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ABSTRACT 

Educational leaders are charged with many responsibilities within their schools and 

school district.  Chief among these responsibilities is assuring that students are learning the 

curriculum, and achieving their academic potential. The challenge, then, is to identify how 

principals impact student learning, and then help them to develop these leadership behaviors 

effectively. 

While many educational researchers have sought to find the leadership behaviors and 

factors that describe how principals can most significantly impact student achievement, the 

principals themselves have been largely left out of the conversation.  High school principals’ 

experiences and efforts to maintain safe schools, connect communities, foster citizenship, and 

prepare students for colleges and careers, while trying to promote students’ achievement on 

standardized test scores during the accountability era, offers a perspective and a contribution to 

research that is invaluable.  

This study used a qualitative design in order to understand the participants’ meanings, 

through inductive analysis of data, after interviewing a cross-section of seven male high school 

principals about their perspectives and experiences. The participants served in academically 

high-achieving, medium-achieving schools and low-achieving schools with student populations 

of various sizes, settings, and population demographics. The schools were all located in the 

suburban area of Philadelphia.  The participants had all been in their buildings as principal for at 

least two years, and had served in the role of high school principal for at least three years. 

There were three common themes that emerged from this study.  First, principal leadership in 

schools impacts student success, although it is difficult to measure, and complex to explain.  
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Principals must hire the best teachers, foster a positive climate and culture, and form positive 

professional relationships with teachers. Secondly, Principals must be perceptive to and 

understand the needs of their school and community. Students must perceive that they are safe, 

and communities must perceive that they trust schools. Finally, teachers must perceive that they 

are valued much more than any externally imposed measure of success may define them. 

As a result of the findings, it is recommended that principals seeking to maximize student 

success take the time to assess the needs of their schools, collaborate to make decisions, realize 

that promoting a positive climate and culture has to be a priority of their role, and devote 

sufficient time and resources to hiring and developing quality teachers. 
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CHAPTER 1  

INTRODUCTION 

 

To focus my study, I would like to share a vignette about a high school principal.  The 

scenario will serve as a glimpse into the everyday world of a high school principal, and it will 

highlight the important concepts surrounding the study. 

 

Scenario 

 Mr. Davidson was the first one to arrive at Amus High School on a Monday morning.  He 

was no stranger to early mornings, after serving as the building principal for the last ten years.  

As he arrived, he noticed that the cones set up for parent drop-off had been moved over the 

weekend for a community event.  He began moving them back, and notified the custodian that he 

would need to assist with the task.  He greeted the students and teachers as they entered the 

building and encouraged the late arrivers to hurry to homeroom before the bell rang.  He had 

received positive feedback from parents and teachers about his regular presence at the door in the 

morning, and he felt a sense of obligation to greet everyone with a smile as they entered his 

building.    

As he returned inside of the building, he received a call over the walkie-talkie that there 

was a verbal altercation between two students on the third floor.  He responded to the altercation, 

met with the students, assigned consequences, and invited a counselor to sit in on a mediation 

meeting between the two students before they went to first period. He then called their parents.  

He always made it a point to be proactive, thorough, and examine the root causes of student 
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conflicts, to ensure the safety and welfare of students in his building.  He also knew that if he 

didn’t contact the parents right away, there was a good chance they would here about the 

situation from their daughters via text message, and this might lead to further disruptions during 

the day. 

 Mr. Davidson conducted an observation of a new teacher during second period. He wrote 

a narrative of the lesson, and made notes to discuss several pedagogical concerns with her, while 

offering her compliments on several engaging aspects to the lesson.  He had been focusing his 

feedback on this years’ goal for all Amus teachers; to utilize the technology that he had invested 

in financially over the last two years, in order to include more authentic assessments and learning 

activities that promoted relevancy and 21st century learning skills.  He and the administrative 

team at Amus had conducted eighteen hours of professional development during the previous 

school year, which consisted of reviewing research that offered a rationale for why technology 

integration was critical for student engagement, introductions to classroom technology tools, and 

a teacher-driven action plan for how they would enhance and transform their classroom to 

include more relevant and authentic assessments with the resources that they had been trained to 

use.  He had also contracted with some local technology education specialists, to spend a few 

hours sharing educational applications and web tools with teachers, and demonstrating how they 

could be used to meet the needs of all learners.  Mr. Davidson worried about whether he would 

have enough money in his budget for materials for the remainder of the year, and for a few after-

school programs that the teachers and students had come to count on. However, he felt strongly 

that the investment in technology, and the support that was offered through the professional 

development was worth every penny. 
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Mr. Davidson made himself visible in the hallways throughout the next few periods, and 

called several students to his office in order to address a range of issues from disrupting class to 

truancy.  He called other students to the office in order to issue parking permits and event passes.  

One of Mr. Davidson’s goals for this year included finding ways to celebrate academic 

excellence.  In addition to creating an Academic Hall of Fame, he had created a system of 

privileges whereby students who improved upon their current academic success levels or 

maintained a high level of success could become eligible for various privileges, such as a parking 

space in the school parking lot, or a free pass to attend school events. 

Before he headed to the cafeteria for lunch, he made several reference calls for a new 

teacher he had hoped to hire, after she had emerged through a two-round interview process, 

which included sample lessons, writing samples, and a portfolio review.  The candidate had 

impressed the interview panels, but her lack of experience would have to be supported in many 

ways by mentor teachers and the administration, early and often, if she were offered the position.  

Mr. Davidson had created a robust teacher induction program to support all of his new teachers, 

but he had always concerned himself with the potential negative academic impact his students 

might be subjected to, while the new teachers went through their natural learning and growing 

process.  He often had to make difficult decisions between the best potential long-term candidate 

and a candidate who had more experience, but not as much potential.   

With the time that was left in the afternoon, Mr. Davidson signed a stack of permission 

forms, reviewed several Individualized Education Plans, worked on a community newsletter, and 

prepared for a parent council meeting that he would be leading later that evening.  He knew that 

parents would not be happy with the news he planned to share regarding the elimination of 

several field trips and cutbacks to after school programs, in order to fund his professional 
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development and his investment in technology for classrooms.   He would try the best he could 

to explain that the funds were being used for a classroom technology and training, as well as 

several diagnostic tools that would allow teachers to target instruction and interventions to 

individual students in their classroom, helping students to master the curriculum and prepare for 

the state’s standardized tests. 

After a long day, Mr. Davidson wished he could go home and relax for a few hours 

before the Parent Council meeting.  However, there was still one important item he needed to 

needed to complete.  The Superintendent had given Mr. Davidson the Amus school performance 

profile from the state, and although the overall score was higher than the previous year, Mr. 

Davidson was asked to create and share an action plan for improving the profile score once 

again.  The profile score was comprised of student achievement and growth data on state tests, as 

well as Advanced Placement tests and SAT participation and performance.  As he looked at the 

data, and thought about student achievement in his building as it related to his role as principal, 

he began to wonder what sort of an impact he really had.  Was this profile score a reflection of 

his leadership?  Was he doing everything he could do to help his students succeed?  Were the 

students’ performance on these achievement tests really what mattered in his school?  Mr. 

Davidson had been a principal for ten years, and those who knew him were aware of his good 

intentions and strong work ethic.  Even so, Mr. Davidson was not able to arrive at satisfactory 

answers to these questions before he had to begin working on his action plan. Instead, he would 

reflect throughout the year on these questions. 

 

The vignette about Mr. Davidson is intended to offer a glimpse into the challenges and 

multi-faceted nature of the role of a high school principal.  Not only do they have to ensure 



5 
 

safety and well-being of their students, promote a positive school culture, and manage the 

logistics of a building, but they also have to drive student outcomes for which they are held 

responsible. Having provided this context for consideration, and offering the perspective of a day 

in the life of a high school principal, I’d like to introduce the topic for my study. 

 

Introduction  

 While many initiatives in education have been said to come and go in cycles, often with 

different terminology, educational experts, supporting research, and paradigm shifts, the so-

called “Accountability Movement” has survived the test of relatively recent time.  Beginning in 

1994, with the enactment of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA), a focus on 

accountability in public schools for student achievement, defined by standardized test scores, has 

changed the focus of our nation’s schools.  The ESEA, which became known as the Improving 

American Schools Act (IASA), included a parallel initiative called Goals 2000.  The reform 

efforts around the IASA were grounded in research that supported school reform through the 

following four key elements: 1) high standards for all students; 2) teachers better trained for 

teaching to high standards; 3) flexibility to stimulate local reform, coupled with accountability 

for results; and 4) close partnerships among families, communities, and schools” (Improving 

America’s Schools Act, 1994).  The No Child Left Behind Act followed ESEA in 2001, and 

most recently the Race to the Top Program from the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act 

of 2009 continued with emphasis on standards, assessment data, and accountability. 

Although the accountability movement has generally resulted in higher standardized test 

scores in core subject areas (Nation’s Report Card, 2013), many within and outside of the 
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educational community have begun to wonder at what cost these outcomes have been obtained. 

Schools have been forced to shift their focus and their resources toward moving test scores in a 

positive direction.  School districts that serve underprivileged students have lost the freedom to 

make decisions for themselves, because their students have not meet the same standard as their 

more affluent counterparts. For example, Act 46, enacted in 1998, gave a School Reform 

Commission the authority to reconstitute the Philadelphia School District (Pennsylvania General 

Assembly, 1998). This seems unfair, given all of the challenges associated with poverty, and its 

impact on academic achievement.   Jensen (2009) asserts that, “Children raised in poverty rarely 

choose to behave differently, but they are faced daily with overwhelming challenges that affluent 

children never have to confront, and their brains have adapted to suboptimal conditions in ways 

that undermine good school performance” (p. 14).   Jensen describes four significant risk factors 

that children in poverty experience: emotional and social challenges, acute and chronic stressors, 

cognitive lags, and health and safety issues.  These challenges are not considered when schools 

are held accountable for student achievement, and yet they are some of the most formidable and 

complex barriers that schools are charged with resolving.  Research also indicates that as 

standardized test scores are publicly displayed, school funding increases in affluent areas, and it 

decreases in poverty-stricken areas as a result of voluntary contributions (Figlio & Kenny, 2009) 

and real-estate values (Figlio & Lucas, 2004). 

While the accountability movement began by holding schools and school districts 

accountable for student achievement on standardized tests, it has evolved to where teachers and 

principals are now held individually and directly accountable for these scores in their individual 

professional evaluations.  Many school districts look to data-informed decision-making to help 

identify deficiencies in curriculum, instruction and assessment, and formulate action plans to 
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better prepare students to improve their achievement test scores.  There are also individual 

implications for students who are not proficient on these tests, as they are included now as 

graduation requirements. Often this means emphasizing tested content in the classroom while 

reducing the instruction of non-tested content, and time-consuming diagnostic testing as a 

strategy to boost test scores.  Additionally, many instructionally engaging classroom activities 

such as laboratories and project-based learning have given way to didactic instruction in order to 

cover more material in a shorter period of time to prepare for standardized tests (Rockoff & 

Turner, 2010).  This shift means that it is no longer sufficient for principals to monitor the 

operations of their building and maintain staff and student safety. Principals are now forced to 

examine their practice with respect to how they can best impact student achievement, or else 

place themselves in a risky position by focusing on their own definitions of student success and 

using their time, resources, and expertise to continue achieving those successes. They must do 

this even if they view standardized test scores as simply a necessary evil that will not dictate how 

their students are taught in their buildings. For example, principals must decide whether or not to 

remove elective courses or vocational training opportunities for students who are not proficient 

on state exams, and require them instead to take remediation courses to prepare them for a 

standardized test.  Principals must also decide on whether they will use important financial 

resources to pay for teachers and programs that prepare students for standardized tests, or 

whether they will use the funds for broader and bolder initiatives within the school that support 

their mission.  These are ethical dilemmas for principals and school districts, who are challenged 

to consider what is best for students, while also ensuring compliance with mandates and criteria 

related to state tests.  
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In Pennsylvania, the Department of Education developed the Principal Effectiveness 

Rating System of Act 82 in 2012.  This system rated principal effectiveness through four 

different measures.  Fifty percent of a principal’s rating would come from the observation of 

their practice by a superior in the areas of strategic and cultural leadership, systems leadership, 

leadership for learning, and professional community leadership.  Fifteen-percent of the rating 

would come from building level data, such as academic achievement data and academic growth 

on standardized tests. Fifteen-percent of the rating would come from correlation data, based on 

teacher ratings.  The final twenty-percent would be based on district-designed measures or 

nationally recognized standardized tests.  The new rating tool for Pennsylvania principals now 

explicitly and directly links student achievement on standardized tests to principal ratings.  Since 

principal ratings lead to job security, promotions, and even merit pay, the level of concern for 

principals has been raised, and they are now compelled to use their abilities and influences to 

raise test scores in their buildings.  Research on the connection between the variables of principal 

effectiveness and student achievement has been conducted, but much of it is quantitative and 

gathered by third parties from outside of the field.  For example, a study conducted at the 

University of Texas at Dallas, in 2013, found a strong correlation between principals who were 

determined to be highly effective through principal observations, and student standardized test 

scores.  In fact, the study determined that a highly effective principal can add between two and 

seven months of additional learning, whereas an ineffective principal can reduce learning by the 

same amount (Branch, Hanushek, Riddell, & Rivkin, 2013). This quantitative methodology 

included a value-added model, which helped to isolate the impact of principals in particular 

schools. Value-added models, however, are inherently unstable, significantly affected by 

differences in the students who are assigned to them, and it is very difficult to disentangle the 
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many influences on student achievement (Newton, Darling-Hammond, Haertel, & Thomas, 

2010). The variables that contribute to student success are numerous and varied.  Between 

budgets, state mandates, community and student demographics, and many other outside 

influences, the impacts that principals have on student achievement and other school successes 

such as attendance, graduation rates, higher education preparation and continuation, become 

complicated to decipher.   The definition of success for schools has, unfortunately, been 

narrowed to represent the outcomes of standardized test scores, and the principal’s level of 

responsibility for those test scores is difficult to isolate, let alone to determine the specific 

principal leadership behaviors that impact student achievement on these test scores most 

significantly and generally across all schools.   

The questions of what to do, how to do it, by how much, and by what measures of 

success, as they relate to principal impact and student achievement are all challenging questions 

to answer.  Meanwhile, the principals as practitioners are left largely out of the discussions 

surrounding accountability, assessments, monitoring performance, state and federal legislation.  

While state and national principal organizations such as the National Association of Secondary 

School Principals (NASSP) have advocated for testing and accountability reforms, their efforts 

have yielded little change. Yet these principals must decide everyday how they can best utilize 

their time and resources to impact student achievement, while fulfilling the many-faceted 

responsibilities of the role.  
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Statement of Problem  

 Educational leaders are charged with many responsibilities within their schools and 

school district.  Chief among these responsibilities is assuring that students are learning the 

curriculum, and achieving their academic potential. While teacher quality may have the strongest 

influence on student achievement (Darling-Hammond, 2000), with the other factors that are 

outside of a school’s control, such as poverty and language barriers, having strong influences as 

well, educational leadership has not been found to have an empirically-proven, strong direct 

effect on student achievement (Kruger, Witziers, & Bosker, 2003).  This does not, however, 

discount the importance of educational leadership, particularly for building leaders such as 

principals.  The secondary or indirect impact of principals on student achievement is significant, 

and occurs through leadership behaviors such as: recognizing and celebrating accomplishments, 

acknowledging failures, establishing clear goals, ensuring that faculty and staff are aware of 

current theory and practices, protecting teachers from issues and influences that would detract 

from teaching, as well as many other leadership behaviors that are difficult to quantify (Marzano, 

Waters, & McNulty, 2005).  

 While student achievement has always been important, it has now been tied directly to 

teacher and principal evaluations, bearing more weight than ever before.  With an increase in 

standardized testing, and accountability on schools to make certain benchmarks, certainly 

principals’ evaluations within their school districts have included an increased scrutiny on how 

their students have performed.  Additionally, the federal Race to the Top program of 2009 
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charged states with creating rigorous, transparent, and fair evaluation systems for principals that 

include information on student data (Race to the Top Executive Summary, 2009).  Pennsylvania 

met this requirement by creating the principal Effectiveness evaluation system, which includes a 

15% weight category for building achievement data, and a 15% weighted category for teacher 

evaluations and teacher value-added to student test scores (Corbett &Tomalis, 2012). 

 The challenge is to identify how principals impact student learning, and then help them to 

develop these leadership behaviors effectively. A 2005 meta-analysis of 69 studies, conducted 

since 1970, found that leadership practices such as visibility, relationships, and affirmation of 

staff were highly correlated with high student achievement (Marzano et al. 2005).  These 

leadership practices were part of 21 leadership practices that were selected by the research team 

for the study. However, they scored only slightly higher than the other 18 leadership practices 

that were selected. It is important to determine if some of these leadership practices are closely 

related to another, if there are additional effective leadership practices that were left out of the 

study, or if the principals themselves could better describe how and why these correlations exist.   

 While many educational researchers have sought to find the leadership behaviors and 

factors that describe how principals can most significantly impact student achievement, the 

principals themselves have been largely left out of the conversation.  For example, Prater, Busch 

and MacNeil, (2009) sought to measure the effects of school culture and climate on student 

achievement, using teacher input and an organizational health inventory. Branch, Hanushek, and 

Rivkin (2013) sought to measure the impact of effective principals through a value-added model 

that used achievement in mathematics.  High school principals’ own experiences regarding their 

efforts to maintain safe schools, connect communities, foster citizenship, and prepare students 

for colleges and careers, while trying to promote students’ achievement on standardized test 
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scores during the accountability era, with their own professional standing hanging in the balance, 

offer a perspective and a contribution to research that is invaluable. 

 

Purpose of the Study  

 This study seeks to understand the views of principals, as practitioners. They will be 

asked for their open-ended opinion on how their daily practices impact student achievement.  

Unlike other studies, such as the work of Marzano, Waters and McNulty (2005), the principals in 

this study will not be confined to a pre-determined list of leadership practices or behaviors to 

assess or rank, but instead they will be asked to share how they define and contribute to student 

academic success in their roles.  Principals will have the opportunity to consider how their role 

contributes to student achievement, and to describe specifically why they believe their role 

impacts student achievement.  A cross-section of principals from schools with different 

demographics will allow an opportunity for me to connect common themes across the 

information that principals share, and therefore seek some generalizability in the coding of the 

answers to the research questions.  This study will add to existing knowledge in the field of 

principal leadership behavior as it relates to student achievement. The unique perspective of the 

principal, as well as the open-ended nature of potential responses, will fill a gap in pre-existing 

research, as well as a grounded-theoretical approach to answering research questions about the 

principals’ impact on student achievement.  Principals will be able to draw upon all of their 

experiences, practices, styles, beliefs, initiatives, etc. to explain connections between their role 

and student achievement.   
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Research Questions  

According to Cresswell (2009), the central question for a study should explore a broad 

phenomenon, and convey an open and emerging design.  The central question for this qualitative 

inquiry will be; 

“What are the selected high school principals’ own perceived impact on student success?” 

The sub questions for a study are designed to narrow the focus of the study, as well as to drive 

the interview questions during the interview protocol to be used during this study (Creswell, 

2009).  Therefore, the four sub questions for this study will read as follows; 

1.  “How do selected principals define success” 

2. “To what extent do selected principals believe that they have an impact on student 

success of their particular school?” 

3. “What leadership practices do selected principals believe have an impact on student 

success?” 

4. “What initiatives or programs do selected principals believe have an impact on student 

success?” 

5. “What external factors do selected principals believe to have an impact on student 

success?” 
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Limitations and Delimitations  

 As a result of an interview protocol, with a focused series of questions, deriving answers 

to the research questions listed in the previous section, this study was limited by a small number 

of participants (seven), as well as a homogeneous gender identify (all participants were male).  

Although a cross-section of student achievement levels within the participating principals’ 

schools was sought, any generalizability obtained by this cross-section was limited by the small 

sample size.  A grounded-theory approach, whereby I drew conclusions based upon common 

strategies, ideas, initiatives, and leadership behaviors shared by the participants, allowed the 

principals to share their most authentic and impactful practices related to student achievement.  

This approach, however, led to a broad array of answers, which, combined with the small sample 

size, created a challenge to building a theory around common responses.  Additionally, the 

qualitative methodology relied on the Principals’ experiences and perspectives on what works, 

without the support of quantitative data to measure the effectiveness of their strategies, ideas, 

initiatives, and leadership.  Assumptions were also made that each principal’s qualitative data on 

what works in their buildings were valid, regardless of the achievement levels of their students, 

and that each principal gave an unbiased account of his or her experiences, whether they had 

achieved desired results or not.  Where applicable, specific indicators of effectiveness were 

requested. 
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Definitions of Terms  

 The terms defined below are both significant to the study, as well as frequently used 

throughout the study.  

Professional Development- used in reference to a wide variety of specialized training, formal 

education, or advanced professional learning intended to help administrators, teachers, and other 

educators improve their professional knowledge, competence, skill, and effectiveness. When the 

term is used in education contexts without qualification, specific examples, or additional 

explanation, however, it may be difficult to determine precisely what “professional 

development” is referring to. (edglossary.org) 

School Climate- School climate refers to the quality and character of school life. School climate 

is based on patterns of students', parents' and school personnel’s’ experience of school life and 

reflects norms, goals, values, interpersonal relationships, teaching and learning practices, and 

organizational structures.(schoolclimate.org) 

School Culture- Generally refers to the beliefs, perceptions, relationships, attitudes, and written 

and unwritten rules that shape and influence every aspect of how a school functions, but the term 

also encompasses more concrete issues such as the physical and emotional safety of students, the 

orderliness of classrooms and public spaces, or the degree to which a school embraces and 

celebrates racial, ethnic, linguistic, or cultural diversity. (edglossary.org) 
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School Leader- A principal, assistant principal, or other individual who is an employee or officer 

of an elementary school or secondary school, local educational agency, or other entity operating 

an elementary school or secondary school; and responsible for the daily instructional leadership 

and managerial operations in the elementary school or secondary school building (naesp.org) 

 

Stakeholders- Refers to anyone who is invested in the welfare and success of a school and its 

students, including administrators, teachers, staff members, students, parents, families, 

community members, local business leaders, and elected officials such as school board members, 

city councilors, and state representatives. Stakeholders may also be collective entities, such as 

local businesses, organizations, advocacy groups, committees, media outlets, and cultural 

institutions, in addition to organizations that represent specific groups, such as teacher unions, 

parent-teacher organizations, and associations representing superintendents, principals, school 

boards, or teachers in specific academic disciplines (e.g., the National Council of Teachers of 

English or the Vermont Council of Teachers of Mathematics). In a word, stakeholders have a 

“stake” in the school and its students, meaning that they have personal, professional, civic, or 

financial interest or concern. (edglossary.org) 

Student Achievement- This will be a broad term, representing achievement in any of the areas 

that the school performance profile outlines.  If one particular area, such as standardized test 

scores is intended, it will be explicitly stated. 

School Performance Profile- This is a specific assessment given to Pennsylvania schools.  Each 

school is given a score out of 100, based on student achievement.  The scoring breakdown is as 

follows; 
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The first three areas represent 50 percent of the school academic performance score: 

 Indicators of Academic Achievement - Include PSSA/Keystone performance, industry 

standards-based competency assessments, grade three reading proficiency, and SAT/ACT 

college ready benchmarks. 

 Indicators of Closing the Achievement Gap - All student scores are used to define how 

well a school is making progress toward proficiency of all students. 

 Indicators of Closing the Achievement Gap - Historically Underperforming Students’ 

scores are used to define how well a school is making progress toward proficiency. The 

high needs students are students who have historically not demonstrated proficiency. 

This category represents 40 percent of the school academic performance score: 

 Indicators of Academic Growth/PVAAS - Measures the school’s impact on the 

academic progress of groups of students from year-to-year. 

This category represents 10 percent of the school academic performance score: 

 Other Academic Indicators - Assesses factors that contribute to student achievement 

(e.g., graduation rate, promotion rate, attendance rate). 

Schools may earn up to seven additional points via Extra Credit for Advanced Achievement 

based upon advanced performance on state and industry assessments, as well as for students 

earning a “3” or higher on an Advanced Placement exam or “4” or higher on an International 

Baccalaureate exam. (www.paschoolperformanceprofile.org) 

 

 

Significance of the Study  

 By finding common beliefs among principals regarding their impact on student 

achievement, and asking principals to share what specific practices within their role they believe 

to have the strongest impact on this achievement, theory can be developed on how principals can 

maximize their own impact on student achievement. What works in one school, for one 

principal, may not necessarily work for another.  However, if principals across various schools, 

which differ in student achievement levels, as well as many other variables, agree on certain 

common practices, initiatives, or beliefs that they themselves use or have, which lead to student 

http://www.paschoolperformanceprofile.org/
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achievement, then the ideas become worthwhile for other practitioners to consider, as well as for 

other researchers to delve into more deeply.  Additionally, by utilizing an open-ended format, 

unique first-person perspectives of the participating principals led to new topics or ideas for 

research.  If principals shared a practice, idea, or initiative that they believe drives student 

achievement, and this practice, idea or initiative has not previously been researched thoroughly, 

then a new door opens for the exploration of new theory and/or practice related to the role of 

school principals.  These participating principals may have felt the pressures of the 

accountability movement, made decisions on how to best operate their schools in order to meet 

the expectations of the accountability movement. Their experiences and ideas on how the success 

or failure of these decisions is invaluable as a contribution to research in the area of principal 

impact and student achievement.  Finally, this study is timely, as federal and state laws are 

considering the role of the principal as it relates to student achievement.  Different groups, both 

inside and outside of the education profession are making critical decisions regarding how 

principals are evaluated in light of student achievement within their buildings. 
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CHAPTER 2  

LITERATURE REVIEW 

  

Purpose and Overview 

 

 The purpose of this chapter is to review and synthesize existent and relevant research in 

the area of school principal impact on student success.  Literature on the role of the principal as it 

relates to student success, as well as how the principals’ impact compares to other school 

personnel and other factors impacting student success will be considered.  The role of principal 

will be the focus of the literature review, although some of the research will include principals in 

a broader role of “educational leaders.”  Although high school principals are the focus of this 

particular study, and the bulk of the literature will include research pertaining to high schools, 

this chapter will use research on principals and educational leaders of all levels. 

 This chapter will review literature on the principal’s direct impact on student 

achievement or success, through six mechanisms: Supervision and Evaluation, Hiring and 

Developing Staff, Climate and Culture, School Safety and Climate, Community and Family 

Involvement, and Budget and Resource Management. Each of these mechanisms will make up 

one section of the literature review.  Additionally, this chapter will review literature on what 

separates effective principals from ineffective principals, as well as what separates effective and 

ineffective schools, with respect to the six mechanisms.   
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Principals have long been accountable for the achievement of the students who are 

enrolled in their schools.  Although the definition of achievement may vary, the idea that the 

principal of a school is accountable for the academic outcomes within their building has existed 

since the development of the principal’s supervisory role in 1862 (Pierce, 1935, p.60).  This 

accountability is present more today than ever before.  Principals in today’s schools face pressure 

from multiple stakeholders not only to ensure that their students are delivered a high-quality 

educational program, but also to track their achievement (Kersten & Israel, 2005).  The belief 

that the way a school is run by the educational leader determines student success or failure is also 

gaining traction internationally (Fullan & Watson, 2000).  Unfortunately, according to Schlecty 

(2011), under the pressure to satisfy the measurable test score standards by which they are 

judged, more and more educators “…are succumbing to the pressure to focus on the test rather 

than on students and on what they want students to do, learn, and become” (p.80).  Since 

principals are not directly teaching the students, however, it makes sense that their impact is 

indirect or secondary to the teachers themselves.  Nevertheless, this impact is critical to student 

success.  According to a seminal 2004 study, How Leadership Influences Student Learning, 

Leithwood, Louis, Anderson, and Wahlstrom (2004) asserted that leadership was the second 

most important school-based factor in children’s academic achievement. Later on, Leithwood, 

Harris, and Hopkins (2008), reiterated that “School leadership is second only to classroom 

teaching as an influence on pupil learning.”  The same finding was again confirmed by a 2010 

survey of school and district administrators, policy advisers and others in the educational world, 

when they named ‘principal leadership’ as ranking right behind teacher quality among a list of 

21 education issues they were asked to rank (Simpkin, Charner, & Suss, 2010 p. 9-10).  Speaking 

in terms of quantitative methodology, Wahlstrom et al. (2010) found that despite school 
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leadership making its impact indirectly, the indirect workings have a statistically significant 

effect on student achievement.  

