible in meeting the 

needs of its students (it can offer fewer courses for struggling students or more for 

students that are ready to move on to college).” A district teacher suggests “Cutting edge 

schools need cutting edge leadership.” Noting the need for innovation, one district 

teacher observes “There is not the extensive body of knowledge and research from which 

to draw, so the virtual school leader is sometimes breaking new ground.” A charter leader 

explains: 

We are innovating a new model of approaching education by identifying the best 

practices within a different instructional model, with current curriculum, and 

innovative delivery methods that seem to be attractive to these students left out of 

the traditional sector of school. 

The lack of student discipline is another factor differentiating virtual K-12 

leadership from traditional K-12 leadership. A district leader observes “There are 

significantly less (if any) demands imposed for disciplining students as there are in a 

traditional school setting.”  A charter teacher notes “Virtual school doesn’t have to deal 

with day to day discipline in the same way a traditional school leader does.” A charter 

leader confirms “Student discipline is extremely different in a virtual school. Behavior 

issues are minimized. Leaders do not have to address altercations between students.” 

Providing further confirmation, a district leader says “I have very few issues with student 

management and discipline.”  

The outlier responses for this question suggest a negative view of the differences 
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in the two settings. A state teacher states: 

Because the field is so new and its research base is not sound and well defined, 

there are constant attempts to stay ahead of the criticism that may affect public 

support for this type of school choice. This leads to lack of continuity in the 

delivery of services. 

Instructional leadership in virtual K-12. The fifth survey question addresses 

this important topic, as follows. Give some concrete examples of how instructional 

leadership is currently promoted or practiced in the virtual K-12 setting. The top six 

responses to this question are shown in Table 4.7. 

Table 4.7 

How instructional leadership is practiced virtually (n=85) 

 Code Representative response Count 
1 Professional 

development 
“Leadership finds ways to assist with training, 
experiences, and researching latest 
developments.” 

16 

2 Meetings “Regular professional development and staff 
meetings are held by administration that focus 
on team building, as well as helping our 
students.” 

10 

3 Sharing best 
practices 

“sharing best practices at team meetings” 8 

4 Communication “good communication throughout the system” 6 
5 Monitoring 

teachers 
“More regular and consistent monitoring of 
instruction can take place in a virtual setting.” 

6 

6 Teachers as virtual 
leaders 

“Team leaders for each group of teachers” 6 

 
The most cited means of promoting or practicing instructional leadership for 

virtual K-12 leaders was promoting professional development. One state teacher notes 

“We have yearly training as a group and as individuals throughout the year.” A district 
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teacher says “We led professional development and worked one on one with new 

teachers to help them understand how to develop coursework and interact effectively with 

students.” Another district teacher notes “All teachers undergo 60 hours of mainly 

asynchronous online training which prepares them to develop their own online 

course(s).” A charter teacher observes “Instructional leadership is promoted in a virtual 

setting through professional development activities and speakers, including a partnership 

with the Marzano Research Institute.”  Another charter teacher says “In our model, we 

spend more time in professional development activities than we could in a traditional 

setting.” 

The next most frequently mentioned means of promoting instructional leadership 

in the virtual setting was meetings. A district teacher observes “Through staff meetings, 

conferences, and professional development days leaders are able to connect with other 

teachers and compare notes, discuss issues, and transform instructional design.”  A state 

leader notes “Leaders from distant areas all gather together once a month minimum in a 

direct meeting where everyone can see one another.” One virtual teacher states “Faculty 

meetings focus on best practices. Attendance at educational conferences and subject-

specific conferences is strongly encouraged.” A charter teacher notes “Instructional 

leadership is practiced through teachers serving on school improvement and professional 

development committees, presenting at educational conferences, and planning field 

trips.” 

Another frequently mentioned means of promoting instructional leadership in the 

virtual K-12 setting was sharing best practices. One charter teacher states “We often 
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have opportunities to brainstorm ideas at our faculty meetings, and we’re listened to.” 

Another charter teacher notes “Instructional leadership is promoted by attending 

professional development seminars and participating in iNacol. Best practices are shared 

and implemented on a school-wide basis.” One charter leader observes “Small groups of 

teachers meet regularly … to discuss what works and to develop and test new approaches 

to instruction in the online environment.”  

Once again, communication was mentioned as a key aspect of promoting 

instructional leadership. A charter leader says “The principal is in constant contact with 

staff regarding school conditions or events that might affect the school – shared 

information for collective solutions.” A charter teacher notes the importance of “frequent 

meetings of network leaders, good communication throughout the system.” Still another 

charter teacher noted the importance of “phone calls, feedback, and responses.” Another 

charter teacher noted that leadership must “keep in close touch with students and make 

them feel they are working with real people. It is too easy to become alienated.” 

Another frequently mentioned role played by virtual K-12 leaders was monitoring 

teachers. One state school leader notes “As I conduct my walk-throughs of the courses, I 

work to provide the teachers with concrete examples of strengths in the course, but also 

areas for improvement.” A district leader notes “At our school, our most experienced 

virtual teachers serve as leaders for all other teachers in the school. This is an effort to 

provide greater monitoring of instruction and mentoring support.” A charter teacher 

observes “The administrator can come to class or watch the recordings. They can also 

monitor teacher-student interactions through K-mail and notes in TVS.” A final response 
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from one state leader sums it up well: 

More regular and consistent monitoring of instruction can take place in a virtual 

setting, allowing for more regular feedback, and a permanent record of all 

instructional activities provide greater transparency, leading to more careful 

instruction by the teacher. 

Teachers also serve an important role as instructional leaders in the virtual setting. 

A district teacher states “Teachers have input when choosing programs and when 

modifying course syllabi.” One charter school has an Academic Roundtable: 

Department chairs meet with principals once a month in a group called the 

Academic Roundtable. We bring any departmental / individual teacher concerns  

and ideas for improvement to the table, find solutions, and discuss the best way 

and/or timeline to cultivate and implement new ideas. 

One district leader observes “Using current instructors as trainers for new ones.”  

 Promoting student achievement. The sixth survey question addressed the 

matter of promoting student achievement, as follow. In what ways do virtual K-12 

leaders currently promote student achievement? The five top responses for this question 

are listed in Table 4.8. 
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Table 4.8 

Promoting student achievement (n=85) 

 
The most frequently reported tool used by virtual K-12 leaders to promote student 

achievement was communication. A state teacher notes “We constantly email students – I 

use their names, always begin with something positive, and encourage them to 

improve/do their best.” A district leader states “Keeping students on track is one of the 

biggest challenges. Communication is the biggest key.” One state teacher observes 

“Usually, online principals do send out a beginning of the class welcome email in order 

to introduce themselves and provide contact information in the event students need 

assistance.” A charter teacher says “Our leaders encourage us to reach out personally (by 

phone or letter) when a student seems not to be engaged with his or her courses.” One 

state teacher says student achievement requires “great communication skills, the ability to 

construct and tweak content, and giving feedback to students on a regular basis.” 

 Another tool frequently reported as important in promoting student achievement 

was data. A district teacher suggests leaders must “monitor student participation and 

growth.” This is confirmed by a district leader, who states “We use data to identify 

 Code Representative response Count 
1 Communication “I have to rely on regular communication to see 

how they’re feeling about the class.” 
14 

2 Data “Leaders promote student achievement by 
regularly looking at data.” 

10 

3 Student 
recognition 

“by rewarding high achievement through 
recognition and prizes” 

7 

4 Extracurricular 
activities 

“they promote special events and programs to 
help students grow academically” 

7 

5 Lacking “I’d say they don’t really at all.” 6 
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students at risk of not making the types of gains on standardized tests.” A charter teacher 

concurs, stating “Leaders promote student achievement by regularly looking at data.” 

One charter leader explains: 

Our regional directors are responsible for the achievement in their area and the 

testing coordinator collects and redistributes that data to the teachers in contact 

with those students and families. 

A district leader notes “We use multiple pieces of data to help drive our instruction. This 

positively affects student achievement.” A state teacher says “They analyze data and then 

implement things they think will work.” A charter teacher agrees, saying “Virtual leaders 

promote student achievement through data-driven instruction.” 

The third most frequently noted means of promoting student achievement by 

respondents to this survey was student recognition. Various forms of student recognition 

reported in the data included “recognition on website” and “Student Achievement 

Newsletter.” Several respondents reported selecting a “student of the month” and 

recognizing that student in various ways online. 

Various extracurricular activities are used by virtual leaders to motivate students 

and promote student achievement. “They promote special events and programs to help 

students grow academically, like any other school. These include such things as STEM, 

essay contests, spelling bees, science fairs, etc.” Respondents report various clubs, drama, 

music concerts, and a variety of online events as extracurricular support for students. 

There are a number of negative reports for this question, suggesting a perceived 

weakness in promoting student achievement. A state teacher remarked “I’d say they don’t 
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really at all.” A charter teacher also noted “I see very little to no virtual K-12 leadership 

helping student achievement or success.” A district teacher also observed “I have no idea. 

I don’t see it. We are pushed for greater completion rates.”  One district teacher suggests 

that what leaders actually want to see is “passing students regardless of grade or 

knowledge of the standards.” Another charter teacher puts it simply, “They do NOT.”  

Accountability measures. What measures of accountability are used to judge the 

overall effectiveness of virtual K-12 leaders? In your judgment, are these the best metrics 

or tools to measure virtual leadership accountability? The top five responses for this 

question are listed in Table 4.9. 

Table 4.9 

Accountability measures (n=85) 

 Code Representative response Count 
1 Constituent 

feedback 
“once a semester surveys sent to teachers and 
parents to evaluate principals” 

11 

2 Standardized 
testing 

“state testing scores” 11 

3 Pass / Fail rates “student pass/fail rates” 10 
4 Little accountability “It seems as if there isn’t much accountability.” 8 
5 Same as traditional 

leadership 
“same measures that are applied to traditional 
leaders” 

6 

 
Accountability for virtual K-12 leaders is another area with both positive and 

negative responses. One of the most reported means of accountability was constituent 

feedback. Parent feedback & student feedback were frequently mentioned. A state 

teacher notes “Every semester my school issues a student satisfaction survey.” A charter 

leader states “We also do a parent/student survey to gauge leadership effectiveness in the 

school.”  A charter teacher notes “We use parent and staff surveys to gather information 
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about our effectiveness.” 

Another predictable accountability measure mentioned was standardized test 

results. One charter teacher observes “In Oregon, currently the OAKS standardized test is 

used as a measurement for our success.” One district leader suggests “I think 

standardized testing can judge our effectiveness as along as there is a general 

understanding that virtual education is different from classroom education.” This was 

also confirmed by a charter leader, who observed: 

One measure of accountability is the state test. Although it is only a snapshot of 

one moment, it does give us insight into the strengths and weaknesses in our 

school, which can then be addressed by leadership.  

