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ABSTRACT 

 

Scholars of transformational leadership literature assert that school-based 

management teams are a vital component in transforming schools.  Many of these works 

focus heavily on the roles of principals and teachers, ignoring the contribution of 

Assistant Principals (APs). More attention is now being given to the unique role that 

Assistant Principals play in school leadership teams (see for example, Muijs & Harris, 

2002).  While there is a good amount of literature on what APs do in terms of their roles 

and responsibilities, what remains unclear is how and why they enact their role in 

particular ways, especially under the umbrella of urban school reform.  This work will 

address this gap by examining: how Urban High School Assistant Principals come to 

understand their role as both leader and staff, in the context of transformational models of 

leadership. 

Guided by the theoretical framework of middle management, this study utilized a 

qualitative case study approach to interview seven Assistant Principals in three urban 

high schools in a large Northeast coast school district.  Additionally, a one-time 15 

minute interview with the principals and first-level leaders (direct reports to the APs) was 

employed to gain a better understanding of the leadership dynamic within the schools.  

The interviews were transcribed and coded by the researcher using Atlas.Ti. 

Through the lens of middle management theory this work focused on a specific 

group of Assistant Principals working under a distributed leadership model.  The findings 

revealed that the role of the AP is a nebulous position that, when not appropriately 

defined can cause professional difficulties that impede the leadership capacity of APs and 

the growth of school success.  As such, stakeholders involved in schooling need to gain a 



iv 
 

greater understanding of the psychological and sociological underpinnings that impact the 

functionality of their middle leaders (those not operating in senior level positions).  The 

findings of this work speak to the intricacies of the Assistant Principalship and contribute 

to a growing body of literature centered on how Assistant Principals navigate their space 

as leader and staff in an educational setting where leadership is more shared and 

collaborative. 
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CHAPTER 1 

THE PARADOX 

 

Statement of the Problem 

 

Since a Nation at Risk (1983) district, state, and federal policies have pushed for 

greater test-driven standardization of United States public education.  Within the last 

decade, the 2001 No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) has placed stricter measures of 

school-based accountability on school districts throughout the country.  At the center of 

these educational reform efforts are school-based leadership teams, who have the 

responsibility of transmitting district standards into achievable benchmarks.  Urban 

public schools, especially at the high school level, have had significant difficulty 

operating under this performance-based accountability system, as many of these 

institutions struggle with issues of underfunding, staffing shortages, and academically 

underprepared student bodies.  With the initiation of more stringent reform mandates, 

scholars of the transformational schools literature assert that school-based management is 

the foundation for creating better schools, as these leaders are most acquainted with the 

daily activities of school communities.  The development of transformative leadership 

teams can have a positive impact on student learning—which is the overarching goal of 

schooling (Smith and Bell, 2011).  

The notion of a transformative school-based leadership team transcends traditional 

understandings of leadership as being the responsibility of a single individual—the 

principal (Austin and Brown, 1970; Burns, 1978).  Although these formal leaders are 

important contributors to school communities, more contemporary notions of leadership 

illustrate that lasting change is too complicated to revolve around one individual 
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(Leithwood, et al., 2007).  This brings a greater focus on the importance of a team-based 

approach to school leadership, of which Assistant Principals (APs) are significant 

contributors.  Scholars explain that effective school-based leadership incorporates 

collaboration, a shared vision, and collective responsibility in order to improve school 

learning environments (Spillane, Halverson, and Diamond, 2004; Smith and Bell, 2011). 

Even with this increased attention to leadership, many school communities continue to 

see the principal as the central figure of leadership who delegates responsibility. 

Consequently, this perspective still largely ignores the significance of other key leaders; 

namely, Assistant Principals (AP).  

Assistant Principals were initially introduced to school buildings to relieve principals 

of mundane administrative tasks (Austin and Brown, 1970).  Some 40 years post their 

introduction into schools; the vagueness of their roles has remained relatively unchanged; 

although public education has grown more complex. Arguably, there has been some 

expansion of the Assistant Principalship with APs contributing to instructional 

development, but overall the work of the Assistant Principal is still largely based on 

administrative management—leaving many feeling underutilized and unsatisfied (Kwan, 

2008).  This is primarily due to the fact that principals create and delegate the roles and 

responsibilities of APs, as the position has been traditionally viewed as a stepping stone 

to the principalship; although a growing body of literature speaks to this position as a 

legitimate terminal career (Kelly, 1987; Pellicer and Stevenson, 1991; Shoho, Barnett, 

and Tooms, 2012).  Even with the history of APs and the increased need for collective 

action and collaboration among school leaders, there is a still dearth of literature on the 

leadership position of Assistant Principals. More specifically, we know “what” they do, 
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but we do not know “how” or “why” they do it.  Gaining an understanding of their role is 

critical to the school reform model.  

 The role of the Assistant Principalship is an interesting one to study as they hold a 

paradoxical position as being both leader and staff—meaning on the one-hand they have 

full managerial power in some spaces, but in others are subjected to the authority of the 

principal. In this sense, APs can be viewed as middle-level managers or leader-followers. 

Briggs (2001) explains that middle managers function as ‘brokers’  within organizations, 

because they are responsible for communicating strategic planning and organizational 

values in both directions of organizational leadership structures.  Although seen as 

transformers who impact organizational outcomes, middle managers experience major 

role conflict as they attempt to balance the interests and values of members up and down 

the organizational line (Woolbridge, Schmid, and Floyd, 2008).  

As middle managers of school leadership teams, APs have to constantly negotiate 

how to operate as leaders in their own right as well as adhere to the guidelines of the 

principal.  With this unique role, and the importance of effective leaders, it would seem 

logical that there would be a wealth of literature on their position, particularly how they 

navigate this conflicting space. There is significant scholarship on the role of principals 

and best practices to support their position (Fullan, 1997 and Siccione, 2012), but not on 

APs. Since the Assistant Principalship serves as the second formal leadership position in 

school buildings, and arguably the training ground for the principalship, more attention 

needs to be given to the role. Additionally, given that effective school-based leadership is 

cited as one of the most important factors in transforming schools, it seems reasonable to 

explore how APs, who  connect with the entire school community, navigate the duality of 



4 
 

their position. By understanding not just what APs do, but how and why they do it, we 

may gain better insight into the implementation of more shared models of leadership in 

an effort to create and maintain better schools.  

 

Significance of the Problem 

 

School-based management has been cited as one of the most influential factors in 

transforming schools (Hallinger, 2003; Huber, 2004; Spillane, Halverson, Diamond, 

2004). In recent literature, major attention has been given to the changing view of 

leadership, particularly through the delegation of power, process of collaboration, and 

practice of shared decision making (Spillane, 2005; Smith and Bell, 2011).  Traditionally, 

principals were seen as the primary leaders of school-buildings, with a large majority of 

their time being spent on organization, curriculum development, teacher support, and 

promoting student learning (Davis et. al, 2005). However, the “model of the single, 

‘heroic’ leader standing atop a hierarchy, bending the school community to his or her 

leadership purposes” (Camburn, Rowan, and Taylor, 2003, p. 348) is no longer the norm. 

Rather, the demands of urban schooling have become so intricate that principals have to 

utilize more decentralized forms of leadership consisting of multiple members at various 

levels of schooling, such as Assistant Principals (Wong, 2009). Transformative schools 

literature asserts that school leadership should be, “…firm and purposeful sharing 

leadership responsibilities [with] a dedicated interest for and knowledge about what 

happens…” in school buildings (Huber, 2004).  Even with this shared understanding of 

leadership, the role of the Assistant Principal is largely neglected.  
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Several scholars have pointed to the absence of the Assistant Principal. For example, 

according to Kelly (1987) “the assistant principal is the Rodney Dangerfield of the 

teaching profession—he or she doesn’t get much respect” (p. 13).  Calabrese and Tucker-

Ladd (1991) revealed that the “assistant principalship has been maligned by researchers 

and practitioners” (p. 67). Additionally, Hartzell (1993) found that the AP position as the 

“neglected actor in practitioner literature” (p. 707).  More recently, Boske and 

Benavente-McEnery (2012) explained that the role of the AP is still limited, often making 

“…their work invisible to other administrators, educators, and the community at-large” 

(p. 126). With such great potential to influence change, a limited understanding and 

underdeveloped analysis of their significance as school leaders does a disservice in 

building effective school-based leadership and stifles the goal of creating and maintaining 

better schools.  

Hausman, Nebeker, McCreary, and Donaldson (2002) revealed that over the last 

30 years the presumption of assistant principals as merely “…someone to take some of 

the burden off the principal…” has changed to individuals who are “…an integral and 

indispensable part to the aggregate referred to as educational leadership” (p. 136). 

Moreover, Marshall and Hooley (2006) explained that the Assistant Principalship speaks 

to four major areas within school communities. They found that assistant principals: 1) 

serve as an entry-level position to the principalship, 2) maintain school culture, 3) serve 

as multi-level mediators, and 4) function as first responders to school dilemmas. As the 

scholars highlight, the work of APs is multidimensional and influential; however, the 

significance of their work, position, and leadership capacity is not reflected in 

scholarship. Moreover, while both authors offer some insight into what APs do as 
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leaders, there remains significant ambiguity as to how they function in their respective 

roles; namely, the characteristics necessary to do their job. Consequently, a primarily 

anecdotal understanding of the Assistant Principalship undermines the importance of 

their role as a whole and delimits the impact of training, career selection, job satisfaction, 

and career mobility. 

  In recent literature, Melton et al. (2012), found that uniformity of the Assistant 

Principalship in terms of job readiness and position responsibility has been ‘poorly 

defined,’ since inception. Seen as the ‘jack of all trades’, the authors contend that if the 

aim of school reform is to increase student achievement, then adequate preparation and 

training for leaders is of absolute importance. Even more critical is the development of 

APs after they have been assigned to a school, as their position is defined by the principal 

based on the needs of the school. This limited authority subjects APs to fragmented roles, 

leaving many unequipped to perform their assigned duties and unprepared to take on 

greater responsibility. Focused on how APs are trained, both in University certification 

programs and on-the-job, the authors explain that a cultural transformation in how we 

prepare school leaders is needed in order to ensure the effectiveness of school leadership 

teams, especially for Assistant Principals.    

 With such voids in mind, the purpose of this study was to address particular gaps 

by investigating how Assistant Principals come to understand their position as both leader 

and staff, specifically from a middle management perspective. By examining how APs 

operate in this nebulous position, the results of this study have the potential to contribute 

to the expansion of literature in several ways.  First, given that role ambiguity is a major 

issue for Assistant Principals, studying not simply what they do, but how and why they 
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do it, may help unveil some of the mystery behind their position as middle managers and 

shed light on the particular skill-sets necessary for transformative leaders. Second, with a 

team-based approach to leadership being a primary factor in renovating schools, this 

study has the potential to speak to the more structured ways APs contribute to school 

leadership teams as integral leaders and why their contributions are necessary. Finally, 

this work could influence future studies on AP preparation and training programs, 

because it focuses on how to navigate the conflicting space of leader and follower—

practical strategies not necessarily addressed in AP preparation programs.    

 

Purpose of the Study 

 

The primary research question that drove this study: How do High School Assistant 

Principals come to understand their role as both leader and staff, particularly in the 

context of urban school reform?  

Four additional sub-questions guided data collection: 

1. How did Assistant Principals define their role? 

2. What were some of the challenges of the Assistant Principalship? 

3. How did Assistant Principals enact their position as middle-level managers? 

4. What factors and/or characteristics are necessary to act out their roles in the 

particular ways they do? 

 

Wong (2009) explained that the Assistant Principalship is the second formal school–

based administrative position. This space of “second in command” or middle-level 

manager is laden with ambiguity as explained by Yu-kwong and Walker (2010) who 
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asserted that the position and authority of the Assistant Principalship is still vague, 

fragmented, and underdeveloped. Likewise, Muijs and Harris (2003) exclaimed that the 

role of the Assistant Principal has necessarily evolved; however, many are still under-

utilized in school communities. As such, they contended that further development of their 

position is especially necessary in order to “…secure long term improvement in times of 

change” (p. 6).  Moreover, Smylie, Bennett, and Fendt (2005) said that “almost all of the 

literature on school leader development focuses on the principal, and [w]e strongly 

encourage research on the development of other school leaders, including assistant 

principals” (p. 151). 

Most recently, Siccone (2012) stated that effective leadership impacts student 

learning and has the ability to transform even the most underperforming school. 

Moreover, he asserted that an effective school leadership team will encompass five 

essential skill-sets; confidence, communication, collaboration, coaching, and continuous 

improvement (p. vi). With such a formal position and knowledge about the components 

of quality school leaders, it would seem reasonable that more attention be given to the 

role of Assistant Principals—not just what they do, but how they go about translating 

their leadership skills into more relevant transformative practices and why this is 

necessary. As such, this study addressed the paradox of the Assistant Principalship and 

sought to explore how APs actively navigated the duality of leader and staff, with the 

hopes of highlighting some self-reflective skill-sets unique to their position. Such a 

discovery would broadly contribute to the growing body of literature that privileges a 

shared model of leadership centered on utilizing the expertise and values of all school 
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constituents. More specifically, it could also add to literature that seeks to increase the 

significance of the Assistant Principal’s role in school buildings. 
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CHAPTER 2  

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

Introduction 

 

The focus of this study was to provide a deeper understanding of the school 

leadership practices of Assistant Principals.  Specifically, this study proposed to 

investigate how they conceptualized their position as both leader and staff in the context 

of a large urban district’s high schools.  When discussing issues of urban school reform, 

much attention has been paid to the responsibility of the school-based leadership team. 

Traditionally, scholars have associated school improvement with standardized test 

achievement and classroom benchmark exams.  Greater attention is now being given to 

the effects that school based management models have on school improvement, 

particularly how school leaders create transformative environments of collaborative 

learning and unified school culture for all school constituents.  As such, this literature 

review takes a more critical view of the development of leadership theory, particularly in 

the context of educational reform movements.  Additionally, this work explores scholarly 

discussions on the evolution of educational leadership, in general, and the work of 

Assistant Principals, specifically.  Based on this critical review, using the conceptual 

framework of middle management theory, this work investigates the paradox of the 

Assistant Principalship. 

This literature comprises four sections. Section one takes a critical review of the 

waves of educational reform, beginning with the 1980s, and their impact on school 
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leadership theory.  The purpose of this examination is to provide a background on how 

educational reform movements shaped the context of urban schooling and school 

leadership.  Section two serves as an expansion of school leadership models, with a 

particular concentration on transformative collaborative notions of leadership. Providing 

a more detailed understanding of the trajectory of leadership theory, this section explains 

how contemporary practices of leadership developed and were adopted into school 

communities.  The third section offers a thorough review of literature on the position of 

the Assistant Principal in the United States.  The inclusion of this section provides a deep 

and broad understanding of what we already know and what we need to better understand 

regarding the role of the AP.  The final section of this chapter includes the conceptual 

framework used to support and explain the implications of this study.  

 

Waves of Education Reform and School Leadership 

 

The focus of this section is to demonstrate the purpose of the waves of 

educational reform and the impact they had on school leadership.  US public education 

has had a history of preparing citizens to serve the needs of society, from citizenship 

preparation, to creating a viable labor force, to preparing students for global market 

competition.  During the 1960s and 1970s the US consider its educational system to be 

top-notch.  This changed, however, with the 1983 publication of A Nation at Risk: The 

Imperative for Educational Reform. This publication created concerns regarding a 

weakening educational system that was failing to prepare the workforce to compete 

economically with other nations.  The publication of this report led to the initiation of 
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several educational outcome based reform efforts. (Razik and Swanson, 2001; 

Leithwood, 2007; Meadows and Clark, 2011).  

The first wave focused primarily on the standardization of curriculums, the 

institution of competency test, and more standardized teacher certification programs.  The 

purpose was to bring about a more centralized approach to education where instructional 

leadership models were seen as most appropriate to change schools (Metz, 1988, Rizak 

and Swanson, 2001, Hallinger and Heck, 1996).  

Lunenburg (1992) reported that several months after the release of A Nation at 

Risk, several national publications were released to address the education problem.  First, 

the High School (1983), a book published by Ernest Boyer, called for prioritizing 

curriculum instruction, creating interdisciplinary curriculums, redeveloping the 

Standardized Achievement Test (SAT), eliminating curriculum tracking systems, and 

creating more interconnectedness between schools businesses, industry, and community. 

Following the release of Boyer’s book, two additional works were published; Horace’s 

Compromise (1984) by Theodore Sizer and A Place Called School (1984) by John 

Goodlad.  Sizer’s work argued that there was too great of a disconnection between the 

offerings of isolated curriculums of high school and the complex demands of society.  As 

such he lobbied for a more interdisciplinary approach to student learning grounded in 

educators who could prepare students to be successful competitors in society.  Likewise, 

Goodlad’s report, though broader in scope by focusing on K-12 rather than high school, 

recommended that students needed increased class time that focused on critical higher-

order thinking, a unified academic track that would benefit the needs of all students, an 
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overall restructuring of the core curriculum, and the 12 year process of schooling for 

students.  

With the release of these reports, Hallinger (2003) explained that in addition to 

centralized curricula and teacher certification programs, the first wave of educational 

reform placed greater responsibility on principals under the guise of instructional 

leadership.  He contended that prior to the 1980s there were limited models and 

instruments for studying instruction, but after the accountability mandate for a more 

structured educational system, scholars began conceptualizing instructional leadership as 

a model to examine the growing phenomenon.  Birthed out of  ‘instructionally effective 

elementary schools,’ in short this leadership style focused on the principal as a strong 

directive leader, responsible for coordinating, controlling, developing, and supervising 

the school’s mission, instructional program, and learning climate.  

Moreover, Lunenburg (1992) described that the publication of the four reports of 

wave one argued for improvements in schooling.  But he contended that where A Nation 

at Risk called for a “top-down approach, focused on tightening standards and increasing 

accountability,” the work of Boyer, Sizer, and Goodland “stressed the need to restructure 

schools from the bottom up through the empowerment of teachers” (p. 4).  Moreover, he 

asserted that while A Nation at Risk was the most succinct report in terms of size, the 

impact caused a surge of national and state legislation that dominated the educational 

agenda through the mid 1980s.  However, by the late 1980s several educational reformist 

began problematizing the push for state mandated educational reform efforts, arguing that 

the “improvement of school would occur best when initiated at individual school sites as 

recommended by Boyer, Sizer, and Goodlad” (p. 4). 
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While proponents of this reform model saw instruction as being critical to school 

improvement efforts, the tenets of the first wave of educational reform quickly began to 

show its limitations. They asserted that it created too stringent an educational 

environment by taking a cookie-cutter approach to education with the idea that “schools 

are schools” (Metz, 1988). A self-proclaimed instructional leadership supporter, 

Hallinger (2003) explained that the first wave created unrealistic demands for principals 

to focus too narrowly on the role of instruction, limiting the space for performance 

adjustments—which are necessary for leaders in complex learning environments. 

Consequently, the first wave of educational reform was quickly followed by a second. 

  With structural reform at its core, the second wave of educational reform stressed 

the restructuring of teacher’s roles and called for an upgrade in their educational 

qualifications, where teachers would be seen as more professional, collegial, and career-

oriented—not just relegated to the classroom (Metz, 1988).  In addition, it saw the 

improvement of “children at risk” and family development (particularly poverty-stricken 

families) as paramount, with greater measures of a bottom-up approach to education. 

Backed by the 1985 release of Investing in Our Children; the 1986 publications of A 

Nation Prepared: Teachers for the 21
st
 Century, the Holmes Group; and the National 

Governor’s Association (NGA); and the 1987 Children in Need Reports, the second wave 

privileged the professionalism of teachers and the strategic investment of programmatic 

improvements for needy children as critical to the development of students. The main 

thrust of this movement was to provide school districts, school administrators, and 

community leaders with greater input in local school restructuring, provide teachers with 

more preparation in curriculum development, and create spaces for more bottom-up 
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control over the implementation of school policy. Consequently, it fostered the 

restructuring of schools in a way that better addressed student needs (Metz, 1988; 

Hawley, 1988; Lunenburg, 1992).  

 Additionally, the national reports published during the second wave called for 

greater investment in those most closely connected to student education—teachers. More 

specifically, A Nation Prepared and the Holmes Group publications argued that teachers 

should be given a more active role in the structuring of schooling, one that extended 

beyond their individual classrooms. Moreover, the reports stated that teacher preparation 

programs should increase their standards as “professional” schools, carrying the same 

status as schools of medicine and law, with teachers receiving preparation beyond the 

undergraduate level. Additionally, the NGA report released a five-year plan which 

proposed to increase teacher pay in an effort to support the “professionalization” of 

teachers, to assist with greater use of technology in classrooms, and to facilitate the 

educational development of at-risk youth. This process was supported by “Project 

Education Reform” (Lunenburg, 1992).  

 While the second wave focused on addressing some of the more limiting 

initiatives of the first wave, it was not without its own drawbacks. In fact, wave two can 

be said to have had its emergence in the mist of wave one causing some overlap and 

making it difficult to effectively distinguish between the two. However, where wave two 

sought to offer more options than the limiting initiatives of the first wave, critics of the 

second wave of reform thought that it was too nebulous in its mission, particularly around 

the direction for greater programs addressing the needs of at-risk youth in urban spaces 

(Hawley, 1988).  
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 Consequently, the 1985 report Barriers to Excellence: Our Children at Risk, 

highlighted that while there were large conversations to address the barriers to education 

at the national level, black students in urban school districts were still performing at 

significantly lower rates than their white counterparts, specifically in the areas of grade 

matriculation and high school graduation rates. Moreover, two additional works, An 

Imperiled Generation: Saving Urban Schools (1988) and American Education: Making it 

Work (1988) offered recommendations to address some of the deficiencies of the second 

wave.  

 In short, these two publications pushed for; (1) a societal change which 

emphasized that all students can learn, (2) greater school control at the administrative and 

teacher level, (3) a complete overhaul of educational materials, more up-to-date facilities, 

smaller class sizes, and more flexibility in school schedules, and (4) the creation of 

community and University school-based partnerships. Further, the reports explained that 

these changes would be supported by states in the form of new management assessment 

teams and accountability measures. Notably, the release of these reports highlighted some 

progress between 1983 and 1988; but urban educational reformers still argued that greater 

advancements needed to be made in the areas of drop-out rates and grade matriculation 

(Lunenburg, 1992). 

 Coupled with the push for more change in urban schools, scholars of the 

“Effective Schools Movement” were also calling for changes for the urban poor. Founded 

and introduced by Ron Edmonds and his 1982 publication of Programs of School 

Improvement: An Overview, the goal of this movement was to identify “existing effective 

schools—schools that were successful in educating all students regardless of their 
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socioeconomic status or family background” (Lezotte, 2001). Arguing that schools have 

largely neglected the needs of the urban poor, by teaching students antiquated educational 

methods, the Effective Schools Movement explained that effective schools are equipped 

with solid administrative leaders, have a school climate in which no student is allowed to 

fail to meet basic grade-level standards, have a school building that is orderly but flexible 

to allow for the instructional changes that most benefit student development, and contain 

constant assessment of student progress that is useful, rather than punitive (Edmonds, 

1979).  With the results of wave two, coupled with the arguments of the effective schools 

movement, the scope of educational reform at the national level, as well as local urban 

schools, led to another wave of educational reform. 