  Drago-Severson et al. (2014) described the impact of the principal on student learning a 

different way. They discovered, after a series of interviews with effective principals, that 

“Although we believe that teacher leadership is essential and that schools need shared leadership 

and leadership teams to improve, we see principals as the key leverage point- the fulcrum- in 

efforts to improve schooling and education” (p.13).  The impact of principals is evident when 

they create the conditions under which the variables that affect student learning combine to reach 

critical mass (The School Principal, 2013).   Kruger, Witziers, and Bosker (2003) described an 

even more complex relationship between principal leadership and student achievement when 

they described the reciprocal effect model of measuring this relationship- “…The relationship 

between the principal and features of the school and its environment are interactive.  This model 

implies that school leaders adapt to the organization in which they work, changing their thinking 

and behavior over time.  Researchers testing this model assert that causal relationships may be 

multidirectional, change over time, and even be nonlinear (p. 401-402)”.  Principals, therefore, 

maximize their impact by finding the appropriate balance of adapting to the needs of their school 

and students, and facilitating the adaptations of the school and students themselves, in order to 

maximize student achievement.  Prior to the federal education initiative Race to the Top, the 

evaluations of school principals were left largely to local school districts.  Central office 

administrators were charged with creating the criteria and accompanying documentation that 

assessed a building principal’s effectiveness. The local education agency decisions on this 

evaluative criterion had the advantage of considering the nuances of the role of the position 

specific to their school building and the district.  These nuances often depend on the leadership 
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structures and level of autonomy designated to the principals. “There are many channels through 

which principals influence school quality, although the precise mechanisms likely vary across 

districts with the regulatory and institutional structures that define principal authority” (Branch, 

Hanushek, & Rivkin, 2013).  Today, however, student achievement on standardized test scores is 

a large component of principal evaluations.  Branch et al. (2003) suggest that “The fundamental 

challenge to measuring the impact of school leaders is separating their contributions from the 

many other factors that drive student achievement” (p.64).   It is more likely, however, that the 

principal’s contributions are not separate from the many other factors that drive student 

achievement.  Kruger et al. (2003) conducted a quantitative meta-analysis, which analyzed 37 

studies in search of educational leadership having a direct effect on student achievement.  The 

results of the study found that “not more than 1% of the variation in student achievement is 

associated with differences in educational leadership” (p. 415).  The authors describe, however, 

how educational leaders can have a secondary or indirect impact on student achievement; “An 

educational leader then is someone whose actions (both in relation to administrative and 

educational tasks) are geared to influencing the school’s primary process and, therefore, 

ultimately students’ achievement levels” (p.403).   The following will serve as a review of recent 

literature on principal role in six areas, as it relates to student achievement; Supervision and 

Evaluation, Hiring and Developing Staff, Climate and Culture, School Safety and Climate, and 

Community and Family Involvement. 

 The six areas of a principal’s role that will be reviewed, parallel to a set of seven core 

leadership responsibilities, which the Council of Chief State School Officers suggests are 

performed by “transformational leaders.” These responsibilities are the foundation for the 

http://go.galegroup.com.libproxy.temple.edu/ps/i.do?action=interpret&id=GALE%7CA313012650&v=2.1&u=temple_main&it=r&p=AONE&sw=w&authCount=1
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CCSSO’s 2015 Interstate School Leaders Licensure Consortium’s (ISLLC) standards. They 

include;  

1. Building a shared vision of student success and well-being. 

2. Champion and support instruction and assessment that maximizes student learning and 

achievement. 

3. Manage and develop staff member’s professional skills and practices in order to drive 

student learning and achievement. 

4. Cultivate a caring and inclusive school community dedicated to student learning, 

academic success and the personal well-being of every student. 

5. Coordinate resources, time, structures and roles effectively to build the instructional 

capacity of teachers and other staff. 

6. Engage families and the outside communities to promote and support student success,  

7. Administer and manage operations efficiently and effectively. (p.5) 

(http://www.ccsso.org/Documents/2015/RevisedDraftISLLCStandards2015.pdf) 

 

Hiring and Developing Staff 

If teachers have the most direct and significant impact on student achievement, then the 

hiring and developing of effective teachers is a critical role of principals.  According to Kersten 

(2008), who had an opportunity to sit down with almost 400 school principals in the state of 

Illinois,  

If you meet with almost any group of principals and ask them to identify the most critical 

factor in improving schools and increasing student achievement, they would most likely 

say having an outstanding faculty is the key. Common wisdom among principals is that 

nothing is more important to the overall success of the school than selecting excellent 

teachers.  In fact, most principals would probably say that making faculty selection a top 

priority often translates into increased school-wide success. (p. 355)   

 

A growing body of research shows a direct link between high quality teachers and 

increased student achievement (Danielson & McGreal 2000; Fullan 2001; Marzano, Pickering & 

http://www.ccsso.org/Documents/2015/RevisedDraftISLLCStandards2015.pdf
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Pollock 2001; Stronge 2002; Tucker & Stronge 2005).  Hiring the right individuals for the 

important responsibility of teaching our young people is critical, but in order to see their impact 

schools must be able to retain them, as well as remove ineffective teachers. Recent research by 

Loeb, Kalogrides, and Be’teille (2012) studying principals in Miami-Dade county, using a value-

added model for assessing student achievement, found that schools led by more effective 

principals were more likely to hire and retain more effective teachers, and remove less effective 

ones.  While finding and retaining highly effective educators may be a challenging task to 

accomplish (Wallace, 2009), what separates potentially effective teachers from ineffective 

teachers is consistently agreed upon by principals.  Illinois principals who participated in 

Kersten’s 2008 study identified knowledge of content and current pedagogy as their top quality 

for successful teacher candidates, followed by strong work ethic, interpersonal skills, being 

student-centered, and professional team players.  Ingle, Rutledge, and Bishop (2011) found 

similar preferences for teaching candidate qualities among principals.  “Shared common 

preferences for caring, subject matter knowledge and strong teaching skills suggest a common 

core of characteristics regardless of position and school” (p. 601).   While these qualities were 

sought across all teaching positions, Loeb et al. (2012) also found that, “Principals may influence 

overall teacher effectiveness in their schools through hiring more skilled teachers and assigning 

them to classrooms that align with their preparation” (p.272).  Assigning teachers to the positions 

that best fit their skill set is also a critical part of a principal’s role.  A 2010 study by Li Feng, 

which utilized data from across the state of Florida between 1997 and 2003 showed, that 

inexperienced teachers were more likely to be assigned low-performing and low-income 

students.  These types of practices are often not rooted in principal preference or ethical rationale 

that puts the interest of the students as top priority, but rather traditional seniority policies or 
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practices that give preferential assignments based upon experience.  A study which included 

interviews of 30 principals by Morgean Donaldson (2013) regarding their hiring and evaluating 

practices found that a similar challenge existed for his participants.  “Overall, principals said that 

a limited supply of qualified candidates, excessive centralization or hiring procedures, and the 

dominance of seniority, either as a result of contractual obligations or long-standing cultural 

norms, limited their opportunity to hire and assign teachers” (p. 851).  Loeb et al. (2012) also 

found that more effective schools assign novice teachers to students in equitable fashions- a 

practice that helped lead to rapid student achievement gains.  Therefore, principals who make 

efforts to assign quality teachers equitably and appropriately to students, rather than by using 

seniority or other factors as a criterion for assignment, can help to increase student achievement. 

Yet another consideration for effective principals to make when hiring teachers is placing value 

on the teachers’ understanding of accountability pressures and fidelity to program delivery in the 

classroom.  There is research that supports the notion that fidelity and long-term commitment to 

comprehensive school reform models improves student outcomes (Borman, Hewes, Gina, 

Overman, Laura, & Brown, 2003; Skindrud & Gersten (2006).   In essence, this means that 

principals can increase student achievement by hiring teachers who understand the academic 

programs within the school and accountability mechanisms by which schools are evaluated, as 

well as hiring as those teachers who are prepared to commit themselves and their practice to 

carrying out the delivery of those programs and meeting those accountability mechanisms. The 

importance of hiring effective teachers has been magnified in the last decade, as the number of 

vacancies have increased. “Because of state and early retirement plans with the large number of 

teachers presently in their 40s and 50s, the need for more teachers over the next decade will 

increase” (Kersten, 2008, p. 357).  Fortunately, principals in Kersten’s (2008) study believed that 
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57.9% of the responsibility for the hiring decision belonged to the principal.  While principals 

often site a lack of autonomy as a barrier to effectively running their schools, the practice of 

hiring teachers appears to coincide with sufficient autonomy, in most cases, to allow principals 

the ability to impact student achievement through this function of their role.  

Once teachers are hired, principals must ensure that the newly hired teacher continues to 

grow as professionals.  This means that identifying areas for growth, developing meaningful 

professional development, and monitoring the ongoing process of professional development is an 

important responsibility for principals.  “The National Staff Development Council advocates that 

‘high quality’ professional development must be results driven, standards-based, and job 

embedded.” (Moore & Kochan, 2013, p. 168).  The Alabama Leadership Academy (2009) 

identified and surveyed successful school principals regarding their professional development 

practices, and they found that principals believed that the strength and commitment of their 

professional development program was a contributor to their schools' academic success.  The 

academy also found that the factor mentioned most often by principals was the utilization of 

student data, and that “Time and follow-up or continuity were the largest barriers to facilitating 

the NSDC standards for professional development.” (Moore & Kochan, 2013, p. 175).  One way 

that principals can combat the challenge of time and effort is to improve efficiency through 

developing teacher leaders and increasing engagement in professional development efforts.  

Leithwood et al. (2010) argue that principals have a responsibility to create conditions so that 

teachers engage in professional development more fully, and receive the benefits of the 

experiences that are created for them.  Additionally, Leithwood et al. (2008) assert that 

successful leaders develop and understand people by providing individualized support and 

consideration.  When principals develop teacher leaders in this manner, they increase the 
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capacity of professional growth in knowledge and skills among their faculties.  Leithwood et al. 

(2008) make the claim that “School leadership has a great influence on schools when it is widely 

distributed” (p. 27), although they caution that, “Some patterns of distribution are more effective 

than others” (p. 28).  Principals cannot sit back and wait, however, for teacher leaders to emerge 

on their own.  Marks and Pinty (2003) warn, “…Shared instructional leadership will not develop 

unless it is intentionally sought and fostered” (p. 392). One way to provide individualized 

support for faculty is through keeping track of teachers’ professional development needs.  In a 

recent large-scale study by Louis et al. (2010), principals and teachers across 12 different schools 

identified professional development as a key to facilitating enhanced teaching, and tracking 

teacher needs was one of the top three leadership practices identified in helping teachers to 

improve instructional practices.   Specifically, 100 % of principals and 84% of teachers agreed 

that keeping track of teacher professional development needs was an important practice to 

improve instruction.  The study also found that 91.7% of principals and 67.7% of teachers 

believes that providing structures and opportunities for teachers to collaborate was an important 

practice to improve instruction.  While determining the methods for identifying teacher needs 

and differentiating professional growth to meet those needs is complex and challenging, the need 

for doing so is evident.  Teacher variance in style, skill, content knowledge, and experience all 

account for their differences in professional growth needs.  A principal who seeks to understand 

these differences and become responsive to these needs will ultimately aid student achievement 

by doing so. According to the report by Louis et al. (2010), principals report feeling most 

constrained in conducting evaluation and dismissal, and least constrained in their professional 

development.  This is all the more reason for principals to focus time and energy in professional 

development- they have control over how to best meet the needs of their faculty and staff.   
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Supervision and Evaluation 

If the teachers are empirically determined to have the most direct influence on student 

learning, then the supervision and evaluation of teachers is one of the principal’s most critical 

roles. Ensuring that the teachers are effectively using or developing their knowledge in content 

and pedagogy is an important responsibility of principals that indirectly, but ultimately, impacts 

student achievement.  “Principals themselves agree almost unanimously on the importance of 

several specific practices, according to one survey, including keeping track of teachers’ 

professional development needs and monitoring teachers’ work in the classroom (83 percent) 

(Wahlstrom et al. 2010, p. 71).  A study by Heck (2009), using over 9,000 students, and 

employing a multi-level cross-classified model to examine successive teachers’ effects on 

student achievement found three important links; first, the effectiveness of successive teachers 

was related to student achievement in reading and math; second, collective teacher effectiveness, 

as an organizational property of schools, was positively associated with achievement levels; 

third, the stability of the school's teaching staff and the quality of its academic organization and 

teaching processes were positively related to achievement levels. Improving instruction is one of 

the five key practices that effective principals perform well (The School Principal, 2013).   

Improving instruction comes through a rigorous supervision and evaluation process, which 

considers a wide variety of indicators for effectiveness among teachers.  Effective teacher 

evaluation is done with good rationale, complex and multiple data sources, multiple participants, 

multiple judges, satisfied audiences, and expanded uses (Peterson & Peterson, 2005).  The value 

of evaluation is not only to improve instruction, but also to document good practice, reassure 

teachers that they are doing a needed and effective job, reassure audiences, and identify good 
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teaching practices for emulation (Peterson & Peterson, 2005). Teachers must be evaluated not 

only on their ability to prepare, and their content knowledge, but their ability to interact with 

students and develop high-leverage skills among their students (Carlgren, 2013; Silva, 2009).  

They must teach the essential life and career skills outlined by the partnership for 21st century 

learning as skills and knowledge students need to succeed in work, life and citizenship, 

(“Framework for 21st Century Learning,” 2002).  Additionally, teachers must be proficient with 

educational technology, in order to engage students by enhancing and reimagining lessons.  

According to Irving (2006), “Researchers have found that in a connected classroom, students are 

more likely to actively engage in the learning process.  Student attitudes and motivation 

improves as teachers focus on conceptual understanding” (p.17). While these purposes for 

evaluation are ideal, and represent the majority of the work done in this area, the harsh reality is 

that there is yet another purpose for evaluation that is rare, but nevertheless critical; identifying 

and removing ineffective teachers.  Portin, Alejano, Knapp, and Marzolf, 2006 found the 

following:  

Effective leaders studied by University of Washington researchers nurtured and 

supported their staffs, while facing the reality that sometimes teachers don’t work out.  

They hired carefully, but-adhering to union and district personnel policies- they also 

engaged in ‘aggressively weeding out individuals who did not show the capacity to grow 

(p. 52).  

 

The truth is, bad teachers can and should be dismissed, even if it can prove to be difficult and 

expensive.  Principals who allow ineffective teachers to remain in the classroom are significantly 

and negatively impacting student achievement. “Some students who experience two or three 

unsatisfactory teachers in a row show serious, long-term deficits.” (Peterson & Peterson, 2005, p. 

90).  It should be done fairly, and through a progressive series of detailed and objective 

documentation.  Peterson and Peterson (2005) assert that what is needed in the evaluation of 
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unsatisfactory teachers are expert principal perspective, good preparation and procedures for 

both the district and individual administrators, knowledge of what works and what doesn't, 

district collaboration, and stage wise action steps. Objectivity is an important component of 

teacher evaluations, and one way to maintain objectivity is through using data.  “When it comes 

to data, effective principals try to draw the most from statistics and evidence ‘learned to ask 

useful questions’ of the information, to display it in ways that tell ‘compelling stories’ and to use 

it to promote ‘collaborative inquiry among teachers” (Five Key Responsibilities, n.d.).  

Gathering data can allow a principal to begin to impact instruction by seeking the root causes of 

the data.  Wahlstrom et al. (2010) found that “Effective principals view data as a means not only 

to pinpoint problems but to understand their nature and causes” (Five Key Responsibilities, n.d.).   

These data should come from a variety of resources, in order to ensure an accurate assessment is 

being made regarding the teacher’s performance.   

Variable data resources are required in teacher evaluation because teachers are good for 

different constellations of reasons.  They work in quite different settings, with different 

kinds of demands and criteria for quality.  Fairness demands that all teachers have an 

equal opportunity to document their quality in the ways most appropriate to them.  Also, 

we just cannot get all the information we might want for each instance of teacher 

evaluation. (Peterson, & Peterson, 2005, p. 17)  

 

Using effective evaluation and supervision procedures not only helps to determine the 

performance of teachers for purposes of improvement, but also for providing supporting 

evidence to the teachers themselves that they are making a difference.  According to some 

researchers in the area of teacher evaluation, the most important use of teacher observation data 

is authoritative reassurance from a principal- believable evidence to teachers themselves that 

they are performing a needed and effective job (Peterson & Peterson, 2005).  One controversial 

incentive that is often discussed in conjunction with teacher supervision and evaluation is the 
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inclusion of monetary incentives or merit pay.  Although this idea presumes that student 

achievement is strongly linked to teacher effort, a randomized trial of over 200 New York City 

public schools designed to better understand the effectiveness of such incentives found no 

evidence that teacher incentives increase student performance, attendance, or graduation rates.  

The incentives also showed no change in student or teacher behavior (Fryer, 2013).  Ineffective 

evaluation strategies such as merit pay, according to Drago et al. (2014), come as a result of the 

reality that,  

Policy makers and legislators too often take the view that they can solve the problems of 

our schools with technological fixes.  Yet in practice, the work is much more complicated 

and likely to have adaptive elements with varying phases over time, requiring principals 

to assess and reassess problems on the ground, and to have wisdom to know when and 

how to apply technical, adaptive, and mixed approaches to meet the unique needs of their 

schools and communities (p. 29) 

 

Unfortunately, many principals view themselves as managers more than instructional leaders, 

which create challenges in supervising and evaluating teachers.  A study in South Africa, which 

utilized purposive sampling of experienced principals and interviews as a methodology, found 

that a lack of training in curriculum, change-management and program implementation was the 

norm (Taole, 2013).  In addition to a dearth of training, the daily responsibilities such as 

disruptions, parents, workload, and lack of support from subject area specialists are barriers 

which create challenges to instructional leadership among principals (Taole, 2013).  The lack of 

training or content area knowledge, while difficult to overcome, must be overcome with 

transparency and confidence in order for principals to supervise and evaluate effectively.  

“Principals have to be able to demonstrate confidence rather than apologize for lacking 

knowledge or engage in disingenuous pretense.  Teachers have to be able to respect a principal 

as an instructional leader, and that leadership has to be authentic” (Hassenpflug, 2013, p. 91).  
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This challenge exists more at the secondary level than the elementary schools.  According to The 

School Principal (2013), “Unlike their elementary school counterparts, secondary school 

principals cannot be expected to have expertise in all the subject areas their schools cover, so 

their ability to offer guidance on instruction is more limited” (p. 14).  Other barriers to 

instructional leadership, including the components of supervision and evaluation include; time, 

and interpersonal skills, role description, and support and encouragement from superiors. 

(Hallinger, 2005; Celikten, 2001).  Certainly time is a challenge for all principals who wish to 

spend time in classrooms for many reasons, including supervising and evaluating teachers.  

However, concerns for safety and welfare of students, conflict resolution, and the many 

managerial tasks often become the priority in a principal’s schedule.  The result is a supervision 

and evaluation process that relies on limited exposure to the actual work of the teachers in the 

classrooms.  Principals must also navigate the challenging conversations with teachers, being 

able to balance and provide both warm and cool feedback, while maintaining a strong and 

professional rapport.  In order to find both the time and skill to provide a meaningful supervision 

and evaluation process for teachers, principals need the support and encouragement from their 

superiors that places value and emphasis on these processes as a means of improving student 

achievement.   

 

Climate and Culture 

While the data will show that accountability measures do tend to move test scores in a positive 

direction, there are many concerns about the negative impact that a pure focus on tests scores can 

have on a school.  Deming and Figlio (2016) concluded that “Our bottom line is that 

accountability works, but rarely as well as one would hope, and often not entirely in the ways 
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that they were intended. Research on K–12 accountability offers some hope but also a number of 

cautionary tales” (p.34). Principals who wish to maximize their impact on student achievement 

recognize the importance of creating a climate and culture that is conducive to learning.  School 

principals who care and focus on the specific areas of school climate that impact the culture of a 

school promote student achievement (Pellicer, 2003).   Leithwood et al. (2008) mention specific 

elements of school climate and culture, stating that “School leaders improve teaching and 

learning indirectly and most powerfully through their influence on staff motivation, commitment, 

and working conditions” (p. 32). A study by Uline and Tschannen-Morgan (2008) found a link 

between student achievement and school climate, and a link between principal leadership and 

school climate.  Specifically, after 80 teachers were surveyed, for principals who were 

determined to be collegial a statistically significant relationship with school climate indicators 

existed such as student respect for one-another, community participation, and teacher 

commitment.  Principals who wish to make positive change in their building must create teacher 

buy-in through creating a clear vision, articulating ethical values and norms, and engaging the 

external and internal communities (Moos, Johanson, & Day, 2011).  This can be a challenging 

task, given the various pressures that principals face from multiple stakeholders to demonstrate 

achievement on standardized tests, while delivering a high-quality educational program (Kersten 

& Isreal, 2005; Spillane & Lee, 2014).  Principals who wish to prepare their students for entrance 

into military after high school must foster a school climate where students aspire to achieve their 

goals, and remain motivated to follow-through on completing them.  Eskreis-Winkler, Shulman, 

Beal, and Duckworth (2014) found that individuals possessing grit, defined by passion and 

perseverance toward long-term goals, were more likely to complete a grueling Army Special 

Operations Forces (ARSOF) selection course. These beliefs about the importance of grit are 
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substantiated by research.  Daggett & Nussbaum (2014) assert that, “When schools engage and 

stretch every student in active, rigorous, and relevant learning that flexes mental muscles and 

nurtures retention, understanding, and achievement…the potential is compelling” (p.7).  

According to Hochenadel and Finamore (2015), “Academic institutions have relied on 

intelligence tests and scores to predict achievement, but inborn abilities are not the only factors 

that account for learning and success. The focus on testing in many universities can undermine 

both creativity and grit” (p.49).)  In addition to the importance of grit and creativity, a study of 

non-cognitive factors that predict success in college, Sparkman, Mauldin, and Roberts (2012) 

found that, “…Empathy, Social Responsibility, Flexibility, and Impulse Control were predictors 

of student enrollment and graduation” (p.650).  Principals must ensure that their school culture is 

one that fosters the affective domain of learning, as well as the promotion of grit and motivation 

throughout its curriculum and extra-curricular offerings. 

  

Most would agree that teachers who love their jobs impact students positively in many 

ways.  Students who are happy perform better in school, and happy students are the products of 

happy teachers (Bernard, 2014). The principal has a responsibility to create a working 

environment that promotes teacher job satisfaction.   

By building positive relationships with teachers and supporting their ongoing 

professional development, the principal increases the chances for ensuring teacher’s 

satisfaction with their choice of teaching as a career and for developing teachers with the 

knowledge, skills, and attitudes essential to school reform and improved student 

achievement. (Payne & Wolfson, 2000, p. 15) 

 

Prater, Busch, and Macneil (2009) echoed this sentiment more recently, citing the important link 

between positive relationships and teacher motivation;  
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Strong school cultures have better motivated teachers. Highly motivated teachers have 

greater success in terms of student performance and student outcomes. School principals 

seeking to improve student performance should focus on improving the school’s culture 

by getting the relationships right between themselves, their teachers, students and parents. 

(p. 77) 

 

There is a challenge, however, in maintaining positive relationships with those whom you also 

supervise and evaluate.  This is a difficult rapport to establish, and principals often have to 

choose between control and support of teachers.  Donaldson, (2013) found that “Teacher’s 

expectations for principals shaped how they carried out personnel practices.  In many schools, 

principals said they scaled back their efforts to increase teacher effectiveness in order to preserve 

their relationship with teachers” (p. 871).  

Yet another challenge in building and maintaining a positive rapport with teachers is the 

is introduced to principals who recognize the importance of shared leadership. Sanzo, Sherman 

and Clayton (2011) found that one of the leadership practices consistently demonstrated by 

successful middle school principals was shared leadership. After interviewing ten successful 

middle school principals at length, they concluded that, “It was evident that a well-organized, 

shared leadership structure was important to maintain a successful school” (p.36).  A study in the 

same series by Crum and Sherman (2008), focused on the effective leadership practices of high 

school principals, and found that responsible delegation and team empowerment was led to 

successful schools.  Principals must balance their need to delegate and share leadership within 

their buildings, with the need to provide direction and support to teachers, in order to create a 

healthy climate and culture in their schools. 

Gulsen and Gulenay (2014) concluded a study on the principal and healthy school climates with 

the following:   
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From our finding in this study we suggest that a consistent administration is required for 

the formation of a healthy school climate.  We also suggest that teachers at in-service 

training sessions should learn that school efficacy will be boosted by high expectations 

regarding academic success.  Teachers and principals should be supplied with 

performance assessments and feedback in real terms and rewards systems should be 

applied properly in order to promote success of students and teachers.  In regard to 

improving the institutional dimension in a school, campaigns and activities to reinforce 

the relationship of the school with the environment should be organized. (p. 100)  

 

While these four suggestions seem simple enough, and it would be easy to understand their 

merits, putting them into practice is a challenge. The amount of support provided by school 

districts and central offices can substantially help or inhibit a principal’s ability implement these 

four efforts. Consistency among an administration requires commitments from principals who 

may be at different stages of their career, job satisfaction, consistency within their personal lives, 

satisfactory annual performances, and many other factors leading to principal retention.  Young 

and Fuller (2009) list accountability pressures, complexity and intensity of the job, lack of 

support from central office, and compensation as the four primary factors related to principal 

turnover, they also shared that: 

…most of the principals who leave a school actually leave the principalship altogether.  

In fact, about 90% of those leaving a school actually leave the principalship.  Thus, this 

problem is not simply one of principals moving forward from one school to another, but 

rather a massive number and percentage of principals leaving the profession altogether.  

Moreover, most will never return to the principalship.  This is important because it means 

we have a constant revolving door of new principals who have not had the opportunity to 

hone their skills and become experts at school leadership.  This simply makes turnover 

even more likely, thus creating a vicious cycle of turnover and inexperience. (p. 17) 

 

A healthy climate and culture becomes more difficult to develop and maintain when this cycle 

becomes the norm for schools, but principals who wish to have a positive impact on both the 

climate of a school and student achievement would do well to simply stay at their job.  It would 

make sense that the chicken and egg paradox of principals leaving because of poor school 
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climate and student achievement, and principal turnover contributing to these factors could be 

solved with principal retention alone.  According to Miller (2013),  

Principal departures follow a downturn in student performance. Achievement continues 

to fall in the two years following the installation of a new principal and then rises over 

the next three years. Five years after a new principal is installed, average academic 

performance is no different than it was five years before the new principal took over” (p. 