A district leader also noted “In most states, overall success is based on student 

achievement on standardized tests and AYP (Annual Yearly Progress).” 

Another frequently mentioned measure of accountability was pass/fail rates. 

Though this was frequently used, it was referred to with a degree of cynicism by some 

respondents. A state principal says “The first one that comes to mind is the completion 

rate of courses and grades given.” One district teacher noted “Completion rate is really 

the only measure I have seen.” Most of those mentioning “pass/fail” stated that they do 

not believe it is an effective accountability measure for leaders or staff. 

A number of negative responses were given, suggesting that there is little or no 

accountability for virtual K-12 leaders. A charter teacher says “I’m not sure that virtual 

leaders have much accountability.” A state teacher suggests “There is not much 

accountability.” One charter teacher states “I have no idea how they are held accountable. 
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It seems as if there isn’t much accountability.” Another charter teacher notes “Measuring 

the number of passing grades and number of phone calls seems to be the quick 

unfortunate measure. These are not good measures, but tend to be the easiest data figures 

at hand.” Another state teacher says “There are none of which I am aware.” 

Some respondents stated outright that the accountability measures for virtual K-12 

leadership seem to be the same as those applied to traditional K-12 leadership. One 

district leader states “Since the realm of (virtual) K-12 education is so new, the 

accountability measures are very similar to those of the traditional K-12 leaders.” A state 

teacher notes “In my setting, we are subject to the same measures of accountability as the 

traditional school setting, which includes state mandated standardized testing and 

adequate yearly progress.”  A district leader states “The same performance appraisal 

system used for traditional school administrators is used for me. I see no problem with 

this.” 

One researcher participant emphasized the business aspect of virtual K-12 

leadership, suggesting that return on investment is the pertinent accountability measure 

used. This view was the definite outlier in an otherwise consistently aggregated set of 

responses.  

Unique aspects of virtual. Please identify those applications or other unique 

aspects of the virtual environment that support or enhance effective virtual K-12 

leadership. The top six responses for this question are listed in Table 4.10. 
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Table 4.10 

Unique aspects of virtual environment (n=85) 

 Code Representative response Count 
1 Digital 

infrastructure 
“student information system that allows 
teachers to document communications with all 
stakeholders” 

8 

2 Communication “immediate communication via Skype, email, 
and phone” 

7 

3 Unique tools “Blackboard has some great tools.” 5 
4 Individualized “Virtual education focuses on the individual 

needs of students.” 
5 

5 Flexible & 
innovative 

“There can be flexibility in when a student 
begins and ends.” 

4 

6 Data “Extensive up to the minute data including 
student achievement and instructor performance 
information” 

4 

 
Many of the responses to this survey indirectly referred to the digital 

infrastructure of virtual K-12 education as a primary differentiator. This was the 

contextual difference most noted by survey respondents. The unique aspect noted by one 

district leader was “extensive up to the minute data, including student achievement and 

instructor performance information, ability to instantly make changes to the curriculum, 

having the ‘electronic’ attention of parents and students.” A charter teacher notes 

“Communication tools, email, chat, and webinars make it easier to feel that you have one 

on one contact with a school’s leaders.” One charter leader suggests: 

Learning management software (BB, Moodle, Angel, etc.), conferencing software 

(Skype, Google Hangout, Google Talk, iLink, Elluminate, etc.), and knowledge of 

a wide variety of applications available to help students “get things done” is the 

most important way of moving a school forward and leadership forward as well. 
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One state leader notes the importance of a “student information system that allows 

teachers to document communications with all stakeholders.” Another charter teacher 

noted the importance of “the ability to meet your students online.” 

Intertwined with the digital infrastructure was the unique aspect of 

communication in the virtual K-12 domain. A charter teacher suggests “Constant contact 

or near constant contact is the most important part of virtual leadership.” One state 

teacher notes the availability of “immediate communication via Skype, email, and 

phone.” A district leader notes “A strong LMS with many communication tools is 

essential to enhance virtual K-12 leadership.” A charter teacher states “You may have 

staff spread out, not under one roof, so a system of communication is necessary to ensure 

that everyone is moving toward the same goal or mission.” Another district teacher says 

“My school establishes high expectations for technological communication with 

students.” 

Another common response to this question was the availability of unique tools for 

communication and teaching. A charter teacher observes: 

Applications that we use for students include Wimba for delivering lessons and 

Pinpoint for a variety of other aspects of school management. Pinpoint is the 

primary application school leadership uses. 

A district teacher notes “Blackboard Collaborate allows for meetings of any size to be 

called together whenever needed, eliminating the need for travel.” Other applications 

noted are Moodle, Glogster, Voki, and Voicethread. 

One of the frequently mentioned aspects of the virtual environment was the 
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individualized nature of communication and interaction. One state teacher notes that 

virtual K-12 allows “individualized instruction and individualized pacing.” A charter 

teacher suggests “Individualism makes students more comfortable.” A district teacher 

notes the “individualized learning (and) flexibility in completion of work.” A district 

leader observes “A unique aspect of the virtual environment… is the ability to offer 

students more individualized instruction.” A district teacher also notes “Virtual education 

focuses on the individual needs of students. Students are looked at individually rather 

than as a classroom of people.” 

Another recurring theme throughout many of the survey questions was the idea of 

flexibility and innovation. According to one charter teacher, virtual K-12 education 

provides a “flexible working environment that allows for people in a variety of 

geographic locations with a diversity of ideas.” According to a district teacher, another 

aspect of this flexibility is “flexibility in when a student begins and ends, setting of 

deadlines, etc. to work around a student’s other commitments.” Another district teacher 

notes it is “easier to differentiate assignments for students when their classmates do not 

see that another student is doing slightly modified work.” 

Another contextual difference noted was the amount and availability of data on 

student performance and teacher interaction. One state teacher notes “The computer is 

much better at recording data and presenting it in helpful charts. However, without the 

personal touch and taking the time to go into detail, the virtual environment can also be 

detrimental.” “Availability of data” was noted by several respondents. A charter leader 

observes: 
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What happens “in” class is always captured and available. If you drop in to an 

archive of a synchronous session, a chat conversation, or an email/discussion 

board thread, you can see all of the teaching and learning. This just can’t happen 

in a traditional school. 

Suggestions for improvement. Based on your personal experiences and 

observations, what suggestions do you have for improving virtual leadership in the K-12 

domain? The top four for this question are listed in Table 4.11. 

Table 4.11 

Suggestions for improvement (n=85) 

 Code Representative response Count 
1 Training “there should be aspects of their coursework that 

focus on the virtual environment” 
8 

2 Experience “Virtual leaders should have experience teaching 
online.” 

6 

3 Communication “You have to be a clear communicator to have 
your staff moving in the same direction.” 

5 

4 Less business 
focus 

“bring into leadership those that have a quality 
product focus that is stronger than the profit 
motive” 

4 

 
Specific training relevant to new virtual K-12 leaders was among the top 

suggestions for improving virtual K-12 leadership. One state leader suggests “As new 

leaders emerge, there should be aspects of their course work that focus on the virtual 

environment.” A charter teacher asks for “Better online education ONLY conferences – it 

would be nice to hear about best practices from other online teachers across the country.” 

A state teacher insists “Leadership should be well-versed in the technology used by their 

teachers and students.” A charter teacher says “Stay up-to-date in technology but don’t 
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get caught up in fads and doing everything.” One researcher participant notes 

“Maintaining one’s professional development is on the top of my list for any technology 

leadership position.” 

Experience in various roles is another frequently suggested action for improving 

virtual K-12 leadership. A state teacher suggests “Leaders should actually teach a class!” 

A district teacher also notes “Virtual leaders should have experience teaching online.” 

Another state teacher says:  

I believe it should be mandatory for ALL online principals to teach for a 

minimum of 2 years in the online environment with at least one class each 

semester… to keep them grounded in the reality of teaching online. 

A charter teacher says “In my opinion, experience teaching in the virtual setting is a 

prerequisite.” A state teacher notes “Too many virtual leaders have never taught virtually 

and do not have a clue what virtual teachers have to put up with.” 

Once again, communication appears as a common response to this survey 

question. A charter teacher notes “You have to be a clear communicator to have your 

staff moving in the same direction.” A state leader suggests “additional emphasis on 

communications with parents, coaches, or monitoring site coordinators.” One state 

teacher suggests “Make contact simpler.”  A charter teacher says “Find ways to increase 

face-to-face time between leaders and staff members, whether through opportunities to 

travel, or use of video conferencing.” 

Another suggested change for virtual K-12 leadership by some of the respondents 

was less business focus. One charter teacher notes: 
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Virtual leadership will be improved when students come before the corporation. I 

think big business has taken over too many virtual schools and the finances are 

the bottom line, not the academic growth. 

One charter leader suggests society needs to “look skeptically at the practice of turning 

that responsibility to publishing franchises and their stockholders.” A charter teacher put 

it this way: 

I think there needs to be a bigger focus on being an educational leader for students 

rather than a leader who is half focused on the business aspect of school. There can 

and should be a balance. 

Another charter leader suggests “Only bring into leadership those that have a quality 

product focus that is stronger than the profit motive focus.” 

 Same or different skills. Based on your answers to the previous 9 questions do 

you believe the same leadership skills apply equally to virtual K-12 leadership and 

traditional K-12 leadership? How are they the same? How are they different? The 

responses to this question are listed in Table 4.12. 

Table 4.12 

Same or different leadership skills? (n=85)  
 

 

 Code Representative response Count 
1 Same but different 

context 
“very similar, just more dependent on 
technology” 

17 

2 Different “Just like the role of teacher varies from face-to-
face to online, so does the role of leadership.” 

15 

3 Same “I think many of the same leadership skills apply 
here.” 

14 
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Two-thirds of round one survey respondents believe the same leadership skills 

apply to leadership in both the virtual and traditional K-12 settings, though slightly more 

than half of them found contextual differences in the application of those skills. One third 

of the respondents believe that the skills required to lead virtual K-12 schools are 

substantially different.  

Respondents finding the skills similar or the same with contextual differences 

focused on two contextual differences: distance (lack of physical proximity) and digital 

infrastructure (technology). One district leader notes “The basic ‘common sense’ skills 

apply, but application of the skills is totally different.” A charter leader observes “I think 

the skills should apply equally, but they can’t be carried out equally given the differences 

in the environments.” A charter teacher notes: 

I think the basic skill set, people management, organizational knowledge is the 

same. I think they both need to have vision for where they want to be. I think the 

virtual world ramps up the time factor though, as well as a different tool belt to 

get it done. The virtual world needs to move faster and in more directions at the 

same time than their F2F counterpart. 