 The third wave of reform coined as “systemic reform” was introduced during the 

1990s.  This segment of the movement focused on two themes: comprehensive change 

and policy coordination (Razik and Swanson, 2001).   Emerging from a series of federal 

initiatives of the mid-1980s through mid-1990s (The National Education Goals Panel, 

Goals 2000), Meadows and Clark (2011) explained that the third wave of reform grew 

from the outcome based approach to a standards-based form of education, in which 

students’ academic proficiency was measured by a set of core standards, as compared to 

their counterparts. These standards were then used in the development of curriculums and 

assessments. Backed by President Bill Clinton’s signing of the 1992 Improving 

America’s Schools Act (IASA), a reauthorized statute of the Elementary and Secondary 

Education Act (ESEA) of 1965, required that every state create rigorous standards for all 

subjects and grade levels in which state educational progress would be measure by 

student proficiency on annual state exams. Notably, this act was reauthorized under the 
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administration of President George W. Bush, known as the infamous 2001 No Child Left 

Behind Act (NCLB). 

 Additionally, O’Day and Smith (1993) asserted that systemic reform, as practiced 

in American school systems, was largely driven by content and instruction (p. 250). From 

a theoretical stance, systemic reform argued that transformations in teacher practice 

would develop when districts adopt instructional content and assessment standards and 

synchronize them with standards for increased student academic performance. Moreover, 

the reform pushed for an evaluation of student achievement, as well as the dissemination 

of incentives and rewards to teachers. In short, systemic reform advocated for a decrease 

in district control, an increase in curriculum standards and student/teacher assessments, 

and greater school autonomy in the allocation and use of educational resources (Corcoran 

& Christman, 2002). 

    Foley (2001) explains that initial supporters of systemic efforts critiqued the 

first two waves of educational reform as being too limited, not focused on the broader 

systematic needs of education—raising standards for teachers and students as well as 

changing the parameters of administrative control (p. 3). In addition, Cohen (1995) 

maintains that systemic restructuring sought to reduce bureaucratic power and regulation, 

but increased instruction through the use of policy implementation functioning at 

national, state, and local levels (p. 11). Inadvertently, he asserted that while systemic 

reform centered on creating universal standards, grave differences in the manifestation of 

this reform agenda for many school systems began emerging, due to incoherent 

government understandings of and direction for instruction, the variations in state 
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interpretations of reform guidelines, and the changing political arena of state and city 

school boards (p. 12).  

 Resulting in the failure to meet these standards based initiatives, several states 

saw a decrease in student performance and educational resources, and an increase in 

teacher-burnout and overall failures in administrative control. As such, the limitations of 

the second and third waves of the educational reform movement sparked further interests 

in the role and responsibility of school-based leadership, as both initiatives placed the 

onus of school change on school leadership teams, but provided little direction on how 

this was to be accomplished.  

 Camburn, Rowan, and Taylor (2003) explains that, “…researchers began to focus 

not only on the leadership activities of school principals, but also on the leadership 

exercised by teachers, external agents, and others” (p. 347-348). With heightened failure 

rates in student academics and nebulous administrative control for many local school 

districts, a new construction of leadership emerged.  Seen as transformational, it focused 

on providing an innovative approach to school improvement and the influence of school 

leadership, with leadership being viewed through the a moral lens of transformative 

practices, aimed at increasing student learning both inside and outside the classroom 

(Rhodes and Brundett, 2009, p. 362).  

 The waves of the educational reform movement set the foundation for this study 

by explaining how reform initiatives impacted schooling. More specifically, it provided a 

context in which to understand the trajectory of school governance and the major 

publications that steered educational progress. The goal of each wave was to change 

some aspect of schooling in a broader since, placing the onus of this change on local 
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teachers and principals. Encapsulated under the title of “school administration”, Assistant 

Principals as leaders in their own right, were not considered in the mission toward 

educational reform, even though they were apart of school buildings. This is 

demonstrative of their perceived insignificance as leaders and arguably serves as 

evidence of their fragmented, vague, and poorly defined role. 

 

The Expansion of School Leadership Models 

 

 Initially coined by James Macgregor Burns in his 1978 Leadership publication, 

and further developed by Kenneth Leithwood, transformational leadership has been 

viewed as the prescription for leading schools; a different approach than the historic 

transactional models.  Indeed, Smith and Bell (2011) explain that transactional leadership 

“focuses on the interaction between followers and leaders who, in turn, directly affect the 

behaviors of followers” (p. 58). Having two major concerns, contingent reward and 

management-by-exception, transactional leadership is a more mechanistic approach to 

organizational development—where deviation from the proscribed rules or standards are 

not favored. Moreover, Leithwood (2007) asserts that while having some connection to 

transformational leadership, mainly how they both intend to move the organization to 

common goals, they differ in approaches. Where transactional styles provide internal 

constituents with an external standardized protocol, transformational models focus more 

on the internal values of members as the impetus for change.  
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Transformational Leadership 

Leithwood (2007) explains that early theorist of the transformational model (e.g. 

Bass, 1985) became attracted to this framework during the second wave of educational 

reform. Subsequently, Hallinger (2003) asserts that critics of instructional leadership (a 

more narrowed view focused on teachers and students) began looking for an innovated 

leadership model that would offer “…empowerment, shared leadership, and 

organizational learning” (p. 330). Additionally, he contends that the idea received 

attention in the early 1970s and 1980s as a theory, but later became more accepted in the 

1990s as a response to the mechanistic accountability-driven instructional top-down 

approach that dominated the 1980s.  A model that centered on changing the infrastructure 

and cultural norms of organizations, Smith and Bell (2011) explain that leaders who 

adopt a transformational agenda have the potential to motivate, inspire, and prepare their 

followers to address pertinent needs in challenging situations.   

 While cited as the most promising form of change in schools, transformational 

leadership is not without its critics. Though a promoter of this model, Leithwood (2007) 

asserts that “…the policy environment in which they [school leaders] work largely 

endorses the continuation of ‘transactional’ practices” (p. 183). Moreover, he contends 

that “the accountability movement rests on the ‘new manageralism’ approach to 

organizational improvement…Mechanistic worldviews and new manageralism both 

assume transactional forms of leadership; they seem unable to imagine an alternative” (p. 

189).  To whatever extent, a compelling corpus of literature explains that for any school 

to make lasting changes, a transformational component is essential. 
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Distributed Leadership 

As transformational leadership models continue to unfold, an expansion of this 

model has emerged in a form called distributed leadership. Synonymous with shared, 

team, collaborative, participative, and democratic leadership, distributed leadership is 

seen as a response to the old regime of “top-down” leadership that privileges the 

perspective of a single leader (Spillane, 2005; Leithwood et al., 2007). Instead, it sees 

leadership as being more delegated and inclusive of all constituents (Hall, Gunter, and 

Bragg, 2011).  Harris (2003) explains that distributed leadership is about the facilitation 

of organizations and support of the entire school community. Moreover, she exclaims that 

“…distributed leadership is the idea that leadership is not the preserve of an individual 

but is a fluid or emergent property rather than affixed phenomenon” (p. 173). 

Importantly, she asserts that distributed leadership theory does not suggest the absence of 

a primary leader, but “…assumes that there is a powerful relationship between vertical 

and lateral leadership processes” (p. 174).  

 Leithwood et al. (2007) builds on the works of Peter Gronn and James P. Spillane, 

who categorized distributed leadership as additive and holistic. In this vein, additive 

leadership derives from the premise that everyone is a leader with different people 

assuming the leadership role as necessary. Likewise, holistic leadership deals with the 

role of collaboration where “…the sum of leaders’ work adds up to more than the 

parts…” (p. 39). Moreover, the authors explain that holistic leadership can be categorized 

into three forms; spontaneous collaboration, intuitive working, and institutionalized 

practice. As such, each facet of holistic leadership has the potential to be both beneficial 

for the organization, and collaborating individuals.  
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 Moreover, DuFour and Burnette (2002) explained that incorporating this 

collaborative culture is not something that can be built or created, as culture is on-going 

developing organically, not static or built by any entity. Rather, they suggested that a 

culture of collaboration in schools should be cultivated through constant reflection and 

engagement of all stakeholders; including, the establishment of a team approach to 

learning, designated times to incorporate team work, providing all stakeholders with the 

opportunity to lead, and instilling continual spaces for reflection and celebration of 

success. Likening this cultivation of collaboration to tending a garden, the authors assert 

that all schools have cultures, but the development of an on-going culture of collaboration 

takes intentional persistence in which all members work toward a common vision in a 

distributed or shared manner.   

 Spillane, Halverson, and Diamond (2004) argue that distributed leadership models 

have the potential to improve schools as it can help “…build legitimate stories of 

practice, grounded in the interaction of people…” (p. 28).  Though offering ground level 

insight, there is still much to understand about how to effectively practice and implement 

this leadership model in schools, particularly those receiving directives from central 

office administration. Moreover, Leithwood et al. (2007) asserts that distributed 

leadership practices do not remove the importance of formal leadership positions, but 

offers an opportunity to “build leadership capacity” in other key figures and “monitor the 

leadership work of those others” (p. 63).  

Calling this model a “new architecture of leadership”, Gronn (2000) asserts that 

traditional views of leadership as being the responsibility of a single leader possesses 

“…crudely abstracted leader-follower(s) dualism, in which, interalia, leaders are superior 
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to followers, followers depend on leaders and leadership consists in doing something to, 

for and on behalf of others” (p. 319). Not suggesting the absence of leadership, he calls 

for a more distributed view of leadership that provides allegiance to the flow of 

organizational change, actions of respective agents, focuses more on specialization-

integration models, and does not assume any “…automatic connection with headship” (p. 

334).  

Moreover, Spillane (2005) argues that distributed leadership focuses on the actual 

practice of leadership and not the structure, roles, positions, or individuals.  Rather, he 

sees it more as “…the interaction of people and their situations” (p. 144); where leaders 

actions are defined by their interaction with followers in respective conditions. In this 

sense, distributed leadership is not a set of superhuman actions of a single individual in 

an isolated situation, but an intersection of leader, follower, and situation that can possess 

democratic and autocratic qualities. Importantly, he contends that distributed leadership is 

not necessarily the golden ticket to more effective schools, as more empirical evidence of 

its impact on student achievement and instruction are still pending. But, it does provide a 

space in which to understand the function of school leadership, particularly the dualism 

of being both leader and follower, as the center of this theory encompasses interaction 

and situation.  

Hargreaves and Fink (2008) contend that this discursive approach can be seen as a 

shared network of individuals who apply their expertise to a common goal. Hence, in 

systems based on shared principles, traditional notions of hierarchy have to give way to 

more collaborative understandings “…that distribute leadership across traditional 

boundaries to release the potential of those within the network” (p. 232).  Even further, 
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more contemporary works of distributed leadership conducted by Hall, Gunter, and 

Bragg (2011), view this model as a “…distraction for those disempowered by central 

government’s educational reform agenda” (p. 32).  The authors assert that this concept 

has emerged as a “model of good practice” with a strong transformative framework that 

focuses on how agency is delegated within organizations. In this sense, distributed 

leadership sees the development of organizational constituents as an especially necessary 

transformative component. 

With the perceptions of the aforementioned scholars, distributed leadership has 

the potential to offer new insight into the Assistant Principalship, as the model focuses on 

the delegation of power and how those afforded this power enact their authority. 

Additionally, it helps us examine the idea of duality within leadership, because it speaks 

to sharing and collaboration: an indication that power is not possessed by a sole 

individual. Rather, it is circumstantial and project specific, similar to the role of APs who 

are leaders in certain spaces but operate as staff members in others. Notably, this model 

does not ignore the fact that the actual process of delegation may be the responsibility of 

one individual, but suggests that the organization is not driven by hierarchy. Given the 

history of accountability-driven reform mandates that seek to standardize school 

communities, as well as the traditional top-down model of leadership that has dominated 

leadership theory, a fresher model of shared, collaborative, and team-based leadership 

provides a good framework by which to understand the experiences of Assistant 

Principal.  
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Middle Management 

Within the framework of distributed leadership is the idea of agency and choice, 

as team members explore the dynamics of shared power and authority. Moreover, by 

privileging the values of all constituents, not just a single leader, organizations have more 

ability to create change. Not given rise to hierarchy, the model does recognize that formal 

leadership roles exists (i.e. principals, assistant principals, teachers). What is not so 

apparent, but necessary to study, are the ways in which shared models of leadership are 

actually enacted through this model. This can be examined through the lens of middle 

management.  

A model focused on inclusive leadership, middle management theory explains 

that complex organizations are not successful under a model of single leadership, but 

require collaboration dispersed throughout the organization. This perspective sees middle 

managers, those individuals in a position of leader and follower, as essential to carrying 

out the work of organizations and largely responsible for the organizations outcomes. A 

concept of organizational development and management, middle management theory 

gained recognition in the 1970s as a model for strategy implementation in organizations 

(Mintzberg, 1978).  These early works set the stage for understanding the influence that 

middle managers have on organizational progress and creates dialogue regarding 

increasing the connection between their action and strategy in organizations (Wooldridge, 

Schmid, and Floyd, 2008). 

Middle Management theory entered education as a component of building 

effective school leadership. Bennett (1999) explains that literature on school 

improvement acknowledges that schools are multifaceted environments consisting of 
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various entities and supports operating at different levels within the organization. The 

notion of homogeneity, either in school operations or governance, is false. As such, there 

has been resurgence in the understanding of the role that middle-level staff members play 

within school communities. Laden with questions regarding action and implementation, 

including their specific roles, loyalties, and the structure in which they operate, he asserts 

that their position is especially necessary “…as the power-house of school 

development—or nondevelopment” (p. 292). 

Fullan (1997) explains that traditionally principals were viewed as middle 

managers, as they are responsible for enforcing district and state mandates into school 

communities, “…changes which they have had no hand in developing and may not 

understand” (p. 7). Similarly, he contends that the role of principals as middle managers 

is vague and fragmented, highlighting that there is no magic bullet to managing schools, 

as each building is unique in its own right. He does express that while there is no cookie-

cutter approach to good management, the art to effectiveness develops out a cautious 

balance of planning and action; of risk taking and playing it safe.  

In addition to the use of principals as middle managers, departmental heads, a 

concept used in the United Kingdom to describe leaders over specific subjects, have also 

been described in the literature as middle-management leaders. Busher and Harris (1999) 

explain that there is significant tension between middle-level and senior-level 

management within schools. However, with the overwhelming evidence that connects the 

transformation of schools with effective leadership, there is an urgency to develop 

dynamic leaders who effectively manage school affairs in a socially collaborative 

environment. 
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Bennett, Woods, Wise, and Newton (2007) speak to the necessity to understand 

middle leadership in secondary schools, particularly the work of teachers in the position 

as middle leaders. They assert that middle leaders are challenged in the areas of 

collegiality, monitoring, authority, role management, and structure as they attempt to 

navigate the dualism between their authority over staff and accountability to top-leaders. 

They contend that the development of confident middle leaders necessitates adequate 

preparation, direct guidelines, and clear roles and responsibilities, as well as structural 

consistency among leaders and organizational frameworks. The sure way to accomplish 

such a feat, as stated by the authors, is to have a deeper analysis of the dualism faced by 

middle managers, especially as it relates to the development of agency and power 

working in both directions of school leadership structures.    

Additionally, Hammersley-Fletcher and Kirkham (2007) studied middle managers 

at the primary school level. While a recently new concept for primary school 

communities, the findings of their work offer interesting insight into the overall 

understanding of the role of middle management. Firstly, they contend that middle 

managers are strong supporters of distributed models of leadership, because it creates a 

flexible space to navigate the dualism of their position. Secondly, middle managers 

desired greater understandings of their roles and responsibilities, or at least the space to 

figure out how to execute in their evolving position. Thirdly, the middle managers 

studied emphasized the importance of community and collaboration among colleagues. 

Finally, the participants exclaimed that support from their superiors made the difference 

in the way they accomplished their task. In short, the role of middle leaders require 



29 
 

further development in order for those in this unique position to feel equipped to lead and 

follow, in school leadership teams focused on creating successful schools.  

Likewise, this work will use middle management theory to understand the role of 

Assistant Principals, to build on a model of leadership that is effective and clear for all 

constituents operating under its tenets. Much like the work of Bennett (1999) and Busher 

and Harris (1999), who see middle managers as organizational catalyst but concentrate 

heavily on principals and teachers, a focus on the work of Assistant Principals may 

illuminate the importance of their role within school leadership teams. By utilizing the 

perspective of middle management this work can address how APs, as influential 

members of school leadership teams, enact their roles and why they act out their roles in 

particular ways. Additionally, studying how APs function as middle managers may add to 

a growing body of literature on middle management leaders, especially with the intense 

ambiguity that exist in the role of middle-leadership—a characteristic all too unique to 

APs.  

 

The Assistant Principal 

 

Assistant Principals, vice-principals, and deputy heads, are key administrative 

players who sit directly below the principal and have a unique responsibility to carry out 

daily school policy throughout the school community. Glanz (1994) explains that APs 

were originally introduced into school communities to serve as administrative support to 

the principal. He contends that schools, prior to the1900s, were controlled largely by the 

superintendent who handled daily school tasks. Principals or “head teachers” were placed 
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in schools to provide instructional needs, but still lacked supreme authority. It was not 

until the expansion of urban schooling and the changing role of the superintendent, that 

principals gained greater school-based authority. Still responsible for the instructional 

progress in addition to increased administrative responsibilities, the decades between 

1920 and 1940 brought about the necessity for more school-based support. Shockley and 

Smith (1981) explain that the role of the principal changed from a one-schoolroom head-

teacher, to a managerial financier and businesses owner. During the postwar era, 

principals began moving from the routine of classroom management and instruction, to 

more whole school management. Fullan (1997) explains that principals were seen as 

middle managers responsible for juggling their in-school relationships with teachers, 

students, parents, and staff, while simultaneously appeasing and adhering to central office 

bureaucracy. 

To address the changing demands of principals, Assistant Principals or “general 

supervisors”, as they were previously called, were introduced into school communities. 

Scholars contend that APs entered schools to assist with the general instructional support 

and assume the clerical and logistical operations of school buildings (Panyako and Rorie, 

1987; Kelly, 1987; Glanz, 1994; Wong, 2009). Most notably, since inception, the role of 

the AP has been vague. With position descriptions determined by the principal in 

accordance with school needs, Wong (2009) explains that early research described the 

AP as “…subordinate to the principal, parallel with the principal, henchman, and 

specialist” (p. 161). Moreover, he asserts that while there is variation in the 

responsibilities of APs, ranging from custodial engineer to social worker, the nature of 

their work as being undefined and fragmented has not really changed in the last 50 years. 
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As such, more empirical studies of Assistant Principals need to be implemented to better 

understand the development of their position.  

The first large-scale study on Assistant Principals was conducted by Austin and 

Brown (1970) for the National Association of Secondary School Principals (NASSP). The 

authors sought to understand the role of the AP, how they perceived their work, how 

others viewed the position, and their professional trajectory. Surveying 1,270 Assistant 

Principals in junior and secondary schools across the country, the authors concluded that 

APs were originally included in school communities to assist principals and serve as a 

transitional role to the principalship. Though seen as an important role to school 

communities, the authors reported that many APs felt underutilized. Concerned with 

providing a positive educational environment, the APs reported spending a large majority 

of their time on discipline and attendance. Additionally, when speaking to the preparation 

for the principalship, the authors found that the APs and principals had a unique 

relationship in school buildings, but the APs role was not necessarily a direct link to the 

principalship. Principals were seen as the instructional specialist—a role the APs did not 

undertake (p. 76-77). An early study, the authors concluded that future research needed to 

be conducted on the role of the AP, particularly their effectiveness in school buildings.  

Subsequent works on APs focused on the variation of duties and the ways in 

which the position was understood in school communities. For example, Shockley and 

Smith (1981) explained that the addition of the AP was to alleviate principals from 

mundane tasks of building operations and administration; leaving the principal more time 

for instruction. They suggested that the addition of APs was not to alter the role of 

principals—the primary instructional specialist—but to assist the principal with their 
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effectiveness. The authors contended; however, that the addition of the AP did not create 

more time for principals to spend on instructional support, but mainly further complicated 

school leadership hierarchy with vague job descriptions, confusing responsibilities, and 

philosophical conflicts among leadership members. To address this issue, the authors 

explained that the term of “co-principal” was created to delineate job descriptions (e.g. 

co-principal of curriculum and instruction, co-principal of discipline). This was one of the 

early attempts to create a more co-managerial team-based leadership model. Though a 

positive effort, the authors argued that this alternative was still too vague, causing major 

overlap in many school buildings. 

Smith (1987) echoed similar sentiments of role confusion by highlighting the 

evolving role of the AP as being more than just the principal’s deputy. Likewise, Panyako 

and Rorie (1987) asserted that many APs entered their positions with more preparation 

than some principals, but were underutilized as their purpose was still largely undefined.  

They troubled the terminology of “principle” as being misleading, because of its 

implications of supreme authority. Seen as a transitional role to the principalship, the 

authors suggests that APs need to have specialized management and administrative 

training, being well versed in a broad range of operations, including instruction, in order 

to effectively address the complex demands of school systems. Additionally, Kelly 

(1987) suggested that in order for the AP position to truly be a training ground for the 

principalship, APs needed to play a more active role in school-based management 

decisions, spend less time on cumbersome administrative tasks principals wanted to 

avoid, increase instructional support and curriculum development, and have regular 

performance evaluations.  
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In more contemporary works, Weller and Weller (2002) published a 

comprehensive guide on the essential elements for effective school leadership as it 

pertains to Assistant Principals. Geared toward practitioners, the authors explained that 

the Assistant Principalship is vital to a school community, as these individuals can have 

involvement in the core facets of school leadership, from scheduling to building 

relational trust. This form of transformative power; however, is ineffective if Assistant 

Principals have role ambiguity and/or an imbalance of responsibilities (p. 11).   

Moreover, a study by Hausman, Nebeker, McCreary, and Donaldson (2002) 

exclaimed that the vital role of Assistant Principals is still largely underdeveloped. As 

such, the authors surveyed 125 Assistant Principals in Maine’s public and private K-12 

schools to understand the time management, job satisfaction, and quality of life values 

APs possessed. Beginning their research with a review of literature on Assistant 

Principals in the US, Australia, and the UK, the authors identified four key factors 

impacting the work lives of Assistant Principals: allocation of time, organizational 

context and socialization, hierarchy, and job satisfaction. The study highlighted the 

necessity for a greater understanding of role function and responsibilities of Assistant 

Principals, especially the need for adequate teaching experience prior to entering the 

position.  Moreover, the Assistant Principals surveyed in this study lamented over their 

lack of instructional involvement, feeling as if the majority of their time was spent on 

problem solving, rather than “…curriculum planning, instructional supervision, resource 

allocation, and professional development” (p. 152)—tasks that primarily consume school 

principals.  
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Instructional leadership, as stated previously, gained major attention in 

educational circles, during the 1980s wave of educational reform, as the ‘model of 

choice’ (Hallinger, 2003; Hallinger and Heck, 1996).  Focused on curriculum 

standardization, competency test assessments, and test standardization, instructional 

leadership incorporates solid direct instruction and accountability—a responsibility 

generally led by school principals (Metz, 1988).  With the increase of this form of 

education, Hallinger (2003) asserts that critics of the 1990s argued that instructional 

leadership focused too narrowly on the role of the principal, failing to incorporate the 

expertise of other constituents, particularly Assistant Principals. Albeit important 

contributions, there remains insufficient literature that speaks to the significance of their 

position to subsequently change the ways they are socialized in school communities; 

especially their role in instruction. To this end, this study sheds light on the need for more 

formal training for Assistant Principals as well as a change in their utilization, 

particularly if this role is to really serve as preparation to the principalship.  