60)  

 

Coinciding with the importance of consistency in school leadership, there is also research 

that supports the notion that fidelity and long-term commitment to comprehensive school reform 

models improves student outcomes (Borman, Hewes, Gina, Overman, Laura, & Brown, 2003; 

Skindrud & Gersten, 2006).   In addition to providing consistency, staying in their roles as 

principals at a particular school allows principals to learn and grow from their experiences, as 

well as from the experiences of others. According to McCuddy, Pinar, and Gingerich (2008), 

“Student feedback is valuable when it identifies knowledge, skills, and competencies that were 

especially helpful at a particular educational juncture – or that would have been more helpful at a 

different point in their educational programs” (p.24). This capability to speak to former students 

and learn from their experiences that is afforded to principals who remain in their roles, and 

provide a level of consistency in leadership to their schools promote student achievement, 

according to Miller (2013).   All of the aforementioned elements of climate and culture are 

referred to by Shapiro and Gross (2008) as contextual forces that can contribute to turbulent 

conditions in an organization.  By examining these forces, the current positionality of an 

organization, current level of turbulence, and the potential consequences of turbulence, an 

organization can “…gain perspective on (sudden and sometimes wrenching changes), see 

potential benefits, and retain needed flexibility” (p.52).  
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Safety and Welfare 

In his theory of motivation, Abraham Maslow’s “hierarchy of needs” prioritizes safety 

and security only behind physiological needs (Sridhar & Maslow, 1981).  It would follow, then, 

that in educational settings students would need to feel safe and secure in order to find 

motivation to learn.  School leaders who ensure school environments that are safe and supportive 

for both staff and students see higher student achievement, on average, than in comparable 

schools lacking this practice (Robinson et al., 2008).  Student perceptions of their school 

environment, particularly as it relates to feeling safe from violence or bullying, significantly 

affects student achievement (Geitz & McIntosh, 2014).  A 2009 study by Gregory and Ripski 

asked students to share their perceptions about what was called “hostility” in the school 

environment.  Specifically, hostility was used to describe feeling unsafe or noticing gang activity 

or violence within a particular school.  The study then compared student perceptions of hostility 

to their achievement and found that “…schools in which students perceive higher levels of 

hostility were more likely to have students who showed less engagement in school and had lower 

reading scores compared to schools in which students, as a group, felt less hostility (p. 369).” In 

a 2013 study by Hamig and Jozkowski, both male and female students who reported being 

threatened or bullied in school were more likely to have grades of C’s, D’s, or F’s than their 

peers who did not report these concerns for themselves.   (Gregory & Ripski, 2009) Not only can 

an unsafe environment affect learning within the classroom, but it can also prevent students from 

attending school altogether (Boyd, 2004).  “Overall, a safe school environment, whether actual 

or perceived, is important in improving students’ academic performances and the likelihood they 
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will become productive members of society” (Perumean & Sutton, 2013, p. 584).  It is the 

principal who is ultimately responsible for creating an environment where students feel safe from 

these conditions.  “Schools have always been a microcosm of society; students within their walls 

reflect the changing landscape through dress, language and behavior” (Gale & Covelle, 2014).  

Consistently enforcing rules with appropriate consequences, when it comes to school violence 

and bullying, while creating positive school climates, positive behavior supports, and a 

supportive and restorative philosophy can help to mitigate school safety issues and create an 

environment where students can focus on academic achievement.  Positive Behavior Intervention 

Supports “…refers to a systems change process for an entire school or district.  The underlying 

theme is teaching behavioral expectations in the same manner as any core curriculum” (“Positive 

Behavioral Interventions and Supports”).  Restorative practices involve building relationships 

and repairing relationships when they are harmed, as well as students taking responsibility for 

the social capital within a community or school, maximizing positive affect and minimizing 

negative impact (Wachtel, 2013). 

 

Budget and Resource Management 

School principals who manage budgets and allocate resources effectively can indirectly support 

student achievement.  “…students are likely to achieve better if principals perceive that there are 

no shortages of personnel and equipment” (Shin, Slater, & Backhoff, 2013, p. 490).  A recent 

study comparing principals’ daily use of time and school effectiveness found that principals who 

devoted more of their time to organizational tasks, including managing the budget, were 

associated with positive outcomes in the areas of student test performance (Horng, Klasik, and 

Loeb, 2010). Unfortunately, budgets are often insufficient to fully meet the needs of the students 
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within schools.  This is not something that a principal can control, and effective principals are 

able to make the most of the dollars they are afforded.  Since principals often have an 

opportunity to identify the needs of their buildings, with regards to budget dollars, the more 

autonomy principals are given with their budgets the higher levels of achievement their students 

obtain (Shin et al., 2014). According to Clover, Jones, Bailey, and Griffin (2004), “School-based 

management proponents say that by allowing those in schools to make decisions, educators are 

better able to meet the needs of their students, thus improving their schools. High involvement 

means high performance” (p. 70).  Principals must advocate for what they believe to be most 

cost-effective to student achievement within their buildings, while competing with the values and 

philosophies of stakeholders who may have their own ideas of how the money should be spent.  

With factors such as teacher quality and class size having a strong correlation with student 

achievement, principals who advocate for money to maximize these factors within their 

buildings will increase their impact on student achievement.  Money that schools spend directly 

on instruction is the expenditure that should form the strongest empirical relationship to student 

achievement (Wong & Casing, 2010).  Lybbert (1998) identifies personnel costs as the largest 

expenditure for school district. Even if highly qualified teachers are expensive to hire, the 

addition of classroom assistants, who can offer support, scaffolding, and reinforcement of 

instructional material can increase the learning in schools that devote money to such valuable 

individuals.  In addition to offering student supports such as classroom assistants, school 

principals who are given the autonomy to make budgetary decisions within their school are able 

to match pupil expenditures with pupil learning needs.  Examples would include: programs 

funded based on size, need, and effectiveness rather than simply existence, and student learning 

needs are assessed to determine what is needed before per pupil expenditures are determined 



41 
 

(Wong and Casing, 2010). Providing experienced and expensive faculty members with early 

retirement incentives is yet another budgetary measure that schools can take in an effort to close 

budget gaps.  A 2014 study by Fitzpatrick and Lovenheim studied the effects of early retirement 

incentives on student achievement in the mid 90’s.  They found that the programs actually 

increased student test scores, and the effect was greater in schools with lower socio-economic 

statuses.  Therefore, concerns about hiring a less expensive teaching staff having to come at the 

risk of replacing them with an ineffective or inexperienced teaching staff should not deter 

schools from exploring these programs. 

 

Creating Community and Parent Involvement 

Effective principals recognize that parent and community involvement in the educational 

process is critical to maximizing student learning. While the locally elected school boards are 

intended to represent the communities they serve, and their impact can be significant (Allen & 

Plank, 2005), schools benefit from community involvement of a much larger scale.  Gordon and 

Louis (2009) found that in schools where teachers perceive parent involvement and shared 

leadership are greater, student achievement is higher.  While these findings were correlational, 

they resulted from a study which utilized   a large, multi-year teacher survey with stratified 

random sampling.   While community partnerships have been suggested as part of reform efforts 

nationwide, the empirical evidence to support the effectiveness of these partnerships is lacking.  

This is probably due to that fact that the partnerships are run by advocates who lack the time and 

resources to collect empirical data on their own initiatives (Stefanski & Jacobson, 2013).  
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Existing research points to a link between socioeconomic status and educational achievement 

within communities. Lam (2014) illuminated the relation between socioeconomic status and 

academic achievement through a theoretical framework that highlighted a multitude of factors 

such as low expectations, diminished resources, and stereotyping.  However, research that looks 

further into factors related to socioeconomics appears to uncover an even stronger link between 

parental involvement and educational achievement within communities. Stull (2013) found that, 

“…parental expectations are a function of the family SES. It is also apparent that the child s 

family SES exerts both a direct and an indirect effect on achievement” (p.63).  Sirin (2005) 

concurred with this assertion, finding “…parents’ location in the socioeconomic structure has a 

strong impact on students’ academic achievement” (p.438).  In an effort to quantify parental 

involvement and academic achievement, Fan and Chen (2001) conducted a study features meta-

analyses, where “Two study features were revealed to have a strong moderating effect on the 

empirically observed relationship between parental involvement and students’ academic 

achievement” (p.17).  Concurrently, Henderson and Mapp, (2002) found that regardless of 

income or background, students with parents who are involved in their education are more likely 

to earn higher grades, attend school, have strong social skills and good behavior, graduate, and 

attend post-secondary schools.  This involvement requires efforts on the sides of both parents 

and schools, however.  Parents have a responsibility to ask their children about school, create 

expectations for academic performance, encourage extra-curricular involvement, post-secondary 

education, and support productive use of time outside of school.  School leaders, meanwhile, 

must find ways to engage parents in ways that support student learning, honor their input and 

contributions, and meet the expectations to which families and communities hold them 

accountable (Henderson & Mapp, 2002).   The relationships which schools and parents form, and 
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the emphasis that schools place on parental involvement are critical to making parents feel 

welcomed and motivated to participate in the school and in their child’s education.  When Mapp 

interviewed 18 families in the Boston Public School System, to ask them how and why they were 

involved in their children’s schools, parents described a process whereby such relationships are 

formed: the school community welcomes parents into the school, honors their participation, and 

connects with parents through a focus on the children and their learning (Mapp, 2002).  These 

relationships are often difficult to establish, but more important than ever.  According to Wherry, 

(2008), “As a nation, we seem to have less trust and respect for authority than we had just a few 

years ago. The No Child Left Behind Act and school security concerns have changed school and 

classroom routines to the point that many schools barely resemble those that today's parents 

attended” (p.12).  Educating parents on the challenges that schools are facing, and asking them 

for support in facing those challenges is a task that school principals need to take on as a means 

of improving school efficiency, and ultimately student achievement.  This education must come 

with a clear vision, but more importantly, it must be communicated with creativity and a high 

level of emotional intelligence if parents are to attend collaborative sessions and engage with 

school leaders (Reppa, Botsari, Kounenou, & Psycharis, 2010).   This creativity in 

communicating a vision comes from an ability to engage parents from different backgrounds, 

professions, time constraints, with different worldviews and cultures, different temperaments, 

different personal agendas and values, different levels of understanding about school operations 

and purpose, and different ideas on pedagogical approaches to the future (Eberly, Joshi, & 

Konzal, 2005). A study conducted by Flynn and Nolan (2008), surveyed 144 principals about 

their perceptions of first-year teachers’ ability to communicate with parents, as well as the types 

of support schools provide for parents that facilitate effective parent-teacher alliances.  The study 



44 
 

found that principals believed many families were disengaged from their children’s schooling, as 

a result of lacking time and capacity to become involved, not understanding the importance of 

being involved, and harboring pre-existing negative feelings or experiences with their child’s 

school.  Flynn and Nolan (2008) also offered many suggestions for principals seeking to improve 

parent involvement in their schools.  For example, simply sharing the empirical evidence that 

supports parent involvement is critical to student success with new teachers, as well as modeling 

effective communication and offering supports through new teacher orientation programs can 

help increase communication and parent involvement.  Principals who recognize the importance 

of engaging parents devote the time to educating both their staff and the parents in their 

community on the merits of parental involvement, as well as provide suggestions and 

opportunities for teachers, students, and parents to connect in order to support learning and 

achievement.  Horvat, Curci and Partlow (2010) describe the importance of not only increasing 

parent involvement, but effectively managing it.  

This job is made infinitely easier when the principal has the support and engagement of 

the community. However, these relationships require active, ongoing management to not 

only encourage and support the involvement but also control it. Efforts to improve parent 

and community engagement in schools will be more effective if leaders are trained to 

assess and understand the context in which they work and if they acknowledge the power 

of parents and community actors while working to effectively "manage" this important 

resource. (p.724) 

 

Horvat et al. (2010) came to this conclusion after analyzing how three different principals 

negotiated relationships with parents over a thirty-year period of time at a K-8 urban school.  

While class, era, and context are crucial factors to consider for principals looking to successfully 

negotiate these relationships, creating a dynamic where parents and schools see one-another as 

partners working toward the same goal is the ideal strategy.  Diamond and Gomez (2004) echoed 
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the importance of considering factors such as the backgrounds of parents and their prior 

experiences when school leaders attempt to engage parents in meaningful involvement.  After 

interviewing 18 parents of both working and middle-class African American families, Diamond 

et al. (2004) found that middle class families shared a greater comfort level in contacting and 

visiting the schools their children attended, and believed they had more of an ability to customize 

their child’s educational experience.  By contrast, working class families were more critical of 

their children’s schools, and were more likely to support ideas of educational reform for the 

schools.  There are many practical ways to engage communities and parents, such as inviting 

them to attend events where their student is being recognized, seeking information about students 

from their families, seeking feedback from parents and community members about what they 

value, forming community partnerships for field trips and career explorations, helping students to 

become involved in serving their community, and creating fun events that families can attend 

together. (Shillady & Charner 2014) Interestingly, research shows that parental involvement in 

the form of subtle components, such as expectations and aspirations, has a much stronger 

correlation with student achievement than more demonstrative aspects of involvement such as 

home supervision and attendance at school events (Fan & Chen, 2001; Jeynes, 2007).  Therefore, 

principals who can foster relationships and connections with families that build parental 

expectations for academic achievement will be able to maximize the capacity of parental 

involvement as a contributor to student achievement.  As for community involvement, Preston 

(2011) found that clear purpose, communication and trust are critical to effectively developing 

community partnerships such as school community councils.  All three of these catalysts are the 

responsibility of the principal or school leader to develop.   
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 In summary, the existing and relevant literature pertaining to high school principal impact 

on student achievement concludes that the impact is secondary to the impact of teachers, but 

nevertheless present and significant.  The impact of principals in the areas of hiring and 

developing, as well as evaluating and supervising teachers is supported most by the literature, out 

of the six principal role mechanisms that were examined. However, school safety and welfare, 

climate and culture, and family and parental involvement also had ample existing research to 

support that a connection is present.  Finally, budget and resource management had the least 

amount of research to support a link between the principal’s role and student achievement.  The 

research in this chapter found strong correlations between many of these mechanisms and 

student achievement, but the extent to which the principal is involved in these mechanisms, 

given autonomy to impact these mechanisms, and effective in doing so is what appears to 

separate the effective principals from the ineffective principals.   

Although existing research supports the belief that the principal has an impact on student 

achievement, and that principals can impact student achievement through various components or 

mechanisms within their roles, a missing link seems to be the principals’ own perception of the 

connection between specific aspects of their role and its impact on student achievement.  The 

principals have not been explicitly and thoroughly asked what components of their job have the 

greatest impact on student achievement, and what components of their job create the greatest 

challenge to impacting student achievement. 
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CHAPTER 3  

RESEARCH METHODS  

 

Rationale for a Qualitative Design  

  

In order to best understand the degree to which, and the methods by which the role of a 

school principal can impact student achievement, it was critical that the principal’s own 

experiences were examined.   The goal of this study was to find the common threads among 

principal feedback on how their day-to-day leadership behaviors impact the academic 

achievement of students. Through a series of in-depth interviews with selected principals, they 

were asked to define student success, and share both the extent to which they believed they were 

responsible for the academic success of their students, and the means by which they impacted 

this achievement level.  This interview protocol offered an opportunity to better understand the 

connections between school principals and student achievement.  

 The rationale for this study includes a lack of research that includes the principals’ 

perspective of their impact on student achievement, as well as the timeliness of the topic.  

Principal evaluation tools are being analyzed, and principals are being explicitly evaluated, in 

part, on the results that their students produce in the classroom. Stakeholders both inside and 

outside of the educational community are weighing-in on the topic, while the principals are being 

left out of the conversation.   The research questions (one main research question, and five sub-

questions) were well-suited for this design because they were open-ended, and allow the 

principals to draw from the entirety of their experiences in sharing what has worked in their 

buildings. 
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Research Questions 

What are the Selected High School Principals’ Perceived Impact on Student Success? 

a. How do Selected Principals Define Student Success? 

b. To What Extent do Selected Principals Believe That They Have an Impact on 

Student Success in Theier Particular School? 

c. What Leadership Practices do Selected Principals Believe Have an Impact on 

Student Success? 

d. What Initiatives or Programs do Selected Principals Believe Have an Impact 

on Student Success? 

e. What External Factors do Selected Principals Believe to Have an Impact on 

Student Success? 

The qualitative design of this study sought to understand the participants’ 

meanings, through inductive analysis of data, using an emergent design component, and a 

grounded theory approach (Creswell, 2009). Specifically, principals were interviewed 

about their perspectives and experiences, and their data was coded for abstract themes, 

and followed up with a second interview that focused on those themes.  The final goal 

was to analyze and describe the interrelated and common themes across all of the data. 
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Role of the Researcher  

 I am a fourth year Doctoral Candidate at a large research university. My experiences in 

education include seven years as a teacher at the middle and high school levels, as well as four 

years as an assistant principal at the high school level.  As a principal myself, I have experienced 

first-hand the principal evaluation tool revisions that have increasingly linked student 

achievement to evaluations, and the challenges of trying to maximize student achievement in a 

school, while minding a plethora of logistical, interpersonal, legal, and managerial challenges 

that principals are beholden to in their roles. 

 The communities where I have been involved in education could be described as affluent, 

well-educated, and predominantly white.  The schools where I have taught, as well as those 

where I served in the role of assistant principal, could be described as large, suburban, and high- 

achieving.  The experiences that I have had in high-achieving schools, with different leadership 

styles and practices being exhibited by the building principals, have stimulated my curiosity 

about the extent to which and the means by which principals impact student achievement.   I 

have experienced the pressures that are placed on administrators to move student test scores in a 

positive direction, in order to appease communities concerned with public perception, and to 

satisfy their own evaluation criteria which includes student achievement data.  I have witnessed 

and experienced schools changing schedules, hiring staff, using budgetary resources, and making 

significant curriculum changes in order to support achievement data.   
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 My personal bias must be shared at the outset of this study. Since I studied how 

principals define achievement, and what leadership behaviors impact student achievement, it is 

important to note I have had personal experiences and possess strong opinions on the topic.  I 

believe that we have narrowed our definition of student achievement and student success in 

schools today to include only standardized testing data, in core subject areas such as reading, 

writing, math, and science.  This narrowed definition, and the pressures to achieve success under 

this definition, has led to a reduction in humanities and practical arts curricula, and an inability to 

incorporate authentic assessments and problem-solving learning activities that promote 21st 

century skills and preparation for college and careers.  Additionally, there are significant 

implications for students who are not proficient on standardized tests, such as a limited 

availability of courses, in order to remediate learning for re-testing, or possibly not graduating. I 

believe that many principals are compelled to make decisions that align with promoting student 

achievement in terms of standardized test scores, even if they believe in a much more 

comprehensive definition of achievement. 

 While I recognized that my bias is worth noting as it relates to this study, I took several 

measures to minimize the impact of my bias, and maintain objectivity and neutrality throughout 

the study. First, I utilized a standard open-ended interview protocol, which provided consistent 

opportunities for a cross-section of participants to share answers, drawing from the entirety of 

their experiences.  Secondly, I provided the interview transcripts to the participants, so they 

could review to see if they were misrepresented. Third, I consulted with a critical friend to 

practice and review the interview protocol, as well as shared the emerging findings from that 

data, so that they could validate and provide valuable input into my findings as they emerged. 
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Sample  

 For this study, purposive sampling was used to determine the participants in the 

interview.  According to Merriam (1998), “Purposeful sampling is based on the assumption that 

the investigator wants to discover, understand, and gain insight and therefore must select a 

sample from which the most can be learned” (p.61).  More specifically, this studied utilized 

typical purposeful sampling, whereby the average person, situation, or instance is reflected 

(Maxwell, 2009).  The criteria that were selected to apply to the potential participants of this 

study, and make it possible to obtain a typical sample, included: 

High School Level Principals- The first criterion for the participants of the study was high 

school level building principals.  Not only is this population the level with which I am most 

familiar with, it narrowed the research participants to a group of individuals serving a population 

of the same ages, and facing similar challenges.  

Geographic Location- The second criterion that participants needed to meet is their geographic 

location.  The high school principals for this study needed to be in Pennsylvania, since the 

School Performance Profile scores which were used come from the Pennsylvania Department of 

Education, but also because this provided the best familiarity and access for me.  To support the 

access and availability of the research participants, the suburban area of Philadelphia was the 

targeted geographic location for the research participants.   

Achievement Level Cross-Section- A cross-section of high school principals, serving in high-

achieving schools, medium-achieving schools, and low-achieving schools, from buildings with 

student populations of various sizes, settings, and population demographic were chosen. The 
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cross section included three high school principals of high-achieving schools, two high school 

principals of middle-achieving schools, and two high school principals of low-achieving schools.  

The achievement level of the schools was determined using the 2014-2015 School Performance 

Profile Scores of Pennsylvania public high schools, ranked in order, and divided into a top third, 

middle third, and bottom third of scores.  After determining that the top third of schools achieved 

a score of 79.3 or higher, middle third achieved a score between 67.3 and 79.3, and lower third 

achieved below a 67.3, eligible schools were identified.  To ensure stability of participant 

selection, the 2013-2014 School Performance Profile Score needed to be ranked in the same 

“third” of scores across the state as the 2014-2015 score.  The School Performance Profile is 

defined and described below; 

School Performance Profile- This is a specific assessment given to Pennsylvania schools.  Each 

school is given a score out of 100, based on student achievement.  The scoring breakdown is as 

follows; 

The first three areas represent 50 percent of the school academic performance score: 

 Indicators of Academic Achievement - Include PSSA/Keystone performance, industry 

standards-based competency assessments, grade three reading proficiency, and SAT/ACT 

college ready benchmarks. 

 Indicators of Closing the Achievement Gap - All student scores are used to define how 

well a school is making progress toward proficiency of all students. 

 Indicators of Closing the Achievement Gap - Historically Underperforming Students’ 

scores are used to define how well a school is making progress toward proficiency. The 

high needs students are students who have historically not demonstrated proficiency. 

This category represents 40 percent of the school academic performance score: 

 Indicators of Academic Growth/PVAAS - Measures the school’s impact on the 

academic progress of groups of students from year-to-year. 

This category represents 10 percent of the school academic performance score: 
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 Other Academic Indicators - Assesses factors that contribute to student achievement 

(e.g., graduation rate, promotion rate, attendance rate). 

Schools may earn up to 7 additional points via Extra Credit for Advanced Achievement 

based upon advanced performance on state and industry assessments, as well as for students 

earning a 3 or higher on an Advanced Placement exam or 4 or higher on an International 

Baccalaureate exam. (www.paschoolperformanceprofile.org) 

The cross-section of achievement levels will offer perspectives from principals who have 

experienced varying results of student achievement, and considered how their role and 

practices relate to the successes and failures of the achievement levels within their building.  

 

Demographic Variance- As the schools were selected, the demographic student data, as well as 

the setting of the schools were considered, so as to provide a diverse sample among the nine 

participants.  Ideally, variation in socioeconomic status, ethnicities, and rural, suburban and 

urban settings would be included within each achievement group, but certainly across the seven 

identified participants.  These characteristics helped to put into perspective some of the themes 

that emerged, with regards to their suitability for a particular school setting versus their 

generalizability across all public high schools.  Although the variance in demographics of the 

selected schools did not include as much variance as I had intended, over thirty school districts 

were contacted with requests to participate in the study.  None of the selected schools included 

any less than 80% of students identifying as white, and only one school received Title 1 funding 

for economically disadvantaged students.     

Experience Level of Principal and Tenure in School- Finally, an experience criterion for the 

selection of the participants was implemented, in order to ensure that the participants had a 

sufficient understanding of both the role of a high school principal, as well as the nuances of 

http://www.paschoolperformanceprofile.org/


54 
 

their particular buildings.  Participants needed to have served in the role of principal for at least 

three years, two of which needed to be within the same building they were currently serving.  

 Once principals who met the criteria were identified, they were contacted by email, and 

given a description of the study, and expectations for their participation.  Once consent was 

received, the arrangements were made for the first round of interviews.  Interviews were 

conducted via Skype or phone.  

 

Data Collection  

 This study was purely qualitative, and an interview protocol was utilized.  This allowed 

for an open-ended exploration of the link between the complex nature of the role of high school 

principals and student achievement.  I asked participants to draw from each of their unique 

experiences as they considered the research and interview questions, and looked for common 

themes to build theory as the study progressed. The very nature of the research questions that 

were established to be explored did not have a limit to the possibilities for answers, themes, and 

theories that emerged from the answers that are produced.  Finally, the descriptive and complex 

data that was gathered provided an authentic sharing of the perspective of high school principals 

on an issue that impacts many facets of their role. 

 The data collection procedures for this study included the use of two rounds of interviews 

and descriptive statistics of the participating schools and communities within which they resided.  

The interview protocol was practiced two times with a critical friend, to ensure that the protocol 

was effective, and the audio recording equipment works.  The first round of interviews lasted 

approximately 30 minutes, and they followed a structured protocol.  After the first round of 
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interviews, a second round of interviews was conducted, using a protocol that built upon the data 

collected from the first round of interviews. Once the data was collected, and a new set of 

questions was created with the purpose of honing in on existing data from the first round of 

interviews.  The new interview protocol was structured, and it lasted approximately the same 

length of time as the first round of interviews.  

 The interviews were recorded using an IPhone 6s, and transcribed into a Microsoft Word 

document.  Once the interviews had been transcribed, and the data had been analyzed, the 

transcriptions were shared with the participants, to offer transparency, clarity, and serve as a 

member check (Creswell, 2009) validity strategy. Participants had an opportunity to share any 

misrepresentations or miscommunications that had occurred during the interview.  The data was 

then coded into themes by the researcher. 

 

Data Analysis  

 Once the interview dialogues had been transcribed, the analysis of the data took place, 

with the goal being to interpret the meaning of the emerging themes and descriptions found 

across the 14 interviews.  A six-step, interrelated and interactive process of data analysis, which 

progresses from specific to general steps, found in the work of Creswell (2009) was followed.  

The steps included;  

1. Data was organized and prepared, sorted by participant and interview date. 

2. All data was read through to obtain a general sense of the information, and reflections 

focused on the overall meaning of the ideas, quotes, tone, impression, depth, credibility, 

etc. of the data. 
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3. Material was coded into categories with terms organized by the perspectives of the 

principals, as well as the leadership behaviors or processes that the principals described. 

4. Themes were analyzed for interconnectivity to develop theoretical models. 

5. Themes were advanced to best represent the findings in a narrative passage. 

6. Meanings were interpreted, through comparing the findings of the study to existing 

literature, and remaining gaps were identified to recommend future research. 

  

 

Ethical Issues  

 Creswell (2009) states that reciprocity must exist between the researcher and participants 

in order to avoid ethical issues from arising in a study.  The researcher and participant in a study 

should not only share a mutual benefit from research being conducted, but a collaborative 

relationship that engages the participants in the data collection process.  In this study, 

participants benefited from the combined contribution of their colleagues, and emerging themes 

that related to their practice as high school principals.  Additionally, the transcribed interviews 

and coded themes were shared with the participants as a collaborative measure to achieve 

reciprocity, as well as credibility within the data.  Permission to interview each participant was 

sought through the Superintendents of the respective schools, and the purpose of the study was 

shared with Superintendents and participants, as informed consent was obtained.  It was 

necessary to reduce the ideal sample size of the study from nine to seven participants, but 

the integrity of the cross-section criteria was preserved.  Participants were informed that 
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aliases were used for all data coding and their individual anonymity, as well as that of their 

respective schools was preserved.    

 

Assumptions 

 This study assumes that each of the participants, regardless of the performance of his or 

her students in terms of achievement, had a valuable perspective and set of experiences to share.  