One district leader notes that leadership in the two settings is “very similar, just more 

dependent on technology and non-face-to-face communication.” One state teacher agrees:  

They are the same, however, the technology aspect creates a) different forms of 

communication about the same topics, and b) concerns about the different forms 

of tech that must be solved (security, availability, flexibility). 

One researcher participant observes “Yes, the same leadership skills apply, but they are 
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practiced using different communication tools and skills.” A district leader notes: 

Yes, I believe the same skills are necessary. However, to be virtual you have to be 

able to problem solve in a variety of domains. It takes a different set of skills to 

make an impact and build community when you are not face-to-face every day. 

Among those respondents finding the leadership skills required for the two 

settings to be different, a variety of differences are noted. One state leader notes “Just like 

the role of the teacher varies from face-to-face to online, so does the role of leadership.” 

One district teacher emphatically states “Absolutely not. Not everyone can be a virtual 

school leader, just as not everyone can be a virtual schoolteacher.” This is confirmed by a 

district leader: 

There are many common factors, but just like leadership in a secondary school is 

different from a preschool, a virtual school setting is very different. It requires a 

different skill set and therefore, different guidance and expertise. 

A state teacher says “No, because virtual leadership is held to an immediate-change 

mentality.” A charter teacher states “No, they are completely different. Very little is the 

same except the notion of educating students.” Another charter teacher agrees, saying 

“No. The technology skills, knowledge, and troubleshooting ability really sets this apart.” 

A district teacher notes “They are different because you must keep up with technology, 

which is constantly being updated.” 

For those respondents finding the required skills to be the same, the general 

message was that leadership is not context sensitive. One state leader states “I believe the 

skills are inherent – a good leader is a good leader, regardless of the environment.” A 
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charter teacher observes “I think the same set of leadership skills should apply equally to 

both virtual K-12 leaders and traditional K-12 leaders.” One district teacher notes “Yes, 

leadership in both arenas have to know technology, hold students accountable for 

learning the standards, and not let passing rates be the primary reason for educating 

students.” A more succinct district teacher says “Yes, it seems practically identical.” A 

state teacher observes “The leadership skills are the same because leadership does not 

change regardless of the mode you teach.”  

Summary of Round One Survey Findings 

Interpreting the responses from the first round survey reveals a bifurcated set of 

responses to the central research question – Are virtual K-12 leadership and traditional K-

12 leadership the same? In both idealized and actual roles, there were similar traits 

expressed for both. They both: 

- support students and teachers, 

- monitor and evaluate teachers, 

- facilitate active communication, 

- promote and form relationships, 

- provide meaningful professional development, and 

- promote individuated instruction. 

On the other hand, they differ in ways dictated by the differing contexts of the 

environments. Unlike traditional K-12 leadership, respondents expect virtual K-12 

leadership to have: 

- prior teaching experience in both environments, 
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- higher degree of flexibility and innovativeness, 

- ability to lead at a distance, 

- a high degree of tech skills and knowledge, and 

- communication skills specific to the digitally mediated environment. 

With respect to instructional leadership, the respondents found the traits of 

traditional and virtual K-12 leaders largely the same, aligned with those practices found 

in the literature on traditional leadership practice, such as: 

- holding regular meetings, 

- sharing best practices, and 

- promoting teacher-leadership. 

With regard to virtual K-12 leaders promoting student achievement, most 

respondents gave very traditional responses: 

- frequent communication with students, 

- frequent student data monitoring, 

- recognition of student achievement, and 

- extra-curricular activities. 

A few of the respondents expressed the contrarian view that virtual K-12 leadership does 

not promote student achievement in any meaningful way.  

When asked about how virtual K-12 leadership is held accountable, some 

respondents gave traditional responses, like standardized testing and “same as traditional 

leaders.” Somewhat less traditional responses like constituent feedback and pass/fail rates 

were also given as accountability measures. A few of the respondents suggested that 
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virtual K-12 leaders are not accountable. Another went so far as to say that virtual K-12 

leaders are accountable only for ROI (return on investment).  

In responses to the research question “How does context affect the practice of 

virtual leadership?”, several unique aspects of virtual K-12 education were given as 

influential variables affecting the practice of virtual K-12 leadership: 

- the underlying digital infrastructure, 

- internet-based communication protocols, 

- the individualized nature of student interaction, 

- availability of unique software tools, 

- the flexibility and innovativeness engendered by the context, and 

- the unique availability of archival data on all student activity. 

In the end, the question of whether or not traditional and virtual K-12 leadership 

are the same was largely undecided by the survey results. The respondents were nearly 

equally divided into three groups. Those who believe that: 

- virtual and traditional leadership are the same, 

- virtual and traditional leadership are different, and 

- virtual and traditional leadership are mostly the same, but differ based on the 

contextual differences. 

Round Two – The Data 

An examination of the semantic differential data. For purposes of analysis, it 

should be noted that those terms that generally reflected a positive light on virtual K-12 

leadership were on the right, or positive side of each semantic differential item. Since all 
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aggregated response data tended to land on that side of the ranking scale, the percentage 

calculations in the table might best be viewed as a “favorability index” (F.I.) with respect 

to the term on the right side of the semantic differential item. 100% would represent 

complete agreement with the term or concept. A representation of this term has been 

included in heading for each column (Appendix G). 

An analysis of the favorability indices (F.I.) from the table revealed a few 

interesting patterns. Among all schools, all teachers, and all leaders (in the aggregate), the 

consensus was that virtual leadership is slightly/moderately different than traditional 

leadership. However, when leadership is viewed by school type, Charter leaders (n=4) 

found the greatest differences (F.I.= 76%), District (n=4) and State (n=4) leaders found 

less difference (F.I.= 67%). State leaders expressed a much lower F.I. (58%) about 

leadership’s use of relationships to promote student achievement, compared to Charter 

leaders (F.I.= 75%) or District leaders (83%). State leaders expressed a higher F.I. 

concerning the relative collaborative nature of virtual leadership (F.I. = 83%) when 

compared to District or Charter leaders (F.I. = 67%). District leaders were less inclined to 

find virtual leadership “More committed” to student achievement (F.I. = 50%) than their 

Charter or State (F.I. = 67%) counterparts.  

When questioned about whether virtual leadership is held accountable to the same 

degree as traditional leaders, state leaders were in high level of agreement (F.I. = 92%), 

district leaders were less convinced (F.I. = 75%), and charter leaders even less convinced 

(F.I. = 58%). Interestingly, State and charter leaders were less convinced that a unique 

evaluation rubric was necessary for virtual leaders (F.I. = 67%) compared to district 
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leaders (F.I. = 83%). 

Another notable observation from the table is the items of least agreement between 

leadership (n=12) and teachers (n=33). Semantic differential item number two sought 

respondent opinion of virtual leadership’s focus on profits versus student focus. Among 

all leaders surveyed, the F.I. was 92%, indicating a high level of agreement that virtual 

leaders focus on students over profits. The F.I. of all teachers for this item was less, at 

83%. The same sort of discrepancy was found for semantic differential item number 

eleven, which examined the degree of transparency of virtual leadership versus traditional 

leadership. There was a sixteen point discrepancy for this item, with leaders indicating an 

F.I. of 83%, compared to teachers at 67%.  

Both teachers and leaders have a low opinion of promoting student achievement. 

Both report an F.I. of 67% on using relationships to promote student achievement, as 

measured by semantic differential item number six. Looking at all of the responses to the 

semantic differential item number eight, which concerns the need for a separate/unique 

evaluation rubric for virtual leaders, there is a relatively low F.I. of 67% among both 

teachers and leaders.. 

In general, based on the F.I. scores of all respondents in the aggregate, there is a 

moderate level of agreement (F.I. = 77%) with all of the favorable traits assigned to 

virtual leadership by the semantic differential portion of the survey. There were five 

semantic differentiated items that scored lower than 83% among all respondents, 

indicating a lower degree of agreement. The items scoring lower were: 

1. Virtual leaders are more collaborative than traditional leaders 
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2. Virtual leaders are more committed to student success than traditional leaders  

3. Virtual leaders promote student achievement through developing relationships 

4. Virtual leadership requires a unique evaluation rubric. 

5. Virtual leadership is completely different than traditional leadership 

Points of agreement. The five most frequently cited points of agreement from 

round two extended response question one are:  

1. Virtual leadership is flexible & innovative (11) 

2. Virtual leadership is student focused (7) 

3. Virtual leadership is master communicator (5) 

4. Virtual leadership is more collaborative (5) 

5. Virtual leadership develops relationships with students (3) 

Points of disagreement. The five most frequently cited points of disagreement 

from round two extended response question two are: 

1. Virtual leadership is less committed (8) 

2. Virtual leadership is micromanaging (6) 

3. Virtual leadership is just a title (4) 

4. Virtual leadership has little accountability (4) 

5. Virtual leadership is the same as traditional leadership (3) 

One respondent’s concern. Most of the responses to the final round two survey 

questions are restatements of earlier responses. Nothing new or novel is revealed in these 

answers. However, there was one concern expressed that is worth noting: 

I am concerned that (the semantic differential terms) set up false dichotomies, 
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the results of which will be use to characterize “virtual leadership” as though 

being a leader in a virtual school results in one end of the spectrum for each 

question and being a leader in a traditional school would result in the other end. 

Good leadership has characteristics that transcend the model, whether 

“traditional” (within which there are many models and leadership styles) or 

“virtual” (within which there are many models and leadership styles). Examples 

of some of the false dichotomies presented that have nothing to do with whether 

the leadership is in a virtual or traditional setting and everything to do with the 

individual leader’s style: 

- dictatorial vs. collaborative 

- unavailable vs. transparent 

- less committed to student success vs. more committed to student success 

Summary of the Delphi Survey Results 

Respondents to the round one survey found both similarities and differences 

evident between virtual and traditional K-12 leadership. In general, respondents found 

both to be supportive of students and teachers, active communicators, relationship 

builders, facilitators of professional development, and advocates for individuated 

instruction. Respondents also found differences in the two. Based on survey responses, 

virtual K-12 leaders are expected to have prior teaching experience in both environments, 

a higher degree of flexibility and innovativeness, an ability to lead from a distance, a high 

degree to tech skills and expertise, and communication skills specific to a digitally 

mediated environment. 
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This semantic differentiation was simply a measure of a lesser degree of certainty 

about the differentiated term. In all cases, there was still a greater degree of agreement 

with the examined term than with its opposite (i.e., all F.I. scores were 67% or greater). 

Findings from the Interviews 

Interview questions were designed to explore those areas around which there was 

less consensus expressed in the round two semantic differential survey results. Four of 

the semantic differential pairs scored less than 83% on the F.I. calculated. Respondents 

were less certain of virtual leadership being more collaborative, more committed to 

student success, more relational than transactional with students, or more different than 

the same as traditional leaders. The first three were used to form interview questions. The 

fourth item, concerning similarities or difference, was not represented in the teacher / 

leader interview script. In hindsight, this appears to be a lost opportunity to more fully 

explore that question of similarities and differences between leaders in virtual and 

traditional environments. This missing item was directly addressed in the researcher 

participant’s interview. 