Gorton (1987) pointed to the role of the principal in preparing APs for an 

effective career—particularly under the school of thought that the Assistant Principalship 

served as a training ground for the principalship. He asserted that while research studies 

have the ability to offer direction for the development of the AP, no guidance is more 

vital than that of the principal. Offering four steps, he contended that in order for schools 

to build effective Assistant Principals to be prepared for career advancement, principals 

need to expand the job responsibilities of APS to better mimic their roles, advocate for 

more professional development and training, increase rewarding system, and invest in 

professional growth (p. 2-3).  
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Moreover, Kelly (1987) exclaimed that the rhetoric of the Assistant Principalship 

as preparation for the principalship further contributed to the ambiguous role APs held. In 

his study of eight Canadian secondary school principals he explained that while the 

school district pinpointed instructional leadership as the primary duty of the principal, 

only one of the APs surveyed indicated any involvement with instructional support, 

which was granted only after requesting participation. He asserts then, that the view of 

the AP as preparing principals will only be valid if principals train APs for the respective 

role and district superintendents provide more guided training following the AP 

certification process. 

Expanding the idea of this mentor-mentee relationship, during the 1990s as urban 

schooling became more systemic; Calabrese and Tucker-Ladd (1991) explain that the AP 

role began emerging as a terminal position. They assert that traditional views of the AP as 

simply the first responder to discipline issues, and other school-based controversies, did 

not support the notion of effective school leadership or the direction of the profession. As 

such, the authors explain that district and school administrative leads have the onus of 

addressing the evolving profession of Assistant Principals. Calling this mentoring 

relationship a “professional responsibility” the authors concluded that this mentor-mentee 

dynamic will encompass initiation, collaboration, community building, coaching, and 

modeling—qualities especially necessary for effective schools.  

Kwan (2008) argued that scholars are still challenged by the notion that the 

Assistant Principalship is the most appropriate preparatory role for the principalship. This 

is due largely to the vagueness of their roles and responsibilities as well as the changing 

perception of the position. As such, he contends that strategic direction by principals is of 
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grave necessity—even when APs are academically prepared—as it not only provides on-

the-job training, but will also prepare them to execute similar practices of effectiveness as 

principals. To this end, school-based administrative leads have the onus of replicating 

more distributed notions of leadership including modeling, coaching, and facilitating 

professional behaviors that not only assist in preparing APs for the principalship, but will 

also provide them with the tools to function more effectively as terminal APs. 

Most recently, an edited volume was published by Shoho, Barnett, and Tooms 

(2012) addressing the challenges and complexities of the 21
st
 Century Assistant Principal. 

A compilation of several articles, this work builds upon existing literature on the role of 

the AP. While highlighting some progressive strides, like the increase involvement of 

APs in instructional practices, the authors collective exclaim that there is still much to 

know about the Assistant Principal. Moreover, they highlight that while the national and 

international scope of education is constantly changing, moving toward offering greater 

level of autonomy to school leaders, Assistant Principals are still the most neglected in 

the literature; particularly the tenets that help them function as collaborative leaders in 

their school buildings.   

From the early works on Assistant Principals to the most recent develops, it is 

evident that APs continue to be overlooked as a professional career in its own right. 

While many scholars have highlighted the benefits of all stakeholders, the role of APs as 

a separate group to study remains relatively nebulous—much like their roles in school 

buildings.  
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Conceptual Framework 

From the inception of leadership theory models, through its adoption into the field 

of education and subsequent development in schools, it is clear that adequate and 

competent leadership is essential to create better schools and to sustain quality education, 

particularly in urban high schools. What is not so clear, based on the evolution of 

leadership theory, is which type of leadership model is most appropriate in developing 

this competency among leaders; especially as it relates to those in leadership roles like 

Assistant Principals who have the challenge of balancing their agency and authority 

between two worlds.  

To better understand the paradox of the Assistant Principalship, this work utilized 

a middle management theoretical framework. Speaking to the complex roles of leaders 

within organizations who function as leader-followers, the use of this perspective 

provides a paradigm for understanding how Assistant Principals navigate their dual role 

as leader and staff. Additionally, this framework helps provide a better understanding as 

to why APs enact their role in particular ways; potentially offer clarifying strategies that 

could aid in their effectiveness as leaders (see Figure 2.1).  

Figure 2.1: Urban School Reform-Assistant Principals Navigating the Middle-Space 
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Emerging during the 1970s as a model for understanding organizational strategy,  

middle management theory generally asserts that individuals functioning in the complex 

middle space of leadership have the potential to influence major change and innovation in 

the organization.  Prior to the introduction of middle management theory, into 

organizational development, the practice of management was primarily a top-down 

model where senior level leaders made organizational decisions that they did not 

necessarily carryout. Consequently, the framework of middle management offered a 

different perspective in which to situate and discuss the actions of leaders managing in 

middle positions of organizations (Wooldridge, Schmid, and Floyd, 2008). 

Moreover, Fullan (1997) explains that in 1987 Peter Block offered a new way of 

thinking about this concept of middle management; one that resisted micromanaging 

senior leaders and static position, and embraced an “entrepreneurial spirit” (p. 10).  In 

this sense, Blocks entrepreneurial spirit of leaders, as applied to public school systems 

would break the cycle of helplessness and builds, “organizations in a way that maintains 

and enhances the support of those above and below us” (p. 10).  Moreover, Fullan 

explains that Blocks new assertion of middle management would provide a space for 

more autonomy that would allow for transformation within organizations, rather than 

middle leaders feeling constrained by political protocols and directive leaders.   

Wooldridge, Schmid, and Floyd (2008) explain that the middle management 

perspective has historically been utilized to explain organizational sociological 

phenomenon including: building corporate entrepreneurship, the tenets of organizational 

learning and innovation, strategic implementation, and strategy-making processes. In this 

sense a middle management perspective provides a broad term in which to understand the 
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work of individuals who report to senior level management and lead “first-level”
1
 

leaders. Notably, the authors contend that the uniqueness of the middle management 

position is not necessarily where they fall within the hierarchy of leadership, although 

that does play a role, but more so their connection to senior-level leaders as well as their 

knowledge of daily operational strategies and progress. “It is this combination that 

enables them to function as mediators between the organization’s strategy and day-to-day 

activities” (p. 1192).  In this sense, a middle management perspective emphasizes a 

model of shared leadership, communicating organizational goals up and down the 

leadership line. It sees middle managers as being closely tied to the outcome of an 

organizations performance and success. As such, middle managers may potentially be 

more impactful than top level managers as they are closely tied to all aspects of the 

organization. 

In the context of school communities the concept of middle management is not 

foreign. In fact, this framework has been utilized to describe the roles of principals 

(Fullan, 1997), teachers (Bennett et al, 2007; Hammersley-Fletcher and Kirkham, 2007), 

and subject leaders/department heads (Glover et al, 1998; Busher and Harris, 1999; 

Busher, 2005) at both the national and international levels. While operating in different 

capacities and in various school contexts, the common thread throughout the works 

placed a great emphasis on middle leaders having support from senior leaders, a sound 

and clear vision to follow, and clarity in their roles, responsibility, and agency as leaders. 

For example, at the principal level Fullan (1997) explained that principals function as 

                                                           
1
 Referencing the work of Wooldridge et al (2008), first-level leaders refer to those individuals who are 

direct reports to Assistant Principals. The titles vary by school community, but first-level leaders could 

include Academy Leaders, Assistant Leaders, Instructional leaders, etc.  
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middle managers because they serve as leaders of their own schools, as they establish 

vision and cultivate overall cultures, leadership, and student success, but simultaneously 

answer to central office administration. “The endless supply of new policies, programs 

and procedures ensures that this dilemma remains active” (p. 7). As such, he recommends 

that principals understand that there are no set models for producing change as middle 

leaders. Rather, principals need to get involved in the transformation process at all levels 

of the organization, constantly implementing and evaluating practices of leadership that 

push toward set goals.  

The discussion of teachers as middle managers focused on two areas; primary 

school and secondary school. Hammersley-Fletcher and Kirkham (2007) explain that at 

the primary school level teachers most often operated in middle leader positions, where 

teachers lead their classes as well as other roles within the school community. They assert 

that this dual role; however, created tension around the delegation of power and 

autonomy for teachers to implement change. To this end, the authors assert that teachers 

participating in the study left feeling disenchanted about their ability to really share in the 

progress of the school. Conversely, the middle management of teachers in secondary 

schools battled similar issues as primary school teachers, but with more complexity. 

Bennett, Woods, Wise, and Newton (2007) illustrated that teachers felt torn between the 

ways in which their work impacted the entire school versus that of their departments, and 

the struggle between changing leadership structures that fail to consistently support a 

shared environment of collegiality.  

In terms of subject leaders/department heads as middle managers, Busher (2005) 

explained that the participants struggled with finding spaces to enact their leadership 
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roles while still maintaining their teaching position. As such the authors suggested that a 

better balance of leadership was needed in an effort to produce change. Further, Glover, 

Gleeson, Gough, and Johnson (1998) explained that the middle leaders in this study 

defined their roles by their administrative duties, rather than their supervisory roles. The 

authors asserted that this role ambiguity existed heavily for those participants who were a 

part of small leadership team with limited leadership structure. In this sense, the 

participants did not define themselves as managers, but rather employees with 

overlapping responsibilities who were performing task as requested by senior level 

managers.  

Moreover, Busher and Harris (1999) confirmed that people operating in a middle 

management role are most effective when involved in all levels of the decision-making 

process in a meaningful and intentional fashion. Likewise, the authors assert that 

department heads felt the most confident about their leadership ability when supported by 

senior level leaders.  Notably, in each of these works the authors support the notion that 

the utilization of a middle management lens helped to expand the scholarship of 

leadership development for the respective school roles. Middle leaders were most 

effective when they had support from senior leaders, clear direction of responsibilities, 

and meaningful whole school contributions. Given this, it would seem plausible that a 

middle management lens would be useful in examining the story of Assistant Principals, 

as they serve as invaluable leaders within school communities.   

Wooldridge, Schmid, and Floyd (2008) would agree that middle management 

theory is a good model to study the Assistant Principalship. First, they assert that 

“because of their intermediate position in the organization, middle managers serve as 
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important interfaces between otherwise disconnected actors and domains” (p.1191). As 

support to principals, Assistant Principals are required to interact with all constituents 

throughout the school building (i.e. principals, teachers, students, parents, community 

leaders). In this vein, their position as second in command postures them to connect with 

every aspect of schooling and serve as informants for all stakeholders. In other words, 

while principal handles bureaucratic matters, teachers provide instruction, students 

engage in learning, parents offer support and guidance, and outside stakeholders building 

partnerships, Assistant Principals have the responsibility to connect the dots of the 

schooling in an effort to ensure the absence of operational gaps that would derail the 

process of education.  

Secondly, Wooldridge, Schmid, and Floyd (2008) explain that the perspective of 

middle management recognizes that complex organizations “cannot be managed by 

single actors…but require distributed and interactive leadership throughout the 

organization” (p. 1191). With transformational/dispersed models of leadership being 

cited at the most beneficial type of leadership to move school buildings; middle 

management theory helps to explain the need for Assistant Principals to share in the 

vision and cultivation of school leadership in an active and intentional way.   

Finally, the Wooldridge, Schmid, and Floyd (2008) assert that privileging the 

perspective of middle management may provide “a necessary point of observation from 

which to study the organizational process associated with building and renewing 

capabilities” (p. 1191). While focused more on the economic capacity of organizations, 

when applied to education, studying Assistant Principals through the lens of middle 
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management may provide a bases in which to discuss their ability to inform growth and 

school development, as they are most closely involved with stakeholder relationships.  

Assistant Principals as mediators of buildings serve a vital role to the culture, 

growth, and sustainability of schools. As a result of their connection to all school 

constituents, APs have a strong potential to influence change within school buildings, 

steer the culture of the school community, and bridge gaps of disconnection between 

school leaders. While neglected in the literature, their presence in schools is undoubtedly 

necessary as they serve to support the work of all stakeholders. Without proper analysis 

of their roles and the importance of their unique leadership position, particularly in light 

of transformational urban school reform that pushes for shared collaborative leadership, 

schools run the risk of building inadequate, underprepared, and underutilized leaders, 

which ultimately impacts student success. Moreover, with the theory of middle 

management serving as a solid framework in which to understand the unique position of 

middle leaders within organizations, and the work principals, teachers, and subject 

leaders/department heads; specifically, the use of a middle management framework could 

also work to examine the role of the Assistant Principalship in an effort to effectively 

build leaders who operate in this role.  
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CHAPTER 3       

METHODOLOGY 

Research Design 

 

 This study was guided by the theoretical concept of middle management theory as 

a paradigm for understanding how Assistant Principals navigate their space as leader and 

staff, in an educational setting where leadership is more shared/collaborative and less 

static or hierarchical. Utilizing a middle management perspective and applying a 

qualitative data collection approach, I sought to examine and understand how high school 

Assistant Principals conceptualized their position as both leader and staff. There is a 

particular emphasis on how APs enacted their position and why. Several researchers have 

studied the role of the Assistant Principalship, but there is an absence of research that 

focuses on how APs understand the duality of the role and what course of action they 

employ based on this understanding. Examining how APs conceive of their paradoxical 

position could add to a growing body of literature on urban school reform and building 

school-based management, as well as provide strategies for best-practices in the Assistant 

Principalship—as all are limited. 

Rationale for Design 

This is a qualitative case study that examined how Assistant Principals 

conceptualized their position as leader and staff. This work took this particular approach 

for several reasons. First, the primary purpose of this study was to answer “how” and 

“why” questions; therefore, qualitative methods were most appropriate as they privileged 

the individualized perspective and explained why individuals acted in certain ways, rather 



45 
 

than examining a generalized or pattern-based understanding as in quantitative methods 

(Creswell, 2008).  Additionally, case-studies offer a way to study complex, unique, or 

bounded situations of individuals in a real-life context, with a particular focus on an 

“…in-depth exploration of the actual case” (p. 477). In this sense, a case study was the 

most appropriate technique to study the unique role of Assistant Principals working in 

complex educational environments bounded by their position as both leader and staff.  

Second, the Assistant Principalship is a specialized position; however, there is an 

absence of studies focusing on the puzzling aspects of this career choice. The majority of 

studies are quantitative in nature, capturing the broader perspective, but falling short in 

providing deeper and detailed understandings. Creswell (2008) explains that in order to 

gain a deeper understanding of particular groups, an ethnographic approach to observe 

and analyze shared values and cultures of a particular group needs to be employed (p. 

473). Additionally, he asserts that time spent within communities may help provide an 

understanding of larger phenomena. As such, this work concentrates on a single school 

consisting of a team of Assistant Principals to gain deeper insight into the culture norms 

and values unique to their position as APs in this complex context. Additionally, a study 

of this specific group of APs may provide a greater understanding of the unique role of 

Assistant Principals as a whole and reveal best practices for navigating the duality of their 

position. By implementing a more focused approach on a specific group of Assistant 

Principals working under a distributed leadership model, it is the hope that this research 

will speak to the intricacies of the Assistant Principalship and contribute to a growing 

body of literature centered on the development of effective-school based management 
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strategies, as well as add to the foundation of literature focused on implementing best-

practices for Assistant Principals.  

  This study is guided by the theoretical concept of middle management as a 

paradigm for understanding how Assistant Principals navigate their space as leader and 

staff, in an educational setting where leadership is less static or hierarchical. Additionally, 

this framework helps address how and why APs enact their position in the particular 

ways they do. 

Positionality 

Throughout the study my positionality fluctuated between participant/observer 

and researcher/observer. This was due to my connection with all three schools as a full-

time on-site grant based data analyst. This was my third year on the grant and the 

responsibilities of my position required that I work very closely with the schools 

leadership teams. I offered advice on all data driven decisions made for the school. As 

such, I am very acquainted with the principal, Assistant Principals, and other school 

leaders.  My familiarity with the school community granted easier access and gave 

insight into the overall culture of the school, model of leadership utilized, roles and 

responsibilities of the Assistant Principals studied, and a general connectedness with the 

participants. This sense of familiarity and trust allowed me to transcend boundaries and 

really ask informed investigative questions, a necessary trait for interpretivist work. 

 Subjectivity in this study was central to privileging the voice of the Assistant 

Principals. Where traditional works have shadowed APs under the umbrella of the 

principals and sought to explore their position through more objective or generalized 

perspectives, the subjectivity of this work framed a strong case study in which I as the 
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researcher assisted the participants in exploring their position as APs and middle 

managers at a deeper level. This work was not concerned with generalizability, but 

necessarily required a deep exploratory study in order to gain an understanding of the 

how and why of the Assistant Principalship. Moreover, the use of multiple case studies 

helped provide a space in which to explore, develop, and explain how Assistant 

Principals conceptualized the duality of their position across school environments. 

Because of my positionality, I was able to understand the context of their work and work 

environments and therefore challenge them to think more critically about their position—

a perspective that adds to our understandings of the Assistant Principalship and the ways 

in which they operate in models of distributed leadership. 

Research Context 

Initially the study set to focus on three Assistant Principals in a low-performing 

high school located in a large urban district. Concentrating on a small number of APs 

allowed for deeper exploration of their role, rather than a broader approach. Additionally, 

middle management theory explains how middle managers function in a team setting; 

therefore, focusing on a team of APs in one school provides insight into how APs as 

middle managers enact their position in a space of distributed leadership.  Moreover, the 

focus on an urban high school spoke to the complexity of school buildings and the unique 

way APs operated in such settings. 

 To maintain anonymity, this study utilized the pseudonym Golden High School 

to describe the research site. Golden High is a comprehensive neighborhood high school 

with a total enrollment of 500-700 students in grades 9-12 with 68 teachers on-site. Over 

the last two years Golden High has had several state and federal interventions focused on 
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academic achievement, school climate, attendance, college/career access, mentoring, and 

community development. As defined by the district, Golden High School represents a 

neighborhood public high school, because it serves as a feeder school for students within 

a specified postal code who are leaving 8
th

 grade and entering high school.  

As cited on the districts website, Golden High School has an overwhelming 

population of students from economically disadvantaged backgrounds (over 85% of 

student’s eligible for free or reduced lunch) and has a high population of traditionally 

underserved minority groups (over 90% are African American). The school receives State 

and Federal grant dollars for turn-around support.  Additionally, over 20% of students 

have been diagnosed with physical/learning disabilities requiring special educational 

services. Moreover, the school has had a long standing history of academic deficiency, 

failing to improve student test scores on a school-wide basis in accordance with 

Corrective Action II under No Child Left Behind (NCLB). As such, the school is ever 

changing environment as school-based leaders attempt to implement strategies and meet 

District, State, and Federal benchmarks.  

In regards to the structure of school leadership, the principal actively utilizes a 

shared and collaborative model of leadership, giving agency to various team members in 

project specific contexts. The school is divided into academies or clusters based on 

academic themes and grade levels, with an Assistant Principal over each unit. In addition 

to their cluster-based roles, the APs have school-wide responsibilities as well as District 

mandates they must adhere to. For example, an Assistant Principal over the science and 

technology unit may also be the AP of discipline for the entire school and required to 

attend meetings at the central office for various professional development initiatives. In 
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this sense, the AP has full authority in their clusters, as they are responsible for managing 

a full range of activities and people, but they are also required to meet school-wide needs 

as outlined by the principal. This multiplicative role creates a level of complexity that is 

unique to the AP position and is a good example of the job fragmentation that APs 

experience. 

Description of the Study 

The initial approach was to divide the study into three phases conducted over 

three periods of academic transition (see chart 1). The first phase of this study was to be 

conducted from mid-May through mid-June (end-of-the year closing). Phase 2 was to 

take place during the month of July (summer school). The third phase was to be 

conducted from mid-August to the end of September to observe new school year 

planning and implementation. The purpose of this timing was to examine how the 

Assistant Principals enacted their position during transitions, which are generally high 

times of change. The exploration of this process was intended to speak to the “how” and 

“why” questions of this study and provide insight into what factors contribute to the ways 

in which APs act out their position. 

The study was set to begin with an initial interview of each AP to gain insight into 

how they understand their position, their leadership style, and overall perceptions. Semi-

structured interviews with open-ended questions allow respondents to answer questions 

“…unconstrained by any perspectives of the researcher or past research findings” 

(Creswell, 2008, p. 224). The interview protocol was divided into three categories; 

Background, Challenges of the Assistant Principalship, and Being a Middle Manager. 

The purpose of the Background was to provide a framework on each AP. It spoke to 
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Research Question (RQ) 1 and sets the context of the interview. The Challenges of 

Assistant Principals focused on identifying what factors impacted the role of APs and 

directly addresses RQ 2. The third grouping, Being a Middle Manager, addressed 

questions directly related to how APs navigated their dual role and spoke to RQ 3 (see 

Appendix A).  

Divided into three phases, each phase of the study was to consist of a one-day 

weekly observation of each AP followed by a one-on-one open-ended semi-structured 

post-observation interview at the end of each phase (see Appendix B). Creswell (2008) 

asserts that observations provide a space to gain on-sight information and study real-time 

behaviors (p. 221). As such, this approach allowed the researcher to observe how APs 

performed their position, providing a more vivid understanding of their distinct role from 

other leadership team members. The open-ended interview questions addressed RQ 4 and 

spoke to why the APs acted out their roles in particular ways. This discovery provided 

further space to investigate interesting points witnessed during observations. Finally, the 

Assistant Principals were set to participate in a Conclusion Interview at the end of 

December to address lingering questions that may emerge from data analysis (see 

Appendix E).
2
 

Prior to the study, the building principal was asked to participate in a Principal’s 

Perception Questionnaire for each AP (see Appendix C). The interview provided 

background information on the APs role, including their purpose in the building, primary 

roles and responsibilities, leadership style practiced, and staff communication from the 

principal’s perspective. While I am familiar with the general operations and culture of the 

                                                           
2
 The original study was modified. Details of this augmentation can be found in Chapter 4. 
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building, the purpose of this interview was to gain specific background information on 

each AP to better understand the context of their respective position in the school 

building and in what ways, if any, this context contributed to how they acted out their 

roles. Additionally, administrative leaders sitting directly below the APs were 

interviewed in order to provide a complete understanding of the unique space that APs 

had to navigate (see Appendix D). Both the interviews with the principal and leadership 

staff spoke to RQ2. Given that middle management theory concentrates on the exchange 

between individuals above and below those in the middle management position, 

interviews with administrative leaders serving at the top and bottom of the Assistant 

Principals studied provided a complete context in which to understand how they enacted 

the duality of being a leader and staff.
3
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
3
 Due to several reasons, the methodology of the study had to be augmented. Details of this process and 

supporting reasons are provided in Chapter 4-Findings. 
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 Table 3.1: Data Collection Methods At-A-Glance 

 
Data Collection At-A-Glance Chart 

 Research Questions Addressed Data Collection 
Method 

Participants Description/Time 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

PHASE ONE 
(Part A-1) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

PHASE ONE 
(PART A-2) 

 
 

 

 
Background 

RQ 1: How do APs define their role? 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Semi-structured 
Interview 

 
 
 
 
 

Assistant Principals 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Mid-MAY 
Prior to the start of 

observations. 
 