All participants shared the practices, initiatives, and factors that they believed contribute to or 

hinder student achievement in their building, while their experiences and their results were vastly 

different. Another assumption that was made for this study was that the participants offered both 

truthful and objective responses in their answers during interviews.  My promise of anonymity, 

and the awareness of the purpose and benefit of the study on the part of the participant resulted in 

a scenario that was conducive to both truthful and objective responses.  The representativeness of 

the sample for this study were achieved by the cross-section of schools selected, based upon a 

variation of three different tiers of student achievement levels, as well as variance in student 

demographics and school settings.  This representativeness was assumed to support the 

generalizability of the results of the study.  Finally, the homogeneity of the sample, being that 

they were relatively experienced principals of southeastern Pennsylvania high schools, supported 

the assumption that the participants had similar challenges in meeting the Pennsylvania standards 

for student achievement, measured by the same metric (The School Performance Profile in this 

case), and that they were knowledgeable about their role and their respective buildings. 
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Delimitations 

 The delimitations of this study begin with the research question: “What is the High 

School Principals’ Perceived Impact on Student Success?”  The study was bounded by a focus 

on high school level principals, which meant that the participants would be exclusively found 

within this group.  The study focused on perceptions of the connection between the principal’s 

role and practices, and student achievement results, which was uncovered through a qualitative 

interview methodology.  Another delimitation for this study was the experience level of the 

principals selected for participation.  They needed to have been in their current role as a high 

school principal for a total of three years; two of which needed to be in the building that they 

were currently serving.  This experience delimitation helped to ensure that the participants were 

more aware of the impact that their roles and their practices had on student achievement.  These 

principals had more experiences, both positive and constructive, to share as they related to the 

impact that they had on student achievement. A final delimitation for this research was the 

defining metric for student achievement; the Pennsylvania school performance profile score.  

This allowed for more comprehensive criteria to serve as the definition of student achievement 

than an isolated set of test scores.  
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Summary 

The goal of this study was to examine and uncover existing relationships between the role 

of high school principals and the academic achievement levels of the students in their building.  

In order to examine this undoubtedly complex and unique relationship, a qualitative 

methodology including open-ended interview questions, and a cross-section of principals was 

employed.  The qualitative design of this study allowed the researcher to “Understand the 

meaning, for the participants of the study, of the events, situations, experiences, and actions they 

are involved with or engage in” (Maxwell, 2013, p.30).  Once these meanings had been shared 

and analyzed, the interrelations between the interview participant meanings led to an explicated 

story of these interconnections, which narrowed the gap of existing research on the connection 

between high school principal role impact and student success.  
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 CHAPTER 4 

PERCEPTIONS OF HIGH SCHOOL PRINCIPALS ABOUT THEIR 

IMPACT ON STUDENT SUCCESS 

Introduction 

 

Grounded Theory, also known as the constant comparative method of data analysis, 

involves comparing research data between and within levels of conceptualization until a theory 

can be formulated (Merriam, 2009). This is precisely what was done with the information 

gathered over the course of two months, across 14 interviews, with seven participants, leading to 

approximately 88 pages of transcripts from conversations focused on answering the research 

questions.   

Just as good educational leaders operate with the knowledge of current best practices, 

while remaining open to and seeking new and better strategies to improve their practice, a good 

qualitative researcher works to support tentative hypotheses, while remaining open to the 

emergence of new hypotheses throughout the collection and analysis of data (Merriam, 2009, p. 

200). This is done through a three-stage process of qualitative coding.  The first stage is open 

coding, where units of data that might be relevant to the study are tagged. This is followed by 

axial coding, or relating categories and properties to one-another. The final stage is referred to as 

selective coding, whereby the propositions and hypotheses of the study are developed (Corbin & 

Strauss, 2007). 

What follows is a detailed analysis of findings, and a discussion of the themes which 

emerged from the data. Verbatim quotes will be shared, and put into perspective alongside 

general descriptions that describe how the quotes fit into the broader data analysis, and 
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ultimately support the emerging themes.  In addition, this discussion will be framed by the 

research questions, which were presented in Chapter One (p. 22), and are repeated below: 

 

Research Questions 

What are the Selected High School Principals’ Perceived Impact on Student 

Success? 

a. How do Selected Principals Define Success? 

b. To What Extent Do Selected Principals Believe That They Have an 

Impact on Student Success in The Particular School? 

c. What Leadership Practices do Selected Principals Believe Have an Impact 

on Student Success? 

d. What Initiatives or Programs do Selected Principals Believe Have an 

Impact on Student Success? 

e. What External Factors do Selected Principals Believe to Have an Impact 

on Student Success? 
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Participants 

 

 Before sharing the results of the study, some background information is needed on the 

participating principals, their schools, and the communities within which they are located.  This 

will help to provide perspective on internal and external factors, controllable and uncontrollable 

factors, the supports that they have in place, as well as the challenges they face, as they consider 

and share their experiences related to their role’s impact on student success in their buildings.  

Participant one has six years of experience as a high school principal.  All six years have 

been at his current high school.  His school sits in a suburban community, where the median 

income was $78,956 and the percentage of college-educated residents was 27.1% between the 

years of 2010-2014 (census.gov).  His high school has a school performance profile score of 

64.2, and Table 1.0 offers a detailed look into the school’s enrollment, teaching staff, and 

program offerings. 

Participant two has 3.5 years of experience as a high school principal.  All 3.5 years have 

been at his current high school.  His school sits in a suburban community, where the median 

income was $62,028 and the percentage of college-educated residents was 25.8% between the 

years of 2010-2014 (census.gov).  His high school has a school performance profile score of 

62.4, and Table 1.0 offers a detailed look into the school’s enrollment, teaching staff, and 

program offerings. 

Participant three has 18 years of experience as a high school principal.  Nine of those 

years have been at his current high school.  His school sits in a suburban community, where the 

median income was $55,929 and the percentage of college-educated residents was 29.2% 

between the years of 2010-2014 (census.gov).  His high school has a school performance profile 
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score of 78.6, and Table 1.0 offers a detailed look into the school’s enrollment, teaching staff, 

and program offerings. 

Participant four has thirteen years of experience as a high school principal.  All thirteen 

years have been at his current high school.  His school sits in a suburban community, where the 

median income was $61,667 and the percentage of college-educated residents was 34.5% 

between the years of 2010-2014 (census.gov).  His high school has a school performance profile 

score of 80.9, and Table 1.0 offers a detailed look into the school’s enrollment, teaching staff, 

and program offerings. 

Participant five has fourteen years of experience as a high school principal.  All 14 years 

have been at his current high school.  His school sits in a suburban community, where the 

median income was $83,570 and the percentage of college-educated residents was 41.5% 

between the years of 2010-2014 (census.gov).  His high school has a school performance profile 

score of 97.3, and Table 1.0 offers a detailed look into the school’s enrollment, teaching staff, 

and program offerings. 

Participant six has seven years of experience as a high school principal.  Two of those 

years have been at his current high school.  His school sits in a suburban community, where the 

median income was $117,661 and the percentage of college-educated residents was 60.2% 

between the years of 2010-2014 (census.gov).  His high school has a school performance profile 

score of 95.7, and Table 1.0 offers a detailed look into the school’s enrollment, teaching staff, 

and program offerings. 

Participant seven has ten years of experience as a high school principal.  All ten years 

have been at his current high school.  His school sits in a suburban community, where the 
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median income was $119,620 and the percentage of college-educated residents was 57.7% 

between the years of 2010-2014 (census.gov).  His high school has a school performance profile 

score of 96.0, and Table 1.0 offers a detailed look into the school’s enrollment, teaching staff, 

and program offerings. 
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Table 1.  

School Performance Profile Fast Facts about the High Schools of Each Participating Principal  

 

School Information/Statistic P1 P2 P3 P4 P5 P6 P7 

Grades Offered 9-12 9-12 9-12 9-12 9-12 9-12 10-

12 

Title 1 School (receiving financial 

assistance for having high numbers of 

percentages of children from low-

income families) 

No No No No No Yes No 

 

Number of Advanced Placement 

Courses Offered 

21 15 18 13 20 21 17 

Average Years of Educational 

Experience for Teachers (Total) 

10.61 15.35 14.65 13.9 11.71 14.08 12.76 

Average Years of Educational 

Experience (In school) 

9.44 13.67 12.01 12.47 10.26 12.06 11.2 

Percent of Classes Taught by Highly 

Qualified Teachers 

100 100 100 100 100 99.58 100 

School Enrollment 1049 1775 2645 606 2373 1567 1623 

Percent of Gifted Students 6.29 3.89 6.43 7.59 9.36 11.68 7.95 

Dropout Rate (Percent) 1.42 0.33 1.09 1.94 1.0 0.19 0.18 

White (not Hispanic) Students 87.61 80.96 80.53 94.88 83.69 86.6 90.45 

Hispanic (any race) Students 2.38 10.14 8.39 1.98 3.67 1.47 2.28 

Black or African American (not 

Hispanic) Students 

6.58 3.55 4.35 1.49 5.56 2.17 1.17 

Asian (not Hispanic) Students 2.29 2.87 5.63 0.99 4.64 9.38 5.42 

Multi-Racial (not Hispanic) 1.14 2.2 1.06 0.33 2.36 0.32 0.68 

American Indian/Alaskan Native (not 

Hispanic) 

0 0.23 0.04 0.33 0.08 0.06 0 

Native Hawaiian or other Pacific 

Islander (not Hispanic) 

0 0.06 0 0 0 0 0 

Economically Disadvantaged Student 

Percentage 

17.92 32.51 23.02 17.33 15.09 7.4 3.76 

English Language Learner Student 

Percentage 

0.76 2.54 1.1 0.66 0.21 0.13 0 

Special Education Student Percentage 15.35 18.7 11.53 8.42 17.87 19.85 11.03 

Female Student Percentage 48.33 45.97 49.3 45.38 48.71 50.03 49.04 

Male Student Percentage 51.67 54.03 50.7 54.62 51.29 49.97 50.96 

 

After analyzing the data from the first round of interviews, and considering the 

principals’ feedback from an open-ended standpoint about how they impact student success, as 
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well as existing literature on the topic, a second interview protocol was developed.  This protocol 

asked the principals to rank six mechanisms, in terms of their impact on student success in their 

buildings. The mechanisms were selected by combining the leadership practices and behaviors 

that the principals mentioned in the first interview, as well as those which research had found to 

be impactful. The six mechanisms are listed below. 

 -Supervision and Evaluation 

-Hiring and Developing Staff 

-Climate and Culture 

-School Safety and Climate 

-Community and Family Involvement 

-Budget and Resource Management. 

 

The participants agreed that it was a difficult task, since all six mechanisms had an 

important role to play.  The mechanisms were all viewed as necessary components for schools to 

possess, in order to ultimately achieve their goals of increasing student success.  While the 

participants ultimately did rank the mechanisms, they were compelled to qualify their assertions 

by pointing out that all six mechanism possessed importance as they relate to student success. 

P1: They are all absolutely necessary…  

P3: Looking at all six of them, it is hard to rank them, because they are all critical and important. 

P7: (after ranking them) That was not easy. 
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The results of the rankings of the mechanisms are found in table 2, which includes the average 

ranking of the mechanisms.  

 

Table 2.  

Results of the Principals Ranking the Six Mechanisms 

Mechanisms are ranked from 1 (most impactful) to 6 (least impactful), based on their perceived 

impact on student success in their buildings. 

Participant Hiring and 

Developing 

Staff 

Climate 

and 

Culture 

Supervision 

and 

Evaluation 

Community 

and Family 

Involvement 

School 

Safety 

and 

Climate 

Budget and 

Resource 

Management 

1 1 2 5 6 4 3 

2 1 3 5 2 4 6 

3 1 3 2 6 4 5 

4 1 3 2 4 5 6 

5 3 1 2 4 5 6 

6 2 1 6 3 4 5 

7 1 2 3 5 4 6 

All 

(Average) 

1.43 2.14 3.57 4.29 4.29 5.29 
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Research Question #1- How Do Selected Principals Define Success? 

Finding #1: Success Beyond Testing: Principals shared broad and 

comprehensive definitions of success for their students, which included 

discovering and preparing for future goals, as well as social and emotional 

proficiencies.  None of the participants included standardized test scores as 

part of their definition. 

The first finding of the analyzed data revealed that participants had similar definitions for 

student success in their building, and none of the definitions included standardized test 

proficiencies or specific academic scores.  The definitions that the principals shared were much 

more comprehensive and focused on students’ preparation for future aspirations.  The common 

threads included: students feeling challenged, being prepared for the next steps in their life, and 

reaching their potential.  When asked specifically how they define success for their students in 

their building, three participants described the importance of preparing students for their future 

aspirations.  Participant two shared the importance of character building and fostering the 

affective domain of student development, so that students could become good citizens, in 

addition to the academic proficiencies that prepare students for post-secondary pursuits.  He also 

shared the importance of problem-solving, a skill that transcends college majors and fields of 

work, as well as the need for students to be focused and engaged throughout their high school 

experience. 
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P2: …that they are prepared move on to become good citizens, that they are either 

college and career ready, depending on their interest and skill level, that they are good 

problem solvers.  Having kids enthusiastic, ready and engaged. 

 

Participant four concurred with the belief that student success includes the extent to which a 

student is prepared for their next stages of life, but he/she also included the attribute of a strong 

work ethic as part of this preparation.  He used the military as an example of a pursuit which 

would require this attribute.  Existing literature supports this correlation.  Eskreis-Winkler, 

Shulman, Beal, and Duckworth (2014) found that individuals possessing grit, defined by passion 

and perseverance toward long-term goals, were more likely to complete a grueling Army Special 

Operations Forces (ARSOF) selection course. 

 

P4: In a place like ours, I think success is defined by how well-prepared students are for 

their post-secondary goals, or for their post-secondary paths. Are those students prepared 

to be disciplined enough, to have the work ethic, to have the persistence, to have the grit, 

to be successful in the military? 

These principals recognized the importance of high-leverage skill development, such as problem-

solving, citizenry and grit, as well as the lasting impact of developing passions for learning.  By 

identifying and fostering these elements, principals serve students well beyond their high school 

experience.  These principals recognized the value of lifelong learning, and its inclusion in the 

definition of student success.   The skills that these principals identified mirror several of the 

essential life and career skills outlined by the partnership for 21st century learning as skills and 

knowledge students need to succeed in work, life and citizenship, (“Framework for 21st Century 

Learning,” 2002). 
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Additionally, Participant one stated: “At the end of the day, our goal is to prepare our 

kids and develop our kids to be successful after they leave their K-12 experience.”   

Two of the participants discussed the importance of fostering the growth of the whole child, as a 

means of preparing them for success beyond high school.  Participant one defined success as, 

“Every student getting better, each year, academically, socially, and emotionally.” Participant 

seven shared: “Success would be, not only academic proficiency or beyond, but also social and 

emotional proficiency and beyond, and a good sense of who they are and what their place is in 

the world.”  This recognition of students as complex individuals, with unique needs, and multiple 

facets, helps principals to define their success in much more comprehensive terms than test 

scores or other academic data.   

The last thread of commonality among the definitions of success that was shared, 

included the perspectives of two of the participants, who discussed students reaching their 

potential, through being challenged appropriately and rigorously by the adults in the school.  

Participant three attributed providing an appropriately challenging curriculum in the classroom 

that requires rigorous learning tasks for each student as ultimately impacting students’ success.  

While he recognizes that students come into his/her school and their individual classrooms at 

different academic levels, he/she believes it is critical that teachers challenge students to reach 

achievable and attainable, yet rigorous outcomes.  

P3: If we are talking student success, then you really want all students to be appropriately 

challenged, so that at whatever level they come to you, your teachers and whoever is 

working in the classroom with those students, is or are dedicated to really stretching 

them, and to getting the most out of the students on a daily basis. 
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Participant five defines student success in terms of the maximization of their academic potential, 

which includes obtaining academic goals which are greater than students perceive themselves 

able to achieve.   

P5:  Success for students, is that they have an opportunity to learn here.  Success in my 

mind would be predicated on their ability to achieve what they are able to.  For them to 

get to their maximum potential.  I want them to be able to achieve beyond what they 

think they can do.  I want them to stretch.  We want them to stretch beyond what they 

think they can do.  Success would be if we are able to get them to be able to do that, and 

get beyond their expectations, that is what is important to me.   

The inclusion of students being appropriately challenged, as part of the definition of student 

success is clearly connected to the inclusion of skills such as discipline and grit. One serves as a 

means leading to the other as an end.  When students are appropriately challenged or stretched to 

reach their potential, they develop self-discipline and grit, which leads to what these principals 

believe to be successful students.  These beliefs about the importance of grit are substantiated by 

research.  Daggett & Nussbaum (2014) assert that, “When schools engage and stretch every 

student in active, rigorous, and relevant learning that flexes mental muscles and nurtures 

retention, understanding, and achievement…the potential is compelling” (p.7).  According to 

Hochenadel and Finamore (2015), “Academic institutions have relied on intelligence tests and 

scores to predict achievement, but inborn abilities are not the only factors that account for 

learning and success. The focus on testing in many universities can undermine both creativity 

and grit” (p.49).  By encouraging students and teachers to focus on the learning process, rather 

than the performance outcome on a test, principals can help to develop these important traits 

which serve students in their pursuits beyond high school. 

The principals believed that success was more broadly defined than some of the common 

objective measures that are often associated with student success, such as test scores.  The 
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principals generally recognized, through their experiences, that student success is best realized 

through the preparation they gain for the pursuits they choose after high school, and their 

maximization of their personal capacities.  These principals recognized the importance of 

fostering work ethics and habits over the course of their high school experience, as a means of 

preparing them to be successful beyond high school.  They recognized the importance of self-

discovery and pursuance of passions, as well as the importance of growing as individuals, in 

addition to academic growth.   

One principal spoke about how he arrived at their definition of success through 18 years 

of experience.  He spoke about beliefs that came from a combination of experiences, reflections 

on those experiences, conversations with individuals over the course of time, and specifically 

messages that he had sent to his faculty about the purpose and values that he/she wished to 

espouse for their school.   

P3: I guess just reflecting back on those thoughts.  What I believe, what I’ve experienced, 

conversations I’ve had with people, presentations I’ve made to the faculty at the 

beginning of the school year in terms of what we believe and what we stand for. 

Participant five described his conversations with students who shared their appreciation for the 

preparation they had received. He described the affirmation that the former students provided 

him regarding the ample preparation they had received during their time at his high school, and 

how that led to successful pursuits after they had graduated. 

  P5: When I talk to students afterwards, and you find that they were prepared for the next 

stage in life, whatever it might be, that is a comforting feeling.  I think that it all stems 

from the successes that they were able to obtain when they were in school, and to be able 

to use the skills that our staff provides, to take those next steps to move beyond their 

expected expectations. 

 

According to McCuddy, Pinar, and Gingerich (2008), “Student feedback is valuable when it  
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identifies knowledge, skills, and competencies that were especially helpful at a particular 

educational juncture – or that would have been more helpful at a different point in their 

educational programs” (p.24).  It is interesting to note that the reflections and discussions with 

former students described by participant five did not include quantitative measures such as 

grades or test scores.  Instead, both faculty and students view success and the purpose of schools 

in preparing students to be successful, in terms of high-leverage skills and future aspirations.  It 

is also noteworthy to see how the role of the principal can involve soliciting and considering 

feedback from students who have come through their schools, as well as conversations with 

teachers, and their own personal reflections, when formulating and sharing a mission or vision 

with staff about how they define student success and ultimately go about achieving it. Participant 

five also shared what he learned by talking to former students.  This is a capability that is 

afforded only to principals who maintain a long enough tenure to speak to former students about 

the experiences that they had while under his leadership.  Principals who provide this level of 

consistency in leadership to their schools promote student achievement, according to Miller 

(2013). However, they also have to learn and grow as leaders through the feedback mechanism 

that conversations with former students can provide.   

 

Yet another principal arrived at his broad definition of student success through his 

background as a school counselor.  Participant one recognized and shared the importance of 

developing adolescents as individuals, as well as students, and fostering growth in three domains 

(academically, socially, and emotionally), as he described the progress that students must  

show in order to ultimately be defined as successful in his view. 
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 P1: I take a very developmental approach to what I do. I try to look at the whole child, 

and if we can see that they are making progress in all three areas, then we know we are 

doing a good job. I have a counseling background.  I look at things holistically, and 

through almost a multiple-intelligences lens.  

 

The importance of growth in the social and emotional domains for high school students is 

supported by recent literature.  In a study of non-cognitive factors that predict success in college, 

Sparkman, Mauldin, and Roberts (2012) found that, “…Empathy, Social Responsibility, 

Flexibility, and Impulse Control were predictors of student enrollment and graduation” (p.650).  

Of those factors, social responsibility and empathy were the leading two predictors.  Participant 1 

recognizes the importance of developing these factors in students, understanding how they lend 

themselves to obtaining resources and support, as well as overcoming adversity through a 

challenging experience.  

When the principals were asked about how their definition evolved over time, three of  

them shared how their perspectives changed as they gained experience, evolving from a  

definition bound by test scores or objective data, to a much more comprehensive and meaningful  

definition, and shifting from measures that mattered to those outside of the educational  

community to those measures that the principals knew mattered most.  Participant one described  

the emphasis that he placed on academic success and college attendance rates, before he  

realized the many post-secondary avenues through which students can build successful futures.   

He also acknowledges that success after high school can be found through endeavors other  

than college, which was an evolution of his/her initial perspective as an administrator. 



75 
 

P1: I think when I was a younger administrator, I thought that academic success was the 

most important, and there was nothing else. When I got to the high school level, I thought 

that if everyone goes to college, then you were being successful.  If you were raising your 

college numbers. Then, over time, I realized that is not the only avenue, and there are 

other forms of success. There are a lot of successful people in the world, without just 

looking through the college lens. I learned that, through experience. 

 Participant three described the revelation that the pressure to increase test scores, and to appear 

successful to those outside of the building can mask the more meaningful measures of success, 

such as student connections and experiences, and carrying out the common vision and values of 

the school. He does recognize the importance of objective metrics such as student test scores, but 

believes that over time their importance is perceived to pale in comparison to the broader 

mission and vision of the school, which involves all stakeholders. 

P3: I think when you are early in your career, you are looking at those things that others 

can measure, like student test scores, or how well people judge your building from the 

outside. But then as time goes on, to answer your question more specifically, you become 

much more concerned about how students are feeling about their experience, and about 

whether they feel there is a connection to somebody or somebodies in the building, and 

they can feel good about it.  So that certainly has evolved. As time goes on, you realize 

that really all those things are necessary, but they are not meaningful, or not nearly as 

meaningful as that mission and vision peace, and having people operate in a way that 

demonstrates that mission and vision.  That everybody from custodians, to administrative 

assistants, bus drivers, are all operating with the same values. So that is something that 

evolves over time. 

The early-career experiences of feeling pressured to demonstrate success through accountability 

measures that these principals talk about is unfortunately an increasing and prevalent experience 

for educators and educational leaders.  According to Schlecty (2011), under the pressure to 

satisfy the measurable test score standards by which they are judged, more and more educators 

“…are succumbing to the pressure to focus on the test rather than on students and on what they 

want students to do, learn, and become” (p.80).  Fortunately, these principals began to manage 

those pressures and direct the focus of their leadership toward what they and their staffs believed 
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to be in the best interest of the students.   As Participant 2 referenced, having everyone operate 

with the same values leads to a positive climate and culture in a school building.  When the 

stakeholders share the same vision of student success, it not only creates momentum toward a 

common purpose, but it creates clear expectations and ultimately motivates everyone to 

contribute their skills and efforts toward a purpose greater than themselves or their specific role 

in and of itself.  This importance of a shared vision within the school is congruent with existing 

literature.  Moos, Johanson and Day (2011) found that principals who wish to make positive 

change in their building must create teacher buy-in through creating a clear vision, articulating 

ethical values and norms, and engaging the external and internal communities. 

 

Participant four also spoke about the importance that he personally placed on 

standardized test scores early in his/her career, and he conceded that standardized test scores 

have an important role to play in holding schools accountable to the communities that he serves.  

However, he recognized that success is much broader, and ultimately his experience provided 

this recognition.  

P4: I can’t recall for sure, but I would say that if you asked me early on in my career, I 

would probably start spitting out numbers like graduation rates, and PVAAS numbers, 

and back then PSSA numbers, and SAT numbers, etc. Don’t get me wrong- those are 

accountability measures, and we will always feel the pressure, and newspapers will 

always report it. It’s fine. Whatever. But, success is bigger than just those objective 

pieces. 

Participant four subtly introduces an interesting component not yet discussed, the idea that 

experience as a leader allows for a broader perspective on the definition of student success.  The 

participant recognizes the need for data, but from his perspective, measuring student success has 

no recognized metric. This phenomenon, as participant four indicates, results from his years of 
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experience as an educator.  It is critical to note that participant four is recognized as having the 

second most years of experience among participants. 

Participant five recognized that while schools have evolved in many ways, the core 

philosophy of hard work leading to success still persists.  He talked about the recognition that 

students face more pressures today than they used to, and how this phenomenon has contributed 

to his broadened definition of success.   

“I think school is the same in a lot of ways, but definitely different in a lot of ways.  That 

is probably a conundrum.  The pressures from outside society are greatly different today 

than they were years ago.  I think that students have more demands on them to be 

successful nowadays, from the environment that we live in, and from our culture.”  

Participant five seems to indicate that the needs of society demands that students possess skills 

and competencies that transcend core academic understandings.  His thoughts are supported by 

the work of Silva (2009), who asserts that, “Today's workers in nearly all sectors of the economy 

must be able to find and analyze information, often coming from multiple sources, and use this 

information to make decisions and create new ideas” (p.631). This shift represents an example of 

how schools have changed over the course of his career. However, participant five believes that 

schools have remained relatively stable in their operations, and therefore, students are often 

labeled successful in the same way today as they have been for a long time.    

P5: “…but I still think school is much the same, and the great opportunities are still here, 

in the simplest sense that you come in here each day for several hours, and what you 

make of it and the success that you glean is based on the effort you put into it.  So, it’s 

kind of both ways.” 

 

The increased demand described by participant five, that is placed on students from our society, 

likely plays a role in the broadening definition of success that the principals described.  As 

society changes, and the world that they enter after high school becomes more demanding and 
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complex, the teaching of high-leverage skills and cultivation of motivation or grit in students 

becomes more critical for high school principals. According to Carlgren (2013), students today 

“…need to be armed with these skills in order to function as a global citizen, operate effectively 

in post-secondary school, and be competitive in the global market. Unfortunately, not all students 

currently graduate high school having developed these skills” (p.64).  The participating 

principals realized over the course of their careers that student success includes proficiency in 

these skills, even while they and their students were being assessed and judged by very narrow 

academic proficiencies through standardized test scores and graduation rates.   

The pressure to succeed academically is not only felt by the students in the schools.  

Three principals talked about the pressures that they themselves felt, especially as new 

principals, to provide a positive public perception of their building’s success, using the public’s 

definition of success.   

P6: As a new administrator you tend to have the belief that test scores are the true 

measurement, because so much emphasis is put on it- from districts, policy makers, and 

public perception 

P7:  As an incoming principal, you are worried about maintaining a level academic 

excellence and increasing a level of academic excellence. You want the public to trust 

that your school produces college-ready kids. 

The pressures that principals face to improve or maintain high test scores are driven by a need to 

satisfy the general public.  These pressures are consistent with the pressures that Kersten and 

Israel (2005) believe that principals in today’s schools face-from multiple stakeholders, not only 

to ensure that their students are delivered a high-quality educational program, but also to track 

their achievement. Although the participating principals believe that successful students are 

defined by so much more than scores, they must demonstrate success by metrics that the public 

and policy makers hold as valid and trustworthy.  Accolades such as the National Blue Ribbon 
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Schools, the U.S. News Gold, Silver and Bronze awards, and the Newsweek national rankings 

are prestigious labels worn by school and local communities.  They also rely heavily on 

standardized test scores as their criteria.   This creates an ethical challenge for new principals, 

who struggle to demonstrate a perception of success, while operating in a way that drives their 

true definition for student success.  Over time, however, as principals gain experience, those 

pressures began to give way to a sense of duty and an ethic of care for the students whom the 

participants served in their buildings.  Participant six discusses the slow evolution whereby 

concern for satisfying public perception gave way to an openness toward understanding and 

responding to students’ individual needs, as a personal connection to his students grew. 