After transcribing the interviews and sending them to the interviewees for 

member checking, the transcribed interviews were analyzed and coded using Atlas Ti 

software. This allowed the researcher to assign thematic codes to specific passages within 

the transcriptions and prepare reports to facilitate the analysis of the interview data. These 

codes are listed in Appendix I. After an initial analysis and assignment of thematic codes, 

the interviews were re-examined and coded for specific relevance to the research 

questions, with an emphasis on finding dissenting or less mainstream points of view.  
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From the interview responses it is easy to see that these virtual educators are 

thoughtful and fully engaged in their conduct of virtual K-12 education. Subtle 

differences in the views of those in the different schools (charter, district, and state) 

emerge here as well. The charter school leader was focused on addressing the traditional 

team-building needs of the school, in a very business leadership manner. The district 

leader expressed the need for virtual students to take at least one conventional math class 

to have interaction with other students and learn the correct vocabulary pronunciation. 

This implied that the district leader had some reservations about the ability of virtual 

school to fully address the educational needs of the students. On the other hand, the state 

school leader expressed a sense of difference, of experienced reality, which could not be 

understood by traditional leaders that have not experienced it.  

Similar differences were seen in the comments of the teachers. Like the virtual 

charter school leader, the charter virtual school teacher took a focused, business approach 

to virtual education, suggesting improvements in the underlying infrastructure or 

“delivery system.”  The district virtual school teacher expressed reservations about virtual 

education (“It doesn’t fit everybody”) in much the same manner as the district virtual 

leader. The state teacher, much like the state leader, acknowledged the unknown, novel 

aspect of virtual education, advocating “more research into how kids learn online.” 

The interviews provided an opportunity to more fully understand the unique 

contextual issues inherent in the different types of virtual schools. Interviewees were 

deliberately selected based on their expression of dissenting views during the round on 

surveys. This increased the likelihood that the views expressed during the interviews 
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would be more representative of those dissenting, contrarian views necessary for 

postmodern analysis. The interviews also gave the researcher an opportunity to delve 

more deeply into the manner in which relationships and collaboration are fostered in the 

virtual environment. Most importantly, they humanized the subjects of the study for the 

researcher, creating a connection with the subjects and the data. The following sections 

discuss the major findings from the interviews, articulating those voices and views of 

dissensus. These narratives run counter to those gathered during the round one surveys, 

largely revealing the unmet promise of virtual education, as seen by the respondents. 

There are issues with the existing virtual K-12 infrastructure. The full time 

virtual charter teacher had some issues with the way student achievement is promoted. 

This teacher observed that the amount and quality of feedback in the virtual setting was 

lacking. The primary concern was with the choice of Learning Management System 

(LMS) software: 

There are systems out there, if schools would just invest in them. We need a good 

delivery system. It’s like sending your kids to a dilapidated building. Schools 

spend millions of dollars, and just throw stuff out there. They use some free or 

cheap want to teach the kids virtually, you need to have a system that works. 

This teacher went on to suggest: 

You want to ‘model the model.’ You want to have your leaders model what the 

teachers are experiencing. Teachers should create more content in community. 

Leadership should come from teachers. 

The virtual charter leader described the job as “reporting and resolving technical 
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issues.” This leader went on to say: 

My big piece is there’s always something that doesn’t work in the world of 

technology. I have skills that I didn’t get through formal education to be able to 

solve and resolve issues, whether it’s technologies or computers or networking or 

wireless technology, compatibility, or browsers.  This is a different skillset, 

requiring a different kind of flexibility and ability to adapt than traditional 

leadership. While it is true that both must be flexible, the demands of managing 

and resolving technological issues require a level of patience not found in most 

leaders. 

The virtual district teacher was also focused on the technological context as a 

primary differentiator: 

Administration looks for bells and whistles in virtual-type things, like animation, 

which… I don’t know that that’s the way to go. You still have your student, and 

you’re still communicating with them, but the pipeline between the teacher and 

the student needs to be improved. It needs to be more seamless. More like a 

classroom, or one on one, or whatever. 

This teacher went on to advocate improvements in the technical aspects of the virtual 

infrastructure: 

You need to improve the delivery system so that teachers and students can talk 

almost like it was a conventional classroom. Many of our tools look neat, but 

when you go to use them, they “sort of work.”  The technology is starting to get 

there. Costs are coming down. 
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Some virtual educators have concerns. A very telling response from one charter 

leader expressed a common sense of student achievement seen in this study – “Our 

biggest focus is we want successful course completion.” This was validated by a state 

teacher. “We strive to get a certain percentage of students – I hate to say this – passing 

our courses.”  

One noteworthy finding stood out in many of the interviews – relationships are 

difficult in a virtual environment. When asked about relationships, one district leader 

replied “It’s difficult, because at the end of the day, it’s difficult to replace face-to-face 

communications when it comes down to relationships and understanding people.” This 

same leader said “If you want a relationship, you can’t take out all face-to-face contact.” 

One charter teacher sarcastically observed: 

The relationships are very minimal, they have to be cultivated by leadership, 

creating things that allow relationships to happen. I don’t know that our 

leadership places any importance on that. It’s mainly just “teach.” 

This teacher went on to say “There’s constantly talk about creating relationships with 

students, but I just don’t see that happening.” 

The university researcher participant in the interview phase summarized the 

difficulty of virtual relationships. “This one, for me, hinges on presence.” “Someone 

needs to be able to come across well in writing to a greater extent in the online 

environment. The leader needs to make a specific effort to bring people together to form 

those relationships, to spur those collaborations.” It is important that leaders address the 

needs of virtual teachers, to “show that they are valued, which is something that can be 
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very difficult at a distance.” 

Closely related to relationships, collaboration was another topic in the interviews. 

All of the three interviewed leaders reported that collaboration was alive and well in their 

schools. It is not unusual for leaders to see themselves as highly collaborative, despite the 

prior references to relationships being difficult. One leader reported:  

I feel that in the virtual setting versus the brick and mortar setting, even though I 

have worked at the administrative level in both, that I am far more informed, not 

only on what our school is doing, what the direction of the district is, but also I 

feel more in tune with the state level decisions, which aren’t really communicated 

well, at least in my experience, at the brick and mortar setting. 

Teachers are a bit more reserved in their assessment of collaboration in the virtual 

domain. “We have monthly meetings online.” “During the summer we always do a 

Summer Institute, where we get together in one place for two or three days.” “I don’t 

have too much contact with other teachers.” The charter teacher says “As a cyber 

schoolteacher you are on an island. You really don’t get a lot of interaction with others.” 

This teacher went further, noting that the virtual communication tools work great for one 

on one communication, “but when you add two or three other people, you lose 

something.” In face-to-face communication “there is an additional back-channel of things 

going on that get missed. If you want to have good communication – face-to-face is the 

best.” 

The state virtual teacher focused on the differences resulting from distance as an 

important contextual factor: 
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I can tell you that there are some students that I didn’t get to know much at all. 

Some students I felt like I had known for years. The same thing with the 

facilitators. I think it’s mostly – I hate to say it, but it’s mostly quantity rather than 

quality. Whoever you talk to the most you get to know better. 

Others noted differences arising from the school sponsor. The district virtual 

leader made a comment that may be an indication of the challenge faced by districts that 

are primarily engaged in traditional K-12 education that find themselves engaged in 

virtual education:  

The person that is the principal of the virtual school is also in charge of other 

alternate programs. They just added this to the plate that she already had that was 

pretty full. 

The failure to dedicate fulltime leadership to the school may be indicative of a lack of 

commitment to the endeavor. 

The virtual district teacher revealed an attitude about virtual learning that might 

indicate a lack of leadership or commitment to the virtual learning environment: 

In online teaching it’s like making lesson plans for a substitute. You kind of have 

to do the same thing with students. You have to develop your online course from 

the point of view that the student is the substitute teacher. You give them material 

and a direction and they need to be able to follow through and do the learning. 

The district virtual school leader focused on a perceived shortfall of virtual K-12 

education: 

My recommendation has been that kids take at least one math class in a classroom 
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with a teacher somewhere along the way, so they get that interaction with other 

students and the vocabulary pronunciation. This way they are catching things that 

they don’t know that they don’t know. 

 The leader of one state virtual school noted the experiential disconnect that exists 

between leaders in traditional and virtual schools. The leader observed: 

My perception is that, once you are in the virtual field, you understand it. The 

tricky part is getting the non-virtual leader to understand it, to get it. That’s the 

disconnect I have found. 

The district teacher suggested that there are aspects of virtual education that limit 

its effectiveness for all students: 

Virtual education does a good job for kids that apply effort to the classes. I think 

it’s a good system. Kids need to be a certain profile to succeed online. They need 

to be self-starters. It doesn’t fit everybody. 

The state virtual schoolteacher acknowledged the differences created by context 

on how the educational process is conducted. This is an area that those in virtual 

leadership could provide valuable leadership in accomplishing: 

I think that one thing that might be missing – virtual education is so young – 

research into how kids work online. What works? It would be helpful to have 

more research into how kids learn online. 

Virtual leadership overlaps, but is not the same as traditional leadership. 

This was concisely addressed by the researcher participant in the interview phase: 

I think that, of course, there is overlap, just like there is for teachers. If you pick 
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any professional who has been prepared to be effective or exceptional in a 

traditional school, the core of the job is the same, and the tasks that person is 

required to attend to are very similar. But I would say that there is only about a 

50% overlap. Because the nature of the work – there are facilities in one, there are 

systems in the other. Where you take out something in one environment, you put 

in something different. It takes different skills and knowledge, and it takes 

different mixes of people, and it takes different budgeting structures, and it takes 

different outreach conversations to make that work happen. I’m gonna say that 

there is about a 50% overlap and the rest is relatively unique.  

The participating researcher went on to explain: 

I’m thinking about the difference between elementary and high school. That’s 

probably at least a 2/3 overlap. The kids are different, the programs are different, 

the faculty is different, there are enough differences that to be really good at one 

you’ve got to have some preparation or some experience. You can’t just walk 

from one to the other in a day and do it as well. You’ve got to know what those 

differences are. It’s much more different than that. 

The researcher participant in the research phase further described these differences: 

In thinking specifically about the activities of leaders in those different 

environments, obviously communication channels are different. Because of the 

largely virtual nature of communication in the virtual schools, communication has 

to be more planned. There’s less of the hallway conversations and incidental 

conversations. Because they are more planned and more structured, my sense is it 
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tends to adhere more to org charts and reporting lines. In the traditional school a 

principal might have a conversation with anyone in the building at any time. 