 
Challenges 

RQ 2: What are the challenges to 
the Assistant Principalship? 

 

 
Middle Manager 

RQ 3: How Do APs enact their 
position as a middle-manager? 

 

 
RQ 2: How do APs enact their 
position as middle managers? 

 

 
 

Principal 

 
Mid-MAY 

Prior to the start of 
observations. 

 

 
RQ 2: How do APs enact their 
position as middle managers? 

 

 
Academy Leaders (3) 

& 
School-Based 
Instructional 

Specialists (4) 

 
Mid-MAY 

Prior to the start of 
observations. 

 

 
 

PHASE ONE 
(PART B) 

 
 

RQ 2: How do APs enact their 
position as middle managers? 

 

 
 

Observations 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Assistant Principals 

 
Mid-May 

End of Year School 
Closing 

 
 

 
PHASE ONE 

(PART C) 

 
RQ 4: What factors contribute to why 
APs act out their roles in particular 

ways? 
 

 
Semi-Structured 

Interview 

 
Mid-June after School-

Closing is complete 

 
PHASE TWO 

(PART A) 

 
RQ 2: How do APs enact their 
position as middle managers? 

 
 

 
Observations 

 
 

July 
Summer School 

 
 

 
PHASE TWO 

(PART B) 

 
RQ 4: What factors contribute to why 
APs act out their roles in particular 

ways? 
 

 
Semi-Structured 

Interview 

 
July 

End of Summer School 
Session 

 
PHASE THREE 

(PART A) 

 
RQ 2: How do APs enact their 
position as middle managers? 

 
 

 
Observations 

 
Mid-August-Mid 

September 
Beginning of Year 

Opening 

 
PHASE THREE 

(PART B) 

 
RQ 4: What factors contribute to why 
APs act out their roles in particular 

ways? 
 

 
Semi-Structured 

Interview 

 
 

End of September 

CONCLUSION 
INTERVIEW 

Address lingering questions 
emerging from data analysis 

Semi-Structured 
Interview 

Assistant Principals End of December 
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Data Collection and Analysis 

 All interviews were digitally-recorded, transcribed, and coded by the researcher.  For 

the interpretation of the interview data, the qualitative data analysis strategy was used.  A 

combination of grounded theory with open coding and codes from middle management 

theory were employed to discover themes and patterns that emerged in the data. The 

coding process was based on Creswell (2008) guide to qualitative data. Initial 

transcriptions were typed into a word-document to assist with the ease and accuracy of 

the coding process.  The word documents were uploaded to Atlas.Ti as separate files 

labeled based on participant names.  After the files were uploaded, I identified any words, 

sentences, or phrases relevant to the position of APs.  Second, I identified codes 

consistent with middle management theory. Thirdly, the codes were connected and 

synthesized based on leadership level. For example, where principals may have spoken 

about the challenge of mentoring their APs, the codes for this statement would be senior-

level middle management leadership conflict. Senior level describes the person 

experiencing the conflict and middle management explains what type of conflict existed.  

Recurring themes between leadership levels, as well as those arguments unique to the AP 

role, were generated to gain a better understanding of how APs enacted their position.
4
 

 After the initial coding identification, the codes were grouped into core topics 

related to the purpose of the study and theoretical framework. The research questions 

were used to guide the coding process. To assist with the coding organization, Creswell 

(2008) was utilized to create a list of descriptive codes to describe participant 

demographic, context codes which described site selection, leadership codes which 

                                                           
4
 Observations were eliminated from the original study. Rational for this augmentation are explained in 

Chapter 4 –Findings. 
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outlined the various dimensions of leadership, characteristic codes which helped explain 

participant attributes, and codes for challenges helped describe the issues faced by 

Assistant Principals.  The second and third rounds of coding consisted of streamlining the 

codes to ensure uniformity among coded statements. For example, “purpose” was a code 

used to describe characteristics necessary for APs.  As such, the second and third rounds 

of coding helped to ensure that all statements labeled “purpose” actually fit the 

description. See coding and reduction reports in Appendix F.  

 After the three-phase coding process, coding categories emerged from the data to 

demonstrate trends and patterns.  After coding categories were created, outlier codes were 

collapsed to reduce coding categories from 50 to 14 total codes. For example, I merged 

middle management perspective, middle management aspirations, and leadership conflict 

into middle management plight.  This code family name was then created into a 

subsection in my analysis.  

 Once codes were reduced and grouped into families, data were organized in an 

excel table to provide uniformity with quotes and to ensure accuracy of code categories 

across leadership level. This process helped with streamlining my findings and analysis. 

In vivo coding was utilized to maintain the authenticity of the participant’s voices.  
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CHAPTER 4    

FINDINGS 

 This research utilized a qualitative case study to understand how Assistant 

Principals (APs), in urban high schools, navigate their position as leader and staff. My 

initial focus was to study the work of APs in one large urban high school operating under 

a distributed/shared model of leadership.  The original research design consisted of a 

semi-structured interview with the principal, three APs, and three first-level leaders
5
; a 

12-week observation period of the APs; and a follow-up exit interview with the APs to 

explore points of interest observed during the observation period.  After time in the field, 

several data collection modifications were made to the study for several reason; (1) one 

of the APs at the original site accepted a position in a different state, after his initial 

interview, (2) the practicality of 12-onsite observations proved to be unrealistic for the 

school structure, (3) by omitting the observations the follow-up interviews were not a 

necessity
6
, and (4) given that the focus was the work of Assistant Principals, with the 

omission of the observations and follow-up interviews, more substantive data was 

needed.  As such, I augmented my study by adding one principal and four APs across two 

additional high schools of similar size, culture, and leadership context as my original site.  

A description of the sites is elaborated below. In total, the modified data collection 

schedule included two principals, seven APs, and three assistant leaders for a total of 

                                                           
5
 As explained in the Literature Review, first-level leaders encompass those individuals who report directly 

to the Assistant Principals. 

6
 A follow-up interview was conducted with one AP because of his willingness to add more information to 

his original interview.  
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twelve (12) participants.  The inclusion of the senior level and first-level leaders adds 

context to the role of Assistant Principalship.   

  It is important to note that APs were the center of my attention, serving as my 

unit of analysis.  As such, the inclusion of two additional schools changed my study from 

one-case study of three APs in one school, to seven-case studies of Assistant Principals 

across three schools.  Expanding the study by two additional schools allowed me to take a 

critical in-depth look and cross analysis of APs in similar contexts. While losing the in-

depth examination of a specific set of APs under the same leadership model, the addition 

of the four APs and two schools provided a richer understanding of the duality of the AP 

position and gave a better scope in which to discuss my findings.  Although all of the 

participants worked in similar leadership contexts, each school had its own culture, which 

impacted the role of the APs differently.   To better understand this, a cross analysis was 

conducted to examine the differences and similarities among the APs across schools.   

 The results of this work will be categorized into three themes.  Theme One: The 

3-dimensional Perspective of Leadership discusses leadership structure of the Assistant 

Principals in relationship to those who work above (principals) and below (first-level 

leaders) APs in the school leadership team—with an emphasis on shared models of 

leadership.  Theme Two: Being the Middle Manager provides a discussion on how 

Assistant Principals act out their roles and responsibilities as middle managers in their 

respective schools.  Theme Three: Recommendations from the Middle Managers, 

outlines the characteristics and support structures, as identified by the APs, necessary to 

be effectual leaders.   
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 The findings of this study reveal that the Assistant Principalship is an ambiguous 

position, where individuals continuously tow the fine-line between leading and following.  

The overarching theme of this dualism in leadership is consistent with Leadership Theory 

and Assistant Principal Literatures that speak to the nebulous role of middle leaders 

generally and Assistant Principals in particular.  This study fills the gap by offering 

recommendations that are essential to navigating the conflicting world of the urban high 

school Assistant Principal as middle manager.  

In short, the participants assert that an AP who successfully moves through the 

middle management paradox of the Assistant Principalship will possess patience, 

flexibility, humility, and solid problem solving skills.  Further, the findings revealed, to 

varying degrees, the importance of having strong support, empowerment, and mentoring 

from principals as well as being visible mentors to first-level leaders.  Additionally, the 

participants explained that navigating the middle space requires the need to build trusting 

relationships with all members of the school community (principals, teachers, students, 

parents, and community stakeholders).  Moreover, highlighting that their position is more 

than just a role to perform, but a professional responsibility in which their actions have 

impact on school continuants at every level, the participants emphasized that creating 

spaces for buy-in and collaboration were necessarily critical to the success of their 

position as professional as well as the growth of the school building as a whole.  Details 

of these findings will be emphasized throughout this chapter.   
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Site Description 

  Importantly, my research question concentrated heavily on the role of the 

Assistant Principalship; therefore, the inclusion of the schools in which the APs worked 

was to contextualize their jobs.  As urban school reform literature cites (Hallinger, 2003; 

Huber, 2004; Spillane, Halverson, Diamond, 2004), school leaders are seen as the most 

influential stakeholders in transforming schools, with these transformative practices 

varying from one institution to another.  Likewise, middle management theory as a 

framework is concerned with the relationship of middle leaders in conjunction with those 

working above and below them in the organizational line (Woolbridge, Schmid, and 

Floyd, 2008).  Therefore, a discussion of the individual school buildings and leadership 

styles practiced is necessary in order to situate the work of the APs interviewed.  Simply 

put; context matters.  

 To maintain anonymity, the pseudonyms Golden High School, Blacksby High 

School, and Kelton High School will be used to describe the research sites.  The study 

took place during Spring 2011-2012 through Fall of 2012-2013 school-years.  During this 

time period the total student enrollment for the sites involved in this study ranged from 

500-1800 students in grades 9-12 with 60-90 teachers on-site.  The schools were 

classified as comprehensive neighborhood public high schools because they educate 

students in grades 9-12 and serve as a feeder school for students within a specified postal 

code who are leaving 8
th

 grade and entering high school.   

The schools are located in the city of Philadelphia, the fifth largest city in the 

United States with the eighth largest public school district in the country. According to 

the 2010 United States Census Report, demographically Philadelphia is a diverse city 
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(45.9% White, 44.3% African American, 6.6% Asian American, and 12.6% 

Latino/Hispanic, and 0.8% American Indian Alaskan Native , and 0.1% Hawaiian 

Native). Moreover, 80% of residents graduated from high school and 54.9% of all 

Philadelphians are homeowners. Even still, Philadelphia has a poverty rate of 25.6% with 

the average household income of $36,957.   

Situated in a school district that was established in 1818, the culture of the schools 

is shaped by the political landscape, socio-economic patterns, and community 

under/redevelopment of the neighborhoods and city officials, leaving school 

administrators with little to no autonomy in establishing the selection protocol of their 

students, barring postal code regulations.  Moreover, over the last two decades the school 

district has faced several urban reform initiatives of which the schools in this study have 

served as case studies.  Currently, all three schools are in receipt of multiple district, 

state, and federal funding initiatives focused on increasing academic achievement, 

changing school climate, and offering more college/career support by way of mentoring 

and community outreach partnerships.   

Golden High School 

Golden High, the original site selected for this study, is positioned on a 

geographical line between a restructured community with a heavy University presence 

and a struggling low-income neighborhood with high crime and low residential 

development.  With the school’s longstanding history of underperformance, community 

stakeholders and school district affiliates have lobbied for several years on how to best 

manage Golden, including the building structure and the students who occupy it. 

Transitioning from a school community that operated as a dictatorship to a more 
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collaborative space of shared leadership, Golden has experienced fluctuation in principal 

rotation, student enrollment, teacher turnover, student performance, district control, and 

outside partnership investments as school members attempt to cultivate a culture of 

collaboration and academic progress.  

Golden is divided into clusters based on academic themes and grade levels, with 

an Assistant Principal and first-level leader over each group.  In addition to their cluster-

based roles, the APs have school-wide responsibilities as well as school district mandates 

they must adhere to.  For example, an Assistant Principal over the science and technology 

cluster may also be the AP of discipline for the entire school and required to attend 

meetings at the central office for various professional development initiatives.  In this 

sense, the AP has full authority over the students and staff they manage, but are still 

required to meet school-wide needs as outlined by the principal and central office.  This 

multiplicative role creates a level of complexity that is unique to the AP position and is a 

good example of the job fragmentation that APs experience. 

Blacksby High School 

Similar to Golden, over the last two years Blacksby High has had several state 

and federal interventions focused on creating a single school culture of transformation.  

Located between an older affluent African American neighborhood and a low-income 

African American community, Blacksby has had a contentious history of low academic 

performance and high disciplinary issues, yet several of Blacksby’s students have become 

prominent figures at the local, state, national, and international levels.  

In terms of the leadership structure, Blacksby has traditionally practiced grade-

level leadership divided by floors, with an Assistant Principal over each grade.  Over the 
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last year; however, Blacksby has had major turnover rates within the school leadership 

team, losing three of four Assistant Principals.  As such, the principal, a 10 year veteran, 

has had to assume additional leadership responsibilities generally delegated to APs.  

Moreover, with one AP in the building, the culture of being overworked is more evident 

here than in Golden or Kelton.  

Kelton High School 

The final site, Kelton High is an older school that has recently moved to a 

renovated space.  Similar to Golden and Blacksby in terms of academic performance, 

over the last two years Kelton has had the highest rates of escalated incidents resulting in 

student arrests, expulsion, and disciplinary transfers. To this end, the school has received 

wide attention as school constituent work toward making the school environment safer.  

Kelton is located in a section of the city that is heavily populated by older White 

American residents, but because of its size and locale, the school population is heavily 

African American and Hispanic.  This racial divide has created a contentious 

environment between residents and the school, making it rather challenging to establish 

community involvement and buy-in—components necessary to transform troubled 

schools.   

In terms of the leadership structure, Kelton has one principal and five APs who all 

have school-wide responsibilities, but only four of the five simultaneously manage grade 

levels.  For this study, I interviewed one Assistant Principal who held school-wide and 

grade-based responsibilities and one AP who was only responsible for school wide 
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initiatives.
7
  Due to its large student enrollment, Kelton has several combinations of 

support staff or first-level leaders who move throughout the building as the school 

necessitates.  

Participant Descriptions 

 

The Assistant Principals in this study represented African American (5) and 

White American (2) racial groups, four (4) of which were males and three (3) females.
8
  

All the participants were educated in the school district of Philadelphia and received 

advanced degrees in education. They each have teaching experiences ranging from 5-35 

years across subjects and have been in their current positions on average 2.5 years.  In 

addition to the APs, two principals and three first-level leaders were interviewed.  Details 

of the Assistant Principal’s demographics can be found in Table 4.1.  Additionally, 

Principal and first-level leader demographics can be found in Table 4.2.  Notably, to 

maintain anonymity pseudonyms will be utilized for all participants. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
7
 The addition of the APs from Kelton helped to add more substance about the role of the Assistant 

Principalship independent of the staff above and below them. This approach provided more uniqueness 

to the study, highlighting why context matters.  

8
 The racial and gender demographics were not self-identified by participants, but rather based on 

researcher observation of physical appearance and internal knowledge of the school culture.  
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 Table 4.1: Assistant Principal Demographic 

Position Gender Race Background 
Education 

Total 
Years 

Years  
as AP 

High 
School 

Role 

 

Lewis  

 
Male 

 
AA 

 
BA in Secondary 

Education. 

 
Over 

10 

years 

 
1 ½ years 

 
Golden 

 
Career Themed 

AP 

& 
Climate 

 

 

Ronald 

 

 
 

Male 

 
 

AA 

 
BA in Sociology  

 M.Ed. in 
Educational 

Leadership 

 
Over 

20 
years  

 
4 years 

 
Golden 

 
Career Themed 

AP 
& 

Instruction 

 

Michael 

 

Male 

 

WA 

 

BA in education,  
2 M.Eds in 

Educational 

Leadership  

 

Over 5 
years 

 

2 ½ years 

 

Golden 

 

Grade-themes AP 
& 

Outside Grant 

Manager 

 

 

Yolanda 

 
 

 

Female 

 
 

AA 

 
BA in Elementary 

Education 

MA in 
Administrative 

Education 

 
Over 

10 

years 

 
2 years* 

*Previously 

Elementary 
School 

Principal  

 
 

Blacksb

y 

 
Grade-themed AP 

& 

Climate 

 

Janet 

 
Female 

 
WA 

 
BA in English and 

Elementary Ed. 

M.Ed in Education 
Administration 

 
Over 

15 

years 

 
4 months 

 
Golden 

 
Grade-themed AP 

& 

Climate 

 

 

Bernadette 

 

 

Female 

 

AA 

 

BA in Human 

Services 
M.Ed. in Special 

Ed. 

PhD Candidate in 
Ed. Leadership 

 

 

Over 
10 

years 

 

5 years* 

*10 years total 
 

 

Kelton 

 

Grade-themes AP 

& 
Outside Grant 

Manager 

 

 

Phillip 

 

 

Male 

 

 

AA 

 

 

BA in Secondary 
Math 

M.Ed. in Ed. 

Administration 

 

Over 

25 
years 

2 years* 

*12 years 

total; 
Previously 

Elementary 

Principal 

 

Kelton 

 

Climate 
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 Table 4.2: Principal and First-Level Leader Descriptions 

 

 

 

Why APs Enter the Role 

 

To gain an understanding of the APs as middle managers it is important to 

understand what drew the participants to this role to begin with.  There were three trends 

that emerged from the data; (1) participants were drawn to this role to have a greater 

impact on education, one that went beyond the classroom level, (2) participants were 

connected to the position as a career move to test the waters of the high school 

environment and gain a better understanding of the role of administration, and (3) 

participants saw the AP position as a stepping stone to the principalship, or a soft 

Name Position Years in 

Current 

Building 

Description Relationship to 

AP 

 

 

Mr. Thyme 

 

 

Principal of Golden 

 

 

3 years 

A self-identified 

distributed leader who 

seeks to mentor his 

APs and empower. He 

sees himself as a 

developer of people 

sharing a vision 

Leads the work 

of  

AP Lewis 

AP Ronald 

AP Michael 

AP Janet 

 

Mrs. Edwin 

 

Principal of 

Blacksby 

 

10 years 

Sees her position as 

one who leads and 

monitors. Not a 

micromanager, 

necessarily, but one 

who relies on her final 

authority as 

paramount. 

 

Leads the work 

of 
AP Yolanda 

 

Mr. 

Willbur 

 

First-Level Leader at 

Golden 

 

6 years 

Works with 9
th

 grade 

students. Teaches 

grade improvement 

classes 

 

Reports to: 

AP Michael 

 

Ms. Ernest 

 

First-Level Leader at 

Golden 

 

6 years 

Works with upper 

grade students. 

Teaches special 

education support 

course 

 

Reports to: 

AP Lewis 

 

Ms. Kimble 

 

First-Level Leader at 

Golden 

 

5 ½ years 

Works with upper 

grade students 

handling internal 

needs in science based 

cluster. Teaches math 

 

Reports to: 

AP Ronald 
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introduction.  While categorized for understandability, it is important to note that some of 

the trends worked in tandem.  

 Looking at the work of AP Ronald and AP Bernadette, who came to the position 

in an effort to have a greater impact on schooling beyond the classroom level, they both 

explained that while they found fulfillment in their individual roles as teachers, they felt 

that their impact to effectuate change would be better achieved at the school-wide level.  

Moreover, they explained that they entered the Assistant Principalship as an avenue to 

have greater influence, but not necessarily to enter the principalship. Rather they see their 

entrance into the senior level role as more of a divine calling that will happen at the 

proper timing in which their personal and professional worlds will align in an organic 

way.  To this end, AP Ronald was comfortable with remaining in the AP role, although 

he did believe that a principalship opportunity was in his future. He stated;  

 

I wanted to become an AP because some of the things that I was doing in 

the classroom to impact Urban students I wanted to impact upon more 

students. I wanted to impact upon students in a more global way to 

implement some of the strategies I had success with, school wide. So I 

decided that after 20 years of being a teacher, mentor teacher, grade chair, 

assistant to the principal which is more like a Dean; after doing all those 

positions I thought it was time to get into more administration so I could 

impact upon the lives of students in a more global sense, school wide. 

Instead of impacting 30 kids I could affect the school wide kids. [AP 

Ronald, Golden High, 05/16/2012] 

 

Likewise AP Bernadette explained that her introduction to the field of education was as a 

second career choice. With that, she did not necessarily have a desire to remain in the AP 

role for the length of her career, but explained that she would wait for the right 

principalship opportunity.  She asserted: 
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First of all this is a second career from me. My background is in private 

industry. I came to education almost by default. But as a teacher I enjoyed 

teaching, but I wanted to be in a position where I could effect change, so 

that’s one of the reasons why I went back to school to purse an 

Administrator’s Certificate. And I wanted to become an Assistant 

Principal to learn the workings of high school before deciding whether I 

wanted to be a principal.  

[AP Bernadette, Kelton High, 12/18/2012] 

 

 Conversely, APs Lewis, Yolanda, and Philip came to the role as a career move to 

get a feel for their individualized leadership abilities at the high school level. While 

having previous experiences in leadership, either as principals in elementary schools 

(APs Yolanda and Philip) or building coordinators (AP Lewis), their decision to move 

into the current roles was also served as a soft orientation to the high school 

principalship.  AP Yolanda stated that she had her fill of the elementary school 

experience. As such she wanted to explore the high school environment. She asserted:  

 

I worked as a principal in elementary school in Philadelphia, K-8 school. My job 

position was changed in July 2010. I opted not be become an Assistant Principal 

of an elementary school because I felt like I had already mastered the elementary 

school, I wanted the high school experience. [05/15/2012] 

 

When asked about her aspirations to the principalship, she highlighted that the only way 

she would stay in the AP role at Blacksby is if Mrs. Edwin remained her principal. With a 

little more hesitation, AP Lewis explained that his interest in the Assistant Principalship 

developed out of his time in a previous high school environment where he likened his 

role to the responsibilities of a principal.  
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He explained:  

 

I decided at a point several years ago I was the coordinator at [a local high 

school] and a lot of the responsibilities mirrored what you would do as a 

principal and also I was asked to have people shadow me to look at the 

program and they were getting their principals certificate. So I figured at 

that point to go get the principals certification. What really made it click 

for me were the classes and the classes were at the school I was the 

coordinator at. It was easy for me to do it at that point. I had a lot of 

friends tell me also, and people who I worked with, that I would probably 

be a great Principal at some point. So I thought of it in those terms and just 

decided. [05/14/2012] 

 

While definitely expressing interest in the principalship, he desired more mentoring 

before accepting an opportunity. Similar to AP Lewis, AP Philip also expressed that he 

would accept an AP position, but he also had other educational and professional 

endeavors he wanted to pursue. For him the Assistant Principalship was a road to 

fulfilling a dream. He exclaimed: 

 

I wanted to fulfill a lifelong dream to try to maximize my potential. As a 

student of [a local high school] back in the day, you were always 

encouraged to do the most that you can with the abilities you were given. 