P6:  But, I think that as you gain more and more experiences, you become less concerned 

about public perception, and you become more concerned or more willing to see what is 

really important, which is the individual sitting in front of you, looking you straight in the 

eyes, every day, and you measure success differently for different people. 

 

The concern with public perception that these principals felt early in their careers mirrors the 

findings of Spillane and Lee (2014), who found that, “A major ‘reality shock’ for novice 

principals as they transitioned into their new occupation was a sense of ultimate responsibility” 

(pg.442 ) The feeling of responsibility for the publicly available objective measures of success 

caused them to be consumed with moving the data, and clouded their ability to consider 

individual differences of their students. It is this consideration of individual differences that 

enables the principals to define student success more broadly.  When they see their students as 

individuals, with different skills and attributes, exploring and pursuing different passion and 

interests, they are able to help them succeed on an individual level.  They are also able to help 

them succeed on a collective level by cultivating the types of cognitive and affective skills that 

they will need to be proficient in to succeed beyond high school.  
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Research Question 2: To What Extent Do Selected Principals Believe That 

They Have an Impact on Student Success in The Particular School? 

Finding 2: Principal Impact Through the Importance of Teachers: Principals 

believe teachers have the most direct and significant impact on student 

success, but that they themselves are able to impact student success through 

their leadership. Five of the principals ranked hiring and developing staff as 

the number one leadership mechanism for driving student success.  

When principals were asked about the extent to which they are able to impact student 

success in their buildings, they generally believed that they had a significant impact, but they 

acknowledged that their impact was secondary to the teachers, and therefore indirect.  This is 

consistent with the findings of Kruger et al. (2003), who conducted a quantitative meta-analysis, 

which analyzed 37 studies in search of educational leadership having a direct effect on student 

achievement.  The results of the study found that “not more than 1% of the variation in student 

achievement is associated with differences in educational leadership” (p. 415).  The authors 

describe, however, how educational leaders can have a secondary or indirect impact on student 

achievement; “An educational leader then is someone whose actions (both in relation to 

administrative and educational tasks) are geared to influencing the school’s primary process and, 

therefore, ultimately students’ achievement levels” (p.403).      
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Two of the participants were familiar with this existing research, and the indirect 

connection that a principal has on student achievement and success. Participant 3 said, “Certainly 

lots of research tells you that the most impactful person would be the classroom teacher, but that 

a principal does make a difference and does have an impact.” Participant two talked about this 

distinction in terms of lines of connection being drawn between students, teachers, and 

principals. He does not believe there is a direct line of impact, but he does believe that direct 

lines from principals, to teachers to students are easy to observe.    

P2: There has been tons of empirical research done about educational leadership and 

student achievement, and no one has yet to-date, unless I’ve missed something in the last 

five minutes, has been able to draw a direct line from principal’s action to student 

achievement, but everyone can draw the direct lines from principals to teachers to 

students. 

 

Participant two shared his familiarity with the empirical research, which does show a significant 

secondary connection between principals and student achievement, as well as the strongest 

connection between teachers and student achievement.   Reviews of existing literature on these 

connections show a growing body of research which draws a direct link between high quality 

teachers and increased student achievement (Danielson & McGreal, 2000; Fullan, 2001; 

Marzano, Pickering & Pollock, 2001; Stronge, 2002; Tucker & Stronge, 2005).  The mechanism 

of hiring and developing staff was ranked by the principals as having the highest importance or 

most significant impact on student success, which further emphasizes the importance of the role 

of the teacher in driving student success.  Five of the principals ranked hiring and developing 

staff first among the six leadership mechanisms in terms of driving student success.  Principals 

described why they believed this mechanism possessed such importance, as they talked about the 

importance of the role of the teacher, gauging the potential of teaching candidates, and finding 

the right fit for a particular role and building. Participant two again refers to existing research, 
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stating that direct instruction is the most critical factor impacting student achievement, and 

therefore he believes that hiring teachers who perform direct instruction effectively and 

confidently is the most important leadership mechanism through which principals ultimately 

impact student success.  

P2: To me that is the most critical piece, because the most important thing is having the 

right people on your bus, so to speak. Those are the people who work directly with the 

students. Of all the school-based factors that have been empirically shown to have the 

greatest impact on student achievement, direct instruction is number one.  It is important 

to have the best and most confident adults working with the kids in the building, and I 

think a lot of the other things come from there. 

Existing literature supports the direct link that participant two suggests between high quality 

teachers and increased student achievement (Danielson & McGreal, 2000; Fullan, 2001; 

Marzano, Pickering & Pollock, 2001; Stronge, 2002; Tucker & Stronge, 2005).  Having the right 

people can serve as a catalyst for not only good instruction, but it can promote a positive culture 

throughout the building.  Quality teaching candidates will contribute to a collaborative 

environment with colleagues and principals, have a willingness to grow and learn throughout 

their career, contribute to extra-curricular and co-curricular opportunities for students, and 

support the mission and vision of the school.  Their positive impact extends far beyond the walls 

of their classroom. Participant three echoed the sentiment of participant two, regarding hiring 

and developing staff as the most important mechanism through which principals impact student 

success, but he also offered some specific attributes that he believes good teachers possess, 

including credentials, rapport with students, and content knowledge. 

P3: I have always said that hiring is the most important thing that we do, so I will stick 

with that. I would rank hiring and developing staff at the top of this list. Obviously, it is 

about getting the right people, good people, and the best people for the job, based on their 

qualification, based on their ability to develop relationships with the students, and based 

on their knowledge of the curriculum. So, I would say hiring is the more important. 
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Participant three’s description of specific attributes that are important in teachers is consistent 

with a study by Kersten (2008), which asked Illinois principals to identify their top qualities for 

successful teaching candidates.  They identified knowledge of content and current pedagogy as 

their top quality, followed by strong work ethic, interpersonal skills, being student-centered, and 

professional team players.  Participant four described the importance of hiring teachers that 

match the needs of the students and the school, in addition to possessing a growth mindset and 

potential to increase capacity over the course of their career. 

P4: Hiring is number one, because you have to try to gauge where the best fit is for your 

organization, and for your kids.  Your kids are a critical part of that.  The part that is so 

difficult is trying to determine where the potential lies with these people.  You don’t want 

the teacher who is coming in to interview today to be the same teacher you get. You want 

the teacher times 30, right? 

 

The potential of teaching candidates which participant four is referencing, can be difficult to 

identify.  However, this potential is only realized through having a growth mindset and a strong 

work-ethic. Kersten’s 2008 study identified knowledge of content and current pedagogy as their 

top quality for successful teacher candidates.  However, this quality was followed by strong work 

ethic, interpersonal skills, being student-centered, and professional team players- attributes 

which can contribute to maximizing the potential of any teaching candidate over the course of 

their career.      

Participant seven reiterated the need for hiring quality teachers as a means of building 

positive climate and culture in the school.  He described the negative impact that hiring the 

wrong kinds of teachers can have on morale and culture in a school.  The wrong individuals not 

only deliver poor pedagogy in the classroom, but they can actually work against the mission or 

vision of the school through a lack of cooperation and collaboration.  He also reiterates the 
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importance of a capacity and will to grow as a professional, as well as to learn from constructive 

criticism. 

P7: Most impactful is probably hiring staff, because I really believe that if you get the 

wrong people, then nothing you do is going to take root the way you need it to. If you 

don’t have people who are on board, who have a growth mindset, who have a desire to 

reflect on what they do, then you will never get a building to the next level.  You will get 

people who will shut their doors and undermine everything.  I look for people who are 

willing to grow, who can take criticism and feedback.  That is number one.   

 

Yet another consideration for effective principals to make when hiring teachers, according to 

research, is placing value on the teachers’ understanding of accountability pressures and fidelity 

to program delivery in the classroom, which is what participant 2 appears to be partially alluding 

to.  There is research that supports the notion that fidelity and long-term commitment to 

comprehensive school reform models improves student outcomes (Borman, Hewes, Gina, 

Overman, Laura, & Brown, 2003; Skindrud & Gersten, 2006).   In essence, this means that 

principals can increase student achievement by hiring teachers who understand the academic 

programs within the school, the mission and vision of the school, the current initiatives being 

implemented, and accountability mechanisms by which schools are evaluated.  Principals should 

focus on hiring as those teachers who are prepared to commit themselves and their practice to 

carrying out the delivery of those programs and meeting those accountability mechanisms. 

  Providing further evidence of the strong connection between teachers and student 

success, supervision and evaluation was ranked third out of the six leadership mechanisms for 

impacting student success. While it ranked higher than those mechanisms which were more 

indirectly associated with students in the classroom, such as budget and resource management, 

and community involvement, supervision and evaluation did rank behind hiring and developing 

staff and school climate and culture.  This is most likely because of the potential impact that 
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hiring the right person can have, combined with the autonomous nature of teaching and the 

limited interactions that teachers often have with principals through this mechanism. Participant 

one shares his rationale for ranking supervision and evaluation lower as a mechanism for 

impacting student success, which included the self-sufficiency of highly qualified teachers, if 

they are hired.  He admits that the capacity and self-sufficiency of newly hired teachers is only 

advantageous when teachers are hired from a pool of qualified candidates, rather than out of 

desperation as a result of a short timeline or a dearth of quality applicants. 

P1: Supervision and Evaluation is tricky, because if you hire the right people, your 

supervision and evaluation is easier, then if you are dealing with… So that is why I put 

that down low, and I put hiring up high.  If we are hiring the right people, our evaluations 

and our conversations with teachers are easier, than if we are hiring out of a last resort or 

something like that. 

Participant six took this idea a step further, and talked about how effective hiring and developing 

of staff could actually render the supervision and evaluation process essentially unnecessary.  He 

said, “If I am hiring the right people, and developing those people, then the supervision or 

evaluation is just a formality.” Participant five talked not only about the importance of the role 

that supervision and evaluation plays in students achieving success, but also how it must work in 

concert with other facets such as curriculum and assessment alignment: 

P5: Supervision and evaluation is important.  Teachers still work in their own deli and 

have their own specials, but with content level facilitators, content teams, common 

assessments, common grading, curriculum clarity- I think all of those pieces are very 

relevant to success. 

This thought echoes the importance of hiring collaborative teachers with growth mindsets, who 

show a deference to the broader mission, vision, and long-term goals of the school. The teachers 

are the ones who must carry out the consistency and fidelity of the curricular programs, and 

therefore they serve as the drivers of these values that principals hold as important drivers of 

student success.  Additionally, hiring quality teaching candidates alleviates the burden and 
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consumption of time and resources that principals devote to low-performing teachers, including 

generating improvement plans and seeking terminations. Principals who allow ineffective 

teachers to remain in the classroom are significantly and negatively impacting student 

achievement. “Some students who experience two or three unsatisfactory teachers in a row show 

serious, long-term deficits.” (Peterson & Peterson, 2005, p. 90).  Removing low-performing 

teachers from the classroom, however, must be accomplished through a progressive series of 

detailed and objective documentation.  Peterson and Peterson (2005) assert that what is needed in 

the evaluation of unsatisfactory teachers are expert principal perspective, good preparation and 

procedures for both the district and individual administrators, knowledge of what works and 

what doesn't, district collaboration, and stage wise action steps.  The action steps can distract and 

consume principals from focusing on other critical leadership mechanisms through which they 

can promote student success. 

 

Research Question 3: What Leadership Practices do Selected Principals 

Believe Have an Impact on Student Success? 

Finding 3: Developing Positive Culture: A Positive School Climate and 

Culture, which is Developed by the Principal, Through Building Relationships 

and a Unified Purpose, is a Critical Component to Student Success.  

As the principals were asked about specific leadership behaviors or practices that they 

believe to have an impact on student success in their buildings, they spoke in detail about the 

importance of collaborative and distributive leadership, relationships, communication, mission 

building and vision casting: All of the principals mentioned and described one or more of the 

aforementioned leadership practices.  The principals recognized that their organizations are more 

effective when they collaborate with the stakeholders of their school community and distribute 
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leadership toward common goals.  While he uses state and national standards as the target for 

decision-making, he uses the practices of collaboration, with leaders from representative 

stakeholder, in order to reach those targets. 

P1:  I’m a distributive leadership type of person.  That is part of my upbringing.  To get a 

lot of people involved, to get a lot of collaboration going, involving a lot of stakeholders. 

Kind of a traditional state standards or national standards type of leadership.  But, I 

would say my influence is the distributive leadership. I am in it with the staff and with the 

community.  That is how we do things here. 

 

The distributive or shared leadership, mentioned by participant one, maximizes the leadership 

capacity of any school, and in turn the success of the school.  This is supported by existing 

research.  Sanzo, Sherman and Clayton (2011) found that one of the leadership practices 

consistently demonstrated by successful middle school principals was shared leadership. After 

interviewing ten successful middle school principals at length, they concluded that, “It was 

evident that a well-organized, shared leadership structure was important to maintain a successful 

school” (p.36).  A study in the same series by Crum and Sherman (2008), focused on the 

effective leadership practices of high school principals, and found that responsible delegation 

and team empowerment was led to successful schools.  Participant three took the idea of 

involving stakeholders a step further, and described the importance of developing a shared 

purpose that the stakeholders believe in.  This creates an intrinsic motivation for the shared goal, 

as well as a sense of accountability toward one-another along the way.  Additionally, this 

principal believes that better solutions to problems are developed when more people are brought 

together to work collaboratively on them. 

P3:  The mission building piece I’ve talked about a lot, but everybody kind of pulling in 

the same direction at the same time trying to achieve the same goals is really important.  I 

think you develop a sense of responsibility to each other if that’s happening.  That’s 

something that I really haven’t mentioned yet, but everybody kind of feels responsibility 
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to and for each other. Collaborative problem solving means trying to have as many as 

possible involved in identifying what we need to do to improve and how to go about 

doing that so that there is buy in. Also, because the more people you bring to the table the 

better solution you arrive at. 

 

Participant seven added the element of high expectations to the aforementioned attribute of 

collaboration, as well as the practice of creating a diverse leadership team where individual skill 

sets are matched with needs.  The creation of high expectations provides challenges that inspire 

individuals to work toward meeting them, while distributing leadership increases the efficiency 

and effectiveness of the leadership within the building.  No principal has all of the skillsets that 

are necessary to achieve all of initiatives and practices that allow a student population to reach its 

full potential.  A truly great leader is able to tap into the leadership potential of others and point 

them in the right direction.   

P7: I guess it is the leadership practice of collaboration, community building, high 

expectations, and also trying to build leaders within the faculty, and move forward- not 

trying to do it all yourself, the practice of making the people around you better, and also 

placing people around you that are better at certain things than you are, and having a 

diverse leadership team are critical. 

These ideas are consistent with the conclusion of Moos, Johanson, and Day (2011), who found 

that principals wishing to make positive change in their building must create teacher buy-in 

through creating a clear vision, articulating ethical values and norms, and engaging the external 

and internal communities.  Part of engaging the internal community is finding opportunities for 

individuals to utilize their skill sets to serve the broader mission of the school. 

Climate and culture was ranked a close second out of the six mechanisms of leadership 

for impacting student success, as principals felt that it had the power to create a positive 

environment, where students and teachers wanted to come every day.  Four of the principals 

ranked Climate and Culture first or second out of the six mechanisms of leadership.  While it 
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often is difficult to measure, and often times very difficult to cultivate, a positive environment 

promotes motivation, collaboration, and self-efficacy for everyone in the building. The principals 

shared their definitions of climate and culture, and described its importance. Participant two 

describes how the students’ sense of connectedness leads to their success, and the contributions 

to a positive culture from quality professionals that are recruited and hired by a school are the 

means by which this experience is achieved for students. 

P2: I think that the organizational culture of the building, which is basically how you do 

what you do, is critically important. It is the bones of the building, so to speak. I think 

that the more kids feel a positive and welcoming environment in school, the more 

connected they become and the more successful they are. That comes from the adults you 

hire, and the culture you establish. 

 

Prater, Busch, and Macneil (2009) echoed this sentiment more recently, citing the important link 

between positive relationships and teacher motivation.  They concluded that, “School principals 

seeking to improve student performance should focus on improving the school’s culture by 

getting the relationships right between themselves, their teachers, students and parents” (p. 77). 

The affective nature of climate and culture, as well as the importance that it carries, was 

reiterated by participant three.  This principal spoke about the happiness of teachers, and how the 

feelings and perspectives of teachers can impact their work in significant ways, both positively 

and negatively.  They also spoke about the key connection that must be made between belief 

statements and behaviors of the adults in the building, as they pertain to student needs and 

achievement. Specifically, he talked about the importance of putting students at the center of 

everything they do, prioritizing their needs above anything or anyone else. He raises important 

reflective questions that every school must ask, including whether or not their actions match their 

well-intended words. 
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P3: Happy teachers tend to make productive teachers, so climate is important for people 

to feel valued and to feel accepted, included, and good about what they are doing. They 

will be here more often and they will work harder.  The culture piece is interesting to me 

specifically, because it can have such an incredibly positive impact on what is happening 

in the classroom, and of course it can also have a negative impact. So, what do we believe 

in, and do our behaviors match those beliefs? Do we really put kids first? Or, is that just 

something that we say?  Do we make decisions based on what is best for our students, 

regardless of what how it might impact us individually? That is the culture piece. If that 

culture is strong, and we are putting students’ needs first, then obviously that is going to 

have a major impact on student achievement. 

 

Participant three’s claim regarding happy teachers is supported by research. Students who are 

happy perform better in school, and happy students are the products of happy teachers (Bernard, 

2014). A study by Uline and Tschannen-Morgan (2008) found a link between student 

achievement and school climate, and a link between principal leadership and school climate, 

specifically citing motivation, mutual respect, and teacher commitment as indicators of a positive 

school climate.   Participant five used Charlotte Danielson’s 2007 framework for effective 

teaching, specifically the classroom environment domain, to describe the importance of the 

attributes of respect and rapport.  These attributes contribute to a positive climate and culture, 

and Charlotte Danielson’s group has made the connection between classroom environment and 

effective teaching, in their research and their descriptive rubric, used by educators across the 

country as an evaluative tool for teachers. He describes the attributes of respect and rapport as 

essential for creating an environment that is conducive to learning, and ultimately student 

success. 

P5: Climate and culture is everything.  When you look at Danielson’s model for 

supervision and evaluation, that respect and rapport- if you don’t have respect and 

rapport, then you are going nowhere. You could be the brightest teacher or the brightest 

person in the world, or have all of the content knowledge in the world, you have to have 

rapport and respect. 
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Participant seven described climate and culture as having the right people assigned to teach in a 

building, and having shared common goals between students and the adults in the building, with 

the common goal being to learn and grow together.  This environment breeds student success. 

P7: Once you have the right people, you have to have a sense among your faculty and 

student body that we are all in this together.  It is not an “us versus you” situation. Rather, 

it is a model where we are glad you are here, and we want you to be able to grow and 

develop as teachers, students, and support staff. 

 

By working together toward a mutual goal, balancing support and accountability, and being clear 

about the expectations along the way, schools can foster a productive and positive climate 

through relationships between students and staff.  This type of climate promotes student success, 

according to Prater et al. (2009). 

Also critical to promoting a positive school climate are the two leadership mechanisms of 

a safe school climate and family and community involvement.  Students cannot learn in an 

environment where they do not feel safe, and schools have a moral and legal obligation to ensure 

student safety and well-being. Not only can an unsafe environment affect learning within the 

classroom, but it can also prevent students from attending school altogether (Boyd, 2004). Given 

this reality, it was somewhat surprising to see that there was a tie in the average ranking scores 

for 4th and 5th place, out of the six leadership mechanisms driving student success, between 

community and family involvement and school safety.  However, while safety was generally 

acknowledged to be a critical component to a successful school, it was not a top priority for the 

participants of this study.  Participant three described how the importance of leadership in the 

area of safety is dependent upon the existing safety procedures and concerns within a school.  He 

describes the proactive attention to safety procedures as sufficient to support student success, so 

long as there is not a significant need to provide reactive attention to safety.  He points out that 
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while it may seem absurd to suggest student achievement is not dependent upon school safety, 

schools are only required to prioritize safety at the level it requires in a given school for students 

to feel safe. 

P3: Of course school safety is a necessity, and so to say that if that is not present you 

could have high student achievement is silly. However, if you are running drills and 

people are performing at the levels that they should, and students feel safe, and you don’t 

have to pay close attention to safety as a top level issue, students can still perform well.  

In a school where safety is not an issue, not because you are not paying attention to it, or 

because you don’t have a great plan in place, but just because safety is not an issue, 

students can perform well if those other three things that I was talking about earlier are in 

place. 

   

“Overall, a safe school environment, whether actual or perceived, is important in improving 

students’ academic performances and the likelihood they will become productive members of 

society” (Perumean & Sutton, 2013, p. 584).  According to Table 3, The students attending the 

participating principals’ schools likely have a general perception of safety, in comparison with 

students across the state of Pennsylvania.  Five of the seven participant principals’ school safety 

data reflected less incidents involving police and out of school suspensions per 100 students than 

the state average, while the other two participating principals’ schools reflected school safety 

data that was slightly above the state average.  These data offer one explanation of why the 

mechanism of safety was ranked lower as a priority for the participants than other mechanisms. 
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Table 3.  

School Safety Data From the 2014-2015 School Year (“Safe Schools Online”),. 

Data comparing Pennsylvania state average statistics with the statistics associated with the 

Participating principals’ schools. 

School Principal Enrollment Incidents Involving 

Police per 100 

Students 

Out of School 

Suspensions per 100 

Students 

State of Pennsylvania 1,741,728 0.69 7.64 

Participant One 1,049 0.00 1.24 

Participant Two 1,775 2.93 7.66 

Participant Three 2,645 1.97 15.12 

Participant Four 606 0.59 3.30 

Participant Five 2373 0.00 2.61 

Participant Six 1,567 0.26 0.83 

Participant Seven 1,623 0.49 1.54 

 

  When schools exist in safe communities, and create procedures to ensure that safety is a priority 

on a daily basis, it does not resonate with principals as a mechanism that drives student success 

directly.  Rather, it is recognized as a necessity, but when schools are generally considered safe 

environments, principals do not view it as an imperative leadership mechanism for student 

success that they must actively initiate or develop.  Schools where students do not enjoy a real or 

perceived safe environment are more likely to see the management of student and staff safety as 
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a critical leadership practice of the principals, if they are to promote the success of their students.  

In a 2013 study by Hamig and Jozkowski, both male and female students who reported being 

threatened or bullied in school were more likely to have grades of C’s, D’s, or F’s than their 

peers who did not report these concerns for themselves. 

Community and family involvement was also considered important to the principals, 

although it was tied for second from the bottom among the six mechanisms considered.  The 

participants talked about the importance of building trust among the community as being 

essential to creating momentum and support, which in turn contributes to student success. 

Participant two describes these components, being developed through community partnerships, 

as a means of promoting student success.   

P2: I am a really big proponent of building relationships, and partnering with the 

community and I think that when you have the opportunity to do that, not only does it 

build good will, but it also gets more people connected to your organization, and people 

feeling good, which translates to success.   

 

While the types of community partnerships mentioned by participant two have been suggested as 

part of reform efforts nationwide, the empirical evidence to support the effectiveness of these 

partnerships is lacking.  However, this is probably due to that fact that the partnerships are run by 

advocates who lack the time and resources to collect empirical data on their own initiatives 

(Stefanski & Jacobson, 2013).  Participant two’s response once again correlates building 

relationships with student success.  The community relationships, however, are further removed 

from the classroom.  Therefore, they are considered by the principals to have less of an impact 

than the mechanisms that are associated directly with teacher and student relationships, such as 

hiring quality teachers and climate and culture.  The principals were forced to prioritize six 

important mechanisms of leadership, and therefore the fact that community and family 
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partnerships was ranked 5th, does not imply that they do not consider this mechanism as 

important.  Rather, it is simply considered to have less of an impact on student success than four 

of the other mechanisms.  The low priority that principals gave to this mechanism does 

contradict the strong effect that is reported by research to exist between community involvement 

and student success. Henderson and Mapp, (2002) found that regardless of income or 

background, students with parents who are involved in their education are more likely to earn 

higher grades, attend school, have strong social skills and good behavior, graduate, and attend 

post-secondary schools. In an effort to quantify parental involvement and academic achievement, 

Fan and Chen (2001) conducted a study features meta-analyses, where “Two study features were 

revealed to have a strong moderating effect on the empirically observed relationship between 

parental involvement and students’ academic achievement” (p.17). 

Participant seven describes family support specifically, and how including them in the decision-

making process can lead to trust and ultimately support for the mission of the school.   

P7: When you have the community understanding what you are doing, and why you are 

doing it, and you are involving families in the tough decisions that need to be made about 

kids’ development, you gain their support. 

 

This need to cultivate trust with parents is supported by the research of Wherry (2008), who said, 

“As a nation, we seem to have less trust and respect for authority than we had just a few years 

ago. The No Child Left Behind Act and school security concerns have changed school and 

classroom routines to the point that many schools barely resemble those that today's parents 

attended” (p.12).  Educating parents on the challenging decisions that schools are facing, and 

asking them for support and input in making those decisions is a task that school principals need 

to embrace, as it ultimately supports student achievement.  Participant five described the 
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different components of a school community, and the importance of getting involved in outside 

organizations within the school community as a means of building trust. He acknowledges the 

challenges that exist with heavily involved parents, but he believes in the importance of family 

involvement in promoting student success. He also describes how being involved in a local civic 

group allows the group to recognize who he is, and to trust his/her recommendations regarding 

students as potential employees for their businesses.  

P5: …I think your school community is a lot of pieces.  It is your town- your physical 

community, the school district square miles, if you will, and family involvement. 

Sometimes we all grouse about helicopter parents, but I think it is an important 

component.  I am a member of the Rotary.  I just had a Rotary meeting at 12, and that 

community involvement for me is paramount- the business leaders know who I am, they 

trust what I say, they believe in me. So, I think that those pieces have a really, really 

significant impact on student success. They are hiring our kids. They can call me for a 

reference. 

 

Interesting to note is that participant five alludes to the challenges that can arise when supportive 

families or communities cross the line between support and intrusion, with the term “helicopter” 

parents” used an analogy for hovering parents.  The acknowledgment is made, however, that 

involved families are an important component to success.  Perhaps the expectations, 

communication, and management of involving parents are the keys to successfully balancing 

healthy involvement with intrusion.  Participant five also shares the importance of participating 

and involving local civic groups as a means of building trust within the community for the 

school’s mission.  Civic groups can help to provide meaningful experiences for students, 

valuable feedback for school leaders as to how the educational community can help to prepare 

students for future societies and professions. 

Participant four described how frequent and effective communication with the school 

community can build support for schools, which is critical to student success. He has observed a 
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shift in capabilities of communication with parents through the emergence of technology over 

the course of his career.  He uses this technology to share weekly emails to the parents of his/her 

students to celebrate successes and inform them of important upcoming events.  He experienced 

positive feedback from parents as a result of the interest that the parents in his community have 

in being informed on such matters.  He also recognizes the potential for technology to reimagine 

education, and provide students with more opportunities than they have ever had. 

 P4: Community involvement- you can never have enough. We are really fortunate here, 

because our parents are very interested in what we are doing, and what their kids are 

learning.  We communicate with our parents in ways that I never could have imagined 22 

years ago when I started.  I have to give you an example.  I send a weekly email to my 

entire high school parent group. Every parent of this high school gets an email from me 

every Friday just saying, “Congratulations to the following high school kids for their 

accomplishments this past week, here are some reminders for the week ahead, and talk to 

you soon.” I sent 39 of those emails this year.  People loved it.  Also, let me say about 

community involvement, that this is the other piece I know- education is breaking the 

walls of brick and mortar more than it ever has.  If we think we can do it ourselves, we 

are out of our minds. We need our community in order to help us create educational 

opportunities for kids that we previously never even thought about. 