That’s possible in the virtual school, but discussions and workflows tend to be a 

little more official and organized.  

Above, the participating researcher described within-school communications; however, in 

elaborating on the topic of communication, the researcher participant went on to say: 

I also believe that the group of people virtual school principals communicate with 

probably represent a bit of a broader range than in a traditional school, because of 

the elective nature of the virtual school and the fact that it’s new and less 

understood. Virtual school principals and virtual school leaders have said that 

they spend quite a bit more time communicating with legislators, policy makers, 

and members of the public than they did when they were in a traditional school, 

because people know what a traditional school is for the most part. They don’t 

have to be persuaded of its effectiveness. They don’t have to buy into the concept 

or the approach. But virtual school principals spend quite a bit more time sort of 

promoting and explaining what they do and trying to persuade people that it’s a 

legitimate form of education and providing evidence. There seems to be more of a 

demand for evidence of effectiveness. So those I think would be the major 

differences and how the work happens, and the nature of the day-to-day activities 

for the principal. 
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Table 4.13 
 
Unique & shared skillsets, attributes, & dispositions 
 
 Unique to Virtual 

Leadership 
Shared Unique to 

Traditional 
Leadership 

Skillsets Tech expertise / 
proficiency 

Greater written 
communication 
skills 

 Manage student 
discipline 

Attributes Focus on corporate 
profits & numbers 

Less accountability 
for student 
achievement 

Promotes shared 
leadership 

Provides relevant 
professional 
development 

Supports teachers & 
students 

Evaluates / monitor 
teachers 

Focus on student 
achievement 

More accountability 
for student 
achievement 

Dispositions Greater patience & 
tolerance for 
ambiguity 

Relational 
Supportive 
Sets Goals 
Shared / Distributed 

leadership 

More rigidly defined 
role 
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Table 4.14 

Summary of findings from all three rounds 

Research Question Round 1 
Delphi Survey 

n=85 

Round 2 
Semantic 

Differential 
(with Favorability 

Index) 
n=45 

 

Round 3 
Interviews 

n=7 

What	  is	  the	  role	  of	  
virtual	  K-‐12	  
leadership?	  

- Support teachers 
- Individualize    

instruction 
- Should have prior 

teaching experience in 
both settings 

- Provide relevant PD 
- High degree of tech 

expertise 
- Too focused on 

profit/promotion 
 

- Master communicator 
(83%) 

- Student focused (83%) 
- Flexible and innovative 
(83%) 

 Not addressed by 
interviews 

How	  is	  virtual	  K-‐12	  
the	  same	  as	  or	  
different	  from	  
traditional	  K-‐12	  
leadership?	  

- Both monitor / evaluate 
teachers 

- Both promote student 
success 

- Both communicate with 
students & parents 

- Both foster relationships 
with students & parents 

- Distance is prime 
differentiator 

- Communication is 
different 

- V-L must be more 
flexible & innovative 

- V-L freed from 
disciplinary issues 

 

- More collaborative than 
T-L (67%) 

- More transparent than 
T-L (83%) 

- More committed to 
student success than    
T-L (67%) 

 
 

 -Communication is 
different 

 -V-L spends more 
time promoting & 
explaining 

How	  does	  virtual	  K-‐12	  
leadership	  promote	  
or	  practice	  
instructional	  
leadership?	  

- Provides relevant PD 
- Regular F2F meetings 
- Sharing best practices 
- Masterful 

communication 
- Monitoring teachers 

- Promoting teacher 
leadership 

- Encourage teacher 
initiative (83%) 

 

 Not addressed by 
interviews 

 
(Table continues)  
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Research Question Round 1 
Delphi Survey 

n=85 

Round 2 
Semantic 

Differential 
(with Favorability 

Index) 
n=45 

 

Round 3 
Interviews 

n=7 

How	  does	  virtual	  K-‐12	  
leadership	  promote	  
student	  
achievement?	  

- Regular communications 
with stakeholders 

- Reviewing & using data 
- Student recognition 
- Extracurricular activities 
- They do not 
 
 

- Intense student focus 
(83%) 

- Develop relationships 
with students (67%) 

 -Proctored exams 
 -Amount & quality of 

feedback lacking 
 -PD is reactionary – sb 

proactive 
 -Focus is on pass / fail 

rate 
 -Using test data to 

guide instruction 
 -Leadership does not 

promote relationships 
 -Teachers more 

informed in virtual 
setting 

 -Face to face works 
best 

 
How	  is	  virtual	  K-‐12	  
leadership	  held	  
accountable?	  

- Constituent feedback 
- Standardized test scores 
- Pass / Fail rates 
- Little accountability 
- Same measures as  T-L 
 

- Same as T-L (83%) 
- Unique rubric for 
evaluation (67%) 

 Not addressed by 
interviews 

How	  does	  context	  
affect	  the	  practice	  of	  
virtual	  K-‐12	  
leadership?	  

- Digital infrastructure 
- Different 

communication channels 
- Unique tools 
- Individuated instruction 
- Flexibility & innovation 
- More accessible data 
 

Not addressed in round 
2. 

 -V-L reports and 
resolves technical 
issues 

 -Distance makes the 
difference 

 -More student 
turnover / “on-
boarding” 

Is	  virtual	  K-‐12	  
leadership	  the	  same	  
as	  traditional	  K-‐12	  
leadership?	  

- Same, but different 
contextually (17) 

- Very different (15) 
- Same (14) 
 

- Different (67%)  -Facilities in one / 
systems in the other 

 -50% overlap / 
otherwise, unique 

 
(Table continues)  
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Research Question Round 1 
Delphi Survey 

n=85 

Round 2 
Semantic 

Differential 
(with Favorability 

Index) 
n=45 

 

Round 3 
Interviews 

n=7 

What	  additional	  
observations	  or	  
suggestions	  do	  you	  
have	  concerning	  the	  
practice	  of	  virtual	  K-‐
12	  leadership?	  

- More specific V-L 
university courses 
needed 

- V-L needs online 
teaching experience 

- Need better 
communication 

- Need less business focus 
 

Not addressed in round 
2. 

 -Teachers need to 
be engaged 

 -Students should 
take at least one 
traditional class 

 -Disconnect is 
getting T-L to 
understand virtual 

 -Need delivery 
system 
improvements 

 -Need research into 
how students learn 
online 
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Chapter 5 

Conclusions and Recommendations 

The work of an intellectual is not to mold the political will of others; it is, through 

the analyses that he does in his own field, to re-examine evidence and 

assumptions, to shake up habitual ways of working and thinking, to dissipate 

conventional familiarities, to re-evaluate rules and institutions and to 

participate in the formation of a political will (where he has his role as citizen to 

play). (Foucault, 1989, pp. 305-306)  

The purpose of this study has been to answer the question “Is virtual K-12 

leadership the same as traditional K-12 leadership?” Through the mechanisms of a 

modified Delphi procedure and targeted interviews, teachers and leaders of virtual K-12 

programs and researchers engaged in research of virtual K-12 schools were asked a 

variety of questions to probe the similarities and differences between leadership in these 

domains. In other words, are the qualities, characteristics, and necessary skillsets of good 

leaders always the same, regardless of context? 

These questions are important. As virtual K-12 education continues to grow and 

occupy a larger position in the K-12 educational landscape, the question of leadership 

competencies for virtual leaders becomes increasingly relevant. Diamond and Pisapia 

(2009) suggest that virtual K-12 leaders “must be informed and prepared with strategic 

plans equal to the foreseeable challenges they will encounter” (p. 12).  
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If “leadership is leadership,” then the pool of candidates for virtual leadership is 

the same pool of leaders available for traditional K-12 service. On the other hand, if the 

contextual differences of virtual K-12 education require a unique skillset and mindset for 

successful leadership, then identifying those unique qualities is critical to preparing and 

recruiting successful leaders for virtual schools. 

Virtual K-12 Leadership Today 

This study provides insight into the similarities and differences between 

traditional K-12 leadership and virtual K-12 leadership, as it is currently practiced. Some 

research on the possible efficacy of transformational leadership practices in combination 

with instructional leadership practices was presented. The actual efficacy of these 

practices in the virtual context is left to future research to examine. 

This study has revealed comparative aspects of virtual K-12 leadership as it is 

today. Using a Delphi survey, a semantic differential survey, and practitioner interviews, 

a number of differences and similarities with traditional K-12 leadership were revealed. 

Table 4.14 gives a summary of these findings from the three rounds of this study, 

organized by research question. 

Limitations  

The most significant limitation of this study is that the rapid pace of development 

in the area of virtual K-12 education creates a greater likelihood that recent innovative 

research and practices may have been omitted and, therefore, not considered. Another 

significant limitation encountered was that varied organizational structures, job 

responsibilities, and inconsistent titles may have affected the consistency of the virtual K-
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12 leader sample. Other potential limitations concerning the Delphi-implementation and 

the postmodern search for dissensus (enumerated in chapter three) are thought to be less 

significant to the findings of the study. 

Ten Rules of Virtual Leadership 

The role of virtual K-12 education leadership is currently defined largely in terms 

of the traditional K-12 educational paradigm. As noted in the researcher participant 

interview, there is certainly some degree of overlap in the expected skillsets and 

inclinations of leaders in both settings. The following ten “rules” of virtual leadership 

reflect the current expectations and observations reported by participants in this study. 

1. Virtual leadership requires skillful, proactive communication. 

2. Virtual leadership demands superior technological proficiency. 

3. Virtual leadership must be innovative. 

4. Virtual leadership requires flexibility. 

5. Virtual leadership must accept the authenticity of virtual relationships. 

6. Virtual leadership demands a virtual presence. 

7. Virtual leadership is a collaborative endeavor. 

8. Virtual leadership understands the contextual differences of working virtually. 

9. Virtual leadership must promote & participate in continual professional 

development. 

10. Virtual leadership requires virtual work experience. 

Context is the Key  

Context is a multi-layered concept in this study. There are some obvious 
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contextual differences leading in the online digital domain versus the traditional 

schoolhouse.  In many cases, virtual teachers and leaders are not co-located, with teachers 

working from remote locations such as home-based offices or traditional classrooms 

during afterschool hours. This lack of physical proximity limits face-to-face contact 

between coworkers or direct contact with leadership to periodic (and often infrequent) 

meetings. The asynchronous nature of most virtual classes creates another barrier to 

communication, since leaders’ and teachers’ working hours may not overlap. This lack of 

face-to-face communication was the most mentioned issue differentiating leadership in 

the virtual domain.   