So that was one reason I decided to pursue it, just to see what was out 

there. [12/20/2012] 

 

While not off the table as an option, AP Philip was not in hot pursuit of the principalship. 

Rather, he desired to build continuous relationships of collaboration through his school 

and the larger school district.  

 Finally, APs Michael and Janet came to the position as a stepping stone to the 

principalship.  Of all the participants, AP Michael and AP Janet were the most sure of 

their desire to become principals. AP Michael stated that his career plans are to 
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eventually be a principal of his own school. While not really certain where or when, the 

desire was strong. While focused on his final career plans, his purpose for entering the 

Assistant Principalship was the result of bad leadership styles he experienced. He 

asserted:  

 

The main reason would be having so many principals and assistant 

principals throughout my 7years teaching here, more or less seeing what 

they did wrong and wanting to kind of change that. That’s the main 

reason.[05/21/2012] 

 

Moreover, AP Janet explained; “I wanted to decide to become an Assistant Principal and 

then my goal is to become a Principal. I had the degree for 7 years. I finished in ’05 at [a 

local college]. So, it’s been an ambition probably going on 10 years now. [12/19/2012]” 

Expressing that her goal was to become a principal, she was direct about utilizing her 

experiences as an AP, as well as past experiences, as a foundation for this career agenda.  

 The varying desires of the participants are indicative of the multifaceted world of 

the Assistant Principalship, the shifts in urban education, and the changing environment 

of education as a whole. While historically cited as a stepping stone to the principalship, 

as evidenced by the responses of the participants, that concept is not necessarily true for 

the APs of the 21
st
 century. Many APs may enter the position for reasons other than an 

intermediate step to the principalship and chose to stay in these positions for the life of 

their careers. Additionally, the desires of the APs have broadened, where they are no 

longer simply supports to their principals, but professionals with their own leadership 

agenda. As such, an examination of the emerging world of the Assistant Principalship, as 
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solid leaders who influence school buildings in their own right, is of great necessity. 

Herein lies the focus of this study.  

Theme 1: A 3-Dimensional Perspective of Leadership 

The initial phase of the study focused on understanding how the leadership role of 

the Assistant Principalship was defined.  The intended scope was to explore how the 

Assistant Principals (APs) came to understand their position as middle leaders in 

relationship to their principals and the first-level leaders.  While each of the Assistant 

Principals held a relatively clear understanding of their “big picture” responsibilities 

(handling climate/disciplinary issues, managing teachers, directing students, and 

engaging parents) there were a variety of responses in regards to how they self-identified 

in terms of their role and work.  The next section will detail those findings. Figure 4.1 

provides a graphical representation of this relationship. 

Dimension 1: The Assistant Principal Perspective 

 Beginning with the story of AP Lewis, when asked what his roles and 

responsibilities entailed, he explained that he is responsible for overseeing the business-

themed academy of the school, where a large majority of his time is spent handling 

disciplinary issues, planning with teachers, and providing instructional feedback. He 

asserted, “I generally deal with discipline and special education and a lot of the day-to-

day operations.” An initially clear understanding of his itemized responsibilities, in the 

same breath he admits that the group he directs is still developing. He continued his 

explanation by stating that “I am responsible for the 11
th

 grade and a lot of programs and 

things that I can’t really remember, but I was given a list of things I was responsible for 

before I came in.”  In this sense, he understands his role as leader in terms of whom and 
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what he is responsible for managing, but he was not able to provide clarity on how that 

management was to take shape. This uncertainty could be connected to his newness to 

the role of AP, as well as Golden high school. It could also be a by-product of the 

differences in job performances in summer months versus the normal school year.  

In a similar vein AP Phillip, when asked about his primary responsibilities, 

commented that “There are a slew of responsibilities.” He continued, “I take in a lot; so, 

primarily climate and discipline, student and parent services. That’s my primary function, 

although they go in a lot of different directions.” Describing himself as being “on the hot 

corner,” he unapologetically expressed that “an assistant principal pretty much does the 

grunt work.” While accepting the reality of his role and position as a sort of servant-

leader, he did buffer his statement by stating: “what makes this job more comfortable is 

the more time we spend with the leader, because as that grunt work accumulates, you 

begin to see what grunt you don’t want to take on, or filter it and fine tune it.” Evident in 

his statement, AP Philip accepted the reality of his work, but in this acceptance he 

expressed the need for support and assistance from his principal as primary leader. Given 

that he emphasized the undefined responsibilities of his work, his request for time with 

his leader indicates the need for on-going periods to debrief and contextualize his 

position. This reflective mind helps maintain the line between who leads and who 

follows. An absence of this clarity and connection could cause major role reversal and 

discontinuity in the leadership team. 

Conversely AP Ronald stated that his overarching responsibility was to “to lift up, 

support, and fulfill the vision of the principal.”  He added;  
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The APs position is to basically own the vision of the principal and then 

make that vision come to fruition. So, my basic responsibility is to find out 

what that vision is and how can I make that work on the ground.  

[AP Ronald, Golden High, 5/16/12] 

 

The comments made by AP Ronald confirm what AP Philip was trying to express. In 

order to move a school forward the primary leader has to be the one leading the 

conversation. Assistant Principals with similar positionalities as AP Ronald and AP 

Philip are in search of this level of direction. While competent leaders in their own right, 

they clearly understand their position as second in command. To avoid usurping the 

authority of their primary leader, they step back from leading to connect with the 

followship of their position. Likewise, Assistant Principals who are still trying to shape 

the areas of their work, like AP Lewis, would benefit from on-going conversations with 

the primary leaders.  

 In a similar fashion, although not defining her role as the “grunt worker,” AP 

Bernadette did admit that “an Assistant Principal or staff makes their principals look 

good.” Similar to AP Ronald, AP Bernadette regretfully explained that, “some principals 

haven’t gotten that. They think that they have to do it all, in order for them to look good.” 

A critique on leadership, AP Bernadette undoubtedly understands her position as support, 

and based on this statement, is willing to concede to such a role. In this context, the 

arguments of AP Philip and AP Ronald become even more salient. In addition to 

providing job clarity for APs, time spent with principals could help reassure them of their 

role as primary leaders who are responsible for empowering their team to execute the 

vision. This process of leadership is in essence shared. The effect of this clarity is 

multidirectional and mutually beneficial for all leadership constituent.  
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Dimension 2: The Principal 

While the APs self-identified as their principal’s supporters, grunt workers, and 

vision liaisons—aspects that are in line with the characteristics of a middle leader—to 

gain a greater understanding of the dynamics of middle management, it is worthwhile to 

examine the role of principals and their perspectives of the AP world. The principals 

admitted that they rely heavily on the work of their APs, and acknowledged that their 

responsibility as principals was to lead, direct, and mentor. Additionally, they asserted 

that a good AP should be available, open to critique, receptive to change, and have strong 

communication.  

More specifically, when asked about his thoughts regarding the Assistant 

Principalship, having been an AP himself prior to his promotion as principal, Mr. Thyme 

explained: 

 

  I think everybody comes into an AP position with different kinds of 

mental paradigms in mind as far as what they’re role is going to be. There 

are some who are in a sense kind of afraid to act on their own without 

running pass me first. And there are those folks who go the opposite 

extreme and so they go off and make whatever decisions they think they 

need to make and sometimes that information doesn’t get communicated 

back. [Mr. Thyme, Golden High, 4/23/12] 

 

 

Demonstrated in his statement there is an understanding, as a senior leader, that people 

will come into his leadership team with varying degrees of confidence, experiences, 

presuppositions, and leadership practices. As a senior leader it is his responsibility to 

identify and shape those characteristics in an effort to build his team. His statement is 

also indicative of the level of influence that APs can have within school buildings. For 

example, if an AP makes a decision without conferring with the principal, the results 
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could be damaging to the growth and development of the school building. Conversely, 

when there is a need for the AP to make sound decisions, without accessing the principal, 

an AP who is not especially confident could potentially have the same damaging results 

as the hasty AP. To this end, senior leaders need to meticulously study their APs in the 

effort to identify, early and often, those extreme characteristics that could inadvertently 

hamper the development of the school.   

 Another aspect of the senior leader position, as it relates to their connection with 

middle management, revolves around enacting varying types of leadership models. 

Explaining his leadership style as naturally delegated and collaborative, Mr. Thyme did 

admit that “when it is appropriate you have to become dictatorial.” A key realization, as a 

senior leader it is important to understand how and when to adjust leadership styles. As 

AP Ronald explained, principals are the visionaries for the building. They set the tone 

and provide direction. Sometimes this direction develops in shared spaces and in other 

times it is given as a directive. In either case, a good senior leader who can build middle 

leaders and other members throughout the organization, will know and understand when 

it is most appropriate to make adjustments. As a senior leader, the credibility of their 

leadership and longevity of the organization, particularly as it relates to providing an 

unambiguous work environment for middle managers, depends on this ability.  

 In an exploration of senior leadership, Mr. Thyme was asked how he 

communicates his leadership style or expectations to his APs, especially when 

adjustments need to be made. Mr. Thyme replied, “generally speaking by trying to 

empower them; trying to support them.” Further, he explained that he wants them “to 

take responsibility for various areas within their academy or the various areas of 
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responsibilities that we’ve assigned to each one.”  Key to his statement was the push for 

empowerment and accountability of assigned task. In the previous section all of the APs 

expressed, in one sense or another, the need to feel equipped and supported by their 

principal. Whether this empowerment came through the principal establishing a solid 

vision and set of expectations, as expressed by AP Ronald and AP Philip; or through an 

acknowledgement of the APs unique skills and abilities to handle their responsibility as 

AP Bernadette expressed, the end result from both dimensions of leadership is a mutual 

sense of empowerment, confidence, and stability.   

 In his discussion on empowerment and a sense of preparedness, Mr. Thyme 

explained that he sees his connection with his APs as an accountability partnership;  

 

I want them to be a part of all of the conversations throughout the building 

so that they really have that sense of understanding of what’s going on. I 

don’t want them to be blindsided anymore than I want things that are 

happening in the academy to blindside me. So, that sense of 

communication has to go both ways. That sense of trust has to go both 

ways. [Mr. Thyme, Golden High, 04/23/2012] 

 

Although clearly identifying himself as a senior leader, to establish the empowering 

confidence within his APs, Mr. Thyme explained that constant involvement and team 

communication helps foster a sense of connectedness, whereby each leader feels invested 

to the organization. From a middle management framework, one in which those in the 

space of middle leader often feel blindsided and neglected in their role, Mr. Thyme’s  

incorporation of APs in the decision making processes of his building positively adds to 

the practice of transformational leaders. This practice is in direct alignment with 

Leithwood, and other scholars of transformational leadership, who explain that 
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distributed or shared models of leadership do not necessarily mean the removal of a point 

person, but rather promote and encourage shared conversations and mutual investment in 

which all stakeholders feel empowered. The work of Mr. Thyme and his active practice 

of inclusion could positively add to the empowerment of his APs.  

 To add to his discussion, Mr. Thyme exclaimed that this partnership dynamic is a 

major part of his primary responsibility as the building leader. He maintained, 

 

We are in the business of educating and developing people. That’s what it 

is. I see how our role as an Admin team is to develop and support our 

teachers as well as our students… but also to keep in mind that I’m also 

mentoring and guiding the development of the APs and help them work on 

areas that they need support in. I know very well that each of [my APs] 

has the ability to lead their own building. [Mr. Thyme, Golden High, 

04/23/2012] 

 

 

Another key finding, Mr. Thyme actively demonstrates the necessity to build. Situating 

this point in discussions on the complexities of urban high schools in particular, and 

conversations around urban school reform in general, the urgency to build people is 

paramount. Schools as organizational structures made up of people and people need to be 

trained, developed, and consistently invested in if an organization is to be effective. Even 

more so in urban educational environments, spaces of unpredictable change, an 

intentional focus on ensuring the growth of leaders can make the difference between 

progress and regression; success and failure.  

 While Mr. Thyme expressed himself as a senior leader who seeks to empower his 

APs and build empowering partnerships through shared decision making, Mrs. Edwin 

explained her perspective of the Assistant Principalship as it relates to her role as 
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principal, in a slightly different manner. When asked about her leadership style she 

stated; 

Combination of participatory, I am not a dictator, but I lead everything. I 

sort of facilitate most everything, but I do allow them. I do delegate, they 

have their responsibility but they gotta come through me. Everything, they 

gotta come through me. I got to know what’s going on at all times.   

[Mrs. Edwin, Blacksby High, 4/30/2012]  

 

Similar to her colleague, Mr. Thyme, Mrs. Edwin explains that leadership is not static but 

requires a multifaceted approach in order to effectively develop a team of educational 

leaders. Where she differs from her colleague is her willingness to allow her APs to 

contribute to the decision making process. She describes her style as delegated, but in 

actuality her practice can been seen more as transactional, where leaders are given a 

responsibility, but have several levels of checks and balances that impede full authority. 

Arguably a result of the number of changes Blacksby High has experienced over the last 

two years with staff layoffs, decreased funding, and increased student enrollment, still 

there is a potential for her APs to feel uneasy about their ability to lead, which in turn can 

halt the progress of growth.  

 Another significant finding in Mrs. Edwin’s statement on her leadership practices 

is the various ways senior leaders define and conceptualize delegated leadership. From 

Mr. Thyme’s definition, which involved purposeful inclusion of APs in critical decision 

making process, to Mrs. Edwin’s use of delegated leadership described more as a 

dissemination of task, rather than a collaborative space of mutual dialogue, it becomes 

challenging for schools to build effective teams of middle leaders, particularly when there 

are a wide range of definitions for the concept of shared. Notably, while both Mr. Thyme 

and Mrs. Edwin expressed that leadership flows from distributed to dictatorial depending 



77 
 

on the need of the building, the way in which the delegated side of leadership is practiced 

at Blacksby leaves little room for authentic shared experiences, in which Assistant 

Principals have an active voice in the direction of the school.  

 Mrs. Edwin admits; “I know that I cannot do this whole thing by myself. I know 

there are people in this building who most certainly have skill-sets that I most certainly 

do not have.” But as a senior leader she still maintains that she facilitates everything. 

Maybe a result of her 10 years of leading a building, which has also included several 

urban school reform initiatives, when asked about conflicts within the leadership of the 

AP role as it relates to principals, Mrs. Edwin admitted that she has trouble allowing her 

APs complete freedom to lead.  She explains;  

I will let you go on, but I still got my hand in it sort of. I am trusting with 

APs and I’ve had several APs come through and there is always one or 

two APs who skill-set will shine or show themselves clearly before me 

and I know this one’s got strength here, this one’s weak here. And of 

course as you go you find out where their weaknesses are and because of 

that it does indeed bring some controversy or whatever. It really does. 

[Mrs. Edwin, Blacksby High, 4/30/2012] 

 

Conducting a skill set analysis of her APs in similar fashion as Mr. Thyme, Mrs. Edwin 

expressed that while she gives some space for leaders, she still feels a need to steer the 

direction of the school. She is the visionary, that cannot be contested, but her approach to 

leadership could be prohibiting major school turnaround.  

  Whether an intentional principal who creates spaces for APs to participate in the 

decision making process of schooling, or a principal who feels the need to tighten the 

reigns of leadership, the ways in which principals as senior level leaders frame their 

understanding of distributed leadership directly impacts the way their leadership is 

transmitted to their APs. This process in turn influences the role, confidence, and 
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leadership capacity of Assistant Principals as middle managers and the ways in which they 

enact their leadership.  

Dimension 3: The First-Level Leaders 

From a different perspective, staff members who were direct reports to the APs 

were also interviewed to gain a well rounded perspective of the Assistant Principalship. 

From the direct reports the common themes were the need for the APs to be available and 

have consistent interactions, particularly during times of crisis. Moreover, there was a 

strong emphasis on an AP being a leader who is hands-on, motivating, and efficient. For 

example, Ms. Ernest stated that “humility plays a big part in any leadership role.” 

Connecting this statement to the senior level dimension of leadership in which principals 

navigate the boundary lines of leadership, humility is an essential factor for all 

constituents. When principals recognize the need to be humble, it could impact the way 

they understand and communicate with their Assistant Principals, who then transmit these 

similar sentiments and vision to all school constituents. 

Additionally, Ms. Kimble expressed:  

I think that being open with communication is a big one for the students 

and for parents, when we meet with parents. Even just as far as the staff 

goes; also with getting on board with initiatives that we are taking.  

[Ms. Kimble, Golden, 6/1/2012] 

 

In this statement attached to the need for humility as expressed by Ms. Ernest, is a desire 

for connection. In the same way that principals connect with and share their vision with 

APs, Assistant Principals have the responsibility of connecting with their frontline leaders 

in an effort to move the organization forward. This connectedness establishes the APs 

voice as leader as well as ensures the frontline leaders that they are being supported. This 
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sentiment was confirmed in Mr. Wilbur’s emphasis on his relationship with AP Michael.  

He stated;  

[my AP] works with me, not against me. So if I come up with an idea and 

I say to him ‘well let’s do it this way’ we’ll sit and talk in the office “we 

can’t do it like that, let’s do it like this.’ We do stuff together.  

[Mr. Wilbur, Golden High, 6/14/2012] 

 In each level of leadership the perspective and requirements of the AP position 

differed depending on the stakeholders. APs viewed their positions primarily through the 

lens of the roles and responsibilities they held within the school. While some recognized 

their connection to the principal as a support or buffer, still a large majority identified 

themselves from as task oriented perspective. The principals interviewed generally saw 

their APs as their support structures needing guidance to varying degrees in order to carry 

out the vision of the school. As for the assistants, to them APs have the primary role to 

provide direction for their needs. In this sense, Assistant Principals have dually-

directional accountability, a point worth exploring when building school leaders in an 

effort to transform urban public schooling, particularly at the high school level.  
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Figure 4.1: Multidimensional Leadership 
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to the bottom line and it’s a situation that has to have an ultimate decision, the principal is 

the one who makes the ultimate decision, the APs deal with the day to day operations.”  

Given this, the APs were asked to explain the strategies they utilize to mitigate the 

struggles of their role. Basically put, how do they enact their role? In sum, all the APs 

explained that a general acceptance of their principal’s final authority as the visionary of 

the building, an identification of their personal purpose for pursuing the administrative 

role of AP, an assessment of their leadership strengths and weaknesses, a sense of 

empowerment/mentoring from their primary leader, and the overarching commitment to 

their desire to improve education helps them balance some of the challenges they face as 

second-tiered leaders.  

 On this first concept, Assistant Principals enact their middle management position 

by accepting the vision of their principal as the final authority. AP Ronald plainly stated 

“the power rest with the principal in any building. That is clear. My power is given to me, 

distributed to me, by what the principal allows me to do.” Moreover, he explains that, 

“the people who hold us all accountable come into the door, [they] are not going to ask 

for the AP, teacher, or secretary, they are going to ask for the principal.” With that he 

asserts, “I think because of that he deserves the right to make the final choices. He is the 

one that is on the line.”  In the same tone, he ended his statement with a very enlightening 

mantra. “I’ve always treated principals that I work with, the way I would want to be 

treated by my assistant, if I was a principal. That is my mindset. ‘How would I want my 

assistant to react if I was a principal?” 

 In a similar fashion AP Yolanda stated that as a principal it is impossible to be in 

everything; therefore, “as an Assistant Principal, I may take control of certain situations, 
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but I tell her [Mrs. Edwin] everything that’s going down.” She adds that she maintains 

this consistent dialogue to “assure that no one can walk up to and ask her something and 

either she can’t put her hand right on it or she can’t put her hand right on me to get an 

answer.” This statement was highlighted by Principal Thyme as a necessary requirement 

of APs in order to build effective team leaders. AP Yolanda added to her statement that 

she enacts her position as an AP by being hands on and infused in the discussions that go 

on around the school.  

Coupled with enacting their role as middle leaders in relationship to their 

principal, is the Assistant Principalship is a unique leadership role within its own right. 

To uncover this, the participants were asked to define their leadership style and how they 

connect with the larger leadership team. The results were interesting in that out of the 7 

APs interviewed, only 4 (AP Ronald, AP Michael, AP Yolanda, AP Janet) were able to 

succinctly identify the role they play in connection to their colleagues. AP Ronald 

emphatically explained that his role within the leadership team was naturally recreated, 

because of his love for methodology and dialogues of best practice—I coined him, the 

theorist. He stated, “I think I provide the instructional perspective from the administrative 

view.” Further, AP Yolanda, described herself as hands-on. She exclaimed that for her it 

is “not just to tell someone else, in my style I never just tell someone else to ‘do this, do 

that’ I like to know that I have a hand in doing it as well.” Moreover, AP Janet and AP 

Michael both described themselves as “the task master” and “doer” respectively. AP 

Janet stated, “I think that I really manage details well and it’s good to have somebody on 

the team that is the detailed person, so I am think that’s how I’m seeing it in that regard.” 

Likewise, AP Michael explained that “I think that I am good at logistically organizing 
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things and also seeing how thing fit and then just follow from making them happen.” 

What makes their responses interesting is that AP Michael left Golden High at the end of 

the year and was replaced by AP Janet. This could be an intentional move on the part of 

the principal that both of these individuals self-identified as “doers.”  While not the scope 

of this study, future research into the dynamic of building leadership teams from the 

senior level perspective is worth investigating. 

The remaining three assistant principals (AP Lewis, AP Bernadette, AP Philip) 

acknowledged that they were valued members who played essential roles, but they did 

not make any direct connects with their particular skill-sets, outside of the scope of what 

they were hired to do,  as it relates to their current school leadership structure. AP Lewis 

explained that his first introduction to the AP role was during the summer of 2011.  He 

had not previously demonstrated his expertise, which could have made a single 

characteristic challenging to define, but referencing his previous experiences he did 

expressed that; 

I think what they really saw was when I was able to come in summer 

school and I think I just blended in very quickly, because summer school 

was 18 days and I was here and from the beginning he [the principal] gave 

me the responsibility of being responsible for summer school. [AP Lewis, 

Golden High 05/14/2012] 

 

He reflected a bit on the fact that the principal was not in the building during the first 

week of summer school, and with a sense of revelation in his principal’s confidence in 

him as a leader he stated that it must have taken a lot for his principal to trust him being a 

new AP. He rationalized this sense of confidence by saying that “I think he probably got 

that sense from me by either asking people who he knew I knew or something to that 

effect. Or from the first interview I had with him.” 
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In another instance, AP Bernadette explained that “I know that my role is very 

essential because there is a lot of money involved in what I do.” She continued, “because 

there is money involved, people have to come to me and ask if the funds that I oversee 

can pay for certain activities or buy certain things within the building.” Coining her “The 

Money Lady” her discussion on her role as a leader was more so defined by what she was 

able to offer the team in terms of the role she plays as a manager of an outside grant. 

Evidenced by her statement, “I see my role as very essential. Not me as a person, but my 

role,” She added that she does believe people respect her because of her consistency, 

honesty, and fairness.  

Moreover, when asked to define her leadership style or mantra, she explained that 

she was not a micromanager, but she does manage. She grounded her perspective in the 

fact that her office is generally filled with people who come in to talk about personal as 

well as job related concerns.  She added “I care about my teachers. I help them, I am 

always there for them and I think they know that. I praise them when necessary. I 

reprimand them when I need to do that as well.” To this end, it is clear that she 

understood her leadership abilities, but was not able to directly identify herself beyond 

her roles and responsibilities as the funder. This could be largely attributed to her 

experiences as the outside grant manager where the majority of her work focuses on 

reporting to funders. As such, she is more concerned with meeting those demands, rather 

than trying to make a niche for herself within the school building.  