 

Celebrating successes by recognizing the accomplishments of students across different academic 

and extracurricular activities can provide incentives for students to put forth their best efforts.  

The motivation that is derived from such public recognitions of achievements ultimately drives 

student success throughout the school, in addition to providing support from parents for 

educational programs and initiatives. When students believe that they will be recognized for their 

involvement and their efforts, this promotes a positive school climate and culture.  In addition to 

celebrating success and motivating students, participant four modeled effective communications 

through the use of his newsletter, a practice that Nolan (2008) suggests for principals seeking to 

improve parent involvement in their schools. 



98 
 

Research Question 4: What Initiatives or Programs do Selected Principals 

Believe Have an Impact on Student Success? 

Finding 4: Rigor and Relationships: The two types of initiatives or programs 

that were most commonly described were those that included teachers 

working together on viable curriculum, instruction and assessment practices, 

and those that promoted positive behavior, relationship-building, and 

celebrations of school culture. Five of the principals stressed the importance 

of a viable, consistent curriculum, and the collaborative work that leads to the 

improvement of curricular programing as an important initiative.  Five of the 

participants also spoke about programs or initiatives that focused on building 

student relationships and promoting positive student behavior and school 

culture.   

Participants shared many different specific initiatives or programs that they believed were 

supporting student success in their buildings. There two categories of initiatives or programs that 

were most commonly described. The first category included teachers working together on viable 

curriculum, instruction and assessment practices.  The second category included those programs 

or initiatives that promoted positive behavior, relationship-building, and celebrations of school 

culture.  

Although a viable curriculum is not a specific program, an overwhelming majority of the 

principals stressed the importance of a viable, consistent curriculum, and the collaborative work 

that leads to the improvement of curricular programing as an important initiative. A viable 
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curriculum is one which adapts and changes to meet the needs of the students who benefit from 

it. Participant three identified the development of curriculum as a meaningful product of 

professional learning communities, in addition to the self-improvement of their own classroom 

pedagogy.  

P3: Professional learning communities- there is a lot of value in having teachers have a 

common goal and work together to improve their practice and to improve what’s 

happening in a school, whether or not you have challenged them to solve a problem 

school-wide or you just challenge them to develop curriculum and instruction. 

 

Professional learning communities can be used for various purposes, but their value lies in the 

process of bringing people together to work on a shared goal.  “Time and follow-up or continuity 

were the largest barriers to facilitating the NSDC standards for professional development.” 

(Moore & Kochan, 2013, p. 175).  One way that principals can combat the challenge of time and 

effort is to improve efficiency through developing teacher leaders and increasing engagement in 

professional development efforts through the creation and facilitation of professional learning 

communities.  Participant five describes a collaborative format of teachers working together on 

curriculum, but he does not call them professional learning communities, so as to avoid the 

perception that he was following a trend without a purpose.  He notes that it was the 

collaborative nature of collegial conversations about consistent and effective pedagogical 

practices which were impactful, regardless of the terminology that was used to describe the 

practice.  This principal describes the impact of teachers and content-facilitators working toward 

meaningful instructional practices, as opposed to superficial departmental logistics. 

P5: I worked very diligently to develop curriculum clarity, and we did that through the 

implementation of content facilitators. We have department chairs, which took on a much 

more curricular approach, rather than what I call traditional “bean counting”- tell me how 

many textbooks they need,” and such. We also brought in content-level facilitators, so for 
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each content area they met with the individual content area teachers.  Really, what that 

developed, was a professional learning community. I never used the “PLC” terminology.  

I just stayed away from it, because I didn’t want it to be like, “this is what everybody else 

is doing,” so we just called them “content level meetings.” With that being said, we 

developed common curriculum, and we moved to common assessments, and we moved 

to common grading and a common grade book. 

 

Although participant five chose to avoid the nomenclature of “professional learning 

communities,” the practice of teachers collaborating around developing curriculum clarity was 

impactful, and supported by research. A large-scale study by Louis et al. (2010) found that 

91.7% of principals and 67.7% of teachers believes that providing structures and opportunities 

for teachers to collaborate was an important practice to improve instruction.   Participant seven 

believed that some important work in the area of assessment and grading components of the 

curriculum were critical to impacting student success in his building.  He describes how his 

teachers separated formal grades from traditional work habits, in order to create a more 

meaningful learning experience and a more accurate link between formal grades and student 

demonstration of learning. While he recognizes the importance of attributes such as respectful 

demeanor, in-class engagement, and attendance, he/she does not believe that they should be 

reflected in the formal grading on a high school transcript. 

P7: The first initiative is our grading initiative. That has had a huge impact on student 

success, because it is an initiative that essentially places tremendous emphasis on 

formative assessment, as a tool for informing instruction, and not for informing the 

gradebook.  That took some time for kids to understand, because it involves them being 

graded per se, but it does not end up in a gradebook. It involves a teacher saying, “I’m 

taking what you demonstrated, and I am using that to adjust what I am going to do 

tomorrow, and the next day, and the next day.  For kids to understand that when we ask 

you to do something, we are not going to give you points for doing it, but rather your 

grades are going to be a demonstration of what you know, and what you can do with what 

you know. That is it.  They are not going to be a demonstration or a reportable factor of 

your compliance or how nice you are, how respectful you are, how attentive you are, how 

often you come to school- All of those things matter, but they will not influence your 

reported grade. So, that initiative has had a tremendous impact on what we do, and I think 
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it has also had a tremendous impact on how well our kids do beyond high school. That is 

certainly one initiative that was huge. 

By separating work habits from content understandings and skill demonstrations participant 

seven and his staff were able to work together to implement fair and valid assessment practices 

that they believed would serve students better.  This collaborative work toward a common 

purpose, led to a specific initiative that improved school climate and culture for staff and 

students, through both the process and the outcome.  To implement consistent grading practices, 

with staff and students genuinely understanding the philosophy behind them, is a testament to the 

culture of shared leadership and collaboration in participant seven’s building.  

  Five of the participants also spoke about programs or initiatives that focused on building 

student relationships and promoting positive student behavior and school culture.  School Wide 

Positive Behavior Supports, and Restorative Practices were believed to promote a safe climate 

that was conducive to student learning, and ultimately impactful to student success. Participant 

one utilizes a positive behavior interventions and supports program, which has contributed to the 

development of a positive culture in his school. 

P1: We do positive behavior, PBIS here, which is a program that has really helped to 

shape the community, helped to shape the culture. 

 

Positive Behavior Intervention Supports “…refers to a systems change process for an entire 

school or district.  The underlying theme is teaching behavioral expectations in the same manner 

as any core curriculum” (“Positive Behavioral Interventions and Supports”).   Participant three 

shared the importance of diligence and sincerity as essential components to impactful initiatives 

implementation. Many principals have trained their staff in positive behavior programs, but the 

critical component to any program is the implementation, with both conviction and consistency.  

Restorative practices involve building relationships and repairing relationships when they are 
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harmed, as well as students taking responsibility for the social capital within a community or 

school, maximizing positive affect and minimizing negative impact (Wachtel, 2013). 

P3:  First and foremost for me, is restorative practices. It comes down to building 

relationships and honoring those relationships.  I think that if you can get people to 

commit to that-not just be trained in it, and not just providing a lip service, and commit to 

having those conversations with kids and helping kids and adults repair harm, that is 

school a much more successful place. 

 

Participant six recognized the merits of building relationships and forming connections 

between teacher and students in the classroom, although he did not believe that a specific 

program was necessary to get the intended result. 

P6: We tend to throw programs and dollars at problems, but it never solves the issue. But, 

if you use those dollars more wisely to identify and connect children with caring, devoted 

and passionate adults, that is probably where you are going to find the best bang for your 

dollar.   

 

While programs can offer research-based strategies, and consistent language to describe different 

components, once again the importance of the teachers and their relationships with students is 

emphasized with participant six commenting on the costs of programs, and the ineffective results 

that can result without the right people. 

Participant seven talked about a special program that celebrates the core values and 

positive attributes that he and his staff have identified as leading to a positive climate, and 

ultimately successful students.  He began a celebration of demonstrating core school assets, 

which promoted school climate and culture. He described how taking the time to celebrate these 

assets, and including parents in the celebration, has created a sense of pride in cultural attributes 

beyond the academic successes that are traditionally celebrated in schools. 
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P7: The other initiative that I think has had a lot of impact on student life is our “(School 

Mascot) Way” awards. We have seven core assets of pride, accountability, trust, respect, 

investment, opportunity, and teamwork. Those are things that our faculty identified as 

critical elements of a successful high school culturally. We celebrate every month.  Every 

month we recognize students who exhibit those, and then we have a big celebratory 

breakfast at the end of the month.  We invite the students who were awarded by their 

teachers, and their parents in for about a 45-minute presentation and breakfast.  It is a 

huge hit- a big cultural hit.  That has really developed a sense of pride, and also brought 

the community into the building.  It is probably my favorite thing that we do.  Every time 

we do it parents are in tears, and they think it is amazing.  It is an award that kids cannot 

apply for.  They just get it for who they are. Then, at the end of the year, we have the 

classes vote on the (school mascot) of the year, and we celebrate that in at end-of-year 

assembly, and we actually have a scholarship for it. That has not only developed legs, but 

it has become a big piece of what we do.  It is all over the place- from the letterhead to 

the flags hanging in the building.   

 

The practices of building relationships and promoting positive school culture continued to be 

emphasized by the principals as critical to student success, as they shared their specific initiatives 

and programs.  It is interesting to note that the data suggests climate and culture-building 

initiatives and programs were discussed far more than specific academic initiatives, or programs 

designed to increase standardized test scores.  This further supports the findings that climate and 

culture, built through developing relationships and promoting positive behavior are most 

important to principals as a means of maximizing student success in a school.  These data are 

also supported by existing literature.  A study by Uline and Tschannen-Morgan (2008) found a 

link between student achievement and school climate, and a link between principal leadership 

and school climate.  For principals who were determined to be collegial a statistically significant 

relationship with school climate indicators existed such as student respect for one-another, 

community participation, and teacher commitment.   

Another type of initiative that was shared by participants as having believed to impact 

student success involved the use of technology. In the 21st century, where students have access to 
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information at their fingertips, technology is not only a high-capacity tool, but it is an entirely 

new context within which students are learning. Access to technology and proficiency with the 

use of it may be considered essential to a student’s ability to achieve success in an academic 

environment. Three of the principals agreed. Participant one believes that providing each student 

with access to a computer has created an equitable educational environment that is comparable to 

schools in more affluent communities. 

P1: The last thing we do, which helps us to be successful is we have a one-to-one 

initiative here, which we started about 3 or 4 years ago.  That has really helped to even 

our playing field with the more affluent districts. 

  

A one-to-one initiative provides an electronic device, usually a laptop computer, for each 

student.  These initiatives provide access to technology that affluent schools tend to take for 

granted.  Participant one believed that this initiative helped his students, who were not as 

affluent, to achieve academic success through a provided resource.  Participant four discussed 

the change in context that technology has created for education, as well as the capabilities it has 

offered with respect to communication with parents about student progress in school. 

P4: I think technology, and some of the things we are doing with our technology 

initiatives are changing education, and will continue to change education in the way we 

teach, and the way students learn and retrieve education, and the way we communicate 

with each other, and the way we communicate with parents, and the way they have access 

to information about their kids.  

Participant seven discussed how he utilized teacher leaders to incorporate technology into 

teaching practices, and how technology has allowed teachers to assess student levels of 

understanding throughout the educational process.  He points out that it was the pedagogy that 

was the primary focus, with technology utilization supporting foundational instructional 
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practices.  This technology integration also led to an enhanced capability of teachers to assess 

student levels of understanding, ultimately promoting student success. 

P7: This year we also rolled out an initiative with instructional technology. I developed a 

tech team of twelve teacher leaders, who then oversaw twelve separate groups throughout 

the building, comprised of about nine or ten teachers per group. They worked on 

incorporating technology meaningfully into existing practice.  Not building existing 

practice around the tech, but finding how tech could support existing practice. Then, 

getting kids involved with our laptop initiative, and our Superintendent’s push to get as 

many laptops as possible into the classroom with carts.  The things that our teachers are 

doing with students now, and the way they collaborate, and the way that the kids can take 

ownership through the technology, and how teachers have an even greater window into 

the individual levels of comprehension that the kids have has been huge. 

 

Participant seven was able to combine the practices of collaboration and distributed leadership, 

to support the technology initiative, which ultimately led to teachers having a better 

understanding of student comprehension levels.  This understanding of learner comprehension 

can then help teachers to tailor their instruction to meet the needs of their learners, which will 

help them be successful.  Technology is a powerful tool that can promote student success, but, as 

participant seven described, it must be incorporated meaningfully into existing and effective 

fundamental instructional practices.  According to Irving (2006), “Researchers have found that in 

a connected classroom, students are more likely to actively engage in the learning process.  

Student attitudes and motivation improves as teachers focus on conceptual understanding” 

(p.17). 

 

Two of the participants described initiatives involving community partnerships, as part of 

their curricular offerings. Participant two describes a successful program that is yielding positive 

results and feedback, where students have access to learning at and from local and nationally 
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recognized universities, providing relevant learning experiences through various partnerships 

that have been developed with higher education institutions and businesses.  

P2: Another (initiative) is a strong set of partnerships that we have formed over the last 

few years with local businesses, universities, and some larger companies as well, that 

have really put a lot of our kids in tremendous positions to have very relevant internships 

and career experiences.  For example, our Anatomy and Physiology classes do cadaver 

work at (a local University), our AP Psych and Bio kids participate in stereotactic brain 

surgery, and behavioral testing at (another local University).  We have a partnership with 

Eli Lilly that ended with a group of our students presenting at Stanford University’s 

Medicine Expo last October.  Those type of things, and the entrepreneurial push that we 

have had have really pushed us forward as a learning institution.   

 

Participant four described a similar but new program of career pathway curricular offerings, that 

have added relevancy and will continue to expand within his school’s curricular offerings. The 

program incorporates a partnership with local businesses, providing an authentic learning 

experience for students, while helping to support local businesses.  He described the excitement 

that was generated by students with the initiation of the programs, and how he believes the 

programs will continue to grow in both the number of participants and the number of program 

offerings. 

P4:  We have this career pathway program that we are pretty excited about. We have a 

medical career pathway program, that we are making a bit more robust, which we are 

pretty psyched about. We partner with (a local) hospital and coordinated health network, 

and they are all “jacked up” to be involved with us. We are even more excited to have 

them as partners. We have a business career pathway program, where our kids get 

involved with the (a local business) Elite Network. We are pretty excited about our 

business career pathway program, and we have put a couple of different strands in it.  We 

are pretty excited about our career pathway programs, and we hope to add about three 

more pathways over the next three years or so. Right now, I would say that we probably 

have 20% of our school already involved in the career pathway program.  

 

These community partnerships are meant to offer authentic learning experiences and relevant 

perspectives to students, while creating opportunities for schools, local businesses, and higher 



107 
 

education institutions to serve one-another.  While these experiences are clearly believed to be 

positive for students in the aforementioned participants’ schools, as the literature review pointed 

out, the research to-date on the effectiveness of such programs in scarce and inconclusive.  

Stefanski and Jacobson (2013) noted that, while community partnerships have been suggested as 

part of reform efforts nationwide, the empirical evidence to support the effectiveness of these 

partnerships is lacking.  However, this is probably due to that fact that the partnerships are run by 

advocates who lack the time and resources to collect empirical data on their own initiatives. 

The initiatives or programs described by the principals were successful in contributing to 

student success in various ways, as a result of meeting student needs academically, socially, and 

emotionally.  Two participants, however, made it a point to caution against viewing any program 

or initiative as a comprehensive and absolute answer to the various and complex challenges that 

school leaders face. Participant five cautions against measuring the success of programs that may 

not have been implemented appropriately, as this can yield inaccurate or skewed results. 

P5: Well, programs are interesting, because depending on the program, whether it is a 

curriculum, or such, if they are not implemented correctly, then it is hard to measure 

success in those areas.   

Participant six believes that the desired climate and culture is a necessary condition for 

successful program implementation, although programs by themselves to not lead to student 

success in isolation. 

P6: Let me start by saying that I don’t think that a program or initiative is ever a silver 

bullet.  No initiative or program is ever going to have major impact, unless you have the 

climate and the culture that will allow that to facilitate. 

   

While many different programs were described by the principals, the programs that centered on 

building relationships among and with students, as well as those programs which involved 
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collaborative work on viable curricula and pedagogy and school culture were described as most 

impactful toward student success.  It was these programs which principals believed created 

positive environments that were conducive to learning. The leadership practices that principals 

believed in most strongly included identifying and cultivating leaders, creating collaborative 

communities and formats for shared goal-setting and problem-solving, and celebrating positive 

behaviors and citizenry among students.  

 

Research Question 5: What External Factors do Selected Principals Believe to 

Have an Impact on Student Success? 

Finding 5: Community Socioeconomics and Political Agendas: 

Socioeconomics, Federal and State Mandates, and Central Office and School 

Board Incongruences are the Most Challenging External Factors That 

Principals Must Manage and Mitigate in Order to Drive Student Success.  

Socioeconomic factors and or the student’s home life was shared as a factor by 

six of the principals as a contributing external factor.  Federal and state 

mandates were described by three participants as a factor.  School board or 

central office incongruences were also shared as external factors by three 

participants.  

 Participants were asked to share the factors having impact on student success, that were 

perceived to be outside of the control of the principals, and how they managed those external 

factors in their role as principal. Most of the principals mentioned socioeconomic factors as 
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being impactful to student success in their buildings, with many describing specifically how the 

socioeconomic variances manifested themselves.  Participant six, who had experience in both 

urban and suburban school districts, shared an interesting insight on the use of strategies such as 

programs or initiatives in both settings, and how he believes that it was not the strategies that 

impacted student success.  Rather, he believes that it is the community within which the schools 

reside, that impact whether or not students will be successful. He believes that socioeconomics is 

the most significant issue related to student success.  He specifically identifies impoverished 

areas as being unaffected by school improvement and reform strategies which show an impact on 

student success in more affluent suburban districts.  

 P6: The largest issue, and data will probably show it, is that is it the impoverished areas 

where you are not getting the test scores, or the success that you want.  But, those 

districts are trying the same strategies that are used in the suburban districts, and they are 

just not seeing the same exact success or outcomes.  It is not what they are doing, but 

rather it is because of other factors.    

 

The data that participant six refers to is shown in existing literature.  Lam (2014) illuminated the 

relation between socioeconomic status and academic achievement through a theoretical 

framework that highlighted a multitude of factors such as low expectations, diminished 

resources, and stereotyping.  However, other research suggests that parental involvement may be 

the critical factor, rather than socioeconomic status alone. Henderson and Mapp, (2002) found 

that regardless of income or background, students with parents who are involved in their 

education are more likely to earn higher grades, attend school, have strong social skills and good 

behavior, graduate, and attend post-secondary schools.  

The perspective that participant six shared regarding poverty as a superseding factor in student 

outcomes, over strategies or programs, was echoed by participant one, as he discussed how   
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being in a less affluent district means there is a decreased likelihood that students will pay for 

outside resources to assist them in preparing for standardized tests such as the SAT.  SAT scores 

claim to serve as a predictor of success (“Predicting Success in College,” 2001), and therefore 

participant one’s students are less prepared to deliver the results that lead to a perception of 

student success to those outside of his school. 

P1: The other external factor is obviously socioeconomics. Our students do not take SAT 

prep courses, so they are not going to spend a thousand dollars on an extra course outside 

of the school.  So that external factor contributes to my average SAT scores.  Some 

neighboring school districts are very affluent, and their scores are out of the roof, but you 

find that 20% of their students are taking SAT prep courses, or tutoring, so it is definitely 

an external factor.  

Participant one highlights an area that clearly separates students with different socioeconomic 

statuses is access to resources and supports such as test prep courses and tutoring.  Schools can 

mitigate this disparity by providing SAT prep courses or content within their offered curriculum.  

Participant two discussed the impact that parental experiences and modeling can have on 

students, especially when the parents did not attend post-secondary institutions. As a result of 

having not gone to college themselves, they often lack the time and experience necessary to 

support their children’s college exploration and application process.  This principal sees these 

deficiencies as opportunity gaps that need to be closed for his students.  He does not believe that 

schools with more affluent students experience the same opportunity gaps, but he describes these 

opportunity gaps as a lack of knowledge and experience, and not necessarily a lack of support for 

students having aspirations of receiving a higher education.  Participant two explains that he has 

made efforts to bridge these gaps, and these efforts are outlined in more detail later in the 

findings. 

P2: We are at about 35% free and reduced lunch participation rate at our high school, and 

I think that we have a significant opportunity gap for a lot of our students, whose parents 

probably didn’t go to college, and are working two jobs. Not that they don’t have 
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supportive families, but they struggle with helping them to fill out a college application, 

or even knowing where to go to apply for financial aid.  We’ve done a lot of things to 

really try and bridge those opportunity gaps for our kids, because they are very capable.  

They are great kids.  They don’t necessarily have the supports in life that other kids in 

other districts might have, where parents are more affluent. 

 

 Although economics and educational success are inextricably linked, the broader description of 

socioeconomics to include parental involvement in a child’s education lead to an even stronger 

connection.  Chapter two described an effort made by Fan and Chen (2001) to quantify parental 

involvement and academic achievement, where they conducted a study features meta-analyses. 

Their findings included “Two study features were revealed to have a strong moderating effect on 

the empirically observed relationship between parental involvement and students’ academic 

achievement” (p.17).  Concurrently, Henderson and Mapp, (2002) found that regardless of 

income or background, students with parents who are involved in their education are more likely 

to earn higher grades, attend school, have strong social skills and good behavior, graduate, and 

attend post-secondary schools.   

The importance of involvement and support for education from families was corroborated 

by five of the principals.  Participant three describes how the support of the community in 

valuing education and the schools, as well as providing basic resources, support and guidance to 

students during the time when they are not in school can ultimately impact student success.  He 

specifically discusses how the ability of a family to focus on education, free of distractions of 

any kind, provide nutritious food for students in the home, provide emotional support, and 

supervision that promotes the overall health and well-being of students ultimately impact the 

cognitive abilities of students to perform in school. 

P3: So many, certainly family, what kind of support system a student has at home, what 

kind of issues families are going through-certainly, those things serve as a huge 
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distraction. Support systems for kids, that is completely out of our control in terms of 

what kids come to us with each and every day from nutrition, on up to love and support, 

risky behaviors that students are involved with whether it be drug and alcohol use, 

staying up to late at night, not keeping themselves healthy- all those things that affect the 

body which in turn affect the mind.  

He goes on to describe how the socioeconomic status of a community can impact the ability to 

provide sufficient resources for schools, and how this is not only a result of economic resources, 

but a manifestation of the values that communities place on education.  While the school(s) that 

he has worked in have been relatively affluent, he describes the observations they have made of 

their colleagues working in less affluent school district.  

P3:  I’m not sure that we talk about it enough, but the community support of the school, 

or how much you’re battling the community versus how much they’re there alongside of 

you helping you move things forward.  I can think of some communities in which I’ve 

observed my colleagues where it’s a constant battle every day just to get the supplies they 

need because the communities don’t necessarily value its schools.  

 

Participant three shared his experience of having worked in schools where ample support is 

provided for education, and how this significantly impacts the principal’s ability to perform their 

job of developing successful students.  While he concedes that they can impact the level of 

community support to an extent through their presence and advocacy for education within the 

community, he believes that more often than not the level of value placed on education in a given 

community is difficult to change. 

P3: Other places where I’ve had the good fortune to work, the red carpets have been 

rolled out to us and people say our most important responsibility is to educate our young. 

The difference in your ability to perform your job from one of those communities to the 

next I think that’s huge. Maybe it’s somewhat in our control if we can get out into the 

community and drum up support, but as the building principal you inherit that-you walk 

into it and often times it’s so ingrained there is not a whole lot you can do about it. 

The value that a community places on education is related to the expectation that parents have 

for their children’s education, which is ultimately related to socioeconomic status.  Research 
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supports the interrelatedness of these factors.  Stull (2013) found that, “…parental expectations 

are a function of the family SES. It is also apparent that the child s family SES exerts both a 

direct and an indirect effect on achievement” (p.63).  Sirin (2005) concurred with this assertion, 

finding “…parents’ location in the socioeconomic structure has a strong impact on students’ 

academic achievement” (p.438).  The support systems that parents and families are able to 

provide for their children related to educational success can vary greatly depending on the 

resources and time that families are able to devote to their children, as well as the value that they 

place on education.  Most of the participants in this study were fortunate to have supportive 

families, but as participant three mentions, he is keenly aware of colleagues in neighboring 

communities who are not as fortunate.  These principals are challenged by a lack of support and 

a cycle of poverty that is very difficult to break in in these communities, which inevitably 

impacts students’ abilities to achieve success in school.  

Participants four and six discuss the advantages of educational support systems, and the 

challenges of working with students of families who simply do not have the time, energy or 

resources available to them, and the limited control that principals have over these challenges.  

He describes how the level of value placed on the importance of education not only varies from 

home to home, but it can also be incongruent from home to school.  Schools often have a 

different standard of importance for education than the individual families that they serve.  

P4: think about what happens here when they leave, like what does their evening and 

night look like? You know, some kids go home to great educational support systems, and 

other kids just don’t have the same level of support. There isn’t the value of education 

that other homes have. The value that they place on it might be different than the value 

that we place on it when they get here in the morning.  That is something that we don’t 

have control over 

.   
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Participant six believes that investments by schools and policy makers at the state level can 

offset some of the challenges that are created by families who lack time and resources to support 

their children’s education. Specifically, he suggests offering early childhood education to the 

students in their community to support the development of foundational literacy skills, which are 

often left undeveloped in homes where families are burdened with economic stressors and time 

restrictions.  

P6: If you have a family who is having difficulty paying the bills, and parents are 

working two jobs to keep the family afloat, the likelihood is that they are not going to 

have the time, energy, or resources to really help develop their student as a reader.  

Where does the school come in? School districts, states and policy makers can make an 

investment in early childhood education, to really develop those reading skills in all 

children, regardless of socioeconomic backgrounds. 

 

Certainly, there will always be a discussion about the balance of roles and responsibilities in 

many of these areas between the school system and society, but principals who recognize gaps in 

supports and resources that are experienced by their students can take measures to close those 

gaps in order to promote the success of their students.  Another participant, whose school sits in 

the most affluent area of all the participants, described the challenges and pressures that can exist 

when a student’s elevated socioeconomic status does not coincide with appropriate supports or 

stability in the home.  He describes how perception does not always match reality with respect to 

student appearances and mental and emotional health.  Although his students are well-dressed 

and possess basic comforts, he has been forced to respond to more mental health issues and 

dysfunctional behaviors with his students in their last six years as a principal then during his 

previous four years.  He has observed a negative impact on students’ self-perception throughout 

their school day. 
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P7: First, is that we control what happens here eight or nine hours out of the day, but we 

cannot always control what happens at home.  Even though it is a fairly affluent 

demographic, our kids are more screwed up than most people think, because they look 

like they have it all together, they dress well, or they seem to have all of the creature 

comforts.  However, they are a mess.  Some of the social or emotional issues that are 

going on, and some of the anxiety in the messed up households are difficult external 

factors to handle.  They absolutely impact how a student views themselves and how a 

student navigates his or her day.  I believe that because we see it. We have dealt with 

more mental health issues, and we have dealt with more dysfunctionality in the last six 

years than I ever thought we would get to. 

 

Participant seven recognized that his school has a role in providing supports to students, to help 

them manage or cope with the stressors in their lives that contribute to the social and emotional 

issues and mental health infirmities that impede academic success.  By providing these supports 

in the school for students, this principal is able to help mitigate the impact that these issues have 

on students’ ability to succeed.  Although he believes that the school is not responsible for the 

origin of these stressors, he acknowledges that the school has a role in helping students to 

manage them.  