There are contextual differences associated with school sponsorship. District 

virtual schools are organized and operated by the traditional school districts, and are 

typically populated with teachers and leaders drawn from other parts of the district, 

usually from traditional classrooms and schools. These leaders often reference the 

deficiencies of virtual K-12 compared to the traditional alternative. Charter virtual 

schools are often more entrepreneurial in nature, and typically draw their leadership from 

business or less traditional educational circles. These leaders are typically more driven by 

the business side of the enterprise, struggling to maintain enrollments. State virtual 

schools are also different, often operating as consultancies and content providers for other 

virtual schools, usually drawing from a larger candidate pool when establishing 

leadership. 

There are also contextual differences in the way students experience virtual 

education. There are students that take their online classes from home and other remote 
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locations, as independent learners. Maintaining adequate oversight and engagement with 

these students presents unique challenges for virtual leaders. Other students take their 

classes in a school-based computer lab, with or without the assistance of a supervisory 

adult. Coordinating student oversight with the host schools and monitoring these students 

offers a different set of challenges for virtual leaders. Still other students take courses in a 

blended fashion, mixing periodic online instruction with periodic onsite classroom 

instruction. In these cases, the activities of traditional teachers and administrators as well 

as virtual teachers must be coordinated.  

There are a variety of contextual differences in leadership experienced between 

traditional and virtual leaders, as well as those differences occurring for virtual leaders 

based on sponsoring institution and delivery setting. As mentioned in chapter two, 

“context not only matters but also is a part of the construct being studied” (Avolio & 

Kahai, 2003b, p. 53). The data from this study confirms that these differing contexts 

create complexities requiring a different skillset for successful virtual K-12 leaders than 

their traditional counterparts. 

Discussion 

Is virtual K-12 leadership the same as traditional K-12 leadership? As with many 

questions in life, the answer seen depends upon the vantage point of the observer. The 

degree of similarities and differences noted between these leaders in this study varies, 

based on the context within which the leader serves, as noted in the previous section. 

From the vantage point of the researcher, the data collected for this study does not 

support finding any difference in leadership between traditional and virtual K-12 
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leadership, as leadership is typically understood. Table 4.13 summarizes the skillsets, 

attributes, and dispositions that differ and those shared, based on the data collected.  

It is clear that the old narrative of “how school is done” has been carried forward 

into the virtual domain, particularly in the district-sponsored schools. “Students” still 

occupy “classrooms.” Administrators do “virtual classroom walkthroughs.” Classes still 

group students by “grade levels”, which are still organized by age groups. As Lyotard 

(1979) noted, decision makers in the traditional (modern) system of education attempt to 

manage educational systems in a manner that consolidates their power, optimizing the 

overall system’s performance, supporting the familiar “grand narratives”, while 

marginalizing local differences and peculiarities. This is the antithesis of Lyotard’s 

(1979) definition of postmodernity, which he defines as “incredulity toward 

metanarratives” (p. xxiv). In Lyotard’s (1979) vision of the future, these metanarratives 

are broken into smaller narratives, giving rise to smaller institutions and local 

determinism. 

It is also clear from the data some programs have been commandeered by 

corporate interests and technologists. “Pass/fail” rates are the paramount concern for 

some of these programs. Student achievement has taken a backseat to program 

enrollments.  

In the absence of effective leadership, the promise of virtual education has failed 

to materialize so far. The dominant discourses of traditional K-12 education and 

corporate capitalism have left little room for an effective narrative to develop around 

virtual K-12 education. The power of the hegemonic narrative developed over more than 
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130 years of public K-12 education in this country has not yet been overcome. As seen 

through the lens of postmodernism, there is an overarching narrative that attempts to 

explain all of K-12 education, leaving little or no room for alternative visions of the 

future of virtual K-12 education. 

In this “carried forward” environment, we may only speculate as to a postmodern 

vision of virtual K-12 leadership based on Lyotard’s (1979) warnings of the consolidation 

of power which marginalizes dissensus or local differences. One possibility for real 

change to emerge in virtual education is to focus on context as a constituent aspect rather 

than as external variables of technology alone. Leadership is mediated by technology and 

virtual K-12 infrastructures such that new and creative ideas emerge inside or out from 

the dominant paradigms controlled by those in power (e.g., state and district decision-

makers who conduct business with corporations such as Pearson and K12, Inc.). 

Evidence for such possibilities are beyond the empirical findings from this study. This 

new virtual leadership promise will now be presented metaphorically and then as virtual 

leadership by design. 

A New Metaphor for Virtual Leadership 

The story of Apple Computer’s evolution provides a useful metaphor for 

transforming the practice of virtual education. It also provides a new, postmodern model 

for leadership to guide virtual education into its full potential as an innovative 21st 

century educational environment. 

The Apple story is one of strategic paradigm shifting. Steven Jobs, the co-founder 

and driving force behind Apple Computers until his death in 2011, was often credited 
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with many of the critical design decisions that led to Apple’s success. One of his most 

shrewd and successful traits was the ability to shift paradigms. Creating the iPod and 

iTunes in the face of massive resistance from the established music industry was one such 

move. Redefining the role and nature of mobile phones with the iPhone was another. 

Finally, when Apple seemed destined to lose the war for market share in the PC business, 

Jobs changed the paradigm again, creating the iPad and redefining the nature of personal 

computing. 

But there was an earlier time, in the initial days of Apple, when Jobs made an 

even more fundamental contribution. In 1984, Jobs introduced the first mass-marketed 

computer with a Graphical User Interface (GUI) – the MacIntosh (Shelly et al., 2006, p. 

50). In this new digital realm, common visual metaphors were used to make the strange 

world of computers more familiar to the uninitiated. Tabbed manila folders were used as 

the visual metaphor for grouping a collection of data files. A picture of a trashcan became 

the symbolic resting place for deleted files. Text files were constructed in software that 

portrayed the environment as a notepad. Beveled and shadowed “buttons” were used to 

actuate various functions within software programs. Each of these visual cues served a 

purpose of making the unfamiliar digital landscape more familiar, using representations 

of familiar physical objects to serve as cues.  

None of these concepts were invented by Jobs. Most of the early conceptual work 

on GUIs was done by scientists for the XEROX corporation at their Palo Alto Research 

Center (PARC) lab (Hartman, 2011). Jobs was simply an early adopter and tech-

evangelist that saw the potential of this graphical interface to bring computing to the 
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masses of potential users. It was this concept of a graphical, metaphorical interface for 

users that created the successful company that Apple has become. 

Fast-forward to 2013. In the post-Jobs era, Apple has made the conscious and 

well-publicized decision to move in another direction, away from the heavy reliance on 

real-world ornamentation for their digital domain. This discussion in the media has 

surfaced the concept of skeuomorphism as a central talking point. The term skeuomorph 

was originally coined to refer to an ornamental design derived from the structure of an 

earlier form of an object (March, 1890). In the world of physical objects it represents an 

element or aspect of an object that is now ornamental in nature, though in some earlier 

iteration of the object served a functional purpose. The term was co-opted in the world of 

computers to indicate visual metaphors or ornamentation used to create a sense of 

familiarity within the digital domain for software constructs that do not require the 

ornamentation as a matter of functionality. The extreme to which skeuomorphism was 

taken at Apple was seen in the depictions of leather trim on the iCal calendar application, 

or the green-felt table surface depicted in their game center application. This was the 

apex of a transitional stage in computer operating system methodology. 

Lessons for virtual leadership can be found in Apple’s recent transformation. 

Under the current leadership of chief designer Jony Ive, a newer, postmodern aesthetic is 

emerging. In an interview with USA Today (2013), Ive said: 

When we sat down last November (to work on iOS 7), we understood that people 

had already become comfortable with touching glass, they didn't need physical 

buttons, they understood the benefits, so there was an incredible liberty in not 
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having to reference the physical world so literally. We were trying to create an 

environment that was less specific. It got design out of the way. 

There is a lesson in Apple’s story for those leading virtual K-12 education. This 

study finds virtual educators at a similar transitional stage as Apple in the post-Jobs era. 

Many of the paradigms and metaphors used in talking about virtual K-12 education are 

based on physical features found in the traditional K-12 environment. Classrooms, desks, 

blackboards, whiteboards, even textbooks, libraries, and principals are metaphors that 

may serve to constrain virtual K-12 education to conformity with norms and paradigms 

that limit it. These skeuomorphic elements of virtual education may fail to recognize the 

capacity of this generation of students, who have grown up as digital natives, to accept 

virtual K-12 education as an authentic experience, uniquely digital, with no need for the 

traditional brick and mortar metaphors which may only serve to limit it from reaching its 

full potential. 

The current paradigm of K-12 education is more than 130 years old and drawn 

from the factory paradigm of the 19th century. It is struggling to maintain relevance in the 

21st century. Teachers and administrators are searching for ways to remain relevant and 

effective for today’s students. The postmodern imperative for smaller, locally relevant 

narratives that meet students’ educational needs demands a change in the educational 

status quo (Jenkins, 2007; Zigurs, 2003). It seems ineffective at best to drag those 

concepts and paradigms into the digital domain of virtual K-12 education simply to retain 

a sense of familiarity within the new environment (Fishman, 2010; Levy, 1997).  

For the first generation of leaders and teachers, this might have been a necessary 
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concession to assist their transition to the digital environment. Virtual K-12 education is 

largely an asynchronous process, creating a facsimile of one-on-one connection between 

the instructor and each student. Interaction between students can be accommodated on a 

global scale. The concept of organizing classes, with specific students assigned to 

specific teachers for a specific period of time is an unnecessarily restrictive 

organizational structure. Current learning management system (LMS) platforms continue 

to promote this traditional organizational paradigm, stifling the opportunities for newer, 

more creative options. As the virtual educational landscape matures and becomes a more 

accepted part of the educational landscape, perhaps it makes more sense to break with 

tradition and conventional wisdom and create newer, more relevant paradigms. This is 

the current challenge at hand for virtual educational leadership. 

It was posited earlier that if virtual leadership is a new beginning or a 

discontinuity of existing theory then it suggests the need for new theories of leadership 

for virtual education rather than attempting to force the old theories of traditional K-12 to 

explain new and different phenomena. It is clear that many of the hegemonic narratives 

of leadership are still informing the practice of leadership within the context of virtual 

education. Old habits and mindsets are alive and well. There is also some recognition 

among virtual educators that smaller, local narratives are providing alternatives to these 

older leadership paradigms. It is up to the next generation of virtual leaders, educational 

researchers, and colleges of education to develop new theories of virtual leadership that 

will empower virtual leaders to successfully lead virtual educators in the twenty-first 

century. 
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Emerging Virtual Leadership  

The current cast of virtual leaders and teachers are largely drawn from the pool of 

traditional school leaders and teachers. They continue to see the educational process in 

terms of their traditional K-12 experiences. It may require another generation of leaders 

and teachers, born and raised as digital natives, untainted by prior experience in the 

traditional school paradigm, to realize the full potential of virtual K-12 education. 