In a final assessment AP Philip was asked to indentify his role within the 

leadership team. His response was similar to AP Bernadette, but even more simplistic; he 

stated, “I’m a valued member.” He went on to explain the structure of the leadership team 
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as it relates to the number of APs. “Because its 5 of us [Assistant Principals], often times 

there’s not a direct communication individually [referencing the principal].” He adds, 

“but because I’ve been doing this for quite a while, I appreciate the style that he [the 

principal] presents with the hands-off.” Even with his sense of certainty AP Philip did 

admit that while he is able to function in his position there is “more of a desire to have a 

continued down to earth conversation on occasions,” with his colleagues and principal—a 

practice that is few and far between. 

 In keeping with their positions within the leadership team, AP Lewis expressed 

that one of the ways he combats the challenges of role ambiguity is to accept the reality 

that if it is his responsibility he is going to handle it. He explained “I am not going to lie; 

there are some circumstances you don’t want to deal with. That is just being a human 

being. But you deal with it because it is your job and there has to be a solution that comes 

about.” In a similar context AP Ronald explained that as a leader in a low-performing 

school there are always going to be “pressurized situations…Until you come out of that 

crisis situation and effect the change you want to change.” But he asserts that as a leader, 

your responsibility is to find a way to make it happen. Moreover, AP Yolanda explained 

that the idea of “making it happen” and handling assigned responsibilities comes from a 

great deal of preparation. For her being in a principals role has tremendously informed 

her work and has built a level of confidence and realization that “I’m just as good and 

capable as the person sitting next to me. So once those things became about me building 

up my own self confidence, and what I’m capable of, I believe that I foster change.”  

From a different perspective, AP Ronald attributed his ability to move through the 

paradoxical position of being a middle manager to his depth of his theoretical 
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coursework, where he applies those best practices to his work as an administrator. He 

added:  

To read the research, all these best practices, then take the large big bucket 

idea and concepts that they talk about and fit that into a specific situation 

that I am dealing with as an administrator. That is the biggest impact on 

me as an administrator. [AP Ronald, Golden High, 05/16/2012] 

 

The responses of the participants, both those who could definitely describe their 

leadership characteristics as well as those who were only able to see themselves based on 

the roles they performed, are evidence that the AP role as a solid position of leadership 

remains relatively fragmented for those in the position. Scholars of Assistant Principal 

literature (Yu-kwong and Walker, 2010; Wong, 2009, Leithwood, et al., 2007) explain 

that since their introductions into school buildings APs have had a challenging time 

defining their position beyond the roles they perform. As such, Assistant Principal 

literature has been moving toward defining the AP role as a leadership position in its own 

right—a perspective this work sought to add to the discussion. This sense of 

empowerment provides a more suitable environment for urban school transformation.    

Towing the Line. 

Data from this study demonstrated that APs have a challenging time navigating 

the space between being a leader and staff. When asked of the challenges to their 

position, the Assistant Principals were very clear in identifying several major barriers that 

impact their role. A majority of these challenges included managing the multiple 

demands of educational stakeholders (central office, principals, teachers, students, 

parents, outside partnerships) while simultaneously walking the proverbial fine-line of 
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leadership and understanding the boundaries of their nebulous position.  AP Lewis 

lamented about his perception of the Assistant Principalship: 

I think that you are in that gray area where [the principal] is still your 

immediate supervisor, as he is the rest of the teachers, but at the same time 

you are an administrative official in the school that is charged with 

leading, coaching, and in some cases disciplining teachers. So the 

challenge is always for an AP is to walk that fine line. [AP Lewis, Golden 

High, 05/14/2013] 

 

Knowing and effectively navigating boundary lines is challenging for all leaders, but as 

explained by AP Lewis, it becomes even more daunting in the AP position because there 

are multiple levels of accountability. AP Michael expressed; “you always kind of feel in 

the middle. It is tough to balance what [central office] sends you, what the principal ask 

of you, and what your staff ask of you or needs from you. I always think that’s very 

tough.”  The plight of the middle manager, AP Lewis explains: 

Being an AP is totally different than being a Principal. In certain aspects 

you have to put forth the effort that you have, but you also have to lead the 

way the principal wants the building to go. There may be differences in 

thought and there may be differences in ideas, but you have to kind of 

manage the way you think things should go for the whole, but also manage 

the way you believe the principal would want you to manage the situation. 

It’s kind of the double situation and you have to find the fine line to 

manage the situation that appeases both you and the principal. So that’s 

kind of difficult to do in both cases.  

[AP Lewis, Golden High School, 05/14/2012] 

 

Whether existing in the form of conflict resolution between students, coordinating parent 

engagement meetings, facilitating conversations with other school constituents, or 

adhering to their principal’s request the APs explanation of the challenge to navigate and 

lead from that middle space indicates that their position is unique—a finding consistent 
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with AP literature. What is not so widespread are the tenets necessary to effectively move 

between conflicting spaces of role ambiguity—a phenomenon addressed in this research.  

Added to the complexity of meeting the needs of multiple stakeholders are 

unequipped or misguided senior leaders who are not especially effective in assisting their 

APs with this dual space of leadership. AP Bernadette speaks to this very point by 

explaining that the issue of walking that fine line of leadership becomes even more 

discouraging when one works with a principal who is not connected with the skills and 

resources that are necessary to lead a school. She explained: 

 

 A principal who looks to other people for guidance as opposed to working 

as a team with his administrators…kind of walks the 

fence…[and]…sometimes works outside of [the] job description; it makes 

it really challenging to get a clear vision for what is expected of an 

Assistant Principal.  

[AP Bernadette, Kelton High, 12/18/2012] 

 

This concept of a clear vision and direction comes back into discussion as a vital tool that 

senior leaders need to possess and appropriately translate to their middle leaders in order 

for progress to occur. Like AP Bernadette’s statement, the absence of this not only limits 

the senior leader’s ability to establish a solid leadership structure, but also stifles the 

Assistant Principals mobility to navigate through the unique role.  Agreeably AP Philip, 

who is also from Kelton, added that when “there are [no] checks and balances…I think 

that’s a negative.” Highlighting his personal desire to see more progress he explains that 

a senior leader needs to be hands-on and involved in the daily processes of the school 

with a well thought out plan and a system of evaluation to ensure successful and 

meaningful progress.  
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In addition to the challenges of balancing when and how to lead and follow, the 

data revealed that the ever changing environment of urban high school buildings foster a 

sense of unpredictability and frustration to the role of the AP.  Three of the Assistant 

Principals (AP Lewis, AP Michael, AP Philip) expressed that the inconsistency of their 

school building (changing cultural environment, altering visions, unanticipated 

rules/regulations), coupled with the instability of the school district as a whole (frequent 

staff turnover, unanticipated layoffs), make establishing a solid foundation nearly 

impossible.  AP Lewis described:  

 

In the past 16 months that I’ve been an Assistant Principal, there have 

been four situations that I have been through where there was a possibility 

that my job was either in jeopardy or I could of lost it because of [central 

office] turmoil.  

[AP Lewis, Golden High, 05/14/2012]  

 

While acknowledging that there have been some successful moments within the school 

community around instruction and scheduling (changes implemented by the leadership 

team collectively) the fluctuating job security of the district as a whole creates a space of 

uncertainty as leaders try to move their school buildings.  People become concerned 

about their livelihood which impacts their ability to perform their jobs successfully as it 

breeches trust and buy-in. 

 In a similar fashion AP Michael explained that with his added responsibility of 

managing a partnership grant, the “last minute demands especially with the grant [from 

central office] and getting emails and them wanting certain things within an hour or 2 

hours” creates a great deal of dissatisfaction. He further exclaimed that it is extremely 

challenging to establish a common culture of progression when the central office has the 
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power to make a decision, at any given time, that could potentially derail the entire 

mission of the school. Moreover, he expressed a deep concern for the challenges of being 

a leader focused on building a unified school culture and the struggle of not having full 

reign over his cluster to influence this process as he is not the primary leader. He did 

acknowledge that his principal gives him freedom to make decisions that are most 

appropriate for his grade level, which has made things bearable because it gives him 

some sense of empowerment. But he asserts that this approach still creates some 

unpredictability and inconsistency because his grade level is just one subsection of the 

school. To buffer this, he states that at the end of the day “you just need to kind of find 

that wiggle room where you can get the job done or the expectations met…without totally 

alienating your staff and making them question what’s going on.” While clear on his 

strategy to cope with the instability, his concluding statement still acknowledges that 

within the urban school context there is a fine line that APs as middle leaders have to 

manage. AP Michael demonstrates that while there is a desire to lead unconstrained by 

leadership, he recognizes that there is still a role he must play as a support. This struggle 

creates major job apathy, particularly for those who desire to move beyond the role of 

assistant. 

Furthering the discussion on the impact of an unstable work environment AP 

Philip explained that the instability of the central office, particularly as it relates to the 

availability of resources, connections, and various approval processes, makes the job 

extremely trying. He states; “you don’t have any resources. You have nobody to reach 

out to. Other than the name I don’t know who I am looking for.” Recounting an 

administrative meeting held over the summer months he explained that a resource 



91 
 

pamphlet was disseminated to the principals with contact information for central office 

employees. While informational, AP Philip expressed “we know names, but some of 

those names are on the move as we speak.” He further asserted that this informational 

meeting was surprising, and almost out of place, because the Assistant Principals had not 

had consistent meetings as a group in years and even with the resource pamphlet, he 

expressed that there was still not much clarity in the way of contacts or supports.  

Another manifestation of central office instability highlighted in this study was 

the regular practice of staff layoffs that occur around the district. Although not senior 

leaders, as lead administrators Assistant Principals were a part of the team responsible for 

deciding and producing staff layoff letters. AP Yolanda explained that one of the hardest 

times in her career as an AP involved delivering staff lay-off letters to members of her 

team. She explained that “I think that is an unfair position to put me in as an 

Administrator, especially when you have a school system as large as this one.” She 

further lamented that “to give people their letter and to have people sit there and look at 

you and crying, you are like ‘I don’t know what to say.’ So that was the time that I felt 

that strain.”  Watching the body language of AP Yolanda as she recounting this event 

provides stronger evidence that the tenets of her job as an administrator can be extremely 

cumbersome. Here she has the responsibility to deliver tumultuous news, but is powerless 

in altering this decision.  Moreover, while not the senior leader of the building, she 

recognized that she is still responsible for carrying some of the burden that comes with 

senior leadership. This action can create major animosity for APs as they navigate their 

position.  
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In contrast to losing staff members is the increasing enrollment of students. AP 

Michael explained that it is a common practice, particularly in urban neighborhood high 

schools, to begin the school year with a set number of students and one-third of those 

students change by the end of the school year. The sentiments of AP Michael connect to 

the work of Ron Edmonds and effective schools literature that explained urban schools as 

ever changing environments. As such, the need for clear vision in a team or shared setting 

of leadership is absolutely necessary to ensure academic and cultural school continuity in 

an environment of constant change.  

Connected to student fluctuation is parent engagement. A plight of urban 

education, parental engagement has typically been a struggle as most students come from 

households where parental support is minimal. AP Michael laments of his frustrations on 

this issue. He explained that one of the major challenges of his profession is the inability 

to move parents toward a greater commitment in their child’s education. Similar to AP 

Michael, AP Bernadette spoke to the challenges of dealing with parents who advocate for 

their children in ways that are not particularly beneficial to the child or the process of 

schooling.  She explained, “I know it’s important to deal with every situation, but there 

are some things; just take it home and work it out.” This perspective comes from her own 

experiences as student in a neighborhood public high school and now being on the 

administrative side she has a better understanding of how to filter particular issues as it 

relates to parents. This perspective helps to inform the way she manages her role.  

In a similar fashion AP Yolanda explained that her middle management challenge 

with parents revolves around the constant level of support she has to offer to parents and 

students alike. She explains: 
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 I really find myself constantly; consistently, between the teachers and the 

parents who will call you 6 o’clock in the morning “I don’t know how to 

get my child out of bed to come to school. I don’t know what to do 

anymore.” Parents who have given up; “I can’t do anything with them. 

You can do whatever you can do with them.” [AP Yolanda, Blacksby 

05/14/2012] 

 

While expressing this as a challenge, she reconciles this struggle with the understanding 

that as an Assistant Principal who is committed to transforming urban education she has 

to continue to reach out. Seeing this as not just her role or duty, but a calling, she asserts 

that she will continue to have those nurturing conversations at every level of schooling as 

long as the goal for change necessitates.  

 The expressions of AP Yolanda, AP Michael, and AP Bernadette are indicative of 

the multifaceted role of the Assistant Principal. More than just who they are in terms of 

job description, the position of their role within school leadership teams postures them to 

have to deal with every level of schooling from central office changes, to principal 

leadership demands, to teachers and the politics of education, to the influx of students, 

and even the instability of parental engagement. Assistant Principals are as Briggs (2001) 

and other scholars of middle management theory explain brokers or mediators of their 

school environments. As such the importance and impact of their role needs greater 

attention in an effort to move toward creating, sustaining, and effectively utilizing models 

of shared or collaborative leadership that is to transform urban schools.    

Theme 3: Recommendations of the Middle Manager 

 With the complexities of the AP position and the uniqueness of their roles within 

school buildings, the participants were asked to identify, from their perspective as middle 
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managers, those qualities that were essential to enacting their role most effectively. These 

qualities include internal aspects that they needed to possess as leaders as well as 

supports that were most helpful from those above and below them in the school 

leadership structure. The APs indentified being a flexible problem solver who exercises 

patience and humility and practices consistent reflection of their leadership, as being of 

the greatest asset to their role.   

Problem Solver 

 

 Problem solving is the life of the AP. In this sense, problem solving was largely 

connected to mediation, as well as creating feasible solutions to issues that arose in the 

school environment. Cited by AP Lewis, “I think a lot of times when you’re dealing with 

the young people we deal with and that anything can be a potential problem…I spend my 

time especially with the discipline piece in a lot of mediation.” He explained that the way 

to combat this is “to come with consistent and reasonable thought about what is 

happening and put everything out on the table to figure out how these pieces of the puzzle 

mesh and explain myself as to why the decision was made.” He continued “I have a lot of 

things that come my way so I kind of take those into account and kind of play the role of 

problem solver in a sense.” He adds that he spends his time “consistently putting out fires 

or solving problems, whether small or huge.” 

 Conversely, AP Michael, reinforcing his added role of managing outside 

partnerships as an AP, explained that the position requires that “you have to be able to 

think on the go and be a quick learner.” He adds; there is not really “any kind of 

preparation and I think that’s why it is very difficult.”  To contextualize his response, 

being a quick learner who thinks on their feet connects is an attribute of an problem 
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solver in that as concerns or issues develop as an AP who manages outside partnerships, 

AP Michael is constantly under the pressure of having to appropriate on the spot 

solutions to problems that are not necessarily in his scope of influence. He also explained 

that this position is on the job training. 

Still, AP Yolanda in her statement on problem solving explains that:  

 

I just do it. I don’t know. I don’t even consider myself to be this well 

organized person. If you give me a deadline, I’ll make sure I hit my 

deadline. If there is something that you charge me to do I will definitely 

go out there and try to ensure its getting done. I just do it. [AP Yolanda, 

Blacksby High, 05/15/2012]  

 

Not obviously speaking to solving problems, AP Yolanda’s statement is similar to AP 

Michael in a sense that she has to move through her position and make things work. Her 

comment was in reference to her ability to lead as an AP in a complex building laden 

with academic, social, and politic problems that impeded educational development. To 

that she explained that when challenges arise she simply works her way through them as 

best as possible.  This is translated as problem solving because she emphasis the 

implementation of solutions. 

 The responses of the participants as it relates to problem solving demonstrate the 

complexities of their position, particularly in their varying understandings of problem 

solving and the ways they respond to it. For many APs, the nature of their work does not 

necessarily provide a space of slow processing before the implementation of action; 

therefore, as evidence by the responses of the participants, APs have to move quickly, 

think on their feet, and at times just push through even when there is no conceivable 
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pattern of analysis or solution. In this sense, their problem solving abilities have to be 

coupled with a strong dose of flexibility.  

Flexibility 

 

 Flexibility was defined by the APs as being necessary to handle the daily changes 

of a school day, deal with the balance of leadership when staff members do not 

necessarily concede to their authority, and for an overall sense of well-being. For 

instance, when asked how he manages his role as a leader, even when he may not feel as 

confident in his leadership decisions, AP Lewis explained: 

 

When you are in the business we are in you have to try to think that it’s 

always going to go your way. And even when it doesn’t you have to try 

and think about plan C, D, and E after A and B have been destroyed or 

didn’t work out.  

[AP Lewis, Golden High 05/14/2012]  

 

As indicated by his statement AP Lewis explained the need to think with a positive 

confident mind, but emphasized the importance of having a multilevel plan of flexibility 

to address the nuances of urban schooling. In addition to his recommendation for a 

flexible plan, AP Lewis asserted that flexibility is needed to deal with leader-staff 

relationships, particular when staff members try to usurp the authority of an AP by 

deferring to the principal, because they feel he is the primary leader with the last word. 

He explained that when situations of that sort arise it is important to approach it gingerly, 

but remain focused on the plan. “If you come up with an idea or have some kind of 

solution you have to follow through with what you put out there…change takes a lot of 

time.” AP Lewis’ statement illustrates the intricate nature of leading from the middle 
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space. APs have to be especially skilled at managing the unpredictability of their position 

and people.  They have to stand firm but remain flexible.  

 Moreover, AP Michael expressed that flexibility is an absolute necessity in order 

to stay connected to the purpose of the work and remain productive. He stated:  

 

Like I said earlier with the lack of consistency and the every changing 

landscape of the school district I just think flexibility is really important to 

stay grounded, to stay focused without losing your mind. So I think that is 

really key, you need to be able to adapt on the go to whatever new 

challenges or programs they throw at you. [AP Michael, Golden High 

5/21/2012] 

 

From his statement, flexibility does not simply assist an AP in carrying out the tenets of 

their work, but for some, it is a necessary characteristic to possess in order to remain sane 

and in good health as an individual. As such, the work of the urban high school AP, 

particular the politics of their position, has the potential to be a volatile environment in 

which their health becomes compromised—a perspective not openly considered when 

examining the role of these leaders.   

 AP Janet explained that in terms of management “managing staff is hard. 

Managing staff that doesn’t want to be managed…Then dealing with the feedback of that, 

that’s not easy; for any perspective that’s not easy.” She continued “you have to be very 

flexible. You can’t manage all people the same way. It’s not just a one style fits all. So, I 

think you have to be flexible in that regard.” She added that this need for flexibility is 

even more pressing for her because of the quick transition she made from being a teacher 

to an AP with the changing of one school year. She explains: 
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 Well I was a teacher here for 6 months last year. So transitioning from 

that, I was a teacher that acted in an administrative role. So being an 

administrator and kind of being on the other side of the fence from people 

that I considered colleagues last year to people that I guest technically now 

I supervise was a huge challenge. Not just for me, but I also think that for 

some of the staff members to kind of flip the switch a little bit. [AP Janet, 

Golden High, 05/21/2012] 

 

  A reoccurring statement by all of the APs, flexibility in their management style is 

necessary to help them lead as well as follow. AP Janet’s statement speaks to literature on 

leadership and Assistant Principals. Just as APs cannot manage their staff in a one type 

set model, in the same way APs as followers of their principals cannot be managed as a 

type-set model. It is especially important that principals receive training on how to lead 

their APs just as APs need training on how to lead their staff as well as follow their 

principal. A fundamental understanding of leadership, there is still much to be learned in 

the way of leadership development in spaces of shared leadership. In this sense, 

flexibility is absolutely essential to navigate these conflicting worlds.  

 Even more, AP Bernadette was clear that her role required that she have quick 

adaptability. “You’ve got to think on your feet in this position. You have to think quick, 

you have to think on your feet and you have to be ready to act. Not react, but ready to act. 

You gotta be flexible.”  While her definition of flexibility connects to some aspects of 

being a problem solver, in this sense she is speaking more to the process of moving and 

bending with the change, not necessarily employing multiple measures of change. She 

confirmed this in her statement, “those are the things that would make for a good 

administrator. You really, really, really have to be flexible in your personality and in your 

actions.” Sharing similar sentiments of AP Janet, AP Bernadette explained that “you’re 

dealing with so many different personalities, so many different people, so many different 
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issues. Not only the teachers; the students and parents. You have your district personnel 

as well. So it’s almost like a ventriloquist.” But she stated with confidence, that “it is 

doable. I enjoy it… Every day is a new day; every day is a new experience.” She 

concluded that even with all of the adjustments, “when a student thanks you for anything, 

when a student says something nice to you that kind of makes my day. It makes coming 

to work worth it” In this sense flexibility not only assist the APs with a method to address 

the issues that arise, but it also helps them see the excitement of a new day and the 

uniqueness of the staff they manage. In order to employ flexibility, Assistant Principals 

have to develop a keen sense of patience and humility.  

Patience and Humility 

 Having patience and humility were two commonly cited internal characteristic 

expressed by the Assistant Principals. I chose to speak about them in tandem, because in 

order to employ patience, a sense of humility is needed. AP Lewis stated very plainly, 

“you have to have patience. You have to have a sense of withstanding the storms so to 

speak.” Highlighting the unpredictability of their work environments, he added that 

patience helps the APs to endure the problems that arise. He stated “every day you come 

in there is a storm, now whether it is a good or bad storm you have to be able to whether 

it.” This test to stand through the storm is backed by humility. AP Bernadette explained 

that “you have to be humble…You have to be able to take a back seat. And sometimes 

you have to wait. Even though it’s your idea, sometimes you have to wait for the 

direction.” From this statement AP Bernadette was referencing that as a middle manager 

there are times that senior leaders may not always see the vision of the AP; therefore, 

causing the AP to wait for their empowerment before they can carry out an idea.  In this 
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sense humility and patience complement one another as APs attempt to buffer the 

dualism of their roles.  

 In a further dialogue, AP Michael expressed that patience extends beyond one’s 

self. He states, “you need to be patient with parents, with students, with teachers, with all 

administrators.” Coupled with patience, AP Michael also eludes to his need for humility.  

 

I think sometimes I kind of need to bring myself back down to kind of 

refocus myself on that because I get upset when parents and students, 

teachers, and other administrators don’t see the importance of certain 

issues the way I do. So I think that’s something I need to work on. [AP 

Michael, Golden High, 5/21/2012] 

 

AP Michael presents an interesting point of reflection that many leaders have trouble 

coming to terms with. One of the key aspects listed in transformative leadership literature 

is that leadership is not dictated by a single individual, but a collaborative effort in which 

all stakeholders have a voice and work toward a common goal. In this sense, it is 

important for Assistant Principals to recognize that while they are competent, there are 

other stakeholders who have agency and desire to express it. Patience and humility work 

well in this sense, because it takes the spotlight off the individual and places it on the 

collective. In order for APs to effectively apply patience and humility to their profession, 

they must recognize the need to be reflective over their leadership style. 