P7: Our role in handling that is just to provide as much support service to kids, in terms 

of their mental health, and giving them the skills or giving them the ability to handle 

some of the stressors in their life that aren’t created here. 

 

Often, when students achieve academic success, assumptions are made that they are successful in 

all other areas of their lives as well.  However, as participant seven points out, student success 

includes social and emotional health, and even schools with ample resources and supports 

include students who are exposed to pressures that can lead to challenging barriers to their 

success as individuals.  These issues are not easy to uncover, but promoting student success can 

include providing interventions to assist with identifying and addressing such issues.    
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Another common thread among the external factors listed by participants included federal 

and state mandates.  Participating principals generally believed that the logistical challenges and 

time-consumption of the standardized tests and new evaluation systems were not worth any 

educational value that they offered. Participant three describes the challenge of having to respond 

to state and federal mandates, such as regular revisions in guidelines and procedures in 

standardized testing, evaluation systems, special education and human resource laws, etc.  He 

describes the difficult task of shifting the goals of a school as they relate to satisfying the state 

and federal mandates at the local level, and how this impacts the stress level of students, families 

and teachers.  He shares the frustration in focusing on things that they are required to pay 

attention to, such as test scores, at the expense of paying attention to elements of school that are 

deemed to be more important by all stakeholders.  

P3: State and federal mandates obviously, those things being pushed down to us on a 

regular basis and the inconsistencies, the changings of people’s minds, the moving 

targets, the panic they create on the part of teachers and students’ families, the high 

stakes testing which is of course, ludicrous- All of those things, really hamper a 

principal’s impact on a school, because we are busy chasing our tails trying to get test 

scores up and not paying attention to some of those other things… 

 

Participant seven concurred with participant three with respect to the inconsistencies and the 

challenges they present to a principal who is striving for broader and more meaningful measures 

of student success.  The time that students spend testing, and the ability that students have to 

prepare effectively for the standardized tests are not conducive to success on the exams.  This 

can lead to stress and declining climate and culture, if a principal does not take measures to 

combat the high-stakes pressures that inevitably arise during state testing windows.  Specifically, 

participant seven cites the close proximity of standardized tests to one-another in the calendar, 

the inflexible guidelines on the tests which do not fairly assess special education students, and 
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the cumbersome nature of the evaluation systems for teachers and principals as external factors 

that impact student success negatively.  

P7: Before the district there are external factors just from the state.  I am thinking about 

standardized testing initiatives.  The Keystone testing windows are horrible.  The fact that 

they butt up against the Advanced Placement testing window is horrible. The fact that 

kids are sitting in testing for weeks on end and missing instruction is horrible. The fact 

that special education students are expected to take the test that everybody else takes, 

except for when they are in class the rest of the year, and we are following their 

individual education plans that the law mandates, except on test dates is horrible.  The 

factors of all of that, and the stress that those things put us under are challenging.  Also, 

the educator effectiveness and now principal effectiveness evaluations, and all of the 

reporting that we have to do- the external factors of that and the time suckers that they 

are… 

 

Participant five described similar external factors, such as standardized tests and the 

implementation of a state-adopted curriculum, as external factors to be managed.  He talked 

about the independent nature of the field of education, and how educators prefer autonomy and 

consistency to mandates and change. 

P5: Some of the external things that we deal with, are, more recently Keystone exams, 

and implementation of PA Core. Those types of things are externally controlled.  People 

in a position like you or I don’t have a lot to do with that.  So, when those types of things 

come along, many times in our profession people do not like when their profession is 

messed with.  Don’t mess with it.  It is a very independent profession.   

 

Participant five, however, did acknowledge and describe the value that he/she found in the state 

mandates, which included forcing a raised awareness of curriculum consistency and fidelity of 

delivery, as well as an opportunity for educators and educational leaders to reflect on several 

constructs within the school system.  It forced the teachers and administration to look at the 

curriculum alignment to the state standards with a sense of urgency that they did not previously 
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have, and to confront the student data that was revealed through the state tests, and make 

adjustments to curriculum swiftly and accordingly. 

P5: So, what I think those external factors did as a positive thing, even though we aren’t 

crazy about standardized testing, is they made everybody look inside of themselves.  

They made everybody look at their program, and I say the same thing with these rankings 

that are out there, which I despise.  I think they are so inconclusive and subjective, and 

such.  But, those outside factors have made people pay attention, and really focus on what 

is happening in school.  It has brought a sense of urgency.  Even with the teacher 

evaluation system. I don’t like some of the things with the PVAAS scores, and some of 

the other things I don’t like, and I don’t think it is fair, but I know one thing- It got 

everybody’s attention.  I try to take the positives from that. There are some good things 

here, so let’s try to look at the positives. Not focus on the negatives. Quite frankly, I think 

that has benefited us. 

 

Finally, participant five acknowledged that the affluence of his community was an advantage 

with respect to student performance on the state tests.  Although his student population 

performed well, the reality of the tests and the accountability measures that coincided with 

student performance forced them to implement strategies to continue to improve scores, which 

benefited students beyond the test results.  He also points out that the process of the state and 

federal mandate implementation could be improved in many ways.   

P5: We have scored very well. We are a lot like your school district in that we have pretty 

good kids, and we are in a pretty well-to-do community.  I think that helps a lot, but a lot 

of those outside factors have made schools look at their curriculum, their teachers, 

practices, and I think there are some positives from that.  With that being said, I think 

there are plenty of things that have been done that needed to be thought out differently. 

 

Deming and Figlio (2016) echoed the qualified sentiment of participant five regarding the 

benefits of the accountability measures, concluding that “Our bottom line is that accountability 

works, but rarely as well as one would hope, and often not entirely in the ways that they were 

intended. Research on K–12 accountability offers some hope but also a number of cautionary 
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tales” (p.34). They go on to discuss how the benefits of accountability measures are most 

concentrated in areas of low-performing schools and disadvantaged students, since the 

accountability from the federal mandates brings an accountability and scrutiny that is otherwise 

absent from local stakeholders in these communities.  Although participant five did not believe 

the scores accurately reflected the work of the teachers in their school, a by-product of having to 

respond to the test score deficiencies was a period and process of self-reflection.  The positive 

impact, if any existed, of standardized testing, was the scrutiny that it required schools to 

undergo of their curriculum, teaching practices, remediation strategies, etc. The end-product was 

a more aligned curriculum with the standards, and curriculum consistency among teachers and 

schools.  The thing that participant five does not like about the teacher evaluation system, is that 

teachers are partially evaluated on their student’s test scores.  This evaluation metric is flawed 

due to the many uncontrollable factors that go into a student’s test score. 

The last common thread that emerged from the question about external factors was that of 

the school boards and central office administrators’ impact on student success. Principals do their 

work, while answering to many masters, and chief among them are often their direct superiors.  

The congruence of vision and communication between the principal, their superintendents, and 

the school boards that represent their communities are critical components to a principal’s 

perception of their impact on student success. Participant three recommends a strong familiarity 

with superintendents and school board member philosophy and vision of a particular school, for 

any individual interested in taking on a principal position. He warns that incongruent ideas can 

diminish hopes for envisioned ideas if the mindsets of stakeholders do not align. 

P3: The caveat I always give to people who want to look for a principal’s position is that 

you better know the superintendent and you better know the board members because 

what you vision, or envision, in terms of what you are going to be able to do there could 
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all go out the window if you have to happen to go somewhere that the board or the 

superintendent are not in line with your mission. 

 

Principals as middle-level managers, must carry out the missions, visions, and goals of their 

superiors, while attempting to operate ethically in the best interest of their own building and 

students.  This can be a very difficult dichotomy to reconcile.  In addition to superintendents, 

local school boards create their own agenda for principals to carry out.  Also challenging is the 

fact that those boards change as frequently as every two years. Participant four describes how he 

has become more aware of the impact of school board elections over the course of his/her career.  

He points out that teaching and learning can be impacted by school board elections, in addition 

to budgetary decisions, although the two factors do impact one-another.  

P4: I think one of the other things too, which I’ve become more aware of over the years is 

school boards. You talk about the political frame in education. You don’t always 

know…let me say this differently. Elections may change the way that your board 

approaches teaching and learning as opposed to fiscal responsibilities. That is another 

one. 

 

Participant four’s assertion that school board elections can change the way a board approaches 

teaching and learning is supported by literature, although the extent to which these approaches 

can impact a school are increasingly limited as decisions on curriculum or funding from state and 

federal governments are made for local school districts.  While Allen and Plank (2005), concede 

that while the autonomy of local school boards has been reduced by state and federal mandates, 

they still have the ability to significantly impact local school policies: 

 

They no longer have as much control over funding or curriculum 

as they once had because of proliferating state and federal mandates. 

School board members nevertheless continue to exercise significant influence 

in the framing and implementation of educational policies in their districts. 

School boards articulate local issues and local concerns. They define 
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the superintendent’s agenda, and they serve as a liaison between the community 

and professional educators. (p.511) 

Participant seven shares the additional challenge of presenting incongruent goals with their 

faculty and staff.  He uses the examples of building bell schedules and comprehensive end-of-

semester or end-of year exam creations or administrations as decision outcomes that he may not 

believe is best for the students and staff of his/her building.  He then goes on to share their belief 

that the role he takes on includes diplomatically sharing a differing viewpoint with their 

superiors when they do not believe the goals are in the best interest of students, as well as to 

provide strong rationales for the positions they believe need to be advocated for by him to those 

who are ultimately responsible for the unfavorable decision. Additionally, he mentions the 

importance of using research and articulation to deliver the rationale for the preferred decision.  

P7: There are the pitfalls of decisions from the district that seem incongruent to the things 

that we do.  It could be coming down to the schedule or how final exams are written or 

delivered, or the decisions that are made from above that leave me thinking, “How am I 

going to sell this to my building or my teachers?” My role is, when I have the people in 

the audience that are in a position to make those decisions, to try to build a logical and 

specific case about why this is or is not the best approach and to try to keep kids at the 

center of it.  That could be the exam schedule, a program that is being developed, the way 

technology is rolled out, the way we do teacher observations, or the way we run our 

professional development model.  All of those things that are decided by people above 

me. My role is to use the time when I have an audience of those folks to be as well-

spoken and research-based or as thorough as I can be.   

 

Presenting research and suggesting alternatives when given the opportunity to do so is the best 

hope for principals to advocate their beliefs, while maintaining an ethic of profession and 

deference to superiors.  These are not easy roles to balance, but recognizing and mitigating 

challenging external factors can limit the negative impact that these factors can have on student 

success.  
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Although the external factors described are inherently out of the principal’s control, the 

participants did offer strategies for mitigating any negative impacts that these factors might have 

on student success. The key components to supporting socioeconomic challenges and garnering 

support for education in communities included communication, education, and creating 

opportunities. 

Participant one describes the important awareness that he/she can raise among his staff by 

sharing data related to student home lives, in order to create empathy and perspective on the 

challenges that those students come to school with every day.  He also believes that 

communicating important events and items of priority to families in the community, in order to 

increase the utilization of information and support mechanisms created by the school with the 

purpose of helping students to maximize opportunities beyond high school. 

P1: The other thing is to make the teachers aware.  What we do at the beginning of the 

year, is we go over our demographics. We go over who we are, how many students are on 

free and reduced lunch, as much as we can- how many single parents, how many students 

live at home, how many are homeless, which is very few.  We try to give the teachers 

perspective on who they are teaching. The other thing we do is a lot of communication 

with parents.  Emails, voice shots, so if we are having a college night, or career night, or 

something going on that we are trying to get the parents to see.  We communicate with 

the parents what we are doing, so that they understand.  They keep hearing about the 

same things over and over again, so they know it is a priority where we are, and they 

know that they have support and access to these things when they want to take advantage 

of these things. 

 

Educating teachers on student backgrounds and challenges can serve as a catalyst to creating a 

dialogue about how to best serve them.  The perspective that is gained through such processes 

are well-worth the time that they take to conduct. The educating continues with parents, when 

principals lead the way to informing them of important events or processes related to their 

child’s education and future aspirations.   
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Participant two shared examples of specific actions that they take to expose parents and 

students to opportunities which enable them to experience things that they otherwise would not.  

They also give students an inspirational message or experience that motivates them to strive to 

reach their potential in school.  Specifically, he describes visitations to higher education 

institutions and cultural observations such as art museums and theatre performances as the 

inspirational opportunities that provide students with a perspective on the world around them, 

and the potential that they should strive to achieve. 

P2: Setting up as many opportunities as possible for our parents in our community to 

learn about available resources on the outside part. On the inside part, I think it is setting 

the stage for our students to experience things they may not otherwise.  I will never veto a 

field trip to the art museum, or to the theatre, or a field trip that puts kids on a college 

campus.  A lot of our kids have not had that experience.  An opportunity to go see 

Macbeth at the theatre, or we just did a series of visits to Princeton University, because 

we got connected with an entrepreneurship professor there, where our kids got to sit in on 

lectures and tour the campus, those things I never say no to, because I just think there is 

value in having that experience. We have made a huge push to do those types of things 

over the last couple years.  To incent our kids, and let them know that a brighter future is 

very tough. 

 

Participant six described how providing assistance with a very practical component to the 

college financial aid process was critical in helping families complete an essential, but 

intimidating task with confidence.  He did this by providing support in a designated college 

access center.  His counselors and a coordinator offered to assist parents and students with 

college application completions, verifying that the application was filled out correctly and 

completely.  Additionally, Participant six developed a partnership with a commercial tax 

preparation company to offer assistance to families with completing tax forms, and FAFSA 

financial aid forms for colleges. He/ provided these supports with the purpose of helping students 

believe that these processes were manageable. 
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P6: Schools can find programs at the high school level, like a college access center or a 

gear up program, which can orient students as to what they can expect.  We tried to make 

it look as tangible as possible, so that the students did not come in thinking that they 

would not be able to make college happen for themselves.  Having them be able to 

navigate the college process was important.  At the urban school I worked in, we had a 

college access center.  Our parents could come in, and our counseling team and the 

college access center coordinator was able to help students complete applications, and 

make sure that everything was done correctly.  We had financial aid nights, where they 

could actually come in with their W2s and fill out their FAFSA forms.  We had a 

partnership with H&R Block, which would come in and actually do taxes for parents, so 

that they could then complete the FAFSA form. 

 

Schools are often challenged to find a balance between providing supports for families 

and students, such as a college access center, and saving on resources that communities believe 

should be an individual’s responsibility to obtain.  These create difficult philosophical 

conversations between school boards, community members, and school administrators such as 

principals.  Again, advocacy and research are the most critical components when trying to 

mitigate or minimize external factors that inhibit student success.  Principals can see first-hand 

how a lack of knowledge prevents students and families from going to college, but their ability to 

explain and demonstrate how programs and initiatives such as a college access center or financial 

aid nights will increase student opportunities for success can ultimately promote the student 

success that they believe their programs or initiatives can achieve.  

When it came to managing state and federal mandates, the principals stressed the 

importance of composure and maintaining a positive outlook as important to mitigating the 

negative impact that they can have on a building’s climate.  While Participant three admitted 

having limited control on these external factors, he could model a response to pressure and stress 

that includes acceptance and patience. 

P3: State and federal mandates- again can’t do much about it but you can help calm 

people’s nerves, and put things in perspective. If you don’t look rattled as the building 
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leader, others won’t get rattled. If you can kind of take them for what they are and roll 

with them, I think others won’t be as stressed out.   

  

Participant seven reiterated the importance of composure and encouragement in 

mitigating the stress and pressure that high-stakes standardized testing can have on a school.  

Since these tests are truly out of the control of any principal or teacher, collaborating on a plan to 

make the best of the situation can help to promote a positive culture and climate through a 

negative experience.  He described their role as creating an expectation of staff for formulating 

workable plans that meet the guidelines of the external factors such as federal and state 

mandates, being required of his school.  He cautioned against complaining about the frustrating 

nature of these external factors, in order to maintain professional integrity, as well as to model 

the response that he needs from his teachers and community members.   

P7: …my role is to say, “Listen, you have to make the best of it, and you have to come up 

with a plan that allows a smooth inclusion of this.”  You have to do it in a way where you 

are not already compromising the integrity of it by your attitude and your actions. You 

have to be professional, and you have to be a cheerleader about it at times.  You have to 

educate the public, and you have to have a plan that gives people the sense that although 

it is invasive it is being handled well, and it is being handled with detail. My role is 

selling it, and not moaning about it. For me to stand up and say, “This is ridiculous” just 

makes everybody negative.  My role in controlling the things that I cannot control is just 

being positive and professional about it, and being supportive. 

 

As for the challenges posed by school boards and central office administration, the 

principals believed that education, maintenance of professional decorum, and using research to 

support advocated positions.  Participant three believes that collaborating with colleagues to 

develop strategies for communicating the needs of the building with decision-makers such 

superintendents and school board members.  He warns that appealing unfavorable decisions to 

higher authorities or manipulating a narrative to achieve intended outcomes are not appropriate 
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strategies.  However, communicating goals with valid information can be effective in changing 

mindsets and achieving favorable outcomes. 

P3: Stay respectful but constantly communicate your opinions, your needs, how you feel 

about certain things, and maybe strategize with your team about how can we get 

information to them that would lead them to make decisions that are more in favor of 

what we’re trying to do. Never trying to do end runs, and always being respectful in your 

approach. Not trying to necessarily manipulate, but trying to get them to see things the 

way you see things. There are ways to do that. 

 

The tenets of composure, advocacy and presenting research and data are again emphasized as 

best-methods for mitigating and managing difficult requests from superiors.  Respectful tones, 

and suggesting alternatives are recommended by participant seven.  He again reiterates the 

importance of articulation and research-based evidence when presenting alternative solutions. 

P7: My role is to use the time when I have an audience of those folks to be as well-

spoken and research-based or as thorough as I can be.  To do it a way that is not 

considered complaining.  To ask, “Would it be possible to consider doing this?” Not to 

just sit in a meeting and say, “This is stupid. What do you mean we are not going to have 

half days for finals?  What do you think kids are going to do?” My role would instead to 

be to say, “Maybe one of the ways to increase student focus would be to minimize the 

number of exams that are administered in a day.” 

 

What participant seven is describing is also a method of modeling the cooperation and response 

that they should expect from their teachers.  By demonstrating professionalism throughout a 

difficult decision from superiors, a positive climate and culture is preserved.    

 

Another component to the discussion regarding external factors related to student success 

was the school budget.  Principals ranked the management of budget and resources as the least 

important leadership mechanism in terms of driving student success.  This seemed to come from 

the principals being distanced from significant budgetary decisions in their school districts, 
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rather than a perception that the budget does not impact student success.  Again, principals were 

asked to rank the mechanisms based on how they, in their role, are able to impact student success 

through these mechanisms. The principals ranked budget collectively last among the six 

leadership mechanisms driving student success. Participant two describes his rationale for 

ranking budget and resource management last as a mechanism to impact student success.  He 

shares that while they are able to manage a small portion of the overall budget, it is a lack of 

control over the broader budgetary process in his/her district that led to the low ranking. 

P2: The final piece is budget, because as a building principal you really have no control 

over the budget. You control your little pot of money that you get to allocate for different 

things, but ultimately the most critical budget and resource decisions are made by the 

superintendent and the cabinet level of the organization. 

 

While participant two believes that he does not have significant amount of control over the 

budget, this is not to say that he/she could not use additional control over a site-based budget to 

impact student success.  According to Clover, Jones, Bailey, and Griffin (2004), “School-based 

management proponents say that by allowing those in schools to make decisions, educators are 

better able to meet the needs of their students, thus improving their schools. High involvement 

means high performance” (p. 70).  Participant five also describes the low ranking of budget and 

resource management as a result of the lack of direct control that they have over this mechanism 

in their district, even though he does advocate for the things that they need. He mentions several 

items which they believe have an impact on the comprehensive school district budget, such as 

personnel salary and benefits.  This thought aligns with research, as Lybbert (1998) identifies 

personnel costs as the largest expenditure for school district. 

P5: I could have put budget first, but the reason that I didn’t put budget and resource 

management ahead of anything else is that I don’t have a lot of personal control over that.  

That is more of a central office or finance committee item.  For the actual budget and 
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resources that I have- although I lobby for that stuff and it is very important, I personally 

as principal don’t feel that I have much impact in ensuring what a millage increase or a 

tax increase will be, or the “big picture.” What you are running a building, it is very 

different than the district perspective- benefits, salary, insurance, and all of those pieces. 

 

Unfortunately, participant five’s lack of direct control over a budget to impact his students leads 

the mechanism of budgetary and resource management to be considered a low priority.  

However, research supports a strong connection between principal autonomy over their budgets 

and student achievement. This is due to the fact that principals often have an opportunity to 

identify the needs of their buildings. In regard to budget dollars, the more autonomy principals 

are given with their budgets the higher levels of achievement their students obtain (Shin et al., 

2014). Participant four described how his district’s relative financial stability led to his 

perception that budget and resource management was not as significant of a factor for his 

building as it may be in other districts that might be facing financial hardships due to lack of 

revenues, state aid or budgetary mismanagement.  

P4: It is not a deal breaker for us like it might be for some other places where they are 

going bankrupt.  

 

Research supports the connection between healthy school budgets and student achievement.  

“…students are likely to achieve better if principals perceive that there are no shortages of 

personnel and equipment” (Shin, Slater, & Backhoff, 2013, p. 490).  Much like school safety, 

budget and resource management are important, but if they are passively stable without the 

principal’s need for intervention, then they take on less importance as mechanisms for driving 

student success.  When schools are safe, and budgets are stable, which both appeared to be the 

case for the participants of this study, then importance is placed on other mechanisms and focus 
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lies elsewhere when looking for leadership practices and initiatives or programs which impact 

student success.  This phenomenon was reflected in the data of the findings of this study.  

 

 

 

Summary 

 

The principals interviewed shared a broader and more comprehensive definition of 

student success than the definition that is often assigned to schools by those outside of the 

education community. These broad definitions of success, evolved over time, from narrow and 

objective measures such as test scores and graduation rates to more meaningful and lasting 

measures such as discovering passions, and preparations for college and careers.   

Principals shared the belief that teachers have the most direct and significant impact on 

student success.  However, the principals also shared the perspective that they themselves were 

able to contribute to the student success that they defined, although the contributions that they 

made toward student success were not direct or easily defined.  This is because of the 

complexities and challenges of leadership, coupled with the external factors and human element 

of a profession such as education. All of the principals recognized the importance of the teacher 

in the classroom, whether it be hiring the right one, developing them, creating a climate where 

they feel valued, or having the resources and support that they need to meet the needs of their 

students. As a result of recognizing the importance of the teacher, the principals placed a great 

deal of importance on hiring quality teachers.  They believed that this was their most important 

role in impacting student success.  Supervision and Evaluation was ranked third, behind climate 

and culture, as a mechanism that leads to student success.  It is the mechanism that is closest in 
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proximity to the actual classroom, and includes the principals observing from inside the 

classroom to take stock of their teacher’s effectiveness and coaching them along.  However, it 

occurs too infrequently and offers marginal opportunity for improvement by comparison to the 

mechanism of hiring the right teacher at the outset.   

The principals believed that building a positive climate and culture in their buildings was 

one of the most critical leadership practices that leads to student success.  The principals believed 

that they had a significant impact on student success, primarily through their ability to promote 

collaborative and distributive leadership, positive relationships, clear communication, and shared 

mission building and vision casting.  They described the ideal environment as one where all 

stakeholders are unified, collaborating with one-another, and feel valued.  The climate and 

culture of the building was perceived to be both a catalyst for productivity and an environment 

that is conducive to learning, as well as the result of successful leadership.  School safety was 

tied with community and family involvement for 4th out of 6th in terms of impacting student 

success.  While school safety is obviously imperative to student success, the principals 

interviewed were fortunate to work in generally safe school environments, and therefore school 

safety did not need to be a high priority for them.  They acknowledged that they must 

continuously monitor the safety of their schools, but believed that their current procedures and 

behavior standards were sufficient for student learning to occur successfully. Similarly, 

communities and families were reported to be fairly supportive of the participating principals and 

their school missions. The communities that they served mostly valued education, and parents 

were involved in their child’s education.  Thus, even though this mechanism was suggested to 

play an important role in the success of students, the principals did not need to place it as high on 

their priority lists in order to see students succeed as the other mechanisms.  
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When it came to specific programs or initiatives that principals believed impacted student 

success in their buildings, the principals shared that assessing and responding to the needs of the 

building, and moving forward with initiatives and programs that are supported and valued by the 

school community are most successful.  They pointed toward building a viable and consistent 

curriculum, establishing community partnerships, and implementing positive behavior initiatives.  

They emphasized that the success of these initiatives was grounded in collaborative work and 

positive relationships and trust between students, staff, and communities.   

As for external factors that principals identified as impacting student success, 

socioeconomics of communities, state and federal mandates, and central office and school board 

incongruences were shared as the most prevalent and the most challenging.  The socioeconomic 

statuses of communities were clearly something that contributed to or deterred from student 

success.  Parents with economic means and education were described as abler to provide 

supports in the home, as well as to place a value on education.  This, in turn, leads to a higher 

likelihood of success for the students living in those households.  Additionally, state and federal 

mandates, school board and central office decisions were described as logistically challenging 

and often incongruent with what the principals believed to be best for the students in their 

building. Budget and resource management was ranked last out of the six leadership mechanisms 

by the principals, mainly due to the fact that they did not have much control over significant 

budgetary operations.  Additionally, these principals reported generally having adequate 

resources for their schools.  This was reported to be a function of central office administration, 

and therefore not a mechanism through which principals were able to impact student success.  

While they described the ability to advocate for certain fund allocations, and control a small 

building budget, it was not enough to rank higher on their list of six mechanisms. 
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CHAPTER 5 

CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

Introduction 

The job of a high school principal is complex and challenging.  They are tasked with 

managing a building, faculty and staff. They must ensure compliance with laws, as well as state 

and federal mandates.  They also organize and communicate countless events and activities in 

their building with their staff, students, and community members. Yet, most anyone would agree 

that their number one priority should always be the students in their building, and helping them 

to achieve success.  This priority often gets lost in the minutia of the everyday challenges, and 

even principals with the sincerest and most steadfast intentions can lose sight of what matters 

most, as they seek to survive the necessary and unnecessary distractions that confront them on a 

daily basis.   

Research in the area of how principals impact student success in their roles generally 

shows an indirect connection, and offers leadership practices and behaviors that are connected 

with positive quantitative and qualitative results.  However, the principals themselves have been 

largely left out of the conversation.  Their ideas and experiences have not been thoroughly 

reviewed, and therefore a gap exists in understanding how principals are best able to impact 

student success in their buildings. 

By asking a cross-section of high school principals to share their experiences and ideas in 

depth, they were forced step out of the everyday minutia and away from the distractions, and 

consider the very purpose that matters most to them. In an effort to better understand the impact 
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of high school principals on student success, this research sought the perspective of the 

principals themselves, with respect to the following questions and sub questions. 

What are the Selected High School Principals’ Perceived Impact on Student Success? 

a. How do Selected Principals Define Success? 

b. To What Extent do Selected Principals Believe That They Have an Impact on 

Student Success in The Particular School? 

c. What Leadership Practices do Selected Principals Believe Have an Impact on 

Student Success? 

d. What Initiatives or Programs do Selected Principals Believe Have an Impact on 

Student Success? 

e. What External Factors do Selected Principals Believe to Have an Impact on 

Student Success? 

 

Review of the Literature 

The review of available literature for this study provided empirical research to support 

the idea that leadership matters in schools.  Wahlstrom et al. (2010) found that despite school 

leadership making its impact indirectly, the indirect workings have a statistically significant 

effect on student achievement.   The principals agreed with the notion that they had the ability to 

impact student success in their buildings, and they described their impact as secondary or 

indirect throughout their responses.  They also agreed that the classroom teacher had the most 

significant impact on student success, which was congruent with existing literature. Leithwood, 
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Harris, and Hopkins (2008), reiterated that “School leadership is second only to classroom 

teaching as an influence on pupil learning.”   