Diamond and Pisapia (2009) note “leaders of a virtual high school must focus on 

influencing people, changing mindsets, and maneuvering the economic, political, and 

ethical minefields associated with spearheading this technology innovation” (p. 11). 

Based on the findings of this study, this leadership is most likely to be found 

within the state virtual schools. These schools are less bound to traditional educational 

paradigms than district virtual schools. Since their origins are in virtual K-12 education, 

they have less institutional inertia binding them to the traditional paradigms. They also 

appear to be better situated for this role than many charter virtual schools, which often 

find themselves preoccupied with maintaining enrollments and struggling to remain 

financially viable, due to their funding model. Though charter school leaders are more 

generally focused on the technological infrastructure than leaders of the other school 

types, it will take more than superior technological focus to make this radical, 

postmodern paradigm shift. 

Postmodern Virtual Leadership by Design 

The most consistent theme in the study data is the need for technological 

proficiency in virtual K-12 leadership. If virtual K-12 education is to reach its potential 
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and create a new postmodern platform for education in the 21st century, it will require 

leadership with the same type of talents and mindset as Apple’s Jony Ive. Design-based 

research offers a means to “engineer innovative educational environments” (Brown, 

1992). This research is done using design-based methodologies in which researchers 

work closely with teachers and students to design, develop, implement, and evaluate an 

innovation in its natural setting (Brown, 1992).  

Virtual K-12 education is built largely on a web-based digital infrastructure. The 

design details of these complex systems are critical to the work and success of students, 

teachers, and administrators. This infrastructure is the primary contextual factor that 

determines how all of the participants interact, how instruction occurs, and how these 

interactions are observed and monitored. The design of this environment and its 

functionality is both a technical task and an application of methodology and pedagogy 

(McLeod, 2011). If it is to adequately meet the needs of all of the virtual constituents, it 

requires the intimate involvement of virtual K-12 leadership in both its design and 

implementation. Zigurs (2003) notes “Virtual teams need better software tools that 

provide seamless process structuring, and leaders need to learn to work with such tools 

and help implement them within their teams” (p. 346). Zigurs (2003) suggests that virtual 

leaders can and should: 

create rich and satisfying  environments through software that supplements and 

even replaces some of the roles that team members need to fill. The implications 

are significant for leadership roles in teams and the interplay of technology with 

humans. (p. 344) 
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Sustainability and scalability of cognitively oriented technology innovations is a 

critical factor for any successful leadership research initiatives (Fishman, Marx, 

Blumenfeld, Krajcik, & Soloway, 2004). This research has confirmed that context is a 

critical issue affecting virtual leadership. Design-based research offers the best alternative 

for developing contextual solutions “producing new theories, artifacts, and practices that 

account for and potentially impact learning and teaching in naturalistic settings” (Barab 

& Squire, 2004, p. 2). 

Modern Paradigms and a Postmodern Promise	  

Lyotard’s (1979) skepticism of metanarratives, as discussed in chapter one, raises 

questions about whether there should be a single leadership paradigm, with incremental 

reforms, applied equally to leadership in both the traditional face-to-face and virtual K-12 

contexts. This study highlights the ever-present tensions created by modern and 

postmodern conditions, between the “what is” and the “what should be.” From a modern 

perspective, the tensions are to be resolved by evidence and consensus. From a 

postmodern perspective, the tensions themselves are the reality in which leadership must 

function. The findings from this study speak to the current “state of the art” of virtual K-

12 leadership as an emerging paradigm meant to challenge today’s dominant theories of 

leadership.	  	  

This study lends credence to Baudrillard’s (1994) concept of the “precession of 

simulacra.”  That is, virtual education and virtual leadership are indeed forms of 

“simulated reality” that exist within a digitally mediated context for its constituents. The 

findings reveal how school leaders and teachers simulate their realities as extensions of 
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their traditional K-12 experiences.  Thus, school leaders conduct “virtual walkthroughs” 

of “virtual classrooms,” attempting to assess teacher effectiveness and student 

engagement as if classrooms were somehow the relevant unit of analysis and reform 

construct. Others in the virtual domain, however, advocate a new paradigm grounded in 

different software platforms that would allow virtual K-12 education to evolve, becoming 

something more, something different, than its traditional counterpart. Baudrillard (1994) 

refers to this latter experience as the “hyperreal”, a simulation without a referential 

source, thus becoming its own “real” without origin in the physical world. Deleuze 

(1994) might see this as a positive development, as an act that challenges the privileged 

position of traditional K-12 and its incumbent models of leadership.	  

Modernity drives us to think in terms of a continuum, with its implicit belief in 

“progress.” This study has searched for a break in that continuum of modernity, seeking 

to find a postmodern promise in the interplay within the world of virtual K-12 education. 

For only a few, that break is a certainty in the minds of virtual leaders, who have a sense 

of virtual K-12 education’s possibilities as something new and different in both practices 

and theories.  For most virtual K-12 leaders in this study, the old paradigms of leading 

and conducting school have simply been brought forward from their previous domain 

(traditional K-12) into their roles as virtual K-12 leaders. 

Despite the findings of this study that there are no significant differences in 

leadership between virtual and traditional K-12 leaders, this researcher finds hopeful 

signs that changes in virtual K-12 leadership can and will happen in unexpected ways in 

the foreseeable future. The speed with which new and novel ideas can be disseminated 
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and adopted in the virtual world of the Internet is breathtaking. As educators and 

technologists continue to dream and collaborate, as new and innovative infrastructural 

elements are designed for virtual education, as a new generation of digital natives assume 

leadership positions in the virtual K-12 domain, a sudden and positive paradigm change 

becomes a likely postmodern possibility. 

Recommendations for Further Research	  

The domain of virtual K-12 education is still in its nascent stage, searching for its 

role in the K-12 educational landscape. Leaders of these virtual schools spend much of 

their time seeking to legitimize their existence as institutions to their various 

constituencies, marketing their services to increase enrollments, and struggling with 

maintaining and troubleshooting the technological infrastructure for their schools. Their 

communications with students, parents, and staff are often constrained by distance, 

limiting the face-to-face contact available in traditional schools.  

Clearly, a unique skillset is demanded of virtual K-12 leaders. A combination of 

technological expertise, educational leadership skills, and specialized communication 

skills is required for successfully leading in the virtual environment. There are few (if 

any) programs that currently address this integrated skillset in a programmatic way. As 

noted earlier, “the attention that we pay to technology-related leadership issues is nearly 

nonexistent” (McLeod, 2003, p. 3). This is an opportunity for meaningful research to 

provide guidance for universities, colleges, and other institutions of higher learning in 

developing programs and courses for current and future virtual leaders. 

The importance of developing a uniquely digital virtual pedagogy cannot be 
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overstated. If the postmodern paradigm is to be applied to the practice of virtual K-12 

education, then much work remains to be done to replace the traditional, factory 

paradigm of education with a 21st century virtual alternative. Action research into new 

models for delivering instruction virtually, addressing the software tools, infrastructural 

elements, and instructional methods that best foster student achievement is another 

opportunity for productive research to inform the practice of virtual leadership. This 

researcher is in complete agreement with Bell and Kozlowski (2002) when they suggest: 

Future theory and research efforts should also explore the operational issues 

surrounding leadership in virtual team environments. For example, organizations 

or virtual team leaders will need to create infrastructures that facilitate 

information sharing, work planning and assignment allocation, feedback and 

review, information processing, decision making, and dispute adjudication. It is 

important for future research to focus attention on understanding how virtual team 

leaders design and implement these and other management systems. (p. 44) 

As suggested by the university-based researcher participant during the interview, 

virtual schools should open their doors to allow more researchers in to learn and to help 

virtual education move forward. They should be open to providing more mentoring 

opportunities, bringing in the next generation of leaders. As many students in traditional 

programs take at least one course online, opportunities for traditional leaders to shadow 

virtual leaders to see virtual K-12 from the inside would build bridges and connections 

between these institutions. 

Finally, state and district policymakers should consider allocating more resources 



 

 
 
 
 

 

170 

 

to internal development and management of the infrastructure and content of their virtual 

education programs, rather than allowing corporate interests to dictate the path of these 

programs. 
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Appendix A 

Qualifications of Delphi Panelists 

 
-‐ Teachers 
o 2 or more years virtual teaching in completely virtual setting (not blended or hybrid 

program) 
o 2 or more years traditional teaching 
o Currently represent/work for quality program 

 
-‐ Administrators 
o 2 or more years virtual leadership in completely virtual setting (not blended or hybrid 

program) 
o 2 or more years traditional leadership 
o Currently represent/work for accredited virtual program 

 
-‐ Researchers 
o More than one published article in refereed journal on virtual education or leadership in 

the virtual domain 
o Affiliation with University, State or Federal government agency, or research organization 
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Appendix B 

Qualifying Invitation to Participate in Virtual K-12 Leadership Study 

 
To: [Email] 
From: "TTucker@fau.edu via surveymonkey.com" <member@surveymonkey.com> 
Subject: Invitation to participate in Virtual K-12 Leadership Research Study 
 
Dear Potential Research Participant:  
 
My name is Tommy Tucker and I am a doctoral candidate at Florida Atlantic University. 
I am conducting a research study as part of my doctoral program in Educational 
Leadership.  
 
The research seeks to address the nature and substance of Virtual K-12 leadership, 
identifying the similarities and differences between K-12 school leadership in the virtual 
setting with leadership in the traditional school setting.  
 
In order to address the research questions, we are seeking leaders and teachers currently 
serving in regionally accredited virtual K-12 schools with prior experience in the 
traditional (brick and mortar) school environment. If you have this unique set of 
qualifications, we would be thrilled to have you participate in this research effort.  
 
Thank you for your time,  
Tommy Tucker, Ed.S.  
Doctoral Candidate  
Florida Atlantic University  
 
Here is a link to the survey:  
https://www.surveymonkey.com/s.aspx  
 
This link is uniquely tied to this survey and your email address. Please do not forward 
this message.  
 
Thanks for your participation!  
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Please note: If you do not wish to receive further emails from us, please click the link 
below, and you will be automatically removed from our mailing list.  
https://www.surveymonkey.com/optout.aspx 
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Appendix C 

Informed Consent to Participate in Virtual K-12 Leadership Study 

 
Please read and consider the following informed consent information before deciding to 
participate in this research. 
 
Title of Research Study: Virtual K-12 Leadership: A Postmodern Paradigm 
 
Investigators: Tommy Tucker, Ed.S.; Ira Bogotch, Ed.D. 
 
Purpose: The purpose of this study is to discover the meanings of virtual leadership in the 
K-12 setting, establishing the ways in which it is similar to and differs from leadership in 
the traditional domain of face-to-face K-12 education. 
 