Reflective Practice 

One of the keys related to the work of an AP is being reflective. While only cited 

by a few APs as a characteristic that they actively practice, reflection is happening daily.  

In a more conscious way, AP Lewis expressed that “I think I’ve always been reflective 

about what I do.” He asserted “I think it’s made me continue to be reflective, but it’s also 
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put me in a position where I believe that I’m starting to be reflective and starting to map 

out how I would change things in different realms.” He added that it is critical to “write 

things down and document things, especially if they are extremely important, because 

people expect you to recall the exact sentence, the exact words, the exact tone that you 

may have said something, and they expect it right then and there.”  

Reflective practice is not only appropriate for enhancing individual practice, but it 

can also help with managing conflict. AP Ronald, when asked how he resolves moments 

of conflict between meeting the demands of the principal and those he directly manages 

as an AP, replied, 

 

The only way I can say that you do it is to come up with creative ways to 

reflect. You implement plans to see if they are gonna work. You look at 

the data and see what the data is saying about what’s going on. You just 

kind of constantly tweak. I think that the way you deal with it is by staying 

constantly reflective.  

[AP Ronald, Golden High, 05/16/2012] 

 

Reflection in this sense provides a space to defuse unnecessary strife and provide an 

opportunity for true collaboration. DuFour and Burnette (2002) suggested that a culture 

of collaboration in schools is cultivated by constant reflection and engagement of all 

stakeholders to provide all constituents with the opportunity to lead and assist in the 

transformation of school environments.  

Moreover, AP Michael spoke about the process of reflection in regards to his 

career aspirations.  He replied;  

 

I try to make myself more aware of what I would do in situations if I was 

making the call. And even journal those thoughts down at night when I 
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come home from school, I keep a journal of different situations; what was 

done, did it work, did it not work, what would I have done differently? 

What would I have done the same? And then reflect on those decisions 

and I think I also start to look at, I guess I start to question more things I 

guess as I get curious or move towards hopefully becoming a principal of 

my own school.  

[AP Michael, Golden High 05/21/2012] 

 

In his statement, we learn from AP Michael that reflective practice can be beneficial for 

APs considering moving beyond the position. Historically, the Assistant Principalship has 

been cited as the stepping stone to the principalship. While the position has since 

expanded to a terminal career, for those still looking to this role as a platform to become a 

principal, intentional reflective practice is necessary. As cited by the APs, exercising 

reflective practice assist them with continuously staying in tune with who they are as 

developing professionals, how they manage and deal with colleagues, and a tool to plan 

for future career aspirations.  To be reflective there has to be a sense of connection to 

their school community.  

Connectedness and Visibility 

In keeping with a practice of reflection is the need to be connected and visible. 

Boske and Benavente-McEnery (2012) explain that a robust analysis of the Assistant 

Principals role has been absent from the literature. As a result, best practices for their 

work within the school community are limited, leaving them with major position 

fragmentation. As such, to debunk these ideologies and move to the forefront of the 

school community and literature APs need to assert themselves as visible leaders who are 

connected and knowledgeable of their colleagues and school building. A reoccurring 

theme in the data revolves around being focused and having a sense of knowledge of 

yourself, your building, and the people you work with.  
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AP Janet stated; “I’m here every day and I think people really need to see that. 

You know that’s really important. Not just for the kids, but I think that’s a pretty 

important part.” Reflecting on her responsibility to her principal she added, knowing that 

the principal is probably somewhere he is going to get stuck and he is probably not going 

to have a choice in that, I can’t get stuck in my office. I can’t sit in my office.” She 

continued,  “being out and being visible is pretty critical to being a good leader; 

especially in the assistant principal position.”  

AP Lewis translates this connectedness into knowing “whether directly or 

indirectly, what is going on with all the students under my jurisdiction and school. So if I 

have an idea in what is going on I can actually be a participant in coming up with a 

solution.” Adding a message of caution, he commented “you never want to be a position 

to tell someone ‘I didn’t know.” To this end, being visible and connected keeps APs at 

the forefront of the action, where they can effectively address problems in a sound 

informative way.  They cannot be passive, waiting for complete direction; they need to 

exercise initiative. 

 Further AP Yolanda stated that, “I think that if you don’t know what is going on 

and if you don’t get into the trenches of it you are doing a disadvantage to yourself. “ 

Seeing connection as a professional tool she explained; “there are a lot of times when 

things happen in the school…you should really never be in a place where you don’t know 

what’s going on in your school…have candid conversation.” Taking a sense of ownership 

of her school, she added very intensely, “if you’re talking about my school and you want 

to know what’s going on in my school I need to be able to answer to it.” To this end, 

being visible is more than just an informational practice, but professional obligation that 
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APs need to actively carry out in order to maintain organization and a forward movement 

in their school buildings.  

Building Relational Trust  

The data overwhelmingly revealed that the major component to being a successful 

AP is the practice of building trustworthy relationships.  AP Janet explained: 

If they see me as a person that they are working with then they will do 

what they are supposed to do and they will work for themselves. They’ll 

work for the kids, as opposed to being kind of under the thumb 

management style. [AP Janet, Golden High 12/19/2012] 

 

In this sense, relationship building allows for individuals to feel important and valued as 

active contributors to the school environment. Particularly for APs as middle managers, 

relational trust is the basis by which their leadership is established, both in their 

connection to the principal as well as their staff members and other school constituents.  

 When asked if these factors were critical, AP Lewis commented, “I think you 

have to be able to present a body of work where people can trust you and understand that 

you get things done when they don’t believe people can.” He adds that establishing trust 

requires excellent listening skills.  

The number one thing is a lot of times people just want you to listen. Once 

you listen if they allow you to enter into their conversation if you can 

present a situation to them that makes sense…whatever is solid good 

advice you try to give that to them first…In order to move a school where 

you need to be and have people function at their job in a positive manner 

you have to get them to trust you. And that’s the kind of leader, I don’t 

necessarily think I aspire to be, but I think that’s what happens with 

consistency in listening.  

[AP Lewis, Golden High, 05/14/2012] 

 

As cited in AP Lewis’ statement being a leader in a school building is about developing 

people. When people feel that you are a good listener and understand that you are 

authentic in your relationships they are more inclined to listen to you and trust you.  
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Likewise, AP Ronald explains that building relationships and trustworthiness is 

extremely important because of the unpredictable environment of urban high schools. 

Connecting to the sociological and psychological aspects of his work, he stated: 

 

It is an urgent job because our children are literally and figuratively dying; 

socially and sometimes physically. So I think that we need to trust one 

another because without that trust and because of the challenges that we 

face there is a great chance for negativity during the day. And if you don’t 

trust each other it will be hard to move the program forward in the 

positive. So trust is very important because it is the only way you can 

combat the negativity of working in an environment, the potential 

negativity, because not all environments are negative, but the potential 

negativity of working in an environment with so many challenges. [AP 

Ronald, Golden High, 05/16/2012] 

 

AP Ronald speaks directly to the complexities of the urban high school AP who 

traditionally encounters greater levels of mistrust, because of the higher levels of 

disenfranchisement that exist in many urban school communities. This negativity that he 

is referring to is a by-product of years of urban school reform initiatives that have been 

driven by political and socioeconomical agendas that are not necessarily focused on the 

needs of the constituents who will be impacted by these decisions.   

 Building relational trust is essential for middle managers as the goal of the 

position is to forge powerful relationships above and below the organizational line. APs 

as middle leaders have a heavy responsibility to actively incorporate strategies to build 

relational trust within their school communities. Distributed leadership thrives on this 

concept and the absence of authentic relationships in which stakeholders trust one 

another will result in a collapse of organizational progress. Leithwood et al. (2007) 

spoke to this point in their discussion on holistic approach of distributed leadership 

where stakeholders build solid organizational relationships with recognition that the 
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totality of the work is greater than the individuals performing the task. But in order to 

achieve this, trust has to be established. With trust members are more likely to buy-in to 

the vision of the organization. 

Buy-in 

 AP Ronald explained that the only way you are going to get things accomplished 

is to get people to buy-in to the idea of the goal. Not to be associated with a tool to 

manipulate, buy-in is essential to bring people together.  Buy-in, while sometimes 

working in conjunction with relational trust, can be viewed as a construct in its own right. 

Positioned as necessary to move organizations, the participants explained that buy-in is 

the way schools create a single culture—a goal essentially necessary to transform school 

communities. Notably for this study, the difference between building relational trust and 

buy-in is that relational trust places the focus on individual connection, while buy-in 

speaks to the collective movement. Therefore, even when constituents may have not 

necessarily built relational trust, particularly in the middle management role where APs 

connect with multiple stakeholders, buy-in is still achievable in connecting individuals to 

a greater collective goal or vision.  

AP Michael explained when asked how he gets staff to buy-in to visions handed 

down from the principal he added that, it requires: 

 

building your relationship and having those people skills to be able to have 

those working relationships with your staff and be able to say at times ‘I 

know we may not feel that this is the best solution for this particular 

situation or particular problem, but this is where we need to go. This is the 

principal’s vision and this is where we are going to go with it. [AP 

Michael, Golden High, 5/21/2012] 
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AP Michael’s statement is indicative of the greater definition of buy-in in that 

while staff members may not necessarily forge a sense of relational trust with the 

principal, as the vision is being communicated to them through the AP, buy-in is 

still achievable on the bases that the principal is the one who is establishing the 

vision. In other words, the progress of the school will still move forward because 

the greater collective understanding of the principal as the visionary trumps 

individual feelings. Notably, achieving buy-in can be challenging in the absence 

of trust, but not impossible.   

 AP Yolanda explained that establishing buy-in can sometimes be 

challenging when individuals feel as if there is a space of insecurity or 

discontinuity within leadership. Reflecting on staff in particularly, she explained 

that “you really want people to work with you. Then at times you understand that 

as the leader you have to say ‘this is what I need you do.’ Or better yet, ‘this is 

what you are going to do.’ And you have to be able to stand on that conviction.”  

In this sense, buy-in not only brings people together for a collective goal, but also 

provides APs with a platform in which to enact their leadership. By presenting a 

solid vision that people can grasp, even when they may not necessarily trust the 

individual translating the vision, there is greater opportunity to move toward a 

place of mutual productivity than when buy-in is absent.   

Like her colleagues, AP Bernadette continued in the same vein by likening her 

role with buy-in to a marriage. She stated; “it’s like a marriage almost, because these are 

the people you have to work closely with everyday. These are the people that you share 

common space with. These are the people that you share ideas, so it is important that we 
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get along.” Highlighting that buy-in moves beyond individual feelings she added; “we 

don’t have to like each other, but we have to respect one another and we have to get 

along.” She concluded her statement by explaining that buy-in works hand-in-hand in 

relationships. “If you don’t have buy-in you are working as a single man. No one person 

can move a school by him or herself. 

A clear statement, buy-in is essential to move school buildings. While likened to 

trust, buy-in has the ability to unite the organization at a different level because it 

supersedes personal relationships and moves toward a greater goal. For APs, achieving 

buy-in is no easy feat, but is especially necessary for the productivity of their ambiguous 

role. As leaders who touch every aspect of the organization and are responsible for 

communicating vision, continuity, and single school culture developing tools for buy-in 

can make the difference in success or failure. In order for APs to impact school 

constituents and communicate messages of unity that inspire people to act, they require a 

sense of empowerment within their leadership ability.  

Empowerment 

 

 Empowerment was revealed in this study in several ways. APs felt empowered 

when their principals allowed them the freedom to lead without much scrutiny or 

micromanagement. Secondly, empowerment developed in the form of motivation, where 

APs received constructive feedback and encouragement on their leadership. Finally, APs 

were empowered through mentoring relationships. These included being mentored by 

principals and serving as mentors to their staff.  

 When asking AP Ronald about empowerment, he replied his principal gives him 

the vision for what is needed and then allows him to enact the vision as he deems most 
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appropriate.  Likewise, AP Michael reiterates that empowerment comes from the 

principals by his “willingness to allow me to manage the grant and make purchases and 

make personnel decisions and things like that on my own.” He adds, that “most of the 

time I just copy him on it and there is never really any push back as for that goes.”  

Empowerment in this since can be viewed as a by-product of building trusting 

relationships, where APs have full autonomy to lead on the basis by which their principal 

trust them to do so. While positive, this form of empowerment also speaks to the middle 

management struggle of APs in that they are fully equipped to lead as their principal 

gives them autonomy to do so. To this end, APs are not really practicing full autonomy as 

their position is still largely dictated by the principal. Even in this vein, APs still need to a 

space in which to enact their leadership.  

 AP Yolanda asserted that she appreciates her principal’s trust in her to lead. She 

explained;  

I think I really respect that coming from my background that she looks for 

me to do that [lead]. So it’s really a very comfortable situation for me to 

be able to do what I know I can do, and not to have backlash from it, but 

being able to actually help maintain [Blacksby]. [AP Yolanda, Blacksby, 

05/15/2012] 

 

Feeling empowered by her principal’s trust, AP Yolanda admits that even with this 

freedom to exercise her leadership there are times when small disagreements arise 

between her ideas for solutions versus that of her principal. She asserted that when these 

situations occur she is able to take her concerns to her principal in a mutual spirit of 

respect to come to an agreeable solution. This relationship adds to her empowerment in 

that she feels like a vital member of the leadership team, and not simply her principal’s 

pawn or servant.  Even in indifference, leadership is still possible.  
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 Still, AP Janet, when asked about empowerment, explained that she feels 

equipped to lead because she knows that her principal chose her because she was capable 

of fulfilling the role of an AP. She continued, “I wasn’t someone that was thrust at him.” 

Remembering her hiring experience, she stated that “things happened kind of oddly this 

summer, but they [central office] eventually came to him and said, ‘who do you want?’ 

and he said ‘I already have who I want.” She admitted that this sense of “wanting” 

“makes it easier for her to perform her duties and adding to her value as a professional. 

 Another manifestation of empowerment developed in the form of motivation 

where leaders were encouraged to continue their positive work, particularly in times of 

great stress. Many of the APs expressed that their role as middle managers can be 

overwhelming leaving them feeling overworked and underappreciated.  Even when 

giving full autonomy to lead, the demands of their work sometimes caused feelings of 

fatigue.  For example, AP Michael was the most direct in expressing his need for 

motivation. He stated,  

 

I mean I feel overworked a lot of times, just because with the [partnership] 

grant I don’t have any other breaks from the other responsibilities that 

regular Assistant Principals have. I still have to do formal observations, 

lesson plans all that stuff…I just feel like I’m overworked sometimes.  

[AP Michael, Golden, 05/21/2012] 

 

AP Lewis, highlighting similar feelings explained that because of his quick introduction 

to the building, he did not have adequate time to acclimate to the culture before he was 

bombarded with problems. As such, he faced challenges early-on in terms of laying a 

solid foundation. He admitted that while “I think I am able to handle them… in certain 

situations sometimes I get to a point where some of the things that you wanted to get 
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done during the course of the day doesn’t get done.” In this sense, AP Lewis is 

demonstrating how overload can impact job performance. To this end, motivation to 

continue, especially in the mist of uncertainty, is essential the role of the AP as middle 

manager.  

 AP Yolanda expressed that motivation was essential to her position, but not solely 

for her own empowerment, but rather the empowerment of the collective. Situating her 

comment in a cultural context, she explained, “I find that for us, for our students, again 

and even for our staff you’d just be surprised how many people just need to know that 

they are doing okay. That it is going to be alright. You can do this.” Her perspective of 

motivation as being more than just a professional need, but a cultural necessity is 

indicative of the uniqueness of urban schools. In this same vein, APs who work in these 

environments have to have an understanding of this uniqueness in order to be effective 

leaders for themselves as well as those they manage.  Adding a word of caution she stated 

that;  

 

Motivation and having a conviction about that motivation. You are not just 

talking, you really mean what you say and I think people can feel that you 

mean what you say. And when you stand up and you speak and you speak 

clearly, speak with conviction, people definitely feel that. For us as a 

culture of people we need to feel. [AP Yolanda, Blacksby 5/15/2012] 

 

Empowerment in the form of motivation helps APs become better leaders in the midst of 

an unpredictable learning environment—spaces where cultural backgrounds necessitates 

motivation. This empowerment not only helps the APs follow, but adds a sense of 

positivity to them as leaders and those they lead. Empowerment in this vein can be 
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connected to mentoring and coaching in which leaders model particular sets of behaviors 

that will positively impact the organization.    

 Mentoring and coaching is a two-fold process for APs as middle managers; where 

APs are mentees of their principals but serve as mentors to the staff they manage.  When 

asked about his mentoring experience with his principal, AP Lewis explained his 

mentoring relationship with his principal was done mostly through conversations and 

ongoing feedback in handling situations. He adds that along with this mentoring his 

principal also models. He stated,  

 

I just watch and listen as to how he goes about handling certain situations. 

I constantly say to myself ‘I have to remember to handle that type of 

situation in that form.’ Because sometimes we let our emotions into play 

and it’s not about emotions sometimes, but about how you actually go 

about handling situations. So I learn from him in that sense. [AP Lewis, 

Golden High 5/15/2012] 

 

Conversely, when asked how he thinks his staff views his mentoring style, AP Lewis 

stated he intentionally tries to model behaviors and present his staff with a different 

perspective for handling situations.  He explained “we are dealing with a variety of 

teachers in different ages, but in terms of their careers they are very young. So they don’t 

always think of or see the situations as they present themselves.” To this end he relies on 

modeling as a form of mentoring to give first-level leaders with differing perspectives on 

how you go about managing the changes of each day.  Modeling a behavior makes more 

of an impact than verbal communication, as people actively see the work carried out. This 

process is essential for APs who have ambiguous roles. There is sometimes no prescribed 

explanation as to how or why, but the need to have the job completed is there.  
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 AP Ronald explained that his principal mentors him by having continuous 

sessions of reflection in which he provides direction on the overarching goal of the 

school. In this sense AP Ronald explained that he gained the most from his principal by 

“sitting down by asking him what is your vision for this school? Where do you see this 

school at? How do you want to get there? And then when he explains that vision to you, 

you have to own it.” Conversely, in his meetings with staff, AP Ronald explained that 

there are times when teachers miss the greater understanding of a decision. When these 

moments arise his mentoring style is to take them out of their individualized 

understanding and try to help them see a more global perspective. Similar to the tenets of 

buy-in, AP Ronald explained that he coaches his team through those moments of 

indifference or ambiguity. He stated, “I really enjoy taking a group of people, galvanizing 

them and leading them through a process. I really enjoy that part…getting them to melt as 

a team, and then leading through a situation or goal.”  Mentoring in this sense provides 

empowerment to the AP from the perspective of the leader and follower.  

Being an Assistant Principal in an urban high school is a multifaceted world that 

requires a host of characteristics in order to effectively enact their roles. Highlighting the 

challenges they face as they attempt to navigate the conflicting spaces of leadership, the 

participants explained that the aforementioned characteristics are vital in order to 

function in the highly volatile and unstable environment of urban high schools. In this 

sense, the Assistant Principalship requires that leaders receive direct mentoring from their 

principals that fosters a sense of empowerment, as APs enact patience, flexibility, 

humility, and reflective practice while towing the line of leadership. This will impact the 

ways in which they build relational trust with school members and influence the level of 
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buy-in they receive, as they transmit the vision throughout the organizational line.  As 

indicated by the participants, an absence of these key attributes could make the role of the 

AP unbearable and the possibility of transformative leadership unattainable. 

 The irony of these findings is that while the APs expressed the need to possess 

them, they all exclaimed that these qualities are not learned in the certification classroom, 

but rather on the job.  As such, if the nature of the Assistant Principalship is a role that 

cannot be adequately prepared for until one enters the position, there needs to be a greater 

emphasis on continued school leadership development to ensure that sustainable 

transformative leadership takes place.  

 Moreover, because of the intricate nature of their work and the progression of 

distributed leadership models as a mainstream urban educational reform initiative, the 

role of the Assistant Principal is especially important to examine in an effort to impact 

the overall progress of school buildings. True models of shared leadership will never be 

actualized until all stakeholders receive adequate development. This conclusion has been 

stated by transformational leaders and confirmed by the findings in this study.  The 

implications of this work are discussed in Chapter 5.  
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CHAPTER 5 

CONCLUSION 

Discussion 

 This research utilized a qualitative case study of seven Assistant Principals (APs) 

to understand how APs, in urban high schools, navigate their position as leader and staff. 

The overarching goal was to study how APs working in large urban high schools, moved 

through their position between leader and staff under a distributed/shared model of 

leadership. Moreover, the study sought to expound on not just what APs did in these 

environments, in terms of roles and responsibilities, but how and why the enacted their 

role in particular ways.   

 According to Hallinger (2003); Huber (2004); and Spillane, Halverson, and 

Diamond (2004), school-based management is one of the most influential factors in 

transforming schools, particularly in urban high school environments where schooling is 

more complex.  In a generalized sense, scholars in this camp explain that a culture of 

transformation within a school cannot be a top-down model dictated by a single leader.  

Moreover, Leithwood (2007) asserts that practices of change also cannot occur in isolated 

pockets where only a segment of the population implements change.  Rather, Spillane 

(2005) and Smith and Bell (2011) explain that whole school transformation needs to be 

grounded in a shared approach to education involving all school constituent in the 

process of leading.  Importantly, this form of leadership does not exempt the presence of 

a point leader, but calls for inclusive practice of leadership in which all stakeholders have 

a voice, and are allowed to take ownership toward the end goal.  As such, critical to this 

shared model of leadership in schools is the role of Assistant Principals, as they serve as 
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second in command in school buildings.  Ironically, their position within leadership 

teams as a vice-leader is also the source of their challenge to lead. In other words, APs as 

the second formal leaders of school buildings have a unique role that they have to 

navigate between following their principals and leading their staff. This research 

examined this phenomenon through the theoretical lens of middle management theory, 

which helps explain how individuals in the middle space of leadership move through 

their conflicting reality.  

 As illustrated in the literature review, since their introduction into school 

buildings the role of Assistant Principals has been vaguely defined;  relegating them to 

principal support personnel and the “go-to” people in the building.  With the last few 

decades of educational reform initiatives, especially scholarship around transformational 

practices of leadership and greater national attention to the plight of public schools, 

greater awareness has been given to the work of APs in regards to what they do. Even 

with this change; however, there is still much to learn about how they carry out their 

position and to a greater extent, why.  Still relatively absent from school leadership 

literature, the overarching goal of this study was to expand this discussion by trying to 

identify why APs entered their role, how they conceptualize their leadership role as 

middle leaders, and what key characteristics were necessary to help them enact their role. 

In other words, this study was concerned with the sociological and psychological 

components of the AP position. 

 Most recently, an edited volume published by Shoho, Barnett, and Tooms (2012) 

explained that while there have been advancements in the construction of the Assistant 

Principalship, the role is still nebulous.  Participants in this study confirmed much of 
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what the literature demonstrated in regards to their vague loosely defined roles, 

specifically in the sense of detailed pre-training opportunities.  They explained that their 

position is an on-the-job learning experience, lessons that principal certification training 

programs cannot teach.  In fact, all of the participants said that they learned their greatest 

lessons on the spot in school environments and over emphasized the need for reflective 

practice, in an effort to shape their leadership.   

 Notably, the participants did assert that while pre-job training was not necessarily 

helpful, the role of their principal was critical in assisting them with their position of 

leading, as he/she is the visionary for the building who has the authority to set the course.  