Insights shared by the principals generally agreed with the mechanisms through which 

existing literature suggests they are able to impact student success, as well as with the extent to 

which each mechanism has this impact. Principals ranked hiring and developing staff as the 

mechanism that had the greatest impact on student success, while a growing body of research 

shows a direct link between high quality teachers and increased student achievement (Danielson 

& McGreal, 2000; Fullan, 2001; Marzano, Pickering & Pollock, 2001; Stronge, 2002; Tucker & 

Stronge, 2005).   

The literature cites an important link between positive relationships and teacher 

motivation (Prater, Busch, & Macneil, 2009). Students who are happy perform better in school, 

and happy students are the products of happy teachers (Bernard, 2014).  The data provided by the 

principals in the study agreed, as they placed a strong emphasis on the importance of a positive 

climate and culture on achieving student success.  The principals ranked climate and culture as 

the second most important mechanism toward this end, behind hiring and developing staff. 

Data gathered pertaining to the importance of supervising and evaluating teachers by the 

principal were slightly inconsistent with the literature, in that the principals interviewed for this 

study found it to be the third most important mechanism for impacting student success, while 

existing literature suggested it to be almost as important as hiring and developing teachers.  The 

literature explained that the value of evaluation is not only to improve instruction, but also to 

document good practice, reassure teachers that they are doing a needed and effective job, 

reassure audiences, and identify good teaching practices for emulation (Peterson & Peterson, 

2005). On the other hand, some of the interviewed participants believed it to be more of a 
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formality, provided that the right teacher was hired, and they are performing adequately.  The 

principals placed more importance on a positive climate and culture, where a high-quality 

teacher felt valued, and intrinsically motivated to reflect on their practice and grow organically, 

than the supervision and evaluation process.  

The existing research included ample support for school safety and welfare, climate and 

culture, and community, family and parental involvement as having a connection to student 

success, while budget and resource management had the least amount of research to support a 

link between the principal’s role and student achievement.  This paralleled the data collected in 

the study, with a slight variance in the importance of climate and culture being described as 

greater in the collected data than the existing literature.   

Finally, the research chapter found strong correlations between many of the six 

mechanisms and student success, but the extent to which the principal is involved in these 

mechanisms, given autonomy to impact these mechanisms, and effective in doing so is what 

appears to separate the effective principals from the ineffective principals.  This was very much 

the sentiment shared by the interviewed principals, as they described how their current 

assessment of the extent to which these mechanisms were in place in their buildings guided their 

focus and placed certain importance on improvement efforts in relation to other mechanisms.  

They also shared external factors which can pose challenges to their ability to impact student 

success, and apply the leadership behaviors and practices that they believe to be effective toward 

impacting student success. 
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Review of Methodology 

This study used a qualitative design to seek an understanding of the participants’ meanings, 

through inductive analysis of data, using an emergent design component, and a grounded theory 

approach (Creswell, 2009). Specifically, a cross-section of seven high school principals was 

interviewed about their perspectives and experiences, and their data was coded for abstract 

themes, and followed up with a second interview that focused on those themes.  The seven 

principals were interviewed between May and June of 2016.  The participants served in 

academically high-achieving and medium-achieving schools, with student populations of various 

sizes, settings, and population demographics. The schools were all located in the suburban area 

of Philadelphia.  The participants had all been in their buildings as principal for at least two 

years, and had served in the role of high school principal for at least three years. The interviews 

were recorded using an IPhone 6s, and transcribed into a word document.  Once the interviews 

had been transcribed, the transcriptions were shared with the participants, to offer transparency, 

clarity, and serve as a member check (Creswell, 2009) validity strategy. Participants had an 

opportunity to share any misrepresentations or miscommunications that occurred during the 

interview.  The data were then coded into themes, using the steps described below, found in the 

work of Creswell (2009). 

1. Data will be organized and prepared, sorted by participant and interview date. 

2. All data will be read through to obtain a general sense of the information, and reflections 

will focus on the overall meaning of the ideas, quotes, tone, impression, depth, 

credibility, etc. of the data. 

3. Material will be coded into categories with terms organized by the perspectives of the 

principals, as well as the leadership behaviors or processes that the principals describe. 
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4. Themes will be analyzed for interconnectivity to develop theoretical models. 

5. Themes will be advanced to best represent the findings in a narrative passage. 

6. Meanings will be interpreted, through comparing the findings of the study to existing 

literature, and remaining gaps will be identified to recommend future research. 

 

 

Review of the Themes 

Theme 1- Principals Matter- Principal leadership in schools impacts student success, 

although it is difficult to measure, and complex to explain.  

 When asked to what extent they believed they impacted student success, all of the 

principals responded positively, as if it was an obvious question.  They then went on to 

explain, many times impromptu, assuming that an explanation was necessary.  The 

responses varied from that point, going in different directions, but touching on many of 

the same themes.  The manner in which they responded to this question, however, speaks 

to their strong and innate belief that they have an impact, but indirect and unique 

experiences that they have with respect to impacting student success in their roles. 

Theme 2- People Matter/Human Resource Management is Critical- Principals must hire 

the best teachers, foster a positive climate and culture, and form positive professional 

relationships with teachers. These elements impact student success. 

 The principals almost unanimously agreed that the mechanism of hiring and 

developing staff was the most important thing that they do to promote student success.  
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They placed a tremendous amount of importance on the work of the teacher in the 

classroom, not only to teach their content well, but to grow professionally through an 

intrinsic motivation, reflecting on their practice regularly and contribute to a positive 

climate in their classrooms and in the buildings.  The principals believed that this was 

accomplished through hiring the right teachers, both for their skillset at the time of the 

hire, as well as the potential for growth.  The principals also described a significant 

importance on the climate and culture of the building, believing that this led to a happier, 

more motivated, and ultimately compliant and collaborative staff.  This, in turn, ensures 

that students are being served well, and their potential to be successful academically, 

socially, emotionally, and ultimately beyond their years in high school is being realized. 

Additionally, the principals placed an importance on getting into classrooms to observe 

teachers and coach them along in their practice.  Although they realized that the 

supervision and evaluation process could be perceived as a formality from the teachers’ 

standpoint, and ultimately did not influence the abilities of the teachers as much as their 

natural capacities and personal reflection and growth, the principals recognized the need 

for interpersonal communication and first-hand experiences with the educational process.  

Working with teachers, for these principals, was more impactful to student success than 

working with budgetary documents, schedules, evacuation routes, or other managerial 

necessities.  

 Additionally, the principals in this study recognized the importance of 

interpersonal skills and the development of rapport between students and staff.  They 

acknowledge that teaching is both an art and a science, and students matter as much as 

the content that they are being taught.  The principals understand the importance of hiring 
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and developing teachers who possess proficiencies and seek to grow in the classroom 

environment domain.  

Theme 3- Perception Matters/Constituency management- Principals must be perceptive 

to and understand the needs of their school and community. Students must perceive that 

they are safe. Communities must perceive that they can trust schools. Teachers must 

perceive that they are valued much more than any externally imposed measure of success 

may define them. 

 As the principals answered the interview questions, they considered the current 

state of affairs at their respective schools.  Their thoughts on how they impact student 

success were guided by their experiences from where they worked, the communities that 

they served, the strengths and challenges of their staffs and students, and the successes 

and failures of the things they had done and the decisions that they had made. It was clear 

that each principal’s experience is very unique, and they recognized the importance of 

constantly taking stock or assessing the needs of those whom they serve. Their ability to 

have a keen perspective on their school’s current standing, where they believe they need 

to go, and how they can get there, while working collaboratively with various 

stakeholders, allows them to set a common and meaningful vision for the success of their 

students. The principals also talked about the importance of school safety, however they 

did not generally see this as an area of concern for their particular buildings.  

Nevertheless, they recognized that their students needed to feel safe in order to learn in 

the classroom and achieve the success that they aspired to achieve. The principals talked 

about the importance of gaining the trust of the communities and families, in garnering 

their support.  Their support of initiatives and programs, as well as the ongoing 
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educational process was important to the achievement of student success in each school, 

but it does not come without believing in the people and the purpose associated with each 

respective school.  Finally, with all of the federal and state mandates, political agendas, 

and socioeconomic variances that present unique challenges to schools, principals 

understood the need to ensure that their students and staff felt valued and confident in 

their ability to be successful, despite all of the pressure and distractions that these 

external factors can present. 

 

Implications for Practice 

Principals of high schools spend much of their time trying to satisfy the many 

stakeholders that they serve, and complete managerial tasks necessary to keep a high school safe 

and functioning, leaving them often feeling like a firefighter who spent the day putting out fires- 

but without the appreciation and admiration.  They should be encouraged to know, however, that 

their role is important in driving student success in schools.  The leadership that they provide 

creates the environment and the expectation for student success.   

Principals need to take the time to assess the needs of their buildings, whether through 

informal conversation, data collected, or surveys.  They need to collaborate to make decisions, in 

order to create a feeling of value and investment, as well as to ensure that all input is considered 

and different strengths and skillsets are being tapped into.  This may come through the formation 

of committees, with focuses on student success, as well as delegation of responsibilities to those 

with the will and capacity to take on the responsibility for distributed leadership in the building.   
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Principals must realize that promoting a positive climate and culture has to be a priority 

of their role.  They can do this by demonstrating recognition and celebrations of the work of 

students and staff.  They can celebrate successes, acknowledge accomplishments, and create 

opportunities for students and staff to build relationships with one-another and support one-

another.  

Recognizing the importance that the principals placed on hiring and developing staff, 

principals would do well to devote time and resources to making sure that they hire the most 

highly-qualified and best-fit for any teaching position. This could include reviewing recruitment 

and hiring procedures, as well as creating more comprehensive screening and hiring practices.  

For example, including observations of real or mock lessons, site visits, reference checks of 

multiple candidates, and probationary contractual processes can ensure that high-quality and 

best-fit candidates are hired for full-time teaching positions.   

Supervision and evaluation processes should include frequent classroom visits, robust 

and professional dialogue that promotes thorough teacher reflection through an instructional 

coaching process.  This process should not become a formality, and needs to be valued by both 

principals and teachers in order to be effective.  The process should leave teachers feeling valued 

and affirmed, while also encouraged to continue growing in targeted areas.  

Communities that are invested in the education of their children, provide critical support 

to schools.  This happens when communities believe in the value of education, and trust that the 

school has placed the interest of their children at the core of everything it does. Principals should 

build trust with community and families through transparency, clear and frequent 

communication, inviting them to school events, sharing information about the school and its 
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accomplishments, and creating opportunities for them to get involved in the decisions made 

within the school and their own child’s education.  

Safety and welfare is not only a legal and ethical responsibility of schools; it is critical to 

the educational process.  It is important for principals to ensure everyone feels safe in their 

school, in order to create an environment that is conducive to learning.  This happens by taking a 

firm and proactive stance on negative peer interactions such as bullying and harassment, as well 

as developing and rehearsing emergency response plans.  

 Finally, principals must manage external factors by minimizing the potential negative 

impact that they can have on student success, advocating for what their staff and students need, 

and understanding the needs of their community as it relates to guiding students to success in the 

school.  They need to be able help teachers and students to find a balance between compliance 

with state and federal mandates and a healthy perspective on what really matters. This is done 

with a professional and diligent approach, coinciding with a reminder about the values of the 

school and the ultimate goal of student success, as defined by the principal and school. When 

principals have a particular demographic that presents challenges socioeconomically, they can 

seek to provide supports to students and families that may not receive them otherwise.  For 

example, navigating the college and career exploration process through information sessions, or 

opening the building for use of resources such as internet access or assistance with SAT/ACT 

preparation or homework tutors.  Also, informing staff members about the unique student 

populations that they serve, and offering suggestions on how to best serve those populations can 

lead to better opportunities for student success.  

 



143 
 

Implications for the Field of Education 

 As the field of education continues to prepare school principals, develop school 

principals professionally, and determine evaluations systems for gauging the performances of 

school principals, this study offers several important considerations for policy makers, professional 

organizations, and principal preparatory programs.  While this study is limited in participants and 

scope, lacking diversity in both principal gender and the socioeconomic status of participating 

schools, the participating principals have shared input from their experiences and perspectives. 

Their voices serve as an advocacy for their colleagues and their field.   

First, it is clear that educational leadership, much like teaching, is both an art and a science.  

Principals not only need to understand school law, pedagogical best-practices, school finance, and 

other technical content, but they also need to understand the needs of their specific students, 

faculty, and community.  They must effectively communicate a vision and foster a climate and 

culture within their building that promotes student success (Uline & Tschannen-Morgan 2008), as 

defined by multiple stakeholders or constituents.  They must cultivate trust with communities and 

parents, to gain their support for the educational mission of the school (Wherry, 2008).  They must 

be able to identify quality teaching candidates, and provide the leadership necessary to promote 

the professional growth of those teachers across their career.  The preparatory programs, 

professional development organizations, and principal evaluation systems should make 

considerations for these important interpersonal skillsets, and high-leverage skills such as 

collaboration, negotiation, and identification, analysis and synthesis of needs and responses within 

the school setting.  According to Davis and Darling-Hammond (2012), effective leadership 

preparation programs include a clear focus on leadership values, organizational development and 
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change management, collaboration and teamwork, problem-based learning, and skilled 

supervision in field-based internships. 

Secondly, the external factors that impact schools and communities should be reasonably 

separated from a principal’s performance evaluation.  High-stakes testing and standardized test 

scores are bottom-line measures of schools, students, teachers and principals.  Test scores do not 

accurately and completely represent the success of these groups.  Performance evaluations should 

include, at the very least, multiple measures, which assess the performance of principals in the 

complex role that they are tasked with carrying out. Policy makers need to be patient and 

thoughtful when creating principal evaluation systems (Fuller & Hollingworth, 2014).  Harper 

(2015) suggests that, “…reflection, renewal and growth are key pieces that we must promote and 

protect, working within the context of accountability mandated (principal) performance 

evaluations” (p.81).  

Finally, while principals and other school leaders play an important role in the success of 

students, the value of a highly-qualified and effective teacher in the classroom is critical 

educational success.  Existing literature supports the direct link that participant two suggests 

between high quality teachers and increased student achievement (Danielson & McGreal, 2000; 

Fullan, 2001; Marzano, Pickering & Pollock, 2001; Stronge, 2002; Tucker & Stronge, 2005).  The 

recognition of this connection should lead to the promotion of increased and improved teacher 

recruitment and preparation, the development of teacher induction programs and other supports 

for new teachers, and provisions for fair compensation for the challenging work that teachers do 

every day.  Existing literature indicates the importance of perceived safety, support, 

professionalism, and salary and benefits for prospective teachers (Painter, Haladyna, &Hurwitz, 

2007).  With fewer and fewer individuals going into the teaching profession (Martin & Mulvihill, 
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2016), principals will find one of the most important mechanism of their role in promoting student 

success, hiring and developing teachers, more challenging than ever before.     

 

Implications for the Researcher 

 As an assistant principal in a high school, there are several findings from this study which 

will impact me personally, as I reflect on how to improve my own practice.  The participating 

principals’ responses to the research questions, combined and analyzed, led to valuable insights 

into their shared mistakes to learn from, as well as their shared successes to be replicated by a 

practitioner such as myself.  While the role of assistant principal is slightly different than the role 

of principal, and each school has its own nuances, the themes that emerged from the study are 

broadly applicable to myself and my role. 

 First, the emphasis that this study’s findings placed on the importance of teachers will 

encourage me to view teachers as more valuable than ever before, and therefore to devote more 

time and effort to the hiring and development of new teachers.  Specifically, this may include 

more scrutiny of applicants, a more thorough interview and vetting process, and a more careful 

and frequent observation process for new teachers without tenure. By ensuring that the best 

available teachers are hired, the likelihood that they will have a positive impact on student 

success will be increased, and if their potential for growth is strong at the outset, they will 

become exponentially more impactful over time.  This will happen as a result of their own 

intrinsic motivation and foundational skillset, as well as through the support and development of 

a uniquely tailored professional development plan, peer and administrative support and 

differentiated supervision and evaluation process.  It was surprising to me how much more 
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emphasis the participating principals placed on the hiring process than the professional 

development process or the supervision and evaluation process.  It was clear that they believed 

having the right individuals in teaching positions was far more critical than the principal’s efforts 

and ability to develop them beyond their primary standing.   

 Secondly, after gaining a deeper understanding the importance of a positive climate and 

culture in the school building, as well as the support of families and communities, I will take 

measures to gather input from stakeholders, and collaborate with them to cast a common vision 

for the school building and the success of the students within it.  Specifically, gathering and 

sharing information, facilitating structured meetings, and demonstrating responsiveness to the 

needs of the students, staff and community fosters trust and support for the shared mission that is 

created.  When everyone agrees on the goals of a school, and what processes will serve the 

students within it best, greater momentum is created toward the agreed-upon direction.   

Additionally, the importance of building positive relationships within the school 

community was emphasized throughout the findings of this study.  Teachers and students who 

feel connected and experience positive interactions with adults and peers are more likely to 

succeed in school.  Schools are served best by principals who listen to and serve those whom 

they lead, and I aspire to do this more so now, than before having conducted this study. 

  

Implications for Future Research 

The sample size of participants and diversity of schools where the participating principals 

worked was limited in this study.  Obtaining a larger and more diverse population of principals, 

exploring similar questions about their perception of how they impact student success in their 
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buildings would further close the research gap that exists in this area.  A focus on schools that 

traditionally under-perform academically, or face challenges of poverty and school violence 

would provide a perspective that was lacking in this study.  

The inclusion of a more diverse sample population, examining similar research questions 

would provide a basis for worthwhile research in the future.  This study had a sample made up of 

all male principals.  A more diverse sample with respect to gender, would provide valuable 

insight regarding principals impact on student success, uncovering gender differences, or a more 

generalizable implication.  Studies which included the perspectives of both male and female 

principals, or studies which focused on the different perspectives between males and female 

principals would add to existing research on principal impact on student success.  Additionally, 

this study was limited to respectively well-resourced schools in respectively affluent areas, as 

well as schools with predominantly white students.  Pulling from a more diverse population, with 

the same experience criteria for the participating principals, would provide opportunities to build 

themes with more generalizability across schools with all socioeconomic status, or highlight 

differences between schools which have different populations of students demographically.  

Other beneficial research could be explored in the areas that the principals have identified 

as most critical to impacting student success.  Whether through the role of the principal or other 

educational practitioners, a study that seeks to better understand how a positive school climate 

and culture leads to student achievement or success, and how that climate and culture can be 

created in schools, these understanding would help to bring concrete solutions to an abstract 

element such climate or culture.  

Additionally, studies that help to understand the principals’ perspective on the other 

mechanisms, and how they can be improved in schools would be logical and valuable extensions 
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of the research that was conducted for this study.  These mechanisms could be explored as stand-

alone topics, or with consideration of student success or achievement would contribute to the 

literature in these areas.  These findings could potentially also serve practitioners of school 

leadership in school reform and improvement efforts.  

Finally, a better understanding of how student success is defined, at the high school level, 

by educators, juxtaposed with the definition of success by those from outside of the education 

community, would be a fascinating and worthwhile study.  The principals in this study found it 

challenging to work toward their own definition of student success, while trying to satisfy the 

definitions of many different groups, both inside of and outside the educational community. 

Students will ultimately benefit by any movement toward a united effort to define the mission of 

public education institutions, making it easier to move toward the landmark of success and fulfill 

that mission.  
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Scenario- Revisited 

As the year came to a close, and Mr. Davidson wished the last of the remaining teachers a 

happy and restful summer, he returned to his office and sat down.  He listened to the graduation 

speeches from the previous evening’s ceremony, playing on the local television station.  The 

student speakers shared anecdotes from their experiences with their favorite teachers, memories 

from the many clubs and service organizations that they had been a part of, and offered 

encouragements to their classmates to use the skills and values that had been instilled in them 

over the last four years to make a difference in the world.  He read an email from a parent, 

thanking him for helping their daughter through a difficult year.  Mr. Davidson had set up a 

homebound instruction program for her to recover credits and graduate on time, after she had 

given birth to a child over the summer, and missed a large number of school days.  He looked at 

a picture on the wall of about twenty anatomy and physiology students in medical scrubs, who 

had taken part in a community partnership with a local hospital.  He cleared off the last of the 

papers from his desk- a schedule of a staff tutoring and mentorship initiative that targeted 

students who were at-risk of not graduating.  He remembered the difficult decision that he faced 

early in the year to use available staff and resources for the tutoring and mentorship program, 

instead of a commercial remediation program that was intended to boost state test scores.  The 

staff shared their input and strong belief that the tutoring program was the best use of resources 

for the students, and he obliged.  As he reflected upon the year, he smiled with satisfaction.  He 

knew that the state test score results would be sent to the central office in a few weeks, but a 

sense of calm came over him.  He knew that he, his staff, and his community viewed student 

success in much broader terms than achievement scores on standardized test.  He knew that they 

had done the best they could to make sure that their students had a positive experience, 
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discovered their passions, prepared themselves for colleges and careers in the years to come, and 

shown an ethic of care for students with everything that they did. He knew that the community 

trusted he and his staff to lead the school, and that they would be able to put the achievement 

data into perspective when it became public.  Although Mr. Davidson was proud of the school 

year, he recognized that it was a collective effort, and this made him feel even better about the 

prospects of Amus High School moving forward into the years to come.   
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Appendix A  

INFORMED CONSENT FORM 

Title of research: Perceptions of High School Principals about Their Impact on 

Student Success 

Investigator and Department: Steven Jay Gross, Ed.D., Education Department 

Why am I being invited to take part in this research? 

We invite you to take part in a research study because you are a high school principal, with at 

least two years of experience in your building, and three years of experience in your role. 

What should I know about this research? 

 Someone will explain this research to you. 

 Whether or not you take part is up to you. 

 You can choose not to take part. 

 You can agree to take part and later change your mind. 

 Your decision will not be held against you. 

 You can ask all the questions you want before you decide. 

Who can I talk to about this research? 

If you have questions, concerns, or complaints, or think the research has hurt you, contact the 

researcher at 717-519-7079, or 2128 South Easton Road Doylestown, Pa 18901 

This research has been reviewed and approved by an Institutional Review Board. You may talk 

to them at (215) 707-3390 or e-mail them at: irb@temple.edu for any of the following: 

 Your questions, concerns, or complaints are not being answered by the research team. 

 You cannot reach the research team. 

 You want to talk to someone besides the research team. 

 You have questions about your rights as a research subject. 

 You want to get information or provide input about this research. 

Why is this research being done? 

Although existing research supports the belief that the principal has an impact on student 

achievement, and that principals can impact student achievement through various components or 

mechanisms within their roles, a missing link seems to be the principals’ own perception of the 

connection between specific aspects of their role and its impact on student achievement.  The principals 

have not been explicitly and thoroughly asked what components of their job have the greatest impact on 
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student achievement, and what components of their job create the greatest challenge to impacting student 

achievement.  This study seeks to give a voice to the principals, as practitioners. They will be asked for 

their open-ended opinion on how their daily practices impact student achievement.   

 

How long will I be in this research? 

We expect that you will be in this research for two 20-30-minute interviews. 

How many people will be studied? 

We expect about 9 people will take part in the research.  

What happens if I agree to be in this research? 

You will be interviewed on two different occasions, each lasting approximately 20-30 minutes.  

The interview will be recorded, transcribed, and shared with you, before being analyzed. 

Will being in this research help me in any way? 

There is no direct benefit to taking part in this research, but your participation may help 

understand the impacts a principal’s perceptions can have on their schools. 

What happens to the information collected for this research? 

 

To the extent allowed by law, we limit the viewing of your personal 
information to people who have to review it. We cannot promise complete 
secrecy. The IRB, Temple University, and its affiliates, and other 
representatives of these organizations may inspect and copy your 
information. 
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Signature Block for Adult Subject Capable of Consent 

Your signature documents your permission to take part in this research. 

 

 
  

Signature of subject  Date 

 
 

Printed name of subject 

   

Signature of person obtaining consent  Date 

   

Printed name of person obtaining consent   
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Appendix B 

HIGH SCHOOL PRINCIPAL FIRST INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 

 

 

 

 

 

Interview 

Introduction: 

The purpose of our conversation is to provide you with an opportunity to share your 

thoughts on how you, in your role as building principal, impact student achievement.  

There is one main question, and five sub questions that I am going to explore: 

What is the Selected High School Principals’ Own Perceived Impact on Student 

Academic Success? 

f. How do Selected Principals Define Success? 

g. To What Extent do Selected Principals Believe That They Have an Impact on 

Student Success in The Particular School? 

h. What Leadership Practices do Selected Principals Believe Have an Impact on 

Student Success? 

i. What Initiatives or Programs do Selected Principals Believe Have an Impact on 

Student Success? 

Demographic Information: 

Name:___________________________________ 

Current Position:___________________________________ 

Total years of experience as a high school principal:_______ 

Total years of experience as a high school principal at current school:_____ 

Date of Interview:________________________________________ 
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j. What External Factors do Selected Principals Believe to Have an Impact on 

Student Success? 

My questions are designed to allow you to draw from all of your experiences, leadership 

practices, and perceptions of how your role is connected to student achievement. While I 

will ask several questions in response to the perceptions you share, I want you to feel free 

to share thorough descriptions of the experiences themselves, or the rationale behind 

your perceptions of how you impact student achievement. 

Section 1: “How do Principals Define Success?” 

1. How do you define success for your students? 

2. How did you arrive at that definition? 

3. Has your definition evolved over time? 

Section 2: “To What Extent do Principals Believe That They Have an Impact on 

Student Success of Their Particular School?” 

1. To what extent do you believe that you have an impact on student success at your 

school? 

2. Has the extent of your impact on student success changed over time?  In what way? 

Section 3: “What Leadership Practices do Principals Believe Have an Impact on 

Student Success?” 

1. What leadership practices or behaviors do you believe have an impact on student 

success? 

2. Why do you believe these leadership practices or behaviors have this impact? 

Section 4: “What Initiatives or Programs do Principals Believe Have an Impact on 

Student Success?” 

1. What initiatives or programs do you believe have an impact on student success? 

2. How did you come to believe that these initiatives or programs have an impact on 

student success? 

3. Has your school adopted these initiatives or programs? Why or why not? 

4. To what extent were you involved in researching, adopting, implementing, or 

analyzing these programs or initiatives at your school? 
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Section 5: “What External Factors do Principals Believe to Have an Impact on 

Student Success?” 

1. What external factors do you believe have an impact on student success? 

2. Why do you believe these factors are impactful? 

3. What is your role as a principal in managing these external factors? 
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Appendix C 

HIGH SCHOOL PRINCIPAL SECOND INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 

 

 

 

 

 

Interview 

Introduction: 

The purpose of our conversation is to provide you with an opportunity to continue 

sharing your thoughts on how you, in your role as building principal, impact student 

success. I will be asking you to consider several mechanisms through which principals 

may have an impact, rank them in terms of their impact on student success, and describe 

why you have ranked them in that order..   

a. Please rank the following six mechanisms in order from most impactful to least 

impactful, with respect to their impact on student success: 

-Supervision and Evaluation 

-Hiring and Developing Staff 

-Climate and Culture 

-School Safety and Climate 

-Community and Family Involvement 

-Budget and Resource Management. 

Demographic Information: 

Name:___________________________________ 

Current Position:___________________________________ 

Total years of experience as a high school principal:_______ 

Total years of experience as a high school principal at current school:_____ 

Date of Interview:________________________________________ 
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b. Please describe why you have ranked them that order.  

c. What are the common threads that link the top three mechanisms?  

d. What are the common threads that link the bottom three mechanisms? 

 

 

 

 

 