Procedures: To participate in this study, you will answer 9 demographic questions 
followed by 10 questions on the similarities and differences between the virtual and 
traditional educational settings. A follow-up survey will be developed based on the 
responses to the first survey, consisting of 4 questions, which you will be given to 
answer. 
 
There is a one in five chance that you will be asked to follow-up your survey responses 
with a short interview to further clarify your responses to the research questions. 
 
The research is planned to take place over a twelve week period between January and 
March, 2013. The total participation time is estimated at no more than 2 hours for the 
duration of the study. 
 
Risks: There are no foreseeable significant risks to participating in this study. 
 
Benefits: There are no direct benefits to participants in this study. There are potential 
benefits to those engaged in K-12 virtual education, given the possible insights into 
virtual leadership uncovered by this research. 
 
Data Collection & Storage: All survey data will be collected via Survey Monkey over 
secure encrypted internet connections. The data will be accessible only by the 
researchers. Interviews will be conducted via secure internet connections via Skype, 
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Google+ chat, Apple Facetime, or email, at the convenience of the respondent, and will 
be accessible to only the researchers. The identities of all participants will be known to 
the researchers, but not to the other participants. 
 
The data provided by the participants will be reported anonymously, both during and 
after the research. Results of this research will be reported during the dissertation 
defense, which is open to the public, and will be published in the dissertation, once the 
results have been analyzed and interpreted. Complete confidentiality of all responses 
from all respondents will be fully observed. 
 
All survey and interview responses and data identifying respondents will be maintained 
securely by the researchers until the study has been fully reported, then it will be securely 
deleted from all storage media within three years of completion of the study. 
 
Voluntary participation and right to withdraw: The researchers will be available to 
answer any questions or concerns from the participants. Participants are also free to stop 
participating at any point. Your participation in this study is completely voluntary, and 
you are free to withdraw from the study at any time, without penalty of any sort. 
 
Contact information: For related problems or questions regarding your rights as a 
research subject, contact the Florida University Division of Research at (561) 297-0777. 
For other questions about the study, you should call investigators Tommy Tucker at (561) 
379-7411 or Dr. Ira Bogotch at (561) 213-6953. 
 
Consent Statement: 
 
I have read the information describing this study. All my questions have been 
answered to my satisfaction. I am 18 years of age or older and freely consent to 
participate. I understand that I am free to withdraw at any time without penalty. I 
have printed a copy of this consent form for my records. By clicking the "I consent" 
button below, I am giving my consent to participate in this research study. 
 

 I consent to participate in this study. 

 I do not consent to participate in this study. 
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Appendix D 

Demographic Data 

Personal Identification 
 

-‐ What is your name? 
-‐ What email address should we use for future correspondence (if different from the one 

we originally used to contact you)? 
-‐ What is your gender? 
-‐ Please indicate your age 

-‐ 18 – 29 
-‐ 30 – 49 
-‐ 50+ 
 
Experience 
 

-‐ What type of organization do you represent? 
-‐ University / College 
-‐ Private research 
-‐ Virtual school vendor 
-‐ State virtual school 
-‐ District virtual school 
-‐ Charter virtual school 
-‐ Private virtual school 
-‐ Other virtual school 
-‐ Other (please specify) 
 

-‐ Please indicate your role in the organization (select all that apply): 
-‐ Executive officer 
-‐ Principal 
-‐ Assistant principal 
-‐ Instructional leader 
-‐ Teacher 
-‐ Professor 
-‐ Researcher 
-‐ Other (please specify) 
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-‐ What positions have you held in a traditional K-12 setting? (Select all that apply) 
-‐ Principal 
-‐ Assistant principal 
-‐ Teacher 
-‐ Researcher 
-‐ None 
-‐ Other (please specify) 
 

-‐ How long did you serve in the traditional setting? 
-‐ n/a 
-‐ less than 2 years 
-‐ 2 – 5 years 
-‐ 6 – 10 years 
-‐ 11+ years 
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Appendix E 

Questions for Round One Delphi Panel 

 
1. What is your idealized conception of virtual K-12 leadership? (Discuss what you think “it 

should be”, not “what it is.”) 

2. What is the current role of virtual K-12 leadership in practice? 

3. In what ways is virtual K-12 leadership the same as or similar to traditional K-12 school 

leadership? 

4. In what ways does virtual K-12 leadership differ from traditional K-12 school leadership? 

To what do you attribute these differences? 

5. Give some concrete examples of how instructional leadership is currently promoted or 

practiced in the virtual K-12 setting. 

6. In what ways do virtual K-12 leaders currently promote student achievement? 

7. What measures of accountability are used to judge the overall effectiveness of virtual K-

12 leaders? In your judgment, are these the best metrics or tools to measure virtual 

leadership accountability? 

8.  Please identify those applications or other unique aspects of the virtual environment that 

support or enhance effective virtual K-12 leadership.  

9. Based on your personal experiences and observations, what suggestions do you have for 

improving virtual leadership in the K-12 domain? 
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10. Based on your answers to questions 1 through 9, do you believe the same leadership 

skills apply equally to virtual K-12 leadership & traditional K-12 leadership? How are 

they the same? How are they different? 
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Appendix F 

Thematic codes from Round One Analysis 

Research	  Question	   Thematic	  Code	   Count	  
1.	  What	  is	  V-‐L?	   Technology	  expert	   15	  
	   Communicator	   9	  
	   Innovative	  	   5	  
	   Profit-‐centric	   4	  
	   Training	   3	  
	   Support	  students	   3	  
	   Same	  as	  traditional	   3	  
	   Role	  model	   3	  
	   Team	  builder	   2	  
	   Support	  teachers	   2	  
	   Relationships	   2	  
	   Recruiter	   2	  
	   Micro-‐manager	   2	  
	   Coach	   2	  
	   Cheerleader	   2	  
2.	  How	  same	  /	  Different?	   Same	   12	  
	   Same	  student	  support	   8	  
	   Better	  communication	   8	  
	   Same	  teacher	  development	   5	  
	   More	  relational	   5	  
	   Better	  technology	  expertise	   5	  
	   Less	  discipline	   4	  
	   Same	  teacher	  support	   3	  
	   More	  salesmanship	   2	  
	   More	  parent	  contact	   2	  
	   More	  innovative	   2	  
	   More	  flexible	   2	  
	   More	  engaged	   2	  

 
                                                                                                            (Table continues)  



 

 
 
 
 

 

181 

 
                                                                                                              (Table continues) 

Research	  Question	   Thematic	  Code	   Count	  
3.	  How	  is	  I-‐L	  practiced?	   Staff	  meetings	   8	  
	   Professional	  development	   7	  
	   It	  is	  not	   5	  
	   Teacher	  training	   5	  
	   Professional	  Learning	  Networks	   2	  
	   Monitor	  teaching	   2	  
	   Active	  communication	   2	  
	   Academic	  roundtable	   2	  
	   	   	  
4.	  How	  is	  student	  
achievement	  promoted?	  	  

Leverage	  data	   6	  

	   They	  do	  not	   5	  
	   Monitor	  teacher	  feedback	  	   3	  
	   Tutoring	   2	  
	   Teacher	  support	   2	  
	   Teacher	  evaluation	  rubric	   2	  
	   Student	  recognition	   2	  
	   Student	  awards	   2	  
	   Relationships	   2	  
	   Regular	  student	  feedback	   2	  
	   Promote	  student	  involvement	   2	  
	   Hire	  well	   2	  
	   Extracurricular	  activities	   2	  
	   Data-‐driven	  instruction	   2	  
	   Constant	  student	  contact	   2	  
	   Communication	   2	  
5.	  What	  accountability	  
measures?	  

Standardized	  test	  scores	   8	  

	   Same	  evaluation	  as	  traditional	  
schools	  

6	  

	   Student	  completion	  rates	   5	  
	   Student	  achievement	  data	   3	  
	   Student	  feedback	   2	  
	   Parent	  feedback	   2	  
	   None	   2	  
	   Enrollment	   2	  
	   Confidential	  teacher	  survey	   2	  
	   Annual	  Yearly	  Progress	   2	  
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Research	  Question	   Thematic	  Code	   Count	  
6.	  Unique	  context	  factors	   Learning	  Management	  systems	   9	  
	   Digital	  communications	  medium	   7	  
	   Immediacy	  of	  communication	   4	  
	   Individualized	  instruction	   3	  
	   Availability	  of	  data	   3	  
	   Scheduling	  flexibility	   2	  
	   Constant	  availability	   2	  
7.	  How	  to	  improve	   Leaders	  need	  virtual	  teaching	  

experience	  
4	  

	   More	  teacher-‐generated	  
curriculum	  

3	  

	   More	  PD	  opportunities	   3	  
	   Hire	  well	   3	  
	   Virtual	  evaluation	  rubric	   2	  
8.	  Same	  or	  different	   Same	   17	  
	   Not	  the	  same	   7	  
	   Same	  –	  Different	  skill	  set	   6	  
	   Same	  –	  Communication	  more	  

critical	  for	  V-‐L	  
5	  

	   Same	  –	  Technology	  more	  critical	   4	  
	   Same	  –	  Different	  context	   3	  
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Appendix G 

Semantic Differentiation Results from Round Two 
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Appendix H 
 

Interview Questions from Round Three 

 
1. I have received a wealth of information from some of the best teachers and leaders in 

charter, district, and state virtual schools. They have made it clear to me that context 

matters – that there are differences inherent in each of these school types that affect how 

teachers practice their craft and how leadership is accomplished. Since I am trying to 

understand your working context, I need to know what you think is relevant or important 

for me to better understand your working environment. With that in mind, Can you 

describe for me what a “typical” day is like for you?   

2. Because one purpose of my research is to understand the differences between face-to-face 

leadership and virtual leadership, please tell me how you see the role of collaboration in 

your professional practice of either teaching or leadership. 

3. What is the best or most interesting aspect of your job?  

- I am looking for what makes your job unique and inspires you to do what you do. 

4. How are relationships among students, faculty, and leaders developed virtually? 

- How can these relationships be sustained? 

5. How do school faculty and leadership demonstrate virtually a focus on student 

achievement?  
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6. What aspects of your job require you to evaluate students virtually? 

- How do these assessments differ from traditional face-to-face practices? 

7. Please describe any lessons you have learned from working in virtual environments to 

make your school effective. 

8. What is it that virtual leaders do not (yet) know that would have a positive impact on 

virtual K-12 education? What I am looking for here are any “known” unknowns that you 

can think of.	   
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Appendix I 

Thematic Codes from Round Three Analysis 

 
Code	   Count	  
Relationships	   7	  
Communication	   6	  
Face-‐to-‐face	  advantages	   4	  
Part-‐time	  teachers	   3	  
Virtual	  not	  for	  everybody	   3	  
Flexibility	   2	  
Collaboration	   2	  
Curriculum	   2	  
Evaluation	   2	  
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