With this, the APs expressed that this position to follow and lead is challenging, because 

they are constantly towing the line and working through measures to maintain their 

leadership, while simultaneously respecting the authority of their principal.  Moreover, 

the participants voiced that their ability to effectively move through this dualism is 

predicated on how secure their principal is in his/her leadership style, how often the 

leadership team communicates, and the level of guided autonomy the principal provides.  

With that, while APs may not benefit from pre-job training, principals as senior leaders 

who are responsible for communicating the vision and mentoring APs, need to have more 

leadership training on how to lead APs, directly from the perspective of the AP.  This 

model may produce more useful meetings of collaboration and ultimately positively steer 

the direction of schooling.   

 The participants in this study entered the Assistant Principalship with no 

introduction beyond that of their certification programs.  While not a district or state 

requirement, and as evidenced by the findings, a nonessential factor in preparation, the 
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findings in this study revealed that this level of isolated training did impact the ways in 

which APs performed their duties, particularly as it related to their self-definition of 

leadership.  Generally, the participants had a strong handle of their roles and 

responsibilities in terms of managing discipline, providing supervision to staff, and 

adhering to the principal, but when asked how or why they enacted their role in particular 

ways, several APs had a challenge with the self-definition of their work or leadership 

style.  Marshall and Hooley (2006) explained that the Assistant Principalship is no longer 

the position of support, but incorporates multiple dimensions of leadership interaction 

throughout schools. In this sense, APs need to have a tighter understanding of their 

leadership style and the ways in which they implement their leadership throughout their 

school building, particularly since they are to serve as models and mentors to those they 

manage.  A clear cut understanding of this point was not directly identified through this 

study, as many of the participants could not explain their position beyond their 

responsibilities. For example, AP Lewis indicated that while his position description was 

to manage the business cluster of the school, he was still trying to identify how this 

management was to take shape. Moreover, AP Bernadette handled the budget for an 

outside grant partnership.  Aside from explaining that people came to her to get budget 

items approved, she only defined her leadership style as not being a micromanager.  This 

suggests that although APs learn the tenets of their position, their understanding as 

leaders is still underdeveloped. Moreover, while many understood that their purpose was 

to carry out the vision of the principal, the greater understanding of their role as leaders 

was not so clearly articulated.  This was due to a few factors; namely, the lack of positive 

examples as to how APs were to lead and follow, the limited amount of time that some 
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APs spent with their principals, and the absence of on the job training throughout their 

careers.  

 Moreover, since the Assistant Principalship is mostly dictated by the principal, 

APs move and understand their leadership as it is assigned to them. Unlike teachers who 

have distinct roles that are relegated to specific environments—the classrooms; or 

principals who lead school buildings, APs are positioned throughout the school. They 

have no static space of leadership, but are necessarily nebulous. Likewise, their 

understandings reflect the ways in which they define their leadership style. This 

revelation is consistent with the findings of Glover, Gleeson, Gough, and Johnson, M. 

(1998). 

 In further exploration, the study revealed that the ways in which the APs carried 

out their leadership was in direct connection to their reason for entering the AP role.  The 

APs who were comfortable in their roles had less tension and conflict than those who 

desired more leadership opportunity. For example, it was revealed that the APs who 

entered this role as a stepping stone to the principalship (AP Michael and AP Janet) 

actively mimicked and led their respective staff as mini-schools.  These two APs took 

greater risk in regards to their leadership.  Likewise, the APs who entered the role to get a 

feel for the high school experience or as a soft introduction to the role of the principal 

stepped outside of their proscribed leadership role with some trepidation.  They were 

clear on their ability to lead, but they were not necessarily eager to “rock the boat” as it 

related to their principal. For example, AP Ronald emphasized that his purpose for 

entering the role of AP was to effectuate change on a larger scale, yet his focus was on 

ensuring the vision of the principal was fulfilled, as he believed the role of the AP was to 



120 
 

carry out the vision of the principal.  This suggests that the career aspirations of AP’s 

greatly impacts how they move through their position as middle leaders.  Those who 

were clear of their direction were also clearer about their decisions to lead, and required a 

lot less affirmation from their principal.   

 The responses of the participants are indicative of the multifaceted world of the 

Assistant Principal.  While historically cited as a stepping stone to the principalship, that 

concept is not necessarily holding true for 21st century APs.  Like Kelly (1987) 

explained, and it was confirmed by this work, the Assistant Principalship is necessarily 

evolving into a terminal career for many APs.  The desires of the APs have broadened, 

where they are no longer simply supports to their principals, but professionals with their 

own leadership agenda.  More importantly, for those desiring to enter the realm of 

principal, the transition to the position is not necessarily as clear cut as it has been in the 

past.  Many administrators, and those aspiring to the role, are taking more time to develop 

as professionals before deciding to make their transition.  As illustrated in this study, 

many APs enter the position for reasons other than an intermediate step to the 

principalship and are choosing to stay in these positions for the life of their careers.  

 As elaborated in the proceeding chapter, another major finding revealed in this 

study was the level of professionalism the APs desired for their position. More than just 

who they are in terms of job description, their position within school leadership teams 

postures them to deal with every level of schooling, from central office changes, to 

principal leadership demands, to teachers and the politics of education, to the influx of 

students, and even the instability of parental engagement.  With that they are, as Briggs 

(2001) asserts, mediators who have a full range of tools to engage the constituents of their 
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school environment.  Indicated by all of the APs, they require great adaptability, 

flexibility, and strong problem solving skills in order to move through their position 

effectively.  As such, the importance and impact of their role needs greater attention in an 

effort to move toward creating, sustaining, and effectively utilizing models of shared or 

collaborative leadership that is to transform urban schools.    

  Moreover, this work revealed that when trying to establish a culture of 

transformation, the relationship between senior, middle, and first-level leadership is of 

extreme importance.  From the participants’ perspective, the most troubling aspects of 

their position was crossing the boundaries between senior and first-level leadership.  

While manifesting in different ways, the nuances of being a middle manager troubled the 

participants. The way they buffered this was to accept the realization that the principal is 

the visionary of the building and therefore has the final say. While this worked for some 

participants (AP Ronald and AP Lewis), others (AP Michael) struggled with their 

leadership identity as it related to their principal.  

As such, the participants in this study explained that they have to actively work at 

combating these conflicting roles.  Further, they expressed that having a leader who 

recognizes the plight of their position and actively implements strategies of mentoring, 

modeling, and empowerment helps them feel more equipped to lead and follow.  For 

example, AP Lewis over emphasized that his ability to lead through the tension of being 

second in command is a direct reflection of his principal, Mr. Thyme, who intentionally 

engages AP Lewis in conversations of management and direction.  Conversely, AP 

Bernadette explained that she feels the struggle within her position because her principal 

is not especially cognizant of the need to offer support in the way of mentoring to her or 
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her fellow APs. As such, she has to rely on her own experiences to move through her 

position.  Fortunately she has over five years of experience in which to draw from, 

making the transition a lot less difficult, but that is not always the case for many APs. 

The principals interviewed generally saw their APs as their support structures, 

needing guidance to varying degrees in order to carry out the vision of the school.  They 

did acknowledge that their role as senior leaders involved mentoring and modeling, 

although the ways in which this was enacted varied based on the principals perception of 

a particular AP.  As for the first-level leaders, to them APs had the primary role of 

providing direction and visibility.  The absence of this for first-level leaders caused a 

great disconnect in the ways in which APs leadership styles were adopted by their direct 

reports.  In other words, when first-level leaders felt abandoned by their Assistant 

Principals, the desire to build collaborative leadership was diminished.  This phenomenon 

was most prevalent in the relationship between AP Ronald and Ms. Kimble.  In this 

sense, the perception of those working with APs, both above and below them in school 

leadership, informs how they enact their position. 

 The dynamics of the senior-middle-first-level leaders’ relationship is critical to 

the operation and function of school buildings.  When individuals have a vague 

understanding of their roles, or confusion about how their roles intertwine with others 

around them, the results can be catastrophic.  This phenomenon was most salient in the 

story of AP Philip who expressed that much of the regression in his school building, in 

terms of transformation, is a direct result of colliding roles, where leaders do not 

recognize how to work collaboratively with others.  
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Moreover, AP Michael explained that this lack of mutual partnership 

development is the reason why a complete single school culture will never be achieved 

with his school.  In terms of solutions, all the APs explained that the principal is the one 

responsible for recognizing these hurdles and implementing strategies to overcome them.  

This suggests that principal certification programs need to place greater emphasis on 

team building and collaboration, as this is the only formal training that principals and 

APs receive.  Moreover, not just the teachers, but APs also need more professional 

development particularly as it relates to managing team dynamics. 

Being an Assistant Principal in an urban high school is a multifaceted world that requires 

a host of characteristics in order to effectively enact their roles. Highlighting the 

challenges they face as they attempt to navigate this conflicting space of leadership, the 

participants explained that patience, flexibility, humility, and reflective practice are vital 

in order to function in the highly volatile and unstable environment of urban high 

schools.  Labeling the aforementioned characteristics as internal, the APs explained that 

their external support is most needed in the form mentoring from their principals. This 

helps fosters a sense of empowerment, as APs identify ways to build relational trust with 

school members and influence the level of buy-in they receive as they transmit the vision 

throughout the school community.   

 As indicated by the participants, an absence of these key attributes could make the 

role of the AP unbearable and the possibility of transformative leadership, unattainable. 

Moreover, it does a greater disservice to students when leaders are not adequately 

prepared or feel underdeveloped to lead.  The irony of these findings is that while the 

APs expressed the need to possess them, they all exclaimed that these qualities are not 
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learned in the certification classroom, but rather on the job.  As such, if the nature of the 

Assistant Principalship is a role that cannot be adequately prepared for until one enters 

the position, there needs to be a greater emphasis on continued school leadership 

development to ensure that sustainable transformative leadership takes place.  

 Moreover, because of the intricate nature of their work and the progression of 

distributed leadership models as a mainstream urban educational reform initiative, the 

role of the Assistant Principal is especially important to examine, in an effort to impact 

the overall progress of school buildings. True models of shared leadership will never be 

actualized until all stakeholders receive adequate development. Given that they serve as 

mediators within their buildings, interacting with people at every level, the findings of 

this work contribute greatly to the advancement of scholarship on APs.  

 The findings show that while the nuances of education have grown overtime in 

terms of the functionality of schooling, greater demands of instructional practice, and 

attention to overall structure of school leadership, the position of APs is still largely 

ignored. This leaves many APs feeling underprepared and unsupported to function 

effectively in their role, particularly as it relates to the relationship between their 

principals and first-level leaders.  This suggests that the role of the AP is still in need of 

major cultivation as a professional position of equal value to the principalship.  The work 

of APs, particularly in light of urban educational reform that is moving toward more 

school based autonomy, requires a greater level of on-the-job training to assist APs with 

moving beyond the nebulous boundary lines of their role (Kwan, 2008).  
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Implications for Theory 

 The implications of this work open a new understanding of Assistant Principals as 

middle-level leaders who work in transformative models of leadership.  Existing 

literature on transformational leadership speaks heavily to the ways in which primary 

leaders, in this case principals, galvanize teams and empower them to lead.  Moreover, 

scholars of distributed leadership (Spillane, 2005; Leithwood et al., 2007) assert that the 

traditional top-down approach to leadership does not lend itself to effectuating lasting 

change within organizations. Rather, they assert that shared or collaborative models of 

leadership are best suited to reach organizational goals. In this sense, distributed 

leadership models within school buildings are cited as the most appropriate way to move 

school buildings. In light of this, what is missing from discussions of distributed 

leadership are the ways in which team members receiving the delegation, enact their 

position. Assistant Principals, most specifically, are not discussed as active team 

members who serve as delegating agents. Herein lies the theoretical framework of middle 

management theory.  

 Middle management theory gives voice to leaders, who move between senior and 

first level leadership a space to enact their roles of transformative practice that are 

distributed to them and that they delegate to others. Speaking of Assistant Principals as 

transformative leaders, examining them through the lens of middle management provides 

a platform in which to understand the dualism they face as leaders who lead and follow 

under models of transformative leadership. While principals are delegating task to APs as 

leaders over staff, students, and other school constituent, Assistant Principals are 
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simultaneously creating teams of leaders and distributing roles and responsibilities to the 

stakeholders, in an effort to transform schools.   

 The implications of this study help shed light on the complexities of this 

phenomenon within school buildings. Assistant Principals expressed the conflict of 

moving between leader and staff, the urgency of building relational trust, the need for 

buy-in from all school constituents, and the impact of giving and receiving 

empowerment. As such, more discussions of middle leaders as vital transformative agents 

who distribute and receive empowerment are necessary to add to the literature on 

transformative leaders. Most notably, the findings of this study explain that the 

conversations needed within scholarship are not necessarily tide to the effectiveness of 

these transformational or distributed models, as that understanding has been solidified, 

but more so the practicality of this type of leadership in spaces like Golden, Blacksby, 

and Kelton, with leaders who work in evolving urban school environments.  

 

Implications for Policy and Leadership 

 

The implications of this work serve well in understanding the intricate nature of 

APs.  Overall, the implementation of this study gives voice to traditionally silenced 

members of school leadership teams.  While school leadership literature continues to 

develop, there is still more to know in the way of Assistant Principals.  Vital members to 

school communities, the perspective of the AP cannot be ignored if true transformational 

leadership is to occur in school buildings. This process is not solely the responsible of the 

principal, as the culture of schooling occur a greater levels.  Rather, district, state, and 
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national measures of development need to be examined in order to appropriately offer 

APs the tools to be successful leaders.   Education is not simply about standardized gains, 

but involves the interaction of individuals at every level of schooling working toward the 

common goal of student development.  This requires leadership training to be inclusive 

and collaborative, rather than exclusive and singular.  

At a larger level, the Obama Administration is lobbying for greater focus on 

public high school education, as this is the last stage of development that school systems 

have on children before they enter college.  In his 2013 State of Union address, President 

Obama repeatedly referenced the importance of high school as being the critical space in 

which to prepare the nation’s young people for success. He emphasized the complex 

nature of society in that students need to be dually prepared to enter the workforce as well 

as succeed in college.  The high school environment is the final space for this 

preparation.  In his address, he challenged school districts across the nation to begin 

building collaborative partnerships with colleges and universities in an effort to 

competitively prepare students.  With this challenge, it becomes even more important to 

invest in the leaders of this institution, to ensure that they understand their role in 

assisting this process of education.  Moreover, as cited in this study, Assistant Principals 

are generally the leaders who would most likely oversee the direction of these partnership 

opportunities.  As such, the need for their development on how to create and sustain 

effective collaboration will not only assist them in navigating their conflicting roles 

between their principals and first-level leaders, but will also equipped them with the tools 

to effectively engage outside stakeholders in an effort to build better schools and 

students.  
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The role of the AP requires a greater increase for continued job development and 

continued support.  Their work may not be detailed prior to entering the role, but 

education at large and students in particular are wronged when APs are only provided 

support through their principals.  Literature has already spoken to the troubling role of 

principals, and as a result, they have been given more opportunities of reflection to ensure 

the effectiveness of their role.  Still, sole dependency on principals to train APs without 

any additional supports, is short sided and divergent from models of best practice in 

leadership. With the push for more shared models of leadership, the need for more 

development, that extends beyond the principal, is required; particularly in spaces where 

principals do not provide the level of training their APs may require. 

 There is also a need to redefine the way we conceptualize and enact distributed 

leadership. As evidence in this research, there are a variety of ways delegated leadership 

is defined.  Leaders sometimes confuse delegation with dictation, an in essence silence 

their APs as well as other staff members.  As such, an expansion on delegated leadership, 

particularly the strategies on how this shared leadership is applied to buildings, would be 

useful in expanding notions of transformation.  

 

Implications of Further Research 

 

 The findings presented in this work expand our understanding of the conflicting 

role of APs as middle managers, but it does not completely reveal the totality of their 

worlds. More research is needed in addressing the nuances of AP leadership, especially in 

light of changing urban educational reforms.  While the interviews provide a greater 
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understanding of the dual role of APs as it relates to their interaction with principals and 

first-level leaders, this study was limited in that it only explored that phenomenon in one 

environment.  Further investigation would be useful in examining how this three-

dimensional relationship manifests in other school environments, particularly as it relates 

to APs who work under more loosely implemented shared models of leadership.  

 Further, given that this study only focused on seven APs across three schools, 

future research my replicate this study to a larger population across a single district, and 

even several states, to be more generalized.  While not the scope of this study, a more 

generalized understanding will help to identify larger trends with the Assistant 

Principalship. Moreover, as previously stated, this work focused on APs at the high 

school level, because the nature of schooling is generally more complex. Given that 

students being led by high school APs must first matriculate through elementary and 

middle schools, further investigation into individual grade levels would be useful to 

examine if there are commonalities or differences in the way APs carry out their roles 

based on grade levels. This study could serve well as a comparative analysis. 

 The findings of this work revealed that there is still great variation in how school 

leaders define and enact distributed/collaborative models of leadership.  Arguably a result 

of disconnected theory that does not always translate into useful practice, still a more 

concrete understanding of the ways in which school leaders can actively develop and 

sustain shared leadership is of a great necessity.  As such, future research could serve 

well in providing empirical evidence of how school leaders, across large urban districts, 

define and implement models of shared leadership with their school buildings, 

particularly in the age of transformational urban school reform.  
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 Lastly, while not the focus of this study, the implications of this work could add 

to conversations around gender analysis and race as it relates to the leadership models 

within urban high schools. For example, the field of the principalship has traditionally 

been white male dominated, with racial minority groups and women serving in subsidiary 

roles. The findings of this work, particularly with 6 of the 12 participants representing 

racial minority groups, and 4 of the 12 participants identifying as women, speak to the 

evolving role of the Assistant Principalship and urban school leadership in general. 

Notably, one of the major points of interest as it relates to gender is the ways in which the 

women in this study enacted their leadership in more masculine ways; including Mrs. 

Edwin feeling the need to be a dictatorial leader in comparison to Mr. Thymes who self-

identified as naturally delegated.  Further, AP Janet explained that being a part of an all 

male leadership team at Golden High forced her to be harder and more direct in her 

leadership role.   

 When connecting this work to discussions on race and leadership, the work of the 

APs can be explained as bridge leaders, a term coined in Belinda Robnett’s (1997) How 

long? How long?  In this sense, APs act as bridges between senior level leaders and the 

larger school community. They have the ability to serve as grassroots activist and primary 

leaders, as their position necessitates. Similar to the grassroots activist of the 1960s, who 

were the heart and soul of the Contemporary Civil Rights Movement, APs in their 

nebulous role as servant leaders who interact at every level of schooling have the ability 

to dramatically impact school communities in ways very different than other school 

constituents.  
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While only tipping the iceberg in terms of understanding the dual role of urban 

high school APs, the participants in this study demonstrate a realistic view of urban 

school life.  Their experiences, though unique to their environment, when examined 

collectively provide greater insight into the plight of urban school leadership. Moreover, 

their responses to this unique space teach a sound lesson of tenacity—pushing through to 

the goal of educating youth even in the face of adversity. This is in essence the role of 

school educators and actively demonstrates the model of making it happen. 
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APPENDICES 

Appendix A: Initial Interview Questions for Assistant Principals 

Background 

RQ 1: How do APs define their role?  

1. What is your educational background? 

2. How many years have you taught? 

3. When did you enter the assistant principalship? 

4. What made you decide to become an assistant principal? 

5. How long have you been an assistant principal in this building? 

6. What are your primary responsibilities? 

7. Can you describe the culture of this school? 

8. Can you describe the leadership style of your principal? 

9. How is this style communicated to you and the entire staff? 

10. What is the general response to this leadership style? 

11. Outside of your individual responsibilities, how would you define your 

role in the leadership team? 

12. What are your career plans? Do you aspire to the principalship or desire to 

remain in an AP position? 

Challenges of the Assistant Principalship 

RQ 2: What are the challenges to the Assistant Principalship? 

1. Can you describe the challenges of your position? 

2. Why are these challenges significant? 

3. Can you identify what or who contributes to the challenges? 
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4. Can you identify what and/or who is responsible addressing the 

challenges? 

5. In terms of leadership, how do the challenges of your position impact your 

leadership ability?  

Being a Middle Manager 

RQ 3: How Do APs enact their position as a middle-manager? 

1. As an AP what are the leadership characteristics necessary to function in 

your role? 

2. Do you feel fully equipped to lead?  

3. What and/or who impacted how you understand your leadership role? 

4. Please describe the context in which you lead?  

a. Who are you responsible for?  

 b. Who do you report to? 

5. Do you feel as if your position as a leader is clearly defined? 

 a. If yes, who was responsible for this clarity?  

 b. If no, what is needed to offer greater clarity?  

6. Do you ever feel conflict between meeting the demands of your superior, 

your individual responsibilities, and serving the needs of those you manage?  

a. If yes, how do you resolve the conflict?  

b. If no, what do you attribute to this clarity?  

7. Have you ever had instances where you had difficulty communicating the 

expectations of your principal to your staff? 

a. Does this happen often, seldom, or never?  
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b. How do you resolve the miscommunication, if any? 

8. How do your career aspirations impact how you lead and follow? Please 

 explain 
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Appendix B: Post- Observation Interview Questions 

RQ 4: What factors contribute to why APs act out their roles in particular ways? 

1. What are the primary leadership responsibilities for this period of the 

school year? 

2. What was your contribution in this process? 

3. Based on your understandings of leadership, did you experience any 

incidents where your leadership style conflicted with the principal? How did you 

handle the situation? Why did you handle it in that way? 

4. Was there extensive planning for the activities of this period? Briefly 

describe your assigned role?  

5. Can you identify an incident during this period of the school year where 

you were faced with a challenge between enacting your leadership and 

functioning as a staff member? Please explain.  

6. Please provide a brief explanation to the points of interests I observed 

during this observation period? (This will help lead into questions regarding the 

observation period). 
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Appendix C: Principal’s Perception Interview 

RQ 2: How do APs enact their position as middle managers? 

1. How long has each AP been in your building? 

2. What were they originally hired to do?  

a. Has their role changed? 

3. As the primary formal leader of the school building, how would you 

describe your leadership style?  

a. Is it delegated, dictated, participatory, or a combination? 

4. How do you communicate your leadership style to your leaders? 

5. What do you express to APs about their own leadership ability? 
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Appendix D: Interview Questions for AP Staff members 

RQ 2: How do APs enact their position as middle managers? 

1. What is your background? 

2. How closely do you work with your AP? 

3. How would you describe the working relationship between you and your  

  AP? 

4. How would you describe the working relationship between you and the 

principal? 

5. How would you describe the working relationship between the principal 

and your AP? 

6. Can you describe the leadership style and structure practiced in the  

  school? 

7. Do you feel that your AP effectively communicates their expectation of 

you and the expectations of the principal?  
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Appendix E: Conclusion Interview for Assistant Principals 

1. What is your overall assessment of your position as a middle manager 

after participating in this study? 

2. Is there a difference in the way you enact your position during high times 

of transition versus more stabilized school days? Please explain. 

3. Are there any additional strategies, thoughts, or lessons pertaining to your 

position as an Assistant Principal that you would like to share with me? 
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Appendix F: Network of Coding Family 
